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The Institute of Ismaili Studies

The Institute of Ismaili Studies was established in 1977 with the
object of promoting scholarship and learning on Islam, in the
historical as well as contemporary contexts, and a better under-
standing of its relationship with other societies and faiths.

The Institute's programmes encourage a perspective which is
not confined to the theological and religious heritage of Islam,
but seek to explore the relationship of religious ideas to broader
dimensions of society and culture. The programmes thus encour-
age an interdisciplinary approach to the materials of Islamic history
and thought. Particular attention is also given to issues of moder-
nity that arise as Muslims seek to relate their heritage to the
contemporary situation.

Within the Islamic tradition, the Institute's programmes seek
to promote research on those areas which have, to date, received
relatively little attention from scholars. These include the intel-
lectual and literary expressions of Shicism in general, and Ismailism
in particular.

In the context of Islamic societies, the Institute's programmes
are informed by the full range and diversity of cultures in which
Islam is practised today, from the Middle East, South and Central
Asia and Africa to the industrialized societies of the West, thus
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taking into consideration the variety of contexts which shape the
ideals, beliefs and practices of the faith.

These objectives are realized through concrete programmes
and activities organized and implemented by various departments
of the Institute. The Institute also collaborates periodically, on a
programme-specific basis, with other institutions of learning in
the United Kingdom and abroad.

The Institute's academic publications fall into several distinct
and interrelated categories:

1. Occasional papers or essays addressing broad themes of the
relationship between religion and society, with special refer-
ence to Islam.

2. Monographs exploring specific aspects of Islamic faith and
culture, or the contributions of individual Muslim figures or
writers.

3. Editions or translations of significant primary or secondary
texts.

4. Translations of poetic or literary texts which illustrate the rich
heritage of spiritual, devotional and symbolic expressions in
Muslim history.

5. Works on Ismaili history and thought, and the relationship of
the Ismailis to other traditions, communities and schools of
thought in Islam.

6. Proceedings of conferences and seminars sponsored by the
Institute.

7. Bibliographical works and catalogues which document
manuscripts, printed texts and other source materials.

This book falls into category five listed above.
In facilitating these and other publications, the Institute's sole

aim is to encourage original research and analysis of relevant is-
sues. While every effort is made to ensure that the publications
are of a high academic standard, there is naturally bound to be a
diversity of views, ideas and interpretations. As such, the opinions
expressed in these publications are to be understood as belong-
ing to their authors alone.



Ismaili Heritage Series

A major Shici Muslim community, the Ismailis have had a long
and eventful history. Scattered in many regions of the world, in
Asia, Africa, Europe and North America, the Ismailis have elabo-
rated diverse intellectual and literary traditions in different
languages. On two occasions they had states of their own, the Fa-
timid caliphate and the Nizari State of Iran and Syria during the
Alamut period. While pursuing particular religio-political aims,
the leaders of these Ismaili states also variously encouraged intel-
lectual, scientific, artistic and commercial activities.

Until recently, the Ismailis were studied and judged almost ex-
clusively on the basis of the evidence collected or fabricated by
their enemies, including the bulk of the medieval heresiographers
and polemicists who were hostile towards the Shi£a in general and
the Ismailis among them in particular. These authors in fact treated
the Shici interpretations of Islam as expressions of heterodoxy or
even heresy. As a result, a 'black legend' was gradually developed
and put into circulation in the Muslim world to discredit the Is-
mailis and their interpretation of Islam. The Christian Crusaders
and their occidental chroniclers, who remained almost completely
ignorant of Islam and its internal divisions, disseminated their
own myths of the Ismailis, which came to be accepted in Europe
as true descriptions of Ismaili teachings and practices. Modern
Orientalists, too, have studied the Ismailis on the basis of these
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hostile sources and fanciful accounts of medieval times. Thus, leg-
ends and misconceptions have continued to surround the Ismailis
through the twentieth century.

In more recent decades, however, the field of Ismaili studies
has been revolutionized due to the recovery and study of genuine
Ismaili sources on a large scale - manuscript materials which in
different ways survived the destruction of the Fatimid and Nizari
Ismaili libraries. These sources, representing diverse literary tra-
ditions produced in Arabic, Persian and Indie languages, had
hitherto been secretly preserved in private collections in India,
Central Asia, Iran, Afghanistan, Syria and the Yemen.

Modern progress in Ismaili studies has already necessitated a
complete re-writing of the history of the Ismailis and their contri-
butions to Islamic civilization. It has now become clear that the
Ismailis founded important libraries and institutions of learning
such as al-Azhar and the Dar al-Tlm in Cairo, while some of their
learned def is or missionaries developed unique intellectual tradi-
tions amalgamating their theological doctrine with a diversity of
philosophical traditions in complex metaphysical systems. The
Ismaili patronage of learning and extension of hospitality to non-
Ismaili scholars was maintained even in such difficult times as the
Alamut period, when the community was preoccupied with its
survival in an extremely hostile milieu.

The Ismaili Heritage Series, published under the auspices of
the Department of Academic Research and Publications of The
Institute of Ismaili Studies, aims to make available to wide audi-
ences the results of modern scholarship on the Ismailis and their
rich intellectual and cultural heritage, as well as certain aspects of
their more recent history and achievements.



For my mother,
Shirinkhanu Asani,

and in loving memory of my father,
Sultaan Ali Asani
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Foreword

Who among the orientalists can tell you what ginans are? How
many scholars of Islam who specialise in the classical fields of Ara-
bic, Persian and Turkish know of the rites and customs current in
the Ismaiii community and its devotional literature? Scholars of
Islamic literature are certainly aware of the great medieval poet
Nasir-i Khusraw, who excelled in philosophical thought and whose
poetry was considered by a leading expert like E.G. Browne as
ranking among the finest expressions of Persian literature, wor-
thy of being rendered into a European language. And Nasir's
thoughts even impressed a modern Muslim poet-philosopher,
Muhammad Iqbal, who introduced him in his Javidndma (1932)
in the 'Sphere of Paradise.' Perhaps some linguists may have heard
of the Ismaiii literature in Burushaski, the difficult language spo-
ken in the mountainous region of Hunza in northern Pakistan -
but ginans} What are they?

I was lucky to encounter the gindn literature during my early
years teaching at Harvard where my first Ismaiii student, Gulshan
Khakee, wrote her doctoral dissertation about the Dasa Avatar a, a
long poem in which Muslim and Hindu traditions seem to merge
as the poet represents Ismaiii Islam as the culmination and fulfil-
ment of the Hindu religious tradition. From that time onwards
the topic of the ginans never ceased to fascinate me although it

xv
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was difficult to decipher and properly understand many of these
poems. Yet, in some of the ginans which I came to know, thanks to
Ali S. Asani, the similarity of expression with Sindhi mystical
folksongs struck me immediately. Indeed, Sindhi, in its earliest
known form seems to be one of the most important vehicles for
the preservation of the ginans. It has been claimed that some of
the earliest known ginans, ascribed to PIr Shams and his circle,
may be the oldest specimens of the Sindhi language. Gujarati as
well was to play a major role in their formation. Many of the ginans
are sung in a mixed idiom, for as they were in the first place oral
literature, words could be changed in the course of time - a singer
might explain an unfamiliar word by something better known to
his audience, or change the rhyme - exactly as it has happened in
every early culture. This process is called in German Zersingen,
that is, to sing a verse so often and under different circumstances
that it becomes 'threadbare' and changes colour to a certain ex-
tent. Such changes reflect the living presence in the community
of certain beloved songs.

Ali Asani's scholarship has focused on the development of the
ginans from the viewpoint of strict philology; but after carefully
dealing with the formal aspects of this literature he shows the par-
ticular role of the ginans in the piety of the Ismaili jamdcat
(community) of South Asian origin. They reflect a warm, loving
feeling for their Hazir Imam, the current Imam of the Ismailis,
and it is touching to see how even modern forms of devotional
literature never cease to express this deep love and the longing
for his darshan (vision). Likewise the didactic ginans and the more
theologically important ginans are highly interesting and reflect
the community's ideals as well as the perhaps unconscious attempt
to participate in the overall Indian tradition, exactly as Sufi po-
etry in Sind and in the Punjab is replete with words and images
reminiscent of the songs of the Hindu bhaktas (hence the aver-
sion of sharica-minded theologians to mystical poetry despite the
warm, tender feelings that permeate it).

The ginans have been the precious possession of the Ismaili
community for centuries, but, as Ali Asani shows, changes in their
form and function are also visible. Thus, the standardisation of
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the texts in Gujarati script in the early 20th century produced
some changes which were barely noticed by those who did not
know the earlier tradition. Yet, the transliteration of the gindns
into Gujarati script, or even in the Arabic or Latin alphabet, was
unavoidable because the knowledge of Khojki, the script tradi-
tionally used to record them, was rapidly disappearing among the
Ismailis. Among the most important contributions in the present
book are the chapters on the Khojki script - a script that can be
deciphered nowadays only by a handful of scholars. To draw the
readers' attention to the enormous difficulties offered by this
mercantile script, that resembles a kind of shorthand, is neces-
sary as it is useful not only for those interested in the spiritual
contents of the gindns but for all those who deal with the general
history of writing and the role of the script in different cultural
traditions.

Ali Asani's book is a treasure trove for everyone who is inter-
ested in Ismaili history and thought. It offers important material
not only to the members of the community but also to scholars
from various branches - be they Islamicists, Indologists, sociolo-
gists or historians of religion - for the gindns are placed here in
the context of the general history of religion and not seen as an
isolated phenomenon.

This book combines erudition with love for the tradition, a
strictly scholarly approach with a deep understanding of people's
religious feelings. I hope that it will help foster a better under-
standing of important aspects of the devotional literature of
Indo-Pakistani Ismailis, their history and their unfaltering love
for their Imam.

Annemarie Schimmel
Bonn, 2001
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Remember the name of the Lord
And light will emerge within you;
Taste the nectar of love
And ecstasy will overwhelm you.

Translated from Candrabhan,
a gindn attributed to Pir Shams





Introduction:
The Nizari Ismaili Tradition in South Asia

This book is a compilation of essays concerning the literary tradi-
tion of the Nizari Ismailis of India and Pakistan. These essays
introduce readers to various aspects of a rich and unique devo-
tional literature that has, until recently, received little or no
attention from students of Islamic or South Asian literatures. Who
are the Nizari Ismailis of India and Pakistan? Among the subcon-
tinent's Muslim communities, the Nizari Ismailis are well known
for the extensive social, educational and philanthropic activities
of their Imams known as the Aga Khans and the various institutions
they have established to promote social, economic and cultural
development in the region; as well as the community's prominence
in financial and trade circles, and for the highly structured na-
ture of its institutions and organizations. Aga Khan III Sir Sultan
Muhammad Shah, the Ismaili Imam from 1885 to 1957, played a
prominent leadership role among the Muslims of pre-partition
India and in the Pakistan movement. He also served for a short
time as the President of the League of Nations, the predecessor
to the modern United Nations. Moreover, Muhammad Alijinnah,
the founding father of Pakistan, also had his roots in this
community.

In terms of religious doctrine, the Nizari Ismailis, in common
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with other Shici Muslims, hold that upon the death of the Prophet
Muhammad guidance of the Muslim community continued in his
progeny through a succession of Imams descended from his
daughter Fatima and his cousin and son-in-law cAli b. Abi Talib.
Over the course of time, the Shici Muslims crystallized into differ-
ent factions, mainly based on disputes over succession to the office
of Imam and later over differing interpretations of the nature of
the institution of Imamate. The Ismailis derive their name from
the fact that, following the death of Imam Jacfar al-Sadiq in 148/
765, they supported the cause of his eldest son Ismacil, while the
alternative group, who came eventually to be called the
Ithnacasharis (Twelvers), followed the line of his brother, Musa
al-Kazim. Similarly, when in 487/1094 there was another dispute
concerning succession to the Fatimid Ismaili Imam-caliph al-
Mustansir, the Nizari Ismailis were those who supported the claims
of his son Nizar (d.488/1095), while the Mustacli Ismailis followed
his younger brother, al-Musta'li.1 At present, the Nizari Ismailis
are the only Shici community with a living Imam in the person of
Prince Karim al-Husaynl, Aga Khan IV (b. 1936). The Ismailis be-
lieve that he is a direct descendant of the Prophet Muhammad,
being their 49th Imam through the line of the Imams cAli, Isma'il
and Nizar. As Hdzirlmdm (Present Imam) or Imdm-i Zamdn (Imam
of the Age) he has the sole right to interpret the faith and pro-
vide authoritative guidance to his followers on spiritual and worldly
matters. It is on account of their allegiance to the Aga Khan that
the Nizari Ismailis are sometimes called 'Aga Khanis' by other
Muslims, a term that the Ismailis never use for themselves.

On the basis of differences in ethnicity, cultural traditions and
historical evolution, we can, at present, distinguish two distinct
groupings among the Nizari Ismailis of the subcontinent. The first,
centred in northern Pakistan, particularly around Hunza, has been
strongly influenced by its connections with the Central Asian world;
the second has been historically and culturally associated with the
western regions of the subcontinent, specifically Gujarat, Sind and
Punjab. The essays in this volume focus primarily on the literary
traditions of the second group. Members of this group have also
been popularly known as Khojas, Shamsis, Momnas or Satpanthis.
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The term satpanth means 'the true path,' the name under which
Nizari Ismailism was preached to them in the past. Today the Nizari
Ismailis of the Satpanthi group are found scattered in most parts
of modern India, Pakistan and Bangladesh. They are specially con-
centrated in western India around Bombay, in Gujarat and Kutch,
and in the Sind region of Pakistan. Many have also migrated to
various areas in the Indian Ocean region, in particular East Af-
rica, and more recently to North America and the United
Kingdom.

The Satpanth Ismaili Tradition and its Contexts:
Ismaili, Indo-Muslim and Indie

The development of the Nizari Ismaili Satpanth tradition in South
Asia can best be understood if it is considered within three over-
lapping cultural contexts. The first is a transnational or global
one, for it places the tradition within the broader historical con-
text of Ismailism as it has manifested itself and evolved in many
different cultural areas beyond the Indian subcontinent. Thus,
through their institutions such as the dacwa (mission) and the
Imamate, the Ismailis of South Asia were connected as early as
the 4th/ 10th century to historic centres of Ismaili power in Egypt
and later in Iran, where their Imams once resided and from where
they directed the affairs of their followers. While transnational or
global influences on the development of Nizari Ismailism in the
subcontinent have been important through the centuries, they
have now become particularly significant as the Nizari Ismailis of
the region are inextricably linked to Ismaili communities in other
parts of the world through their central administrative headquar-
ters at Aiglemont in France, the residence of the current Imam.

The second context is an Indo-Muslim one, placing the
Satpanth Ismaili tradition within the overall framework of the
growth of Islamic institutions and movements in the Indian sub-
continent as well as the establishment of political rule in the region
by various Muslim groups. From the 5th/1 ith century onwards,
when Muslim dynasties of Central Asian or Turkish origin gained
political power over parts of northern and western India, several
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Sunni rulers deemed it necessary to physically eliminate Ismailis
whom they considered to be heretics and political dissidents.2

Obviously, such persecution has had significant consequences on
the character and nature of the Nizari Ismailism. Unable to de-
clare their tenets openly, adherents were forced to observe taqiyya
(precautionary dissimulation). On the other hand, the tradition
has been equally influenced by its complex and often enigmatic
relations with other Muslim religious groups in the region, par-
ticularly various Sufi orders. In many instances, to circumvent
possible persecution, Ismaili pirs (preacher-saints) appear to have
adopted the guise of Sufi teachers. Consequently, over time, non-
Ismaili populations have come to regard them as holy men in the
Sufi tradition rather than in the Ismaili one.3 The blurring of
Sufi and Ismaili boundaries is also evidenced by the strong mysti-
cal character of the Satpanth Ismaili literature.4 And yet, relations
between Ismailis and Sufis were not always positive, for we also
have evidence of an intense rivalry. For example, in the region of
Punjab, particularly around Multan and Ucch, the relationship
between the shaykhs of the Suhrawardi order and the Ismaili pirs
was fraught with friction and tension as a result of competition
for adherents.5 Baha al-DIn Zakariyya (d. ca. 666/1267), a promi-
nent Suhrawardi shaykh, is said to have played an active role in
converting Ismaili populations to Sunni Islam.6 In the contem-
porary period, Nizari Ismaili identity continues to be profoundly
impacted by developments in the Indo-Muslim context, particu-
larly by the emergence of a variety of reform and revivalist
movements which promote neo-conservative interpretations of
Sunni Islam and monolithic definitions of what it means to be
Muslim.7

The third context is an Indie one within which the Satpanthi
Ismaili tradition interacted at various levels with local cultures and
folk traditions as well as indigenous religious groups such as
bhaktas, sants and Shaivaite ascetics, particularly the Nath yogis.
Moreover, the corpus of Satpanth Ismaili religious literature was
composed in local Indie languages, utilizing poetic forms drawn
from various folk traditions. At the level of religious ideas, sym-
bols and concepts from the Indie context permeate the tradition,
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albeit in a reformulated form.8 In some instances, the Ismaili pirs,
as representatives of the tradition, are even portrayed as ascetics
or yogis. The designation of this context as Indie, rather than
Hindu, is deliberate and has a double intent. The first is to avoid
the pitfall of several scholars of Satpanth Ismailism who have pro-
jected modern notions of religious identity, developed in the
context of intense communalism and nationalism in colonial and
post-colonial India, onto the study of the past. As Wilfred Cantwell
Smith, the prominent historian of religion, has pointed out, the
use of the term 'Hindu' for an adherent of a 'world religion' called
'Hinduism' is a 19th-century construct and originated in the at-
tempt by Westerners in India, especially missionaries, to lump
together everything that they found that was not 'Islamic' reli-
giously.9 Indeed, an examination of the use of the term 'Hindu'
in the pre-modern milieu within which the Satpanth Ismaili tradi-
tion developed reveals that the term had predominantly a
geographic, cultural or ethnic nuance rather than a religious
one.10 A second justification for the use of the term Tndic' is to
circumvent another fallacy that perceives the subcontinent's cul-
tures to be intrinsically 'Hindu,' by projecting a specific religious
identity onto indigenous cultural elements such as language, lit-
erature, art, music and so on. For instance, the Bengali language,
widely spoken by a substantial number of Bengali Muslims, has
been perceived by some as a 'Hindu' language and, therefore, a
non-Islamic one. Suspicion of the vernacular, the Indie, as non-
Islamic among contemporary Muslim groups has had significant
consequences on the manner in which many Nizari Ismailis cur-
rently relate to the Indie context of their faith. As they assert what
is perceived to be a normative Islamic base for their identity, there
is also a tendency to distance themselves or to de-emphasize the
Indie context.11

Historically, each of these three contexts has played a profound
role in shaping the evolution of the Satpanth Ismaili tradition in
South Asia. Their contributions are manifest in the plurality of
strands within the tradition, a plurality that has become increas-
ingly difficult to sustain in the present as these contexts are
buffeted by, and respond to, the polarizing forces of religious
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nationalism and communalism and changing conceptions of reli-
gious identity. Approaching the study of the Satpanth Ismaili
tradition within the framework of these three contexts, and ap-
preciating the dynamic and fluid interaction between them, results
in an integrated and finely nuanced understanding of the tradi-
tion and its ethos.

For instance, many scholars have remarked on the manner in
which various elements of the Satpanth Ismaili tradition are
acculturated or indigenized to the Indie milieu. They, however,
differ widely in their perceptions of the character of the tradi-
tion. The pioneer of modern Ismaili studies, Wladimir Ivanow,
conceives of the process of acculturation as one during which 'the
meaning and spirit of Islam' were separated 'from its hard Arabic
shell'12 and two cultures [religions] welded together into one 'with
remarkable tact and intuition.'13 Others have judged the process
to be a syncretistic phenomenon, a random and irrational combi-
nation of elements drawn from different religious traditions and
have, therefore, raised questions about the identity of adherents.
Hence Bernard Lewis, a historian, declared Nizari Ismailis in South
Asia as 'Hindus under a light Muslim veneer.'14 The late Aziz
Ahmad, scholar of several works on Islam in South Asia, grouped
them with other 'syncretic' sects of indeterminate identity, de-
claring that their chief interest is as 'curiosities of mushroom
religious growth.'15 Consequently, he declares that the gindns, the
tradition's principal literary genre, 'lack the Islamic personality.'16

Wilferd Madelung, a prominent scholar of Shici Islam, considers
these hymns in which 'Islamic and Hindu beliefs, especially popu-
lar Tantric ones, are freely mixed' to be devoid of theological or
credal content.17 To be sure, there have been other scholars who
have reacted against such characterizations by raising serious con-
cerns about the nature of the assumptions that underlie them.
Azim Nanji, for instance, questions the use of a vague, unilateral
concept of Islam or Ismailism as an index to measure the 'Islamic'
character of a movement or literature.18 Tazim Kassam attempts
to show that the syncretism in the tradition is not 'a haphazard
mishmash' but an intricate weave of Hindu and Ismaili ideas that
creates 'a religious and cultural synthesis that sustained the
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fledgling community.'19 Dominique-Sila Khan argues that the term
'syncreticism' should be discarded altogether, for it is a convenient
label employed when 'one does not have a better understanding
of the various factors that led to a contemporary phenomenon'
and results in 'a reductionist approach.'20 Quoting M.I. Khan's
work on Islam in Kashmir,21 she proposes that we should not at-
tempt to analyse a tradition such as Satpanth by 'cramping it into
pigeon-holes of "cultural synthesis", "syncretism", "orthodoxy"
versus "popular religion".'22

Although there is much to commend a critical examination of
the manner in which scholars have perceived the phenomenon
of acculturation and the categories they use, what most of these
analyses overlook are the causes underlying the process of accul-
turation in the first place. For this, we need to recognize that these
causes may, in fact, lie embedded in the triple contexts within
which the Satpanth Ismaili tradition developed, namely the Is-
maili, the Indo-Muslim and the Indie. When viewed from this
perspective, we see that the acculturation of the tradition is a mul-
tifaceted phenomenon and reinforced by a set of factors, derived
from diverse contexts, yet working in concurrence.

Within the Ismaili context, the impetus to acculturation can
be traced to a fundamental impulse within the community wher-
ever it has manifested itself geographically and historically. The
Ismailis, in their attempt to understand the central aspect of their
faith - the concept of the Imam - have called on the available
tools of various philosophical and religious systems, making them
highly adaptable to different political and cultural environments.
According to Paul Walker, the Ismailis have:

tolerated a surprising intellectual flexibility and leeway. That
in turn has allowed men of various philosophical temperaments
to enter into and promote with enthusiasm this particular kind
of Islam ... This fact may explain why the Ismaili movement
attracted a number of brilliant and creative thinkers and also
why others of equal brilliance seem to lean in their direction.23

As a result of this ecumenical outlook, multiple motifs from
many streams of thought manifest themselves in works by Ismaili
authors from the earliest days of the community.24 For example,
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the scholarship of Henry Corbin has shown that during the Fa-
timid period Ismaili thinkers embarked on a remarkable
formulation of Islamic, Gnostic, Neoplatonic, Manichaean and
Zoroastrian elements to elaborate the concept of the Imam.25

That the tradition would react similarly to the religious environ-
ment of the Indian subcontinent by reformulating the concept of
avatdra, for example, so that it corresponded with the Ismaili con-
cept of Imam, is, therefore, hardly surprising. The motivation to
integrate and reformulate, to acculturate to a different environ-
ment is specifically part of the Ismaili legacy.26

The Ismailis, however, were not the only Muslims who accul-
turated their traditions to the local Indian environment. From
the very early periods of the development of the Islamic tradition
in the subcontinent, we find individual Muslims and religious
groups all over the region advocating and promoting the process
of acculturation, actively fostering interpretations of Islamic con-
cepts and ideas that could relate to the indigenous religious and
cultural contexts.27 The shaykks of the Chishti Sufi order, for ex-
ample, promoted the creation of devotional poetry on Islamic
mystical themes in local languages which, in its attitudes, expres-
sions and similes, was strikingly similar to that written by poets
influenced by the tradition of bhakti devotionalism.28 In several
Hindi-speaking areas of northern India, Chishti patronage led to
the development of mystical-romantic epics in various Hindi dia-
lects in which local Indian romances were retold by poets who
incorporated within them a mystical symbolism embedded in Sufi
ideology.29 Sufi poets in Sind and Punjab appropriated within an
Islamic context the theme of viraha (love-in-separation) and the
symbol of the virahini (the woman longing for her beloved). Both
were associated in the Indian devotional tradition with the long-
ing of the gopis (cow-maids), particularly Radha, for the avatdra
Krishna. Following the Indie literary conventions, they represented
the human soul as a longing wife or bride pining for her beloved
who could be God or the Prophet Muhammad.30 Beyond devel-
oping a common poetical language, some Sufis also adapted
Indian practices of yoga and meditation to those inherited from
the classical Arabo-Persian tradition. In an identical spirit, the
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authors of the extensive putki literature of medieval Bengal at-
tempted to incorporate various figures of Indian mythology,
particularly Krishna, an avatdra of the deity Vishnu, into the his-
torical line of Islamic prophets which ends with the Prophet
Muhammad.31

Not all Muslims, however, were comfortable with this
assimilationist strand, for it was vigorously opposed by those who
espoused an exclusivist, separatistic position. Historically
associated with the Muslim ruling and intellectual elite of a Turko-
Persian origin, adherents of the separatistic strand desired to
maintain their privileged status, as well as their ethnic and cul-
tural difference, by disparaging and rejecting all Indian cultural
manifestations. Many of the members of the religious elite, in par-
ticular, were anxious to prevent their religious identity from being
absorbed and overwhelmed by 'an environment which could only
be described as an anathema to their cherished ideal of mono-
theism.'32 Typical of the separatistic attitude was the 8th/14th
century spiritual leader Makhdum-ijahaniyanjahangasht (d. 787/
1385) who prohibited his Muslim followers from using linguisti-
cally Indian terms in reference to God.33 Similar sentiments were
echoed several centuries later by Shah Waliullah (d. 1176/1762),
an important religious reformer, who demanded that the Muslim
community of South Asia substitute the customs of the Arabs for
the 'foreign' customs they had adopted.34

Viewed within this dichotomy of mutually antagonistic stances
among Muslim groups over the appropriate attitude to the local
Indian environment and the plethora of Indie religious and cul-
tural manifestations, the Satpanth Ismaili position is evident.
Historically the tradition clearly belongs to the assimilationist
mode, that is, among those whose vision and interpretation of
Islam saw no contradiction between a person's religious identity
and their full participation in indigenous culture. The fact that
many Sufi groups with whom the Satpanthi Ismailis came into
contact shared a similar attitude fostered the development of lit-
erary traditions with close parallels, particularly in their use of
indigenous languages, symbols and motifs. This commonality was
also crucial in circumstances when Satpanthi Ismailis had to
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conceal their identity by observing taqiyya (precautionary
dissimulation) as Sufis. More recently, in the colonial and post-
colonial periods, as notions of religious identity among the
subcontinent's Muslims have undergone a radical change, ele-
ments of culture have been viewed increasingly from a purely
religious perspective. Consequently, groups that were previously
assimilationist have been forced to redefine their attitude vis-a-vis
their acculturated forms and practices. As a result, there has been
a general shift in attitudes towards the separatist pole. It is within
this context that one may see significant changes within the con-
temporary Nizari Ismaili tradition in South Asia as acculturated
modes of expression are modified in response to external changes
and pressures. For instance, formulations of the faith within a
Vaishnavite frame of reference, which were so central to the tra-
dition for several centuries, have now been replaced by those that
utilize universally understood Islamic concepts and emphasize the
context of Islamic history.35

A significant aspect of the Satpanth Ismaili tradition's accul-
turation to the Indie milieu was vernacularization. That is to say
that the bulk of the tradition's religious literature was written in
various vernacular Indie languages and dialects rather than in Ara-
bic or Persian, the traditional languages of Ismaili religious and
literary discourse in the Middle East and North Africa. Beyond
the use of local languages, Satpanthi literature also employed ver-
nacular literary forms and structures, frequently incorporating
imagery and symbols drawn from the Indian environment. Since
much Indian devotional poetry in the vernacular is generally sung
to specific melodies, the Satpanthi literary tradition also preserved
this close association between poetry, music and performance, as
is evident in the gindns. We should not attribute the intensely ver-
nacular character of Satpanthi literature to simply the tradition's
impulse to acculturate to a local environment. Rather, when viewed
from the perspective of the Indie context, we observe that the
vernacularization of the Ismaili tradition carried, in fact, a much
greater significance, for it mirrored trends in the broader Indian
milieu.

The period between the 5th/1 ith and 11th/17th centuries,
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during which the Ismaili tradition emerged and consolidated its
identity, was a time of great religious ferment all over northern
India. The ferment was a result of several popular counter-cultural
movements challenging the long-established brahmanical tradi-
tion and its emphasis on the authority of the brahmins (priestly
class) and the Vedas. Among these movements, bhakti stressed love
and devotion to the divine (manifested in the form of specific
deities, such as Krishna) as the most efficacious mode of attaining
salvation. Another, called the sant movement, on account of its
association with sants (poet-saints of subordinate caste origin),
rejected priestly and scriptural authority, the caste system, wor-
ship of traditional deities, and rituals and sacrifice, in favour of
an interior search for the unqualified Absolute through sddhand
(meditation) of the divine name under the guidance of the satguru
(true preceptor).36 Under the older brahmanical tradition, reli-
gious life was dominated by the performance of numerous rites,
rituals and strict adherence to dharma (correct conduct) within
the caste system. Now, as a result of the bhakti and sant movements,
these traditional elements were gradually abandoned in favour of
a more egalitarian view that stressed the importance of personal
religious experience and interiorized forms of religion over reli-
gious authority and ritual.

Integral to the challenge of the bhakti and the sant movements
to the classical brahmanical tradition was the abandonment of
Sanskrit, the official language of ritual worship monopolized by
the priestly brahmins, in favour of the vernaculars as means of re-
ligious expression. Probably inspired by the vernacular
compositions of a small, though influential, group of wandering
ascetics (the Nath yogis), bhakti and sant poets began writing po-
ems in various local languages and dialects. Thus, poetry in the
vernacular became the principal medium through which they at-
tracted a great deal of mass support and effectively managed to
undermine the brahmanical system. Along with newly emerging
regional polities in the region which also patronized vernacular
languages,37 these religious movements contributed to the phe-
nomenal blossoming of literatures in a wide range of vernaculars
from all over the subcontinent.
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Vernacular languages were preferred as vehicles of religious
literature by not only the bhakti and sant movements but also, as
we have seen, by the Ismailis and several Indian Sufi groups who
employed local languages for composing mystical verse. This com-
mon feature among the traditions is, in fact, indicative of a deeper
and more complex interrelationship. Increasingly, recent schol-
arship reveals that the bhaktas, sants, Sufis and Ismailis were all
interconnected, although in precisely what manner is not yet
clears8 One result of this interrelationship was a shared empha-
sis among traditions on certain themes: the efficacy of interiorized
modes of worship over external ritual; the importance of love on
the path to salvation; the power and effectiveness of remember-
ing the divine name; and the pivotal role of the guru or spiritual
guide. As a result, even though a tradition contained aspects that
were doctrinally distinctive, it also had other aspects that reso-
nated with kindred religious traditions. In expressing these
analogous concepts, poets from different religious contexts drew
from the same common pool of cultural and literary symbols and
metaphors which, by not being anchored to a specific religious
tradition, lent themselves to an open system of interpretation.39

Consequently, certain symbols, such as the representation of the
soul as a virahirii or yearning woman separated from her beloved,
became pan-Indian symbols with each group interpreting them
within its own frame of reference. For example, depending on
the religious context, the virahims beloved could be any one of
the following: God, the Prophet Muhammad, the Ismaili Imam,
the Sufi shaykh, Krishna, Vishnu, the guru and so on.4° The shar-
ing of such 'open' symbols that could be interpreted in multiple,
even contradictory, ways resulted in a literary phenomenon that
Robin Rinehart, in her study of Punjabi poetry, has termed
'portability.'41 A poem, hymn or song from one tradition became,
in fact, 'portable' since a listener could interpret a central com-
mon core of thematic, symbolic and cultural elements within his
or her particular religious framework. For our purposes, this would
mean that a single poem could, in fact, be interpreted in three
different contexts - Ismaili, Indo-Muslim and Indie - provided its
symbols were 'open.'
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Interestingly, manuscripts recording Ismaili devotional
literature in Khojki, a script unique to the subcontinent's Nizari
Ismailis, show evidence of such 'portability' when they juxtapose
poems originating from both the Indo-Muslim and the Indie con-
texts with Ismaili gindns and other texts of Ismaili provenance.42

Presumably, these poems of non-Ismaili origin, on account of their
language, structure and symbolism, could be interpreted by Is-
maili audiences within an Ismaili framework. Similarly we can
document instances of gindns being 'transported' beyond formal
Ismaili settings and their message being interpreted and appreci-
ated within entirely different theological contexts. For example,
in the 1950s, Mr Aziz Tejpar, a renowned gindn singer in East
Africa recited gindns in public forums much to the acclaim of
Hindu and Sikh members of the audience who were able to relate
to the poems within their respective religious frameworks. In a
pamphlet celebrating the activities of Mr Tejpar's gindn-singing
group, the Chairman of the Sikh Gurudwara at Arusha in Tanza-
nia writes: 'We have enjoyed "Ginans" so much that we invite Mr
Tejpar to sing some at our temples, we shall welcome him.' Seth
Maganlal Rugnath Jeram, President of the Nakuru Indian Asso-
ciation, who presumably was Hindu by faith, comments: 'Ismaili
Ginans are rich in philosophy and music. I request Mr Aziz Tejpar
to stay longer at [sic] Nakuru and give us the opportunity to be-
come hosts of the Ginan Party. The Indian Association of Nakuru
will be happy to arrange a large function for such event. I assure
you your short stay has not satisfied us, we wish to hear many more
Ginans which were wonderful.'43 These concrete examples un-
derscore the dynamic interplay between the triple contexts within
which the Satpanth Ismaili tradition is located.

Conversion to Satpanth: Some Unanswered Questions

Although, presently, the Nizari Ismailis constitute a significant sub-
group among the Muslim communities of South Asia, we are not
at all certain about the actual processes by which Ismaili ideas
spread in the region, or the reasons why the Satpanth tradition
attracted adherents. The history of its origin and development is
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confused and complicated by the fact that the traditional accounts
of the pm, the preacher-saints commonly believed to have been
responsible for converting local inhabitants to the Ismaili cause,
are embedded in layers of myth and hagiography. Furthermore,
since the preaching of Ismaili ideas was carried out in an incon-
spicuous manner in order not to attract undue attention and
possible persecution, works by non-Ismaili Muslim authors con-
tain almost no specific references to the Satpanthi Ismaili tradition
and its adherents.

It is commonly assumed that the presence of Ismailis in the
region was the result of the activities of a unique Ismaili institu-
tion, the dacwa (mission), a formal, highly organized and effective
system to propagate the Ismaili interpretation of Islam. The con-
temporary Nizari Ismaili community in South Asia traces the
origins of the Satpanth tradition to the dacwa originating in Iran.
In the 5 th /n th century, after a dispute over succession to the
Fatimid caliphate in Egypt, supporters of Nizar (the Nizarls), the
eldest son of the Fatimid Caliph al-Mustansir (d. 487/1094), broke
all ties with the declining Fatimids and established an independ-
ent state centred at the fortress of Alamut in northern Iran where
the descendants of Nizar were proclaimed to be the rightful Im-
ams. As a Shici enclave in a predominantly Sunni environment,
the state of Alamut was constantly attacked by the Saljuqs who saw
its presence as a threat to their suzerainty. Although Alamut sur-
vived these attacks, it suffered a serious blow during the Mongol
invasions of the 7th/13th century when it was forced to capitu-
late to the forces of the Mongol general, Hulegu, in 654/1256,
with the Ismaili Imam, Rukn al-DIn Khurshah, subsequently be-
ing murdered. Notwithstanding this disaster, Nizari Ismailism in
Iran continued to survive under the guise of a Sufi order with the
Imam as its shaykh or pir. In the gth/i5th century, a new Ismaili
centre of Ismaili activity emerged in Anjudan, central Iran, where
the Nizari Imams took up residence.

Throughout these turmoils, Ismaili tradition claims, the Im-
ams in Iran continued the dacwain the subcontinent through ddcis,
also known as jfrns. Unfortunately, we have little historically reli-
able information about these pirs, especially the earlier ones who
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seem to have been active in the region of Gujarat and Sind from
perhaps as early as the 5th/11 th century. In the case of many pm
we cannot be sure of even basic biographical details, such as dates
of birth and death.44 To add to the confusion, some of them
seemed to have had Persian as well as one or more Indian names
as a strategy for taqiyya and their desire to appear close to the
indigenous population.45 Significant questions relating to the
organization of the dacwa remain unanswered. We are not sure
whether the pm worked alone or with the help of disciples. Did
they receive specific instructions from Iran or did they operate
more or less independently? Was there any central organization
in the subcontinent or were there small isolated pockets of adher-
ents with ties to the Imams in Iran, who were eventually
consolidated into a larger community?

A great deal of ambiguity also surrounds the factors that may
have attracted local populations to the Ismaili pm and their teach-
ings. While there certainly were religious motivations, primarily
of a soteriological nature, scholars have proposed a variety of ad-
ditional explanations. Wladimir Ivanow attributes the success of
the Ismaili dacwa not only to religious zeal and enthusiasm of the
preachers, but also to socio-economic circumstances such as the
hard conditions of the masses, economic distress, poor adminis-
tration and their acute discontent with the established order.46

Tazim Kassam, on the other hand, based on the presence of what
she refers to as 'political' allusions in the gindvs (such as refer-
ences to kings, queens, armies and warfare), postulates that the
initial impulse of the dacwa was essentially political. Hence, she
interprets the phrase 'pdrutdro' ('deliver to the [other] shore') a
standard metaphor for religious salvation in medieval Indian de-
votional literatures, as also being a reference to 'political
liberation' - local Hindu rulers seeking help from the Ismaili Imam
in Iran to rescue them from their Sunni oppressors.47 She there-
fore suggests that in its initial phases Satpanth embraced the ideals
of a political liberation movement before it evolved into a pacifist
and mystically-oriented form.48 In contrast, Azim Nanji asserts that
the dacwa was non-political in its orientation and that references
to the conversion of rulers probably 'reflect the urge to revive the
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ambition in symbolic terms ... .'49 He argues that since the gindns
belong to the category of esoteric literature, its statements ap-
pear in 'mythical state or are couched in symbolism.'50 Concerning
the process of conversion, he suggests that the Ismaili pirs may
have been closely associated with pre-existing Hindu caste groups
of an 'intermediate' rank.51 These groups, he asserts, tended to
be professional units such as goldsmiths, farmers, traders, and
that it was the economic strength of such units that may have
played a role in attracting additional converts.52 Dominique-Sila
Khan believes that the Ismaili pirs were perceived as charismatic
holy men, similar to Sufi shaykhs, with powers to aid individuals
with their worldly problems, and that their appeal was to the
untouchables and lower castes. Ishtiaq Hussein Qureshi agrees
that the initial appeal was based not on dogma or belief but rather
by impressing on the potential convert the spiritual greatness of
some person, usually the Ismaili 'missionary.'53 The varying ex-
planations given by these scholars indicate that the matter is too
complex to have a single definitive answer. Given the paucity of
concrete evidence, we may never really know what combination
of factors motivated individuals to become Satpanthis.

In terms of the techniques, we know that the pirs presented
Ismaili concepts to Indian audiences in acculturated forms that
were accessible to them within their indigenous cultural and reli-
gious milieu. And yet, we are not certain of the actual mechanics
by which the pirs approached potential converts. A 4th/1 oth cen-
tury Arabic treatise describing the manner in which Ismaili ddcis
engaged in proselytization in a Middle Eastern context reveals
that the method adopted was 'secretive and individualized, not
public and mass.'54 The incognito dd(i would identify a likely can-
didate and then gradually lead him through various pedagogical
stages to the esoteric meaning of Ismailism.55 While this text de-
scribes the operation of a paradigmatic ddci working on his own,
Wladimir Ivanow dismisses this method as being totally impracti-
cal. He asks: 'How many thousands of such extraordinarily clever,
tactful and learned missionaries would be required to convert a
Berber tribe, or the inhabitants of one Persian or Indian village?'56

The pattern of preaching described in this text does not seem
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relevant to the South Asian context on another count. Through
descriptions in the gindns, we see that prosleytization to an accul-
turated form of Ismailism took place at a mass level. For example,
the garbis attributed to Pir Shams consistently portray him address-
ing large groups of people or entire villages.57 Given the Indian
social context, it is logical to assume that the pin had to preach to
entire castes rather than to individuals. In this regard, Wladimir
Ivanow observes that since the spirit of caste in Indian society is
'much stronger than any religious principle,' it is unlikely that
any individual would act alone and risk social ostracization.58 The
fact that individuals responded to the pirs teachings en masse,
however, raises questions about whether this process could be
called 'conversion' in the usual sense of the word. The modern
usage of the word implies choice - an individual consciously choos-
ing one belief system over another. And yet, as Ivanow points out,
mass conversion is rarely a question of personal initiative or even
personal conviction. Under such circumstances, religious consid-
erations, however inspiring and attractive, rarely outweigh
economic, political, social and other motives.59

The inadequacy of the term 'conversion' is also apparent when
we examine the acculturated forms in which Ismailism was pre-
sented in the Satpanth tradition. As remarked earlier, the Ismaili
pir introduced his teachings as a natural culmination of local be-
lief systems without totally 'rejecting the conceptual and even social
framework of the society he has penetrated.'60 Intrinsic to this
approach was the acceptance by the individual of both his origi-
nal beliefs and the newer ones in an integrated manner. If the
individual still retained previous beliefs and practices and did not
see the new faith as something radically different from the old,
could this process be called conversion, a term that usually implies
complete abandonment of the old in favour of the new? To de-
scribe this complex situation, scholars have proposed using terms
such as 'incomplete conversion'61 or 'adhesion.'62 Dominique-
Sila Khan, however, points out such terms imply value judgements
based on the perspective of the scholar and ignores the perspec-
tive of the participant. She prefers looking at the religious identity
of such groups as being 'liminal.'63 At some point in their history,
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she argues, groups with liminal religious identity are subjected to
processes of 'relslamization' or 'reHinduization.'64 These proc-
esses are initiated when they come into contact with external
agents who have their own ideological index of religious identity
by which theyjudge others. Under these circumstances, it is, there-
fore, more appropriate to view the process of conversion or
acculturation as not a sudden act but rather a slow and gradual
process, perhaps involving several generations, during which ad-
herents respond to changing contexts, be they religious,
socio-economic, cultural or political. Indeed, the recent history
of the Nizari Ismaili community in the subcontinent bears witness
to the gradual processes by which it has had to redefine its iden-
tity in the face of changing contexts.65

The fact that there are so many unanswered questions con-
cerning the establishment and spread of the Ismaili Satpanth
tradition no doubt indicates the extent of scholarly research that
still needs to be undertaken before we fully understand the proc-
esses at work. One approach would be to examine the manner in
which other Muslim groups in the subcontinent propagated their
ideas and gained adherents. Unfortunately, the spread of the Is-
lamic tradition in the subcontinent, too, is a process not fully
understood. Moreover, colonial, religious, nationalist and com-
munalist agenda have so influenced perspectives on this subject
that Peter Hardy comments: 'to attempt to penetrate the field of
the study of the growth of Muslim population in South Asia is to
attempt to penetrate a political minefield.'66 Traditionally, vari-
ous theories have been advanced: people converted either under
duress at the point of the sword, or to acquire political and eco-
nomic patronage, or to escape the evils of the Indian caste system.
None of these theories are adequate, for they are not supported
by sufficiently convincing historical and sociological evidence.67

The Sufis have also been regarded as 'missionaries,' responsi-
ble for the peaceful spread of Islam in South Asia, using folk poetry
in the vernacular languages as the primary medium through which
they affected conversion among the masses. Recent scholarship
has, however, raised important questions on the issue of conver-
sion to Islam, particularly the role of Sufis in this process. As a
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result, the function of Sufi folk poetry as being explicitly composed
to convert people to Islam has been questioned. Carl Ernst, on
the basis of his study of the Chishti Sufis of Khuldabad, observes
that their vernacular compositions are so heavily laden with Is-
lamic material that 'it is difficult to imagine them as devices to
impart a knowledge of Islam to non-Muslims.' He argues that the
verses could only be directed at an audience already familiar with
the Islamic tradition.68 On the other hand, Richard Eaton, in his
study of Sufi orders in the Deccan, contends that the authors of
Dakkani folk songs, whose lyrics contained various Islamic teach-
ings, primarily desired to secure for themselves the role of
mediators or intermediaries between God and the people who
recited these songs. If, in the process of singing these songs, he
writes, local populations became familiar with or acculturated to
popular forms of Islamic practice, the phenomenon should not
be construed as 'conversion' in the sense of a 'self-conscious turn-
ing around in religious conviction.' Nor should the authors be
considered missionaries, or 'self-conscious propagators,' even
though this is the general context in which Sufis often tend to be
viewed.69 In another study on the spread of Islam in Bengal, Eaton
traces the diffusion of Islamic ideas to the spread of agrarian civi-
lization. Here, too, he feels that in the context of pre-modern
Bengal, it is inappropriate to speak of 'conversion' of 'Hindus' to
Islam or of specific moments of 'conversion' when peoples saw
themselves as having made a dramatic break with the past.70 In-
stead, he sees the process of Islamization as a gradual and
imperceptible process during which a community moves through
various stages: inclusion, identification and displacement.71 He
further writes:

Viewed historically, religious systems are created, cultural arti-
facts, and not timeless structures lying beyond human societies.
As such they are continuously reinterpreted and readapted to
particular sociocultural environments.72

Many of these observations are pertinent to our understand-
ing of the development and spread of Satpanth Ismailism. Perhaps
the most interesting concerns the role of literature in the
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propagation of the faith. Although Sufi folk literatures may not
have been explicitly written for conversion purposes, their role in
acculturating populations to Islamic ideas is difficult to deny. Simi-
larly, the Ismaili gindns were also instrumental in spreading
awareness of acculturated forms of Ismailism among populations,
although we must be careful not to term this process as conversion.
And yet, beyond their didactic role, the gindns and the literary
culture associated with them play a multifaceted role in the devo-
tional life of the Satpanth Ismaili community. It is in consideration
of this role that we now turn to the essays which follow.
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The Ginans as Devotional Literature:
Their Origins, Characteristics and

Themes*

Ginan bolore nit nure bharea;
evo haide tamdre harakh na mdeji

Recite continually the ginans which are filled with light;
boundless will be the joy in your heart.1

In this manner does a verse explain the importance of the ginans,
the collection of hymn-like poems belonging to the Nizari Ismaili
community of the Indian subcontinent. The verse in Gujarati cited
above suggests that the ginans are perceived as containing 'light'—
specifically, the light of knowledge that leads to enlightenment by
banishing the darkness of ignorance. Indeed, the very term gindn
is derived from the Sanskrit jndna tor contemplative knowledge.2

The ginans are the focus of intense veneration, being regarded as
the repository of spiritual knowledge and wisdom, which transmit
in the vernacular the essential teachings of the Arabic Qur'an,
the primary scripture of Islam. Although popularly believed to be
medieval in origin, the ginans continue to play, to our day, a cen-
tral role in the community's religious life. They are recited daily
whenever members congregate for ritual prayers in their jamdcat-
khdnas (houses of congregation). And with the community's
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'diaspora' within the last hundred years, these devotional poems
are now also recited in many areas outside the subcontinent, such
as East Africa, Europe, Australia, Canada and the United States.

The Nizari Ismailis of the subcontinent employ the term gindn
to designate and distinguish a special type of poetic composition:
specifically, a composition whose authorship is attributed to Is-
maili pm or preacher-saints who, according to the community's
traditions, came to the region as early as the 5th/1 ith century to
propagate the Ismaili form of Islam. It was during their proselytiz-
ing activities that these Iranian pm are believed to have composed
the several hundred poems of varying length known as the gindns
which have come down to us. Through the poetic medium of the
gindns, the pm provided guidance on a variety of doctrinal, ethi-
cal and mystical themes for the edification of their followers.3 In
common with many of their Sufi contemporaries, the Ismaili pits
adopted an approach that stressed indigenization of Islam to the
local Indie linguistic and cultural milieu. For this purpose, they
employed not only the indigenous languages of Gujarat, Sind and
Punjab where they operated - tradition claims, rather exaggerat-
edly, the use of thirty-six languages - together with indigenous
poetic forms and metres, but also their musical modes, for like
most medieval Indian vernacular poetry the gindns are meant to
be recited and sung. Not surprisingly, in their literary forms, sym-
bols and manner of recitation, the gindns are reminiscent, on the
one hand, of the padas and bhajans of the north Indian bhakti and
sant traditions and, on the other, of Sufi poetry in the Indie ver-
naculars. On account of their distinctive linguistic and cultural
background, the gindns represent an important regional and eth-
nic element in a broader corpus of Ismaili devotional literature
that includes works in Arabic, Persian and even Burushaski, a lan-
guage of the northern areas of Pakistan.4

The Role of Gindns in Ismaili Religious Life

Before examining the historical background and principal fea-
tures of the gindn literature, it will be useful to discuss briefly its
role within the context of the Khoja Ismaili community's religious
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life and in individual piety, that is, the interaction between these
texts and the people who memorize them, recite them and listen
to them. The intention here, therefore, is to focus on the 'rela-
tional, contextual, or functional quality'5 of the gindn literature.

Although initially associated with the preaching of Ismaili doc-
trines and ideas, today, several centuries later, the gindns continue
to exercise a significant influence in the religious life of the Nizari
Ismailis, not only in the subcontinent but also in other parts of
the world where they have immigrated. When Wladimir Ivanow,
the Russian orientalist, was conducting his researches on the Is-
mailis of India in the early part of the 20th century, he noted 'the
strange fascination, the majestic pathos and beauty' of the gindns
as they were being recited, and observed further that their 'mysti-
cal appeal equals, if not exceeds that exercised by the Coran on
the Arabic-speaking peoples.'6

The reverence shown to the gindn as written word should not,
however, mislead us. Though they have been embodied in a writ-
ten textual form, the gindns are primarily an oral tradition.7 Their
greatest impact is through the ear. They are intended to be chanted
and recited aloud according to prescribed rdgas (melodies) and
folk tunes. Singing gindns, alongside the performance of ritual
prayers, is one of the mainstays of the worship service in the morn-
ings and evenings when the community congregates in the
jama1at-khdna for prayers. Memorization of at least a few gindns
and their tunes constitutes an essential part of the religious edu-
cation of Khoja Ismaili children. In fact, like much Indian
devotional poetry, the gindns, through much of their history, were
transmitted orally and only committed to writing rather late. As I
have shown elsewhere, even after being recorded in Khojkl, the
community's special script, oral knowledge of gindn texts was still
necessary to ensure correct reading of an ambiguous alphabet.8

Nowadays, the oral and memorized text continues to be function-
ally more important than the written text, which appears to be
more of an aide-memoire for the man or woman who leads the con-
gregation in recitation.

While the recitation of one or more gindns constitutes an im-
portant ritual in itself, individual gindnwerses or sometimes entire
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gindns are also an integral part of other rituals of worship.
Consequently, manuscripts, lithographs or books containing gindns
are frequently classified and arranged according to ritual usage.
There are entire genres of gindns intended for recitation with spe-
cific prayers and religious ceremonies held in the mornings or
evenings. For instance, before the faithful begin their early ses-
sions of morning meditation, a selection of verses on aspects of
the mystical experience are recited in order to evoke the appro-
priate mental and spiritual disposition within the meditators. Some
gindns are heard only on certain religious festivals and holidays:
the gindn Sat swargnd kdim khuliyd die dwdr {The Doors of the Seven
Heavens have Swung Open) on the birthday of Prophet Muhammad;
Dhan dhan djno dahado {Happy and Blessed is this Day) on the birth-
day of the Imam; and Navaroznd din sohdmand {On this Auspicious
Day ofNavruz) at the beginning of the Persian New Year. Finally,
on a night of special spiritual significance such as Laylat al-Qadr
on which the Qur'an was first revealed, appropriate gindn verses
alternate with the names of God and other religious formulas in
an entrancing meditative chant called the zikr (Arabic, dhikr).

Beyond their role in worship, the gindns permeate in many ways
communal and individual life. At a communal level, the com-
mencement of any function or meeting, be it religious or secular,
is marked by a short Qur'an recitation followed by one from the
gindns. The intent of such recitations is to bestow auspiciousness
on the occasion. During sermons, religious discussions and in
religious education materials, gindnverses are often cited as proof-
texts. Occasionally, a special concert called gindn mehfil or mushdciro
takes place, much like the qawwdti and other Sufi devotional reci-
tations, during which professional and amateur singers sing gindns
with musical accompaniment. In deference to the reluctance
among orthodox-minded Muslims to permit the use of musical
instruments in explicitly religious contexts, such concerts are not
usually held within the premises of jamd(at-khdnas. Again, outside
the context of formal worship or liturgy, community institutions
responsible for religious education may sponsor gindn competi-
tions in which participants are judged on their ability to sing and
properly enunciate gindn texts. Such competitions are a popular



THE GINANS AS DEVOTIONAL LITERATURE 29

method among religious educators to encourage the learning of
gindns among young students and adults. At a personal and fam-
ily level, too, gindns are used in many different contexts: individual
verses can be quoted as proverbs; verses can be recited in homes
to bring baraka, spiritual and material blessing; housewives, in a
usage that stresses the links between the gindns and folk tradition,
often recite them while working or as lullabies; audio cassettes
with gindns sung by 'star' singers or recordings of gindn mehfih
can be found in many an Ismaili home and even their cars!

That the gindns, a literary corpus originating within a folk tra-
dition, should have attained a devotional role is by no means
unprecedented in the history of north Indian vernacular litera-
tures. Poems and hymns attributed to prominent religious
personalities associated with the bhakti, sant, Sufi as well as the
Sikh traditions have come to play a pivotal role in the devotional
life of religious communities all over north India. What is unu-
sual in the case of the gindn literature are the questions raised,
both within and outside the community, regarding the 'Islamic'
character of this literary corpus and its relationship with the
Qur'an, as the primary scripture of the Islamic tradition. The need
to clarify these issues became urgent in the late 19th and 20th
centuries.

From this time onwards, on account of a complex interaction
of political and historical factors, questions of religious identity
became crucial for Ismaili and other Muslim communities who
practised forms of Islam which did not correspond with the as-
sumed standards of Islamic orthodoxy and orthopraxy.9

Furthermore, in this period, lines between Hindu and Muslim
groups were gradually being firmly delineated, with different fac-
ets of South Asian culture increasingly coming to be viewed from
the perspective of religious communalism. Language, literature,
music, dance, architecture, etc., became variously politicized
within the realms of colonial or nationalist discourse as elites tried
to preserve their privilege in the colonial and post-colonial state
through the manipulation of symbols which had mass appeal.10

The twin processes of Islamization - defined as the adoption of
Perso-Arabic cultural elements and mores - among Muslims and
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Sanskritization among Hindus resulted in cultural distancing
between Muslims and Hindus. Several regions of the subconti-
nent, including Bengal, home to the majority of the Muslim
population, witnessed the emergence of grass-roots Muslim re-
formers, such as the Faraizis, who targeted a whole range of
practices, customs and ideas prevalent among Muslims and
recognized as local or indigenous and, therefore, decidedly 'un-
Islamic' in their opinion.11 In such an atmosphere, Muslim
literatures in indigenous Indie languages, particularly those that
displayed characteristics considered to be syncretistic, stood in
danger of being regarded with suspicion and branded as 'Hindu'
and 'non-Islamic.'12

The response of the Nizari Ismailis of the subcontinent to these
developments has been a complex one. First, as noted, the gindn
literature came to be perceived within the community as a kind
of commentary on the Qur'an. This was the clarification given by
Sultan Muhammad Shah Aga Khan III, the 48th Imam of the Is-
mailis, in his pronouncement giving guidance on this issue: 'In
the gindns which Pir Sadardin has composed for you, he has ex-
plained the gist of the Qur'an in the language of Hindustan.Ms
According to this interpretation, the gindns serve as secondary
texts generated in the vernacular for transmission of the teach-
ings of a primary scripture, the Qur'an, for non-Arabic speaking
peoples. It is therefore commonly believed in the community, re-
flecting the traditional preoccupation of the Ismailis with the
esoteric, that the gindns serve to penetrate to the inner (bdtiri)
signification of the Qur'an rather than the external (zdhir) aspects.

In this manner, while affirming the primacy of the Qur^an in
its theology, the community has been able to preserve a signifi-
cant role for the gindns. Viewed within the context of Islamic
religious literature, the community's perception of the gindns as
playing a mediating role between the faithful and the Qur'an is
not without its parallels. In parts of the Islamic world influenced
by Persian culture, Mawlana Jalal al-DIn Rumi's Mathnawi, popu-
larly called the 'Qur'an in Persian,' is regarded as a vast esoteric
commentary on the Qur'an, many of its verses being interpreted
as translations of Quranic verses into Persian poetry. Similar
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interpretations exist about the poetic masterpiece so influential
among Sindhi-speakers - Shah cAbdu'l Latif's Risdlo, the 'sacred
book for Sindhis, admired and memorized by Muslims and Hin-
dus equally.'14

In a second development, terms and idioms within the gindns
that could be perceived as 'Hinduistic', and hence likely to pro-
voke questions regarding their identity as Islamic literature,15 have
been replaced by Perso-Arabic ones considered to be more in
consonance with the greater Islamic tradition. In recent editions
of gindn texts published by community institutions, for example,
the word 'Hari' is replaced by 'cAli', and so on. Gindns in which
the pins elucidate Ismaili concepts through reformulations of
Hindu mythologies are recited less frequently, such as the Dasa
Avatdra (The Ten Avatdras), a central, early text of the Satpanthi
tradition.16 Such changes, while generally accepted within the
community, have also generated much debate on the appropri-
ateness of interpolations of texts which presumably have been
handed down intact through the centuries. They also raise the
question of what constitutes a 'Hindu' element as opposed to an
'Islamic' one, especially when terms from Indie languages with
no specific theological connection to the Hindu tradition have
been replaced by Perso-Arabic ones. Such questioning and de-
bate, symptomatic of tensions between localized, ethnic, or
vernacular expressions of Islam and pan-Islamic forces, reveals
the strength of the Nizari Ismaili community's attachment to the
gindns. While their functions may change and evolve over time,
they will nevertheless remain a part of the communal religious
life. They provide us with a particularly vivid and powerful re-
minder of the significant, and unfortunately underestimated, role
played by Indie vernacular literatures in the development of Indo-
Muslim civilization.

Origins of the Gindns

The origins of these religious poems, as is the case with much
bhakti and sant poetry, are so hopelessly entangled in historical
obscurities that there are simply too many questions for which we
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cannot provide satisfactory answers. The community's legendary
accounts and traditional histories assert that these gindns were
composed by a series of preacher-saints or pirs sent to the subcon-
tinent from Iran by the community's Imams for the express
purpose of propagating the Ismaili form of Islam in Gujarat, Sind
and Punjab. According to these traditions, the pirs' mission be-
gan in the 5th/1 ith or 6th/12th century. This would mean that
the gindns were not associated with the earlier attempts, in the
4th/10th century, to establish Ismaili political dominion in the
subcontinent, specifically in Sind and Multan.17 We do, in fact,
have archaeological and other evidence to support the existence
of a long-standing relationship between the Ismaili Imams in Iran
and their communities in India,18 making it quite plausible that
some of these pirs did come from Iran or at least had some sort of
a connection with that region. In any case, a critical aspect of the
pirs' activities was the creation of a new literature - the gindn lit-
erature - geared for those embarking on satpanth (the true path),
the Indie vernacular term utilized by the pirs to refer to Ismaili
Islam. *9

We possess remarkably little reliable information about these
pirs who are believed to be the authors of the gindns. Since they
very likely maintained a low profile in order to avoid undue atten-
tion and possible persecution, works by contemporary Muslim
historians and travellers contain no direct references to them or
their adherents. Ismaili accounts, some of them incorporated in
the gindn literature, surround them with layers of myth, legend
and hagiography that have been compounded by centuries of
transmission.20 Nevertheless, in these accounts, the pirs stand out
as figures of dominating importance who are accorded reverence
not unlike that accorded to a Hindu guru or a Sufi shaykh. They
are depicted as mystical teachers leading their followers to the
truth. In an environment permeated by Sufi tariqas and bhakti
groups revolving around religious personalities, the Ismaili pirs
must have been quite inconspicuous.21

For our purposes here, it suffices to be acquainted with some
of the most important figures to whom the gindns are attributed.
Pir Satgur Nur, regarded in the traditions as the earliest pir, is
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believed to have worked mostly in Sind and Gujarat. The tomb-
stone at the shrine dedicated to him at Navsari in Gujarat gives
his death date as 487/1094. However, this information is not very
useful for the shrine itself is a much later development. There
are, in fact, many enigmatic and perplexing questions about this
earliest of the pm who is supposed to have composed at least nine
short gindns as well as a granth, that is, a long gindn with a title. He
was followed by Pir Shams, a preacher associated with the Ismaili
Imam Qasim Shah (C.710-772/C.1310-1370). Popular tradition
has identified Pir Shams, who possesses a shrine in Multan, with
Shams-i Tabriz!, the mysterious mentor of the great Muslim mys-
tic, Maulana Jalal al-DIn Rumi (d. 672/1273).22 To this pir are
attributed 108 short gindns as well as ten granths, many of which
are in various Punjabi dialects. Pirs Satgur Nur and Shams laid
the foundation of the community, the consolidation of which is
associated with a later figure, Pir Sadr al-Din. His mausoleum is
near Ucch in present-day Pakistan.

Placed by the Russian orientalist W. Ivanow between the sec-
ond half of the 8th/ 14th century and the beginning of the 9th/
15th century, Pir Sadr al-DIn is the most well-known among the
pirs. The number of works ascribed to him is linguistically diverse
and extremely large (218 gindns and 18 granths) ,23 leading Ivanow
to comment that only God knows how far this attribution is cor-
rect.24 He contributed in various ways to developing the
community's organization: he is believed to have established the
first jamdcat-khdnas and given the title khawdja (lord, master) to
his followers. The term Khoja, by which Nizari Ismailis are popu-
larly known in the subcontinent, is a corruption of this title. Pir
Sadr al-Din was succeeded by his son, Hasan Kabir al-Din (d. c.
875/1470?), renowned in the community for his emotional po-
ems in which he passionately expresses his yearnings for beatific
vision. To this religious figure are attributed at least 79 short gindns
and seven granths. On the death of Pir Hasan Kabir al-Din there
was considerable dissension within his family over the succession
to the office of pir. His brother, Pir Taj al-Din who was actually the
nominated successor, was rejected by a section of the community
in favour of Hasan Kabir al-DIn's son, Imam-Shah. Taj al-DIn's
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mysterious death plunged the community into a crisis leading to
the secession and declaration of autonomy by Nar Muhammad
Shah (d.c. 941/1534), a son of Imam-Shah (d. 919/1513), who
organized the Imam-Shahi sect. Both father and son composed
gindns: Imam-Shah has fifteen granths and 162 short gindns while
Nar Muhammad Shah has two important grantks to his name. On
account of the schism, the Imam repudiated the Imam-Shahis and
sent a Persian text, the Pandiyat-ijawanmardi (The Counsels of Chiv-
alry) in place of a pir to guide those who remained loyal to him
(see Plate v).25 The mainstream Khoja faction, though continu-
ing to recite the compositions of Imam-Shah and his son, regard
them as less authoritative works. With the resolution of the Imam-
Shahi crisis, the age of the great pirs comes to an end. However,
gindns continued to be composed till the early 20th century by
persons known as sayyids.26 The most notable of these is a woman
saint, Sayyida Imam-Begum (d. 1283/1866), whose ten gindns are
extremely popular today.27 She is buried in the Mian Shah cem-
etery in Karachi, next to the grave of her suitor.

In the absence of concrete evidence, much of the attribution
based on the community's traditions cannot be authenticated. The
gindns, like much medieval Indian devotional poetry, were ini-
tially transmitted largely through oral tradition. They appear to
have been put into writing only much later in their history, giving
rise to vexing questions concerning their authorship as well as
their transmission. Indeed, for many gindns, the traditional attri-
bution of authorship can be challenged on linguistic and literary
grounds. Ivanow feels that in some cases the attribution of a gindn
to a certain pir may, in fact, reflect that it is a work written by later
devotees about the pir rather than by him.28 Azim Nanji, too, sug-
gests that sometimes the actual composition of a gindn may have
been the work of later disciples.29 It is, therefore, quite possible
that composers of some gindns may have attributed them to their
favourite pir as a way of spiritually identifying themselves with their
mentors. Whatever the case may be, clearly more research needs
to be undertaken before we can clarify the origins of these reli-
gious poems and answer questions that seem at present to be
unanswerable.30
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However important questions of origins and authenticity of the
gindn literature may be to the scholar, the community has never
approached the issue with the same 'scientific' concerns. Natu-
rally, for most adherents, authorship by a recognized pir is crucial
to the validity of a gindn as well as its teachings. However, for them,
authorship is determined solely on the basis of community tradi-
tion. Ultimately, as is the case with medieval Indian bhakti and
sant poetry, the communal attribution of a certain composition to
a particular author depended upon the inherited consensus of
the audience of this literature. Once a piece was in circulation
and acknowledged as 'religious', it belonged to its audience which
made of it what it willed.31

General Characteristics

Viewed within the context of Islamic civilization in the subconti-
nent, the gindns clearly belong to a larger corpus of Indo-Muslim
literatures, 'popular' or 'folk' in orientation and utilizing Indie
vernacular languages. Studies of South Asian Islam clearly dem-
onstrate that vernacular literatures in the folk idiom, rather than
literature in classical Islamic languages, Arabic and Persian, were
responsible for spreading Islamic precepts in the region.32

Literatures in the vernaculars were instrumental in explaining fun-
damental Islamic concepts to the native populations in terms that
were familiar and accessible to them.33 The subcontinent's many
languages, folk songs, metres, poetic idioms, symbols and tradi-
tional music were all harnessed for this task. In the process, the
authors who formulated these literatures, indigenized the Islamic
tradition to the local Indian cultural environment.

The Ismaili pits, too, seem to have adopted a similar approach
in their interaction with native populations, presenting Islam, in
its Nizari Ismaili form, in a manner that would be accessible to
their predominantly Hindu audiences. They utilized myths and
concepts prevalent in the Indian religious milieu in order to pro-
vide a locally intelligible expression to fundamental Ismaili
principles.34 For example, through a process of mythopoesis, they
created an ostensible correspondence between the Vaishnava
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Hindu concept of avatdra and the Ismaili concept of the Imam.
Such mythopoesis is found in other local Indo-Muslim traditions
as, for example, in Bengali putki literature. The tenth avatdra of
Vishnu, renamed in the tradition as Nakalanki, 'the stainless one,'
was identified with (Ali, the first Shici Imam. Other basic Hindu
figures were redirected to Islamic personalities: Brahma, for ex-
ample, was identified with the Prophet Muhammad, while the
Prophet's daughter, Fatima, was identified with Shakti and
Sarasvati.35 Typically, in gindns, such as the 'classic' Dasa Avatdra,
the pits, many of whom even took on local Indian names, repre-
sented themselves as guides who knew the whereabouts of the
awaited tenth avatdra of Vishnu, meaning the Ismaili Imam.36

Thus, their concern for facilitating a smooth transition and a con-
tinuum from one religion to another led the pirs to portray Ismaili
Islam as the completion or culmination of the Hindu tradition.37

Strange as it may appear, this approach was not unparalleled in
Islamic theology for, in another cultural environment, namely the
Middle East, Islam had already been represented as the fulfilment
of Judaism and Christianity.

In keeping with the emphasis on indigenization, the gindns,
the literary vehicles which the pirs utilized for their preaching,
exhibit many characteristics typical of medieval Indian devotional
literatures. Indeed, the similarities are so strong that it is very likely
that works could have been appropriated from one tradition to
another, resulting in the phenomenon of 'portability' (discussed
in the introductory chapter).38 The structural features of the
gindns may be summarized as follows.

Language and Vocabulary

The gindns favour the subcontinent's vernacular languages as ap-
propriate expressions of faith. Although the composers of the
gindns were of Iranian origin, not a single gindn can be found in
Persian. Although Ismaili tradition claims the use of 36 Indian
languages in the gindns, we can discern, in fact, only six major
languages with several of their dialects: Punjabi, Multani (Saraiki),
Sindhi, Kachchi, Hindustani/Hindi and Gujarati. Generally, these
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languages occur in their medieval form, making comprehension
difficult for the contemporary audience. In fact, some gindns in
archaic Sindhi may represent the earliest surviving examples of
the language that have come down to us.39 On the other hand,
many gindns contain idioms and expressions that are clearly too
'modern' to have been used by the saint to whom they are attrib-
uted. Such anachronisms are the result of the vagaries of
transmission during which works of folk literature are notoriously
prone to distortion and interpolation.

In this regard, we should note that a substantial portion of the
gindn literature, as we know it now, underwent 'editing' before
being printed in the Gujarati script at the beginning of the 20th
century. During this process, the vocabulary of many gindns seems
to have incorporated elements from Gujarati, the language spo-
ken by a substantial segment of the community.40 The use of two
or more Indie languages in a single gindn, may also indicate that,
as they spread, gindns originating in a certain area were probably
translated entirely or suitably adapted to the needs of a new lin-
guistic region. Vocabulary from one North Indian language, it
seems, was replaced by synonyms from another. For example, the
gindn which begins Amar te dyo more shahjijo (The Command has
come from my Master) has, in one version, all its Sindhi elements
changed to Punjabi equivalents so that it begins Hukam ded mede
shdhadd.41 Consequently, in such cases, the original text or lan-
guage of a gindn becomes difficult, if not impossible, to determine.
The theological vocabulary, too, tends to be mostly Indie in ori-
gin. For example, indigenous Indian terms, such as niranjan, hari,
nirdkdr, ram, occur frequently in reference to God instead of the
Arabic 'Allah.' Arabic and Persian theological terms, though they
occur, tend to be limited. Frequently, however, they appear in
strangely distorted forms. As noted, in more recent times, certain
expressions in the gindns have also been altered so that they are
more in consonance with changes in the community's religious
identity. Thus, as the community identifies itself more closely with
the larger Islamic world, vocabulary items of Indie or Sanskritic
origin perceived to be of 'Hinduistic' origin have gradually been
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replaced by Perso-Arabic ones that are considered to be more
compatible with an 'Islamic' character.

Prosody and Verse-forms

Alongside the use of Indie languages, the gindns make use of tra-
ditional Indian prosody in which verse forms, metrics and musical
beat (tdl) are closely allied. Like much North Indian verse, the
poetry in the gindns belongs to the class of jdti chand in which
scanning is based on the number of long and short mdtrds (metri-
cal instants) in a line.42 However, as Azim Nanji correctly points
out, ginanic prosody 'suffers from great inexactitude owing to neg-
ligence in transmission and linguistic acculturation.'43 The most
popular metres in the gindns are the dohd, the caupdi, the soratha,
all employed in verse-forms of the same name.44 In lengthier
gindns, usually of a more didactic nature, the dohd and caupdi are
frequently used together in the same work. This combination is
entirely in keeping with Indian literary conventions - it is found
in works attributed to luminaries such as Kabir, Muhammad Jaisi,
Tulsidas and Surdas.45 The sloka, the epic stanza with two verses
of sixteen mdtrds, also occurs with great frequency.

In addition to the verse forms we have just described, others
have been adopted from the realm of folk poetry: the si harfi or
chautisa in which each verse begins with a letter of the alphabet;
the kdpditi, a type of folk song sung by women to accompany their
work at the spinning wheel; the kdfi, a typically Sindhi form in-
volving the repetition of the initial verse after each succeeding
verse. From Gujarati folk culture was adopted the garbi, tradition-
ally associated with the worship of the mother-goddess among
Hindu Gujaratis. Combining both verse and dance,46 the garbi
was especially favoured by Plr Shams, who is credited with at least
28 compositions in this genre.

Regardless of the verse-forms used, most gindns also have a re-
frain, usually called a tekor varani, the constant repetition of which
is integral to holding together the different ideas expressed in
the various verses of a gindn. If a gindn does not possess a formal
refrain, then, as is the case with bhakti and sant poetry, the first
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verse is used for this purpose. The last verse of most gindns usually
contains a bhanitd (sometimes called chap) or signature line, which
identifies the composer of the work. Though reminiscent of the
takhallus of Persian poetry, the bhanitd is, in fact, a characteristic
feature of medieval North Indian poetry.47

The number of verses in a gindn varies tremendously: the shorter
compositions may contain four to ten stanzas while the longer
ones may comprise of over five hundred. Usually the short gindns
do not possess a title; in such cases, the first verse or refrain often
serves as a title equivalent for identification purposes. The longer
gindns, however, have individual titles that may reflect the central
theme or subject of the work. For example, a long mystical poem
on the spiritual quest of the soul is appropriately titled Bujh
Niranjan (Knowledge of the Attributeless Deity) and a didactic piece
giving instruction in moral and religious matters is called Moman
Chetdmani (A Warning for the Believer). These titled gindns, popu-
larly designated granths to distinguish them from the short untitled
compositions, may in some cases exist in minor (ndno, nindo) and
major (moto, vadho) versions. However, in quite a few cases the
minor version's relation to the major is simply in title.48 Again,
some granths may possess a sort of an appendix or addendum,
commonly called vel (lit. creeper).

Though they are poems, the gindns exhibit a great variety in
style. Many, like the Bujh Niranjan, are didactic in tone, imparting
instruction on religious and other matters. Others are narratives,
containing hagiographic and legendary accounts of the pirsA9 Sev-
eral are in the form of parables or stories that are meant to be
interpreted mystically: the gindn called Kesri sihh swarup bhuldyo
(The Lion Forgot his Lion-form) for example, describes a lion who
has forgotten its true identity on account of its upbringing among
a flock of sheep, while the granth called Hans HansU ni Vartd (The
Parable of the Goose and the Gander) is about the mystical encounter
of a male and female goose. Some are dialogues: the Bdi Budhdi
(Lady Budhdi) are a series of poems comprising the conversation
of Pir Imam-Shah with his sister Budhai on religious and
theosophic subjects, and the granth Hasan Kabir-adin ane Kdnipd
no Samvdd (The Conversation between Hasan Kabir al-Din and Kdnipd)
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records the discussion of the Ismaili jfrzrwith Kanipa, a Hindu sage
and ascetic, on various religious issues. Yet others are short ecstatic
compositions describing the joys and agonies of mystical love.

Music and Recitation

Like most Indian devotional poetry, the ginans are meant to be
sung and recited with each ginan having its own rdga or musical
modes. Music is, therefore, a distinctive and integral feature of
each ginan. For example, the ginan called Ae rahem rahemdn (Come,
0 Merciful, Benevolent One) is in rdga kdfivji\h its tdl (beat cycle) as
dipchandi, that is, fourteen beats; Ab ten mahobat Idgi (Stricken by
Love for You) is in rdga kdlingrd, tdl kaherwd (eight beats).50 Given
the state of our sources, we will perhaps be unable to determine
whether pirs who composed the ginans were also responsible for
setting them to music or whether this was the task of disciples.
Tradition, however, informs us that at least one composer of ginans
- the woman saint Sayyida Imam-Begum - was familiar with Indian
music as well as an accomplished player of the sitar and sarangi.51

The use of ragas in the ginans is essential for the evocation of
moods appropriate to certain occasions, or to the theme of the
work, or to the rituals of which it is part. Some ginans, it seems,
are associated with ragas appropriate to the time of day they are
meant to be sung. Thus, ginans - such as the genre of the prabhdtiya
- intended for recitation early in the morning are likely to be
sung in morning ragas. Though some ginan texts, both manuscript
and printed, indicate the particular rdga for a composition, for
the most part the ragas of the ginans are transmitted orally. As a
consequence, there may be several melodic variations for a par-
ticular ginan, often differing from one geographical region to
another. In recent years, some of these traditional ragas have even
been affected by melodies from popular Indian film music. But,
fortunately, for the preservation of the traditional music, this trend
has faded. On account of a growing awareness of the importance
of singing a ginan properly, several individuals have attempted to
record the ragas of popular ginans for dissemination within the
community.52
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Usually in the jamdc at-khdnas, the recitation of a gindn is led by
a man, woman or even a child, accompanied by the entire con-
gregation. Those who are unfamiliar with the text of a particular
composition can usually participate in the singing of the refrain,
a common structural element in most gindns. The recitation,
especially if it is well delivered, can often be very powerful in its
evocation of emotional and religious feelings. Illustrative of the
significance and effect of the oral/aural dimension of gindn reci-
tation are the following comments by the Pakistani writer and poet
G. Allana, as he reminisces about a childhood experience:

My mother Sharfibai start [s] singing a gindn. Her voice was un-
matched. Everybody listened to her bewitching voice singing a
gindn. No other person, as is normally customary, dare join his
or her voice with hers to sing in chorus, whether she sang a
stanza of a gindn or the refrain of the gindn. The fragrance of
that spiritual atmosphere still lingers in my mind. One seemed
to live and be so near to the presence of the Omnipotent and
the Omniscient One. The weight of life's burdens dissolved.53

The singing in unison of the entire congregation, which on
Fridays and special religious holidays may number, in some areas,
up to one thousand or more, can also be very powerful in its emo-
tional and sensual impact. Even those who may not fully
understand the meanings and significance of the words they sing
may experience an emotion difficult to describe but which some-
times physically manifests itself through moist eyes or tears.

An oft-repeated story within the community concerns the peni-
tence and redemption of Ismail Gangji, a not exactly pious
individual from Junagadh, induced one evening while he was sit-
ting in the jamdcat-khdna listening to the recitation of a. gindn stanza.

He heard the stanza very attentively and tears poured through
his eyes. Immediately on conclusion of the ginan recitation,
this faithful [one] got up, went to the honourable Mukhi [a
religious official], Rai Rahmatullahbhai, and sought forgiveness
of all his sins. This was the moment signifying the day he started
his life anew.54

Subsequently, he became the chief minister to the nawdb of
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Junagadh. According to one community publication, Ismail Gangji
even had the unique honour, following his death in 1883, of re-
ceiving the title of pir from the Imam on account of his high
spiritual status.

As a rule, the recitation of ginans in the jamdcat-khdna is not
accompanied by musical instruments. However, basing our assump-
tions on the performance of poetry from literary traditions parallel
to the ginans - the bhakti, sant and Sufi traditions - it is likely that
in the past musical accompaniment may have featured in the reci-
tation of ginans. As noted earlier, outside the jama1at-khdnas, that
is, in more social gatherings called gindn mehfil or mushd'iro, the
ginans are often recited to the accompaniment of musical instru-
ments, usually the Indian harmonium and the tabla (drum).

Manuscripts and Texts

The ginans began as oral literature, being recorded in writing only
much later in their history. Although there are many manuscripts,
very few date earlier than the 12th/18th century: the earliest ex-
tant manuscript dates to 1736.55 However, since this manuscript,
like others, is mentioned as being copied from older ones, it is
likely that the practice of writing ginans began earlier. The ab-
sence of earlier manuscripts can be explained by various factors.
The subcontinent's climatic conditions as well as its prolific in-
sect life certainly do not assist the preservation of manuscripts.
Again, it was probably customary to destroy old and deteriorating
manuscripts once they had been re-copied by scribes. Finally, pi-
ety itself has been no less of a problem: Ivanow remarks that in
the early 20th century, after the printing of certain gindnic texts,
'the manuscripts from which the edition was prepared were bur-
ied in the ground!'56

Gindn manuscripts are written in Khojki, a script peculiar to
the subcontinent's Ismaili communities. A 'proto-Nagari' script
dating back to the early 2nd/8th century, Khojki belongs to the
group of Landd or 'clipped' alphabets found in Sind, Punjab and
north-western India. These scripts were mostly used by trading
communities for keeping accounts and recording transactions.
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On account of their mercantile functions, these scripts tend to be
crude by literary standards, often being simply a type of short-
hand. They lack complete vowelling systems as well as sufficient
characters to represent unambiguously the full range of conso-
nants. However, a small number of scripts - including Khojki -
actually evolved into vehicles of literary expression through re-
finement of their writing systems.

The use of Khojki, a 'local' script, to record the ginans, was an
integral part of the pirs' attempt to make religious literature more
accessible by recording it in a script with which the local popula-
tion had the greatest familiarity. That the adoption of a 'local'
script for preserving religious literature may have been custom-
ary with various groups in medieval India is further evident from
the Sikh adoption of Gurmukhi as an 'official' script for its religious
literature. Significantly, Gurmukhi, like Khojki, is a polished and
refined version of a Landd alphabet whose adoption was of great
significance for the Sikh community. Only by adopting a script of
their own could the Sikhs develop a literary culture that was suited
to their faith and language.57

Much more was involved in the use of the Khojki script than
access to religious literature. The script, by providing an exclu-
sive means of written expression shared by Ismailis living in three
regions (Sind, Punjab and Gujarat) was instrumental in develop-
ing cohesion and group identity within a widely-scattered and
linguistically diverse community. This function of the script - that
is, to strengthen ties within a group - is again paralleled not only
by the role of Gurmukhi in developing Sikh identity but also that
of Modi, another clipped alphabet, in fostering and strengthen-
ing ethnic identity among Mahrattas during the time of Shivaji.58

No doubt Khojki facilitated the flow and the transmission of reli-
gious literature from one area to another. Use of the script may
have also served to confine religious literature within the com-
munity - this precaution being necessary to avoid persecution from
outsiders not in agreement with the community's doctrines and
practices.

Important as Khojki was to the preservation and recording of
gindnic manuscripts, it was gradually abandoned in favour of the
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Gujarati script. For all practical purposes, Khojki is no longer a
'living script' and few of the community's younger members even
know of its existence. There were several factors behind this move
which we have discussed elsewhere.59 In the first decades of the
20 th century, as collections of the ginan literature began to be
printed, Khojki texts were switched to the Gujarati alphabet. At
the same time, the gindns themselves were edited. For this purpose,
manuscripts were for the first time collected at community-wide
level, and their texts collated.60 However, the goals and the meth-
ods of this editing were very different from those of scholarly
textual criticism, for very often the religious outlook of the edi-
tors would inspire changes in the texts. Finally, these edited texts
were printed at the community's central press, the Ismaili Print-
ing Press (also known then as the Khoja Sindhi Press) in Bombay.

Although the gindns continue to be printed in the Gujarati script
to this day, changes in the community's linguistic status in differ-
ent areas of the world have made the use of other alphabets also
necessary. Since many younger members of the diasporic com-
munity in East Africa and in the West cannot read Gujarati, ginan
texts are often transliterated into the Latin alphabet. The translit-
eration systems are, however, quite chaotic and sometimes
inaccurate. Again, with the growing stress on Urdu in Pakistan,
young Pakistani Ismailis are now familiar only with the Urdu script,
making it imperative for Pakistani ginan publications to use that
script.

Themes and Motifs

Unlike Ismaili literature in Arabic and Persian, the ginan litera-
ture is not overly concerned with lengthy and learned expositions
of theological and doctrinal issues. Nor is it concerned with philo-
sophical and intellectual controversies and the systematic
refutations of false doctrines. Its character tends to be 'popular'
rather than pedantic or scholarly. Its themes are many and di-
verse, ranging from descriptions about the beginnings of creation
and laments of the soul as it proceeds on a spiritual quest, to ethi-
cal precepts concerning proper business practice. These themes
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cannot be too rigorously separated from each other for, typically,
in a single ginan they mingle and blend together. Nevertheless, in
order to better understand the nature of the literature, it may be
useful to isolate some major motifs.

The first category of motifs relates to the overall portrayal of
Islam, specifically in its Nizari Ismaili form, as the culmination of
the Vaishnava Hindu tradition. The 'classic' of the tradition, the
Dasa avatara, which represents the integration of Ismaili thought
within a Vaishnava framework, is permeated with motifs from this
category.61 Within this category may also be included gindns that
deal with accounts of traditional figures of Hindu mythology. Fig-
ures such as Harishcandra, Draupadi and the Pandava brothers
have served Hindus as models of proper behaviour and conduct.
In order that some of these figures might be of benefit to the new
converts, they were assimilated into the Ismaili tradition by being
re-interpreted with Ismaili perspectives. For example, the ginan
called Amar te dyo (The Command has Come) Harishcandra is car-
ried over from the Hindu tradition, where he is a model of
righteousness and dharma, into the ginan tradition, where he be-
comes the paradigm of the true Muslim who is ready to sacrifice
everything for his religion. Finally, we also include here gindns
that are hagiographic accounts of the great Ismaili pm and their
activities. The granths, Satgur nd Viva (The Wedding of Satgur) and
Putld (The Idols) are accounts of the conversion activities of Pir
Satgur Nur, while some of the garbis describe the travels and ac-
tivities of Pir Shams.

The second category of motifs addresses a variety of cosmo-
logical and eschatological themes. To mention a few, the granth
Bdvdn Ghdti (Fifty-two Passes) deals with the questioning of the soul
as it passes through fifty-two stages in the afterlife; another granth
Brahma Gdyantri deals with the creative process from a pre-eternal
divine light (an integration of Hindu creation myths into an Is-
maili context) ;62 the Nakalank Gitd (The Hymn of Naklank) is a
mystical cosmogony; and Uhch thi dyo (Coming from an Exalted Place)
is a lament of the soul's fate in the material world and a plea for
the intercession of Prophet Muhammad.

The third category consists of motifs of an ethical or a moralistic
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nature, providing instruction for the proper conduct of worldly
life. The most important gindns exemplifying these motifs include
Soh Kiriya (One Hundred Obligatory Acts); Bdvan Bodh (Fifty-two
Advices) and Moman Chetdmani (A Warning for the Believer). The
last of these also incorporates parables and stories of a number of
Prophets from the Qur'an.

The fourth category relates to motifs concerning a wide variety
of religious rituals and festivals. There are, for example, gindns
that are recited on specific occasions such as the birthdays of the
Prophet and the Imam, the beginning of the New Year with the
Iranian festival of Navruz, or at certain religious ceremonies such
as funerals, etc.

The fifth and perhaps the most important category include mo-
tifs related to mysticism and the spiritual life among the Ismailis.
The Ismailis have been notable in Islamic thought for the empha-
sis they give to the bdtin, the esoteric or spiritual aspects of the
faith, to complement the zdhir, the exoteric or external. Ismaili
literature has been concerned throughout its development with
the spiritual life of the human soul, especially its search to tran-
scend the shackles of material bondage. The ultimate destiny of
the soul is to return to its origins in the transcendent and ineffa-
ble God. Such a journey becomes feasible by means of the spiritual
relationship that exists between the individual believer and the
Imam. As keeper of the mysteries of the bdtin (the esoteric), the
Imam becomes the supreme guide in the spiritual quest.63

Naturally, these mystical aspects of the faith made their appear-
ance in the gindns. There are, for example, compositions that are
guides for an individual's spiritual progress being composed in
the same vein as Sufi manuals. The most important examples are
two granths, the Bujh Niranjan (Knowledge of the Attributeless Deity)64

and the Brahma Prakdsh (Divine Illumination), both of which in-
clude descriptions of mystical stages and advice on how to attain
them. Other gindns are literary expressions of mystical experiences,
comparable to poems written by Sufi mystics on spiritual stages
and states. Such gindns are very popular in the community on
account of their appeal to the individual's spiritual development.
And finally there are gindns that are basically petitions or
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supplications (ventis) for spiritual enlightenment and vision
(darshan, didar). These ventis, incidentally, are analogous to the
petitionary genre called vinaya so popular among the bhakti and
sant poets, as well as the long tradition of devotional prayer and
poetry in Shi'ism.65

It is in those gindns dealing with mystical themes where we en-
counter the greatest number of similarities to the poetry of the
bhakti, sant, Indian Sufi and Shici traditions. The similarities are
most prominent in the common set of symbols and metaphors
employed in these literatures. In mystical gindns, for example, the
soul is always represented in the feminine mode as a wife anxious
for the return of her husband or a bride awaiting her bridegroom.
The woman-soul symbol, as is well-known, is a conventional fea-
ture in most North Indian devotional poetry written in vernacular
languages.66 Again, like sant and Sufi poetry, the gindns draw on a
host of symbols taken from the world of nature, agriculture or
folk culture to garb their message with a material form. Thus, for
example, in the gindn called Huh repiasi tere darshan ki (I Thirst for
a Vision of You) the symbol of the fish writhing in agony outside its
home in water, is used to underline the importance of love, sym-
bolized by water, as the emotive principle of existence (see
Appendix, v). On a thematic level, the concept of viraha, 'long-
ing-in-separation,' that is so common in bhakti and sant poetry,
also plays a prominent role in the gindns where the Imam repre-
sents the longed-for beloved. The emphasis on interior religion,
personal experience and the efficacy of an inner mode of wor-
ship against the mindless performance of rituals - themes
characteristic of sanfi7 and Sufi literature - are also conspicuous
in the gindns. In this regard, the gindns stress the efficacy of love
as a force on the mystical path as opposed to barren learning and
intellectualism, ideas that are generally prevalent in medieval In-
dian devotional poetry. Their anti-intellectual bias often takes the
form of attacks on mullds and pandits who symbolize dry, fossilized
learning. In contrast, the gindns extol the virtues of the pir as a
spiritual guide or preceptor on the path to enlightenment, echo-
ing yet again the importance of the guru or shaykh in Hindu and
Islamic mystical thought.
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Our survey of the gindn literature and its characteristics and
themes is of considerable importance in placing this genre within
the context of the Indo-Muslim literary tradition. The significant
similarities and parallelisms to which we have alluded serve to
reveal the intimate connection of the gindns to the religious and
literary milieu from which they emerged. They do not necessarily
imply direct borrowing, but merely emphasize the interaction that
was going on at the various levels of Indian society at the time.
The assimilative character of the gindn literature is, in fact, illus-
trative of the nature of Nizari Ismailism as a whole: a religious
tradition with a remarkable ability to integrate disparate elements
from a variety of cultural contexts as a means of elaborating its
own universal concepts.

Notes

* This chapter is a revised version of 'The Ginan Literature of the Ismai-
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3
Bridal Symbolism in the Ginans*

Evelyn Underhill, in her classic study of mysticism, while discuss-
ing the difficulties mystics encounter in communicating their
spiritual experiences, writes:

... it is not strange that certain maps, artistic representations or
symbolic representations should have come into being which
describe or suggest the special experiences of the mystical con-
sciousness and the doctrines to which these experiences have
given birth. Many of these maps have an uncouth, even an im-
pious appearance in the eyes of those unacquainted with the
facts which they (the mystics) attempt to translate.1

These comments are particularly applicable to descriptions of the
crowning point of the mystical experience - the union of the soul
with the Absolute. Like most esoteric states, the unitive experi-
ence is essentially ineffable and beyond the realm of ordinary
human language. Yet, when constrained to describe it, many mys-
tics frequently resort to the metaphor of the spiritual marriage of
the soul with God. This particular metaphor, a special favourite
of those for whom mysticism is an intimate and personal mode of
communion,2 has been used, since the earliest periods of human
religious history, to evoke the consummating event of the spir-
itual quest.3 Admittedly, most mystics have been cognizant of the
dangers of employing this particular symbolic expression: it is

54
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liable to be misunderstood or misinterpreted by the uninitiated
and provides opportunity for harsh criticism from those who view
the mystic path with disfavour.4

The popularity of spiritual marriage as a symbol among mys-
tics of all periods and cultures is not difficult to explain. Mystics,
though aware of the inadequacy of symbols and images as vehi-
cles of expression, nevertheless employed them to provide material
clothing for the spiritual. Only in this manner could they hint at
or suggest to their fellows, albeit imperfectly, the nature of their
experience. In their search for symbols best suited to represent
the business of 'being in love with the Absolute,' it was but natu-
ral for them to turn to the sphere of human love and marriage.
Both worldly experiences offer parallels to the mutual love and
permanent bond that ties the soul to God. Moreover, the concep-
tion of marriage in many medieval (and some modern societies)
with its aspects of duty, perpetuity, finality and loving obedience,
'make it an apt image of a spiritual state in which humility, inti-
macy and love were the dominant characteristics.'5

Our concern here is with the application of the spiritual mar-
riage symbolism in a rather unusual Islamic context, specifically
with the mystical literature of the Nizari Ismaili community of the
Indian subcontinent. We do, however, have to point out two dis-
tinctive characteristics of Nizari Ismaili theology which are relevant
to our discussion here. Firstly, the Nizari Ismailis believe, in com-
mon with other Shicis, that the message of Islam can be truly
understood and implemented by the Muslim community only
under the leadership of a divinely-guided Imam. This Imam, the
Shici Muslims declare, must be a specifically designated descend-
ant of the Prophet Muhammad through his daughter Fatima and
his cousin and son-in-law cAli. At present, the Nizari Ismailis re-
main the only Shici group with a physically manifest Imam, namely
Aga Khan IV, recognized as the 49th direct descendant of the
Prophet Muhammad. The contemporary community's conception
of the Imam is a result of beliefs transmitted through the centu-
ries, interpreted and adapted by each generation in diverse
cultural milieus. However, through the flux of change and diver-
sity, obedience and devotion to the Imam have remained the
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cardinal pillars of faith. For Nizari Ismailis, only the Imam's spir-
itual insight and knowledge can provide the faithful with the
correct interpretation (ta'wil) that penetrates beyond the formal
and literal meaning of the divine word embodied in the Qur'an.6

Secondly, the Nizari Ismailis are notable for the precedence they
give the batin, the esoteric or spiritual aspects of the faith over the
zdhir, the exoteric or external. Their literature has been perenially
preoccupied with the spiritual life of the human soul, especially
its search to transcend the confines of physical existence and ful-
fil its ultimate destiny. This, according to the Qur'anic saying 'From
God we are and to Him we return' (2: 156), is for the soul to
return to its origin in God. Such a spiritual journey, according to
Ismaili thought, is only feasible by means of the spiritual relation-
ship that exists between the inner reality of the individual believer
and the inner reality of the Imam as the locus of the divine light
(nur). As keeper of the mysteries of the batin, the Imam becomes
the supreme guide and facilitator of the individual's spiritual
quest.7

Clearly, the Imam is the focus, and even the fountainhead of
mystical life in the community. He is the sole connecting link with
the 'other,' standing as he does on the threshold between the
temporal world and the world of spiritual reality.8 Each aspirant
desiring to enter the spiritual path must necessarily concentrate
on cultivating his or her own individual spiritual relationship with
the Imam. It is a bond that is based on mutual love and devotion,
its personal dimension being enhanced by the presence of a vis-
ible and living Imam. Love and devotion to the Imam are, in fact,
among the Ismailis necessary conditions for the attainment of
spiritual vision and mystical union for which the believer yearns.9

The relationship of the Imam to his disciple (murid), as well as
the quest for spiritual enlightenment in the context of this rela-
tionship, have been central themes in the community's literature.
Ismaili literature is far from being a homogenous corpus. It is as
linguistically diverse as the community itself, with each cultural
region producing its own distinctive literary artifacts.10 In the In-
dian subcontinent, the Nizari Ismailis tradition developed a unique
literary genre consisting of approximately 1,000 hymn-like poems,
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called gindns. Composed in several Indie vernaculars, they are
meant to be sung in various Indian rdgas (musical modes). The
gindns, though probably dating back to medieval times, continue
to function today as one of the mainstays of religious life of the
Nizari Ismaili community of the Indian subcontinent; their po-
etic appeal forms the main content of religious experience within
the community.

The Imam-raimd relationship, with its mystical and emotional
elements, is the subject of many a gindn. The mystical experiences
that the pits, the authors of these religious poems, underwent in
the course of developing their own spiritual relationships with
the Imam, were recorded in poetic form. Indeed, certain gindns
can be considered to be literary expressions of mystical experi-
ences. At the same time, these mystical gindns play an important
role in nurturing an individual's understanding of the nature of
his or her relationship with the Imam. The ultimate goal of this
relationship, as portrayed in the gindns, is diddr (vision of the
Imam). The diddr is not conceived of in anthropomorphic terms;
rather it refers to the inner, mystical vision of the Imam's spiritual
light (nur).11 It is this vision that re-unites the soul with the lofty
and sublime origin from which it is separated. For the majority of
Ismailis, life is painfully incomplete without the experience of the
Imam's diddr.

The most common symbolic expression used in the gindn lit-
erature for the Imam-wmnd relationship is that of a woman
separated from her beloved - the woman representing the pining
human soul, while the beloved represents the Imam in his spir-
itual reality. Typical of this use of the woman-soul is the gindn
Tamaku sadhdre soh din (The Day that You Left), attributed to the
8th/14th century Pir Sadr al-Din (see Appendix, n) . This poem
in the form of a woman's lament at the departure of her beloved,
highlights the agonies of separation in a language that is intended
to inspire the novice on the spiritual journey.

Beloved, it has been long since the day you left
(and) anxiously I wait for you.

My merciful lord and kindly master,
O my beloved, how will I spend these days without you?12
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The utter selflessness, humility and devotion that are necessary
prerequisites for success on the spiritual path are also strikingly
portrayed in the gindns by the symbol of the woman as a wife await-
ing the return of her husband. It is not uncommon to find gindns
using Indie terms for husband or lord (nar, ndth, swami) in refer-
ence to the Imam. This symbol of the wife is best exemplified in
the ginan called Swami rajo more man thi na visereji (My Heart will
Never Forget the Master, the King) also attributed to PIr Sadr al-Din,
in which the woman-soul is portrayed as performing her 'wifely
duties' towards her husband (see Appendix, in). The idea of ser-
vitude is also expressed by representing the soul as the servant or
slave of the lord. A popular ginan Darshan diyo mord ndth (Grant me
Your Vision, my Lord), composed by the female saint Imam-Begum,
is based entirely on this theme, with the supplicating servant crav-
ing for diddr/darshan (vision) of the Lord.13 In accord with the
tendency to portray the human soul as female, the servant, too, is
always a ddsi, a female slave, never a das or male slave.

Yet the most dramatic symbol employed in the gindns recalls
the image of the woman separated from her beloved. More pre-
cisely, the woman-soul is likened to a bride awaiting her marriage.
A host of terms and rituals, normally associated with the marriage
ceremony in Indian society, are used to garb the spiritual experi-
ence with a form that arouses immediate associations and is readily
understood. The ginan that best reflects the use of the image of
the bride and the spiritual marriage is in the form of a supplica-
tion (venti). It is attributed to a male author of the 9th/15th
century, PIr Hasan Kabir al-Din, who portrays himself as a bride
longing for her divine bridegroom.14 Comprising fifty verses in
the Gujarati language, the ginan is often published under the
evocative title of Ruhdni Visdl (Spiritual Union), (see Appendix,
1).15 The emotions aroused by the exquisite use of symbols in this
ginan as well as the wistful and plaintive rag (melody) in which it
is sung have undoubtedly contributed to its immense popularity
within the community. In the subcontinent, it is sung particularly
during occasions when the jamd(at (congregation) decides to make
a special effort, for a period of seven days and nights, of intense
prayer and meditation for union with the Divine. These occasions,
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called satddds (literally 'heptads') are seen as periods of spiritual
regeneration and renewed resolution to strive for spiritual
progress. The ginan is sung, however, just before the meditation
session to create an appropriate spiritual atmosphere and evoke a
mood suitable to this significant occasion.

The central concept that underlies the Ruhdni Visdl16 is one of
a primordial covenant between the yearning soul and the Divine
Beloved. The ginan begins with an invocation to the absolute and
indescribable Lord, the Origin of all beings who have been sepa-
rated from Him through the process of creation and earthly
manifestation. To this typically gnostic theme is added another
element. The fifth verse alludes to a primordial gathering, obvi-
ously of great significance:

Whoever in that gathering recognized You,
Him You will make return.

The soul, longing to be united with her Lord, reminds Him of
a promise that was made between them and urges Him to fulfil
the promise, since she has been waiting too long:

Lord, my attention is fixed upon You;
It is You who occupy my thoughts.
How can I capture another (like You)?
Lord, return to fulfil Your promise to me;

do not forsake me, even for a single moment.

The concepts of a primordial gathering and a promise in this
ginan refer to a verse in the Qur*an (7:172), where God called
the future humanity out of the loins of the yet uncreated Adam
and addressed them with the words, 'Am I not your Lord (alastu
bi rabbikum)}' and they answered, 'Yes, we witness it (bald
shahddnd).' The idea of this primordial covenant between God
and man is one that has made a deep impression on the spiritual
outlook of Muslims.17 In the words of Henry Corbin, 'The religious
conscience of Islam is centred upon a fact of meta-history.'l8This
event in pre-eternity commemorates the establishment of a last-
ing bond or relationship between God and His creation. It is a
relationship that the Muslim mystic conceives of being based on
love and obedience.
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The goal of the mystic is to return to the experience of the 'Day
of Alastu,' when only God existed, before he led future crea-
tures out of the abyss of not-being and endowed them with life,
love and understanding so that they might face Him again at
the end of time.19

The motif of the primordial covenant, so characteristic of Is-
lamic mysticism in general, is represented in our ginan by the use
of symbols and imagery normally associated with betrothal and
marriage. The most obvious of these symbols is the nikdh, the mar-
riage rite among Muslims. The spiritual state of yearning and
longing for divine union is compared to a woman's longing to get
married.

Age upon age I have been waiting anxiously,
But yet the marriage (nikdh) has not taken place!

To add a dramatic note to the quality of longing, the woman is
described as being in the bloom of youth (bhar joban) and unable
to wait any longer for the wedding. In mystical terms, the bloom
of youth refers to the state in which the soul feels it is mature for
divine union. It is a state which is achieved through a long and
painful process of spiritual evolution, during which the impure
and wayward soul (in Sufi terminology, the nafs al-ammdra) is pu-
rified and tamed. It is only after the wayward soul is completely
broken and transformed through the dynamic force of divine love
that she is mature and 'ripe' enough to be accepted into the pres-
ence of the Husband. Thus, the term for bloom of youth (bhar
joban) in this ginan refers to a state similar to the nafs al-mutmd inna,
'the soul at peace.' It is in this state that the soul is ready to be
'called home to its Lord.'20

Lord, sobbing and sighing, I plead with You.
My heart pines in longing.
O Lord, come soon,
Lest (it is too late and) the bloom (of my youth) fades away.

In keeping with the overall theme of the covenant, the mar-
riage is portrayed as one that has been promised to the woman by
her Beloved. The use of the terms duhdg and suhdg in this
connection are particularly significant. Duhdg, depicting the state
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of waiting that elapses between the time the bride-to-be receives
news of her approaching (traditionally arranged) marriage and
the performance of the marriage ceremony, corresponds to a
period of formal engagement. Suhdg, on the other hand, corre-
sponds to a state of married bliss. In the gindn, the soul complains
about the unusually lengthy period of time that she has passed in
the unfulfilled state of duhdg and urges the Beloved to remedy
the situation:

O Lord, how long must I remain alone?
The days pass in separation {duhdg) from You.
Change my state of separation to married bliss (suhdg).
Lord of the fourteen heavens, preserve my honour.

Again, the woman-soul reminds her Beloved that she has been
entrusted to Him by her parents, and she exhorts Him to fulfil
this trust by marrying her. Having been committed to marriage
with the Beloved, the woman reminds Him that preservation of
her honour (Idj), a goal so important in Indian society, depends
on the fulfilment of the promise. Here the relationship with the
Lord is not seen as one that is hindered by other competing rela-
tionships. It is a unique association that goes back to pre-eternity,
innate and natural to the soul. The marriage or union marking
the culmination of this relationship has been promised, even guar-
anteed; it is inevitable that the Beloved fulfil the promise. His
only freedom is in determining the time for the inevitable mar-
riage. The relationship, as a binding contract between two parties,
thus downplays the importance of the free gift of divine grace
without rejecting it completely.

In another verse, the bride-soul observes in desperation that
she cannot marry anyone else, for the coconut, which is a public
declaration of the bridegroom's honourable intentions and com-
mitment of marriage, has already been sent to her. Having willingly
accepted the Beloved's proposal, now it would be disgraceful for
her to look at another. It is only the Beloved who can soothe the
agonies of the soul. The soul, in its search for divine union, must
be willing to sacrifice and risk everything for the sake of the Be-
loved. Hence, in a very bold move, the bride-soul in our gindn
leaves her parental home and comes to the Beloved's residence
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with a water pot (hail) on her head. Through this Gujarati custom
which permits young women to choose their own spouses, the
bride offers herself of her own accord to her Beloved. If rejected,
she runs the risk of losing all honour and standing in society and
perhaps ruining her chances of ever receiving a marriage offer.
She pleads with the Beloved to accept her offering, and hence
herself, by taking down the water pot from on top of her head.
This offer of love also indicates that the marriage is important not
just for the sake of preserving the woman's honour and the mere
fulfilment of a contract, but it is fervently desired by the soul as an
end in itself.

An important facet of the pleas for marriage is the constant
use of terms associated with the rites and rituals of the marriage
ceremony. The bridegroom is urged to come and collect the bride
from her parental home with the traditional marriage procession
while she, in anticipation, beautifies herself with ambar (clothes)
and dbhushan (ornaments). The theme of the bride preparing
herself for the Beloved is a significant allusion to an important
facet of the mystical path - the preparation the soul has to under-
take before it is ready to experience the unitive experience.21 The
Beloved is also urged to set up a chori or boundary of sacredness,
within which the marriage is to take place. Significantly, in this
ginan, the chori is to be set up in the midst of the universe, giving
the marriage a cosmological tone. Another verse refers to the chauk
(chok) bazar, an ornamental square of coloured flour in which the
bride and bridegroom sit for a short while for a certain number
of days before the wedding. The soul ascends to the chauk remem-
bering the name of the Lord - the image of the bride constantly
thinking about her Beloved correlates with the practice of medi-
tation - 'breath upon breath, I contemplate.' Through the power
of the divine name, all obstacles on the spiritual path are removed
and salvation (union with the Divine) is attained.

The role played by the parents represents symbolically the role
of the physical world in the spiritual quest. The parents and rela-
tives, rather than being obstacles on the path to spiritual fulfilment,
seem to play a supportive role in the bride's pleas for marriage.
For the sake of the family honour, they urge their daughter to get
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married, and do not want to keep her any longer than is neces-
sary in the family home. It is the parents who entrusted their
daughter to her husband-to-be, arranged the marriage, and they
are perfectly happy to see it actualized. While this may be in stark
contrast to the views of the 'ascetic' forms of mysticism which re-
gard the world and family as obstacles to the spiritual path, it
alludes to a fundamental propensity in Ismaili thought to regard
the physical world to exist in a state of complementarity with the
spiritual. The world of matter is the arena in which the context
for a spiritual life is shaped; without acting in it, the spiritual quest
is regarded as unworthy.22

The synthesis between the spiritual and the material in a mysti-
cal symbol has often led to the conclusion that mystical love poetry
refers to earthly love. Poetry composed by Persian mystics has some-
times been interpreted in this manner. In the Ruhani Visdl, despite
the use of imagery of human love and marriage, there can be no
doubt of its religious and spiritual character. This lack of ambigu-
ity is partly achieved by the absence of any erotic images and
symbols. It is also the result of the overall cosmological tone of
the gindn and the inclusion of clear spiritual advice, especially in
the last verses. Denouncing ignorance, the bride-soul pleads with
the believers (Gujarati rikhisaro, Arabic mu^mins) to acquire vir-
tue, meditate regularly and love the Lord, so that divine union
may be achieved. True knowledge is taken to mean that which
enables the soul to keep its attention on the Lord. The lack of
knowledge and indulgence in activities such as backbiting remove
the fixation of the mind on the Lord and hence are hazardous to
the attainment of bliss. The soul is dear to the Lord when He
knows not only that she thinks of Him constantly but also that she
is aware of Him in every one of her actions. Hence the traditional
Indian image of the loving, devoted wife, constantly thinking about
her beloved, is an excellent means of portraying the psychologi-
cal orientation necessary in the spiritual quest.

The symbols of the bride and marriage are by no means the
only symbols used in the gindns in connection with the mystical
experience. A host of other symbols from the world of nature that
depict states of dependence, selflessness and devotion are also
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employed quite effectively. An especially popular one among the
pirs was the symbol of the fish writhing in agony when it is out of
the water. Love, as symbolized by water, is portrayed through this
symbol as the emotive principle of life.23 Symbols exalting in the
efficacy of an inner mode of worship and interiorized religion are
also emphasized in consonance with the traditional Ismaili pre-
occupation with correlating the interior with the exterior, the
spiritual with the material, the zdhir with the bdtin.24 Within this
rich treasure of symbols and images, however, the symbol of the
woman separated from her lover or the bride longing for her
groom is pre-eminent in its importance. So strongly has the hu-
man soul of the gindm been glued to this symbol, that the pm,
the mostly male composers, often reversed gender when they spoke
for the soul and its experiences. Typically, the composer of the
Ruhdrii Visdl, says in its final stanza:

Pir Hasan Kabirdin, becoming a woman, supplicates
And holds the hand of her husband 'AIL

The pir specifically states that he has taken on a feminine role
to petition cAli, the first Shici Imam, who here symbolically and
spiritually represents all the Ismaili Imams. This gender reversal
is noteworthy, for, it implies that gender itself is endowed with
religious significance. Adopting a feminine consciousness seems
to lead to a fuller spiritual experience; selfless devotion and love
are conceived as more innate to the feminine mode. This is, of
course, of considerable importance in our understanding of the
psychology of religious experience. It raises the question of find-
ing out in what way the feminization of the male believer and the
use of the marriage symbol is institutionalized through devotional
worship. These are issues certainly worthy of analysis but beyond
the scope of our discussion here.25

The gindn literature of the Nizari Ismailis of the subcontinent
has its own place within a cultural and religious context beyond
the specific confines of the community. Its cultural context was
that of pre-modern north India, specifically the regional cultures
of Sind, Gujarat and Punjab. In its religious context, it belongs to
the vast corpus of Islamic mystical literatures produced in the
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subcontinent by a large number of mystically-inclined Muslim
groups. The literature's partiality to, and preference for, the use
of bridal symbolism can best be appreciated by considering it
within both these contexts.

By casting the soul in the feminine mode, the pits, though rep-
resentatives of an Islamic community with strong historical and
political links to the Perso-Arabic world, demonstrated an aware-
ness and sensitivity to cultural and literary conventions of their
Indian audience. While the woman-soul or bride symbolism of
the gindns seems unique in the broader corpus of Ismaili litera-
ture, it is extremely common and popular in Indian literature.
Medieval Indian poets of the Hindu bhakti tradition, under the
influence of the Krishna devotional movement of north India,
almost always wrote their poems from the point of view of the
gopis, the young women who herded cows and were madly in love
with Krishna.26 Being male in traditional north Indian society
meant superior social standing - a standing that in devotional
poetry could only be a prerogative associated with the Divine. In-
deed, according to Hindu ideals of marriage, the husband was
representative of divine power. Moreover, the Hindu tradition
perceived women as innately closer to the intimacy and natural-
ness of spirit that it is the purpose of bhakti to cultivate.27 Thus it
was only logical for Mirabai, medieval India's foremost female poet-
saint, to declare that in the presence of the Lord Krishna all of
humanity is reduced to womanhood.28 To become a woman be-
fore Krishna was, indeed, the goal of spiritual life among some
Vaishnavite devotional cults.29

To what extent do the woman-soul and the bride-soul symbols
found in the Ismaili gindn literature fit into the topography of
other Islamic mystical literatures? Annemarie Schimmel has re-
marked that in classical Sufi poetry from the Arab and Iranian
world, the woman is, with a few exceptions, almost always a nega-
tive symbol, representing something that is dangerous to the
spiritual health of the soul.3° Many a Sufi would agree with the
statement of the great Persian mystic, Mawlanajalal al-DIn RumI,
'first and last my fall is through woman.'31 And yet, on the other
hand, several Sufis, including Rumi himself, while depicting the
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union of the soul with God, resort to the imagery of marriage of
the bride-soul with the Divine, designating physical death as a
spiritual wedding 'in which the soul is finally reunited with her
primordial Beloved.'32 Other mystics, notably Ibn cArabI, reinter-
preted the significance of the feminine element by suggesting that
God's essence is best recognized through the feminine aspect.33

In the Indian subcontinent, Sufi poetry written in the indigenous
languages such as Hindi, Sindhi, Punjabi, etc., however, it is con-
ventional to represent the soul as a woman, either as a virahini (a
woman yearning to be reunited with her lover), a faithful wife or
a loving bride.34 In some regions such as Punjab and Sind, Sufi
poets identified themselves with the heroines from the many folk
romances which they endowed with mystical interpretation. They
depicted these heroines in the long and painful search for the
union with the Beloved.35 The soul explicitly portrayed as a bride
also makes her appearance as a symbol in many qawwdBs, the popu-
lar songs recited at the shrines of Muslim saints in the
subcontinent. Thus, in a qawwali attributed to Amir Khusrau (d.
726/1325), the renowned poet of the Chishti order expresses his
mystical love through a young bride longing to offer herself up in
utter devotion to her groom.36 Bridal symbolism also occurs in
the poetry of some of the earliest Sufi poets writing in Urdu. Again,
in the provinces of Sind and Punjab, one frequently finds in po-
ems of the bdrahmdsa genre that the poet identifies himself as a
bride waiting to be reunited with God or with the bridegroom of
Medina, that is, the Prophet Muhammad.37

Seen within this larger context, the highly-developed use of
bridal-soul symbolism in the gindns falls into perspective. Clearly,
like the Ismaili pirs, other Muslim authors also felt the need to
indigenize their symbolism to the literary tastes of their local In-
dian audiences. The symbol of the longing woman or the bride,
taken over from Hindu devotional poetry, is a powerful one in
which many of the emotions experienced by the soul in its quest
for union can be intensely compressed and tenderly expressed. It
was, on the whole, a perfect 'Indian' vehicle in which Indo-Mus-
lim mystics, Shi'i and Sunni alike, could convey their message most
effectively and with maximum impact on their audiences.
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4
The G^ Tradition: A Testimony of Love"

The Nizari Ismailis are distinctive among contemporary Muslim
communities for the veneration which they accord their leaders,
the Imams, known as the Aga Khans.1 The Imams' claim to spir-
itual and temporal leadership of the community is based on their
descent from the Prophet Muhammad through his daughter
Fatima and son-in-law, cAli. It is this fact of their physical descent
from the Prophet and the first Shici Imam cAli that is the most
important factor contributing to the veneration that the Ismaili
Imams receive from their followers. This essay explores the sym-
bols and images that contemporary Nizari Ismailis employ in their
folk songs or gits to express their veneration for the Imams.
Though a popular medium of devotional expression, these songs
have hithertofore never been studied as a genre of religious
literature.

The tradition of composing gits, as we know in its present form,
has been associated particularly with Nizari Ismaili communities
of South Asian origin, whether residing in the subcontinent itself
or in diaspora in East Africa, Europe and North America. Unfor-
tunately, we know precious little about its development. As is the
case with many folk traditions that have been orally transmitted,
its historical origins are quite obscure. Moreover, the gife them-
selves have never been systematically collected and documented.
In the community's perception, the gits are quite distinct in nature
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and function from the gindns, the hymn-like poems and songs,
which have been examined in the previous chapters.2 Over the
course of time, this corpus came to be gradually 'frozen,'3 the last
gindns probably having been composed at the turn of this cen-
tury. Gits, on the other hand, are perceived to represent a 'living'
tradition of piety in the community. They provide an outlet for
individuals to express their religious devotion by utilizing their
own poetic idiom and musical creativity. The popularity of these
gits is so widespread that today git cassettes and records can be
found whenever Nizari Ismailis of South Asian origin reside. Sold
through the religious book depots associated with every major
community centre, these recordings have become ubiquitous in
many an Ismaili home.

Both women and men have been actively engaged in the devel-
opment of the git tradition. Significantly, hardly any of them are
musicians or song-writers by profession, although quite a few have
received some kind of formal training. Depending on their per-
sonal background and inclination, most tend to focus on the
creation of either lyrics or melodies; a few, however, are talented
enough to be involved in both aspects. Others may 'specialize' in
git performance, singing compositions created by others. In sev-
eral cases, involvement with the git tradition is a family affair
transmitted from one generation to the next. Thus Anaar Kanji, a
leading git singer in the Canadian Ismaili community, traces her
musical talents back to her great-grandparents, especially her great-
grandfather who used to sing songs for silent Indian movies in
Zanzibar. Another singer, Kamal Taj, a Pakistani immigrant to the
USA and by profession an engineer, is a protege of his father Taj
Ravi who played a leading role in the git tradition in Pakistan.
Although for the most part, the evolution of the tradition has
been on an individual or personal basis, in recent years, commu-
nity institutions, such as the Ismaili Tariqa and Religious Education
Boards, have also become involved in sponsoring git recordings
by community-based groups, orchestras and bands.

Usually gits are composed and sung to commemorate festive
events such as Imamat Day (the anniversary of the Imam's acces-
sion),4 the birthday of the Imam,5 or to express joy during his
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I. From Kaldm-i Mawld, a Hindustani translation written in Khojki script of an
Arabic-Persian poem attributed to Imam 'All (KH42, p.22, dated 1851, copied
by Khoja Alarakhia Kurji of Bombay).



II. From Bujh Niranjan, a gindn
attributed to Pir Sadr al-Din,
from a Khojkl manuscript
(KM117, folio 173a, copied in
late igth/early 20th century).

III. From Hun repiasi tere
darshan kl, a gindn

attributed to Sayyid Khan,
from a Khojkl manuscript
(KH84, P-259, dated 1867,

copied by Khojajafar Dhalani).
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IV. Arabic text written in Khojki script of the 'Throne-verse' (aydt al-kursi)
from the Qur'an (2:255), followed by invocatory prayers (KHIOI, pp.90-91,
copied in late 19th century).

V. From the Persian
text written in Khojki

script of the
Pandiydt-i jawdnmardi

attributed to the Imam
Mustansir-bi'llah II

(d. 885/1480),
(KH48, vol.3, dated

1802-1830 in
Shah Bandar, Sindh).



VI. On the left: the Shahdda inscribed in Arabic within a circle, surrounded by
invocations to Allah, Muhammad, 'All, Fatima, Hasan and Husayn.
On the right: text of Ndde 'Alt, an invocatory prayer addressed to Imam 'All,
with the representation of his sword dhu'l-fiqdr (from a Khojki manuscript,
KH21, pp 308-309, dated 1817-1823, copied in Surat, Gujarat, by multiple
scribes including the daughter of Pir Ghulam 'All Shah).
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formal visits to a particular congregation or country. In 1982-3,
dozens of gits were composed during the Silver Jubilee honour-
ing the Imam's 25th anniversary. Gits have also been composed
in conjunction with Muslim festivals such as the (id al-adhdand cid
al-fitr. For example, as part off^celebrations in Zanzibar, a major
centre of Ismaili settlement in East Africa in the late 19th and
early 20th centuries, the Ismailis organized grand parades, com-
plete with floats, through city streets and alleyways. Seated on the
float at the head of the parade would be groups of singers, usually
young ladies, singing gits.6 In addition to such celebrations, gits
are also sung in special musical assemblies called git mehfils or
mushd'iras, often featuring specially-invited singers of international
repute in the Ismaili world. Frequently gits are specifically com-
posed or their rhythm adapted to accompany the performance of
dances popular in the community such as the Gujarati ddndiyd,
garb a and rds.

In terms of their formal or structural characteristics, gits draw
heavily from popular culture, especially the folk song traditions
of India and Pakistan. Consequently a diversity of forms, metres,
rhymes and melodies prevail. Common forms include the Gujarati
garbo, the Urdu ghazal and qawwdU, as well as the Sindhi kdfi. In
addition, devotional songs attributed to poets from the North
Indian bhakti and sant traditions have provided inspiration for
some compositions, as have popular songs from Hindi movies. A
few gits from the Ismaili immigrant communities of East Africa,
especially in Zanzibar, have also been affected by the tdrdb musi-
cal tradition of the Swahili. Not surprisingly, in recent years, even
Western 'popular' discotheque music has become a growing
influence. The gits are equally versatile, linguistically. Naturally,
South Asian languages such as Gujarati, Hindi, Sindhi and Urdu
predominate, but a few are also in Swahili. Among the Ismailis of
the United States, attempts have been made to create gits in the
English language. Finally, we must also note occasional instances
of the incorporation of entire Arabic phrases, usually from the
Qur'an or of some theological import, into some poetic
compositions.

As already intimated above, gits function primarily as a means
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for composers and singers to express their feelings of devotion to
the Imam. At the same time, they permit those who listen to them
to participate in this devotion which is so central in the Nizari
Ismaili path of Islam. According to this, the Imam is a representa-
tive of a divinely-ordained institution, the Imamate, whose function
is to provide the faithful with the correct interpretation of the
divine word embodied in the Qur5an beyond its formal or literal
sense.7 Believed to be an intermediary between the temporal world
and the world of spiritual reality, the Imam holds an immense
actual and symbolic significance.8 An individual's spiritual devel-
opment is considered feasible only by means of the relationship
that exists between the inner reality of the individual believer and
the spiritual reality of the Imam as the locus of divine light (nur).
As keeper of the mysteries of the bdtin (the esoteric), the Imam
became not only the guide but also the object of the spiritual
quest.9 It is as a result of his supreme spiritual status that the Imam
has become the focus of love and devotion in the community.
Indeed for many of his followers, love and devotion to the Imam
are absolutely necessary for the attainment of the spiritual vision
(diddr) and union for which the believer yearns.

How is the special relationship between the Imam and his dis-
ciples expressed in the gits? Given the rudimentary state of research
on the gits and the constraints of space, we can only provide a
brief survey of the more important themes and symbols based on
a sample of 80 gits from various parts of the Ismaili world.10

As is the case with most types of devotional poetry where the
object of devotion becomes the focus of praise, and also in com-
mon with the tradition of Shici poetry in general, the gits extol
and glorify the virtues of the Imam.11 As Imdm-i zamdn (the Imam
of the time), he is the beloved of God (mahbub alldh kd),12 the
king of the two worlds, (shdh-i do cdlam)^ and a symbol of divine
dignity (shdn-i khudd).1^ A recent English ^describes the Imam
as the nurof Al-Rahmdn, 'the light of the Merciful.'15 The Imam is
the prince of the believers (amir al-mu1 minin) and their lord
(dkd).16 According to one Sindhi composition, he is the protec-
tor and keeper of the community; his blessings and prayers are
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truly extraordinary.17 In short, his spiritual status is considered
unique (nirdlo) in the entire world.18

As one would expect, the Imam's role as a guide for the faith-
ful in this world and the next constitutes an important theme in
the gits. It is expressed in many different ways. On account of his
spiritual knowledge, he is praised as the only true interpreter of
God's word, the Qu^an, and hence the holder of its secrets (rdz).
A few gife emphasize the historical legitimacy of this role by allud-
ing to the events of the Ghadir Khumm incident when, according
to Shici history, the Prophet Muhammad declared cAli to be the
first Imam by taking his hand and saying, 'He whose master I am,
fAli is also his master.' The Arabic for this theologically signifi-
cant phrase — 'Man kuntu mawldhufa cAliyyun mawldhu'— is often
incorporated into several lyrics, including a qawwdU recited by
the famous Sabri brothers for a record to commemorate the Sil-
ver Jubilee of the present Imam.19 With this declaration, says one
Urdu git, the religion [of Islam] was completed (kdmil mazhab ho
gayd) .2O Along similar lines, other gits highlight the Imam's physi-
cal and spiritual ancestry from the Prophet through his daughter
Fatima and son-in-law, cAli, by employing epithets such as nur-i
nabi (light of the Prophet) or nur-i cAli (light of CA1I) for it is this
illustrious and luminous ancestry that legitimizes the Imam's spir-
itual role.21 Sometimes, as in one Gujarati composition, this light
imagery is extended further so that the Imam is described as panj
tan no eprakdsh, 'the light of the five holy persons' of Shi(i Islam,
that is Muhammad, CA1I, Fatima, Husayn and Hasan.22 Another
piece in Urdu, entitled Tdrikh-i Imdmat {The History of the Imamate)
treats the ancestry theme by tracing, in a musical form, the gene-
alogy of all the Nizari Ismaili Imams together with a historical
synopsis of their reigns, beginning with cAli and ending with the
present Imam, Karim al-Husayni.23

Far more commonly associated with the Imam's role as a guide
are appeals to his intercessory or intermediary powers. Anyone
who appeals to God in the Imam's name will surely, on account of
God's love for the Imam, get his or her prayers answered and
transgressions forgiven. As one Urdu poet puts it, 'Whoever has
grasped his skirt (i.e., gained his protection) is forgiven on the
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day of resurrection.'24 He is, in the words of a Sindhi poet, the
prince of mercy (rahmatjo rano) .25 The Imam is also mushkil gushd,
'the solver of difficulties,' for he helps his faithful devotees with-
stand all hardships.26 A very common image in this connection is
the Imam as the pilot or captain who navigates the ship of his
disciples across the whirlpools of turmoils in the ocean of worldly
existence until it safely reaches the shore of salvation in the other
world.2?

Yet the most interesting and intriguing depictions of the Im-
am's relationship to his disciples takes place within the context of
images associated with the virahini or a loving and yearning
woman, usually symbolized as a young bride or bride-to-be, who is
tormented by the absence of her husband or lord. The virahini
has enjoyed great popularity in a wide variety of religious con-
texts, including the Hindu, Sikh and Islamic traditions, where she
was often identified as a symbol for the human soul.28 As I have
discussed elsewhere (in Chapter 3), she is also conspicuous in the
gindns where she yearns for the Imam. That she should appear in
the gits, devoted to the Imam, the longed-for beloved, is hardly a
surprising development. Such usage is entirely in keeping with
Indian literary conventions according to which the human soul is
always represented in the feminine mode before the divine be-
loved who is male.29

The virahini of the gits is typically a poignant woman who is
afflicted by the fiery pangs of yearning for her beloved Imam. In a
Gujarati git she laments:

What yearning afflicts me,
From which there is no escape.
Come quickly, my sweet beloved,
Come and quench the fires in my soul.
How can I bear this separation (viraha)?
What yearnings have afflicted me today?30

This love for the Imam has driven her to the point of distrac-
tion, for she knows that she can no longer survive without him; he
is her life-breath and life-support, just as a fish or a lily flower
cannot survive outside water.31 She neglects her daily chores and
at night she is restless without sleep. She complains: 'Love for my
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lord consumes me body and soul!'32 In this state, worldly exist-
ence has become a cage or prison from which the Imam is her
refuge and comfort. Hence she hopes fervently for a glimpse
(darshan or diddr) of his resplendent face. Addressing the Imam
as cAli, she implores him:

Please listen to me, O cAli,
Just cast a glance towards me, O 'All.
No longer can I tolerate this cage,
No more strength do I have for the deceits of the world.
I come seeking refuge in you, O cAli.33

To stress the humility of the disciple before the spiritual guide,
the virahini is often represented as a humble peasant woman liv-
ing in a small hut or cultivating a small field. But she is convinced
that out of love (prit) her beloved, overlooking her low status as
well as her numerous sins and faults, will visit her home or vil-
lage.34 An Urdu git, based on this image, is appropriately titled
Mauld mereghar and, dke kabhijdnd nd {Come to my house, Lord, and
then never leave!)^5 So ardent is the virahinVs hope for a visit that
the papihd bird flies far and wide, singing Mauld ghar dye {Lord,
come home!) .36 In an amusing reminder of our modern times, a
Gujarati virahini even resorts to urging the beloved Imam to catch
the earliest possible airplane back to her!37

Naturally the visit of the Imam represents for the virahini, and
indeed the community of the faithful, an occasion of much cel-
ebration and festivity. As the long-awaited meeting {mulaqdt)
approaches, the Imam's lovers gather and everywhere there is
rejoicing: gzfe are being sung to welcome him and ddndiyd (Gujarati
stick dances) are being played;38 a hundred thousand flowers are
gathered to make fragrant garlands for him;39 the path along
which he will walk is decorated with lamps and scattered with
pearls;40 even the birds are chirping away songs of happiness.41

The virahini sings to her female companions {sakhidh) to apply
henna to their hands and feet. Some of the henna, she reminds
them, is to be saved so that she can apply it symbolically on the
Imam's hands.42

Lurking behind every happy meeting are the sorrowful thoughts
of departure and further separation. This is an event that causes
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great sadness among the Imam's devotees. The virahirii constantly
pleads with her beloved not to leave and stay with her eternally or
to take her along with him wherever he goes.4^ In a Gujarati song,
she lovingly forbids him to leave because it will surely break her
heart.44 And once the Imam has departed, she can no longer bear
the pain of separation:

Every second I recall the times we met,
The feelings of separation (biraha) cannot be expressed.45

The composers of gits, notwithstanding the imagery they bor-
row from the realms of human love, realize that their relationship
with the Imam is a spiritual one, between their souls and the spir-
itual reality of the Imam. They, therefore, avoid erotic or sensual
imagery involving descriptions of physical love or beauty. They
thus attempt to portray the virahinTs love in an interiorized or
spiritualized manner. She knows that even though her beloved
may be in a worldly manner far from her, he is spiritually ever-
present in her heart which contains his portrait:46

You may be physically distant from my eyes,
But within my heart and soul there is only you.47

Lord, I see you on the throne in my heart;
Dear girlfriends, that's how I conceal my soul's thirst.48

Indeed the Imam's spirit pervades the virahinTs entire being and
she declares:

Your fragrance permeates every pore of my body,
In my every breath I take your name.49

References to breath and the name frequently occur in the gits
and allude to the well-known meditational practice of dhikr in
which the disciple repeats one of the names of God. It is within
the heart that the Imam's lovers attain the goal of their quest, the
nurdni diddr, the vision of his spiritual light. This much-longed
for experience forms the most significant leitmotif in Ismaili lit-
erature as it is the real goal of the Imam's disciples. As one poet
expresses it:
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Lord, today, I plead with you and ask only that you grant me
nurdni diddr.b°

Not surprisingly, some poets have employed the image of eyes
and vision to allude to spiritual enlightenment and mystical un-
ion. In a rather striking line that appropriately sums up the
intensely devotional nature of the gits, the virahini sings:

O crow! Eat up my entire body,
Peck up my flesh into little shreds,
But please don't eat my eyes,
For I still hope to meet my beloved [Imam] .51
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Reflections on Authority and Authorship
of the Gindns"

Among the literary genres associated with the Ismaili tradition,
the gindns of the Khoja communities of South Asia are unique.1

Composed in several Indie languages and dialects, these hymn-
like poems have been strongly influenced by North Indian
traditions of folk poetry and piety. They thus represent a distinc-
tive regional strand within a larger corpus of Ismaili literature
that is mostly in Arabic and Persian. Not surprisingly, the gindns
are markedly different in their style and ethos from the more schol-
arly Arabic and Persian Ismaili treatises that have usually attracted
the attention of researchers.

The apparently 'syncretistic' manner in which the gindns em-
ploy Indian or Hindu mythological and theological concepts to
present religious ideas has raised questions about their 'Islamic'
character. For example, a prominent scholar of South Asian Is-
lam felt that the gindns possessed a 'literary personality' regarded
as 'un-Islamic,' presumably on account of their vernacular and
'syncretistic' characteristics.2 Suchjudgements have, in turn, pro-
voked debate within the community concerning the validity of
using externals of culture such as language and idiom as yard-
sticks for measuring Islamic identity. Ironically, in earlier times,
when the religious identity of the Khoja community was the subject

82
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of intense dispute, the courts of colonial British India drew on
evidence from these very hymns to determine that the Khojas were
indeed Muslims of the Nizari Ismaili persuasion.3

For historians of religion, the ginans are of particular interest
for the prominent role they play in the religious life of Ismaili
Khoja communities in the Indian subcontinent and elsewhere.4

Like many genres of Indian devotional poetry, they are intended
to be sung in designated rdgas or melodies. The singing of ginans
constitutes a prominent item during prayer meetings held every
morning and evening in the jama1at-khdnas (halls of congrega-
tion). As Tazim Kassam points out, the singing of ginans in the
context of Khoja religious practice is a phenomenon generally
characteristic of the Indian religious landscape.5 Participation in
gindn singing, especially in a large congregation, can have a pow-
erful emotional and sensual impact on individuals, even those
who may not fully understand the meanings and significance of
the words they sing.

Beyond their supportive role in worship, the ginans permeate
communal and individual life in many ways. At a communal level,
functions or meetings, be they religious or secular, frequently begin
with a short Qur'an recitation followed by one from the ginans.
Verses from the ginans are often cited as proof-texts during ser-
mons, religious discussions and in religious education materials.
Occasionally, for both entertainment and religious edification,
special concerts are organized, during which professional and ama-
teur singers recite ginans to musical accompaniment.6 Again,
outside the context of formal worship, community institutions re-
sponsible for religious education may sponsor gindn competitions
in which participants are judged on their ability to sing and prop-
erly enunciate gindn texts. At a personal and family level, too,
ginans are used in many different contexts: individual verses can
be quoted as proverbs; verses can be recited in homes to bring
baraka, a spiritual and material blessing; housewives, in a usage
that stresses the links between the ginans and folk tradition, often
recite them while working or as lullabies.

As I have discussed elsewhere,7 the ginans enjoy a significant
status in the Khoja Ismaili community, for they are commonly
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perceived as a source of mystical knowledge. The gindns have been
described as 'an unbounded and immeasurable sea of knowledge,
a unique storehouse of wisdom and guidelines for everyday life.'8

They contain instruction on a broad range of themes, including
the religious obligations of the believer, ethics and morals, escha-
tology, the mystical life and the spiritual quest of the soul. Indeed,
their function as vehicles for imparting religious teachings and
precepts is reflected in their very name which is derived from the
Sanskrit word jndna, meaning 'knowledge' or 'sacred wisdom.'

In the community's traditional self-image, the gindns originated
in mediaeval times, approximately around the 5th/1 ith or 6th/
12 th centuries, when they were first composed by Iranian preacher-
saints, called pirs. The pirs were sent to North India by Ismaili
Imams from Iran on missions to convert local people to Ismaili
Islam and to provide spiritual guidance for the newly-created con-
vert communities. These preacher-saints, tradition asserts, in order
to overcome cultural and linguistic barriers facing potential con-
verts, composed gindns to explain the gist of the Qur'an and the
Ismaili faith to Indian populations in their native languages and
idioms. These poetic compositions provided the faithful with an
understanding of the 'true meaning' of the Qur'an, serving to
penetrate its 'inner (bdtiri) signification.' The gindns were, in ef-
fect, 'secondary' texts generated in the vernacular to transmit the
teachings of a 'primary' scripture - the Qur'an - to non-Arabic
speaking peoples.9

The authority of the gindns and the veneration accorded to
them is entirely due to their being perceived as substantiations of
the truth of the faith as taught by the pirs. These preachers were
no ordinary missionaries and evangelists; in the community's un-
derstanding, they were spiritually enlightened individuals whose
religious and spiritual authority the Ismaili Imams had formally
endorsed by bestowing on them the title ofpir.10 The gindns extol
the virtues of love for, and unquestioning obedience to, the pir
and his teachings, for he is the true guide (satguru) who can guide
the faithful on the path to salvation.11 Since the Imams resided in
Iran, the pirs became tangible symbols of the Imams' authority in
South Asia with total control over the community and its members.
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W. Ivanow describes their theological position as being the 'link
between God and man, really the "door", bdb, of the Imam, with-
out whose guidance and instruction all efforts of the individual
may remain futile and useless.'12 Not surprisingly, the pirs stand
out in the tradition's history as figures of dominating importance,
next only to the Imam.13 In fact, in many contexts the gindns do
not always distinguish between the pir and the Imam, both being
merged in doublets such as gur-nar and pir-shdh, meaning 'guide'
and'lord.M4

The most vexing question confronting scholars of the gindns
concerns their provenance and authorship. As is the case with
many of the poet-saints of mediaeval India, we possess remark-
ably little accurate historical information about the reputed
authors of the gindns and their activities. What we do have, how-
ever, are hagiographic and legendary accounts, some of which
are incorporated in the gindns themselves. Notwithstanding the
admirable attempts made by Azim Nanji to analyse this 'mythic'
material, the historical personalities of the pirs remain 'dim and
obscure.'15 In the case of many pirs, we do not possess even basic
biographic information such as birth and death dates. In fact, there
are doubts concerning the historical existence of Pir Satgur Nur,
claimed in traditional accounts to have been the first to be sent to
India as early as the 4th/ioth or 5th/1 ith century.16 According
to Azim Nanji, this pir remains at best a symbolic and archetypal
figure.17 We are on slightly firmer ground with his successors,
Pirs Shams, Sadr al-DIn and Hasan Kabir al-DIn, but only just. In
addition to a host of problems associated with their biographies,
there is much confusion about the exact identities of the first two.18

A fourth figure, Imam-Shah (d. 919/1513), about whom we pos-
sess somewhat more reliable information, was allegedly the
founder of a 'schismatic' movement that resulted in the forma-
tion of the Imam-Shahi subsect.19 Consequently, the Ismaili Khoja
tradition only accords him the status of sayyid, a rank inferior to
that of pir. To these four personalities, who reportedly lived be-
tween the 6th/12th and 9th/15th centuries, are attributed the
vast majority of gindns.

The gindns contain very little evidence to corroborate religious
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claims that they were composed during the historical period
traditionally associated with these early pirs. On the contrary, the
linguistic and grammatical features of the gindns, as well as their
idioms and style, point to later origins. W. Ivanow, though averse
to offending the sentiments of his Ismaili friends, declared that
in his opinion gindns attributed to a certain pir seem to be more
about him than by him, and that there was no doubt about their
being composed much later.20 Christopher Shackle and Zawahir
Moir, in their recent study, remark:

No realistic discussion of the ginans is possible without first fac-
ing the realization that they are, at least in their present form,
of quite recent origin. The linguistic evidence, which reveals a
notable lack of discernibly archaic features, is itself a quite suf-
ficient demonstration of the truth of this assertion.21

They go on to state quite confidently that many, perhaps most,
of those gindns which are attributed to the early pirs are in fact
compositions from a later period in the community's history, the
so-called 'age of the sayyids, 'which extended from 1500 to 1850
CE.22 A growing number of studies on works ascribed to individual
pirs arrive at similar conclusions concerning authorship. Tazim
Kassam's analysis of the Brahma Prakdsh (Divine Illumination), a
work attributed to Pir Shams, points to a much later date of com-
position than that of the period identified with the pir.23 My own
study of the Bujh Niranjan (Knowledge of the Attributeless One) at-
tributed to Pir Sadr al-DIn, demonstrates with an array of evidence
that this gindn was not composed by him but rather by an anony-
mous individual affiliated with the Qadiri Sufi order.24 Similarly,
evidence from Pyarali Keshwani's study of the gindn, Si Harfi sug-
gests a possible Sufi origin for that work as well.25 Clearly, we are
treading here on delicate ground where the results of scholarly
research are in open conflict with the truth claims of religious
tradition.

The situation becomes even more complex when one discov-
ers in manuscripts and printed texts that the same gindns are
attributed to two or more authors. The Si Harfi (Thirty Letters) for
example, has been variously attributed to Ahmad Shah, Nar
Muhammad Shah and Imam-Shah.26 Then again the gindn called
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Allah ek khasam subuka (God is One, That is Everyone's Testimony) has
two authors, Pir Sadr al-DIn and Pir Hasan Kabir al-DIn, raising
the possibility of either a combined authorship or perhaps the
latter transmitting the work of his predecessor.27 A few ginans have
as their authors individuals whose names are associated with Hindu
mythological figures such as Sahadeva, the youngest of the five
Pandava brothers, and Harishcandra, a king known for his legen-
dary generosity.28 In several compositions the author's name
simply consists of an honorific title, such as sat gur brahmd (the
divine guide), bar gur (the guide of the twelve), or a compound of
terms like Pir Satgur Nur, 'the true guide of the light.' The iden-
tity of authors also becomes obscure on account of similar
sounding names such as Pir Indra Imamdin, Imam-Din and Sayyid
Imam-Shah. Tradition believes these names to refer to the same
individual, but on the basis of poetic style we may in fact be deal-
ing with three different persons. Finally, there are a few anonymous
ginans, not attributed to any particular pir. The obvious example
in this category is the ever popular Kalam-i Mawla (The Discourse of
Mawla lAll) claimed to be an anonymous translation into
Hindustani of an Arabic or Persian work allegedly transmitted
from the first Shici Imam, CA1I b. Abl Talib (d. 40/661 ).2^

What are we to make of this confused state of affairs? The tra-
dition's claims of authorship of ginans by pirs rest on the fact that
in almost every composition there occurs a bhanitd or 'signature
verse.' This verse, which normally occurs towards the end of the
gindn, customarily contains the name of a pir. When the pit's name
is mentioned during recitation, it is customary for members of
the congregation to demonstrate their respect and devotion by
bowing their heads slightly and silently invoking blessings on him.
The bhanitd is not a poetic feature unique to the ginans. It is in
fact an essential element of many genres of South Asian religious
poetry including the pada, the most popular form of devotional
verse in north India. As in the ginans, the bhanitd containing the
name of the poet occurs in the last one or two verses of mediaeval
devotional poems as an oral signature. And as is also the case with
the ginans, these signatures have been generally interpreted as
indications of authorship.
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In a ground-breaking study on the role of the bhanitd in North
Indian devotional poetry, John Hawley convincingly demonstrates
that this verse signifies authorship in other ways than simply
'writer,' as we commonly use the term in English.3° Citing defini-
tions of the word 'author' from the Oxford English Dictionary ('a
person on whose authority a statement is made ...,' and 'a person
who has authority over others ...') he argues that the occurrence
of a poet's name in a poem points in the direction of authority
rather than strictly authorship.31 For example, in the hymns of
the Guru Granth Sahib, the sacred scripture of the Sikhs, one hears
only the name of Guru Nanak, the first guru of the community,
even in verses known to have been composed by other gurus. Guru
Nanak's name clearly serves as a symbol of authority rather than
personal identity. When the gurus after him composed poetry, they
did so in his name, invoking his authority.32

In support of his contention, Hawley analyses the bhanitd in
the poetry attributed to prominent poet-saints of the North In-
dian bhakti tradition such as Ravidas, Surdas and Mirabai. In every
case, he shows the many ways in which the authority of the poet in
the signature-verse is more significant than the actual fact of
composition:

In devotional Hindi poetry, to give an author's name is not so
much to denote who said what as to indicate the proper force
of an utterance and the context in which it is to be appreci-
ated. The author's name is no mere footnote. It anchors a poem
to life, a personality, even a divinity that gives the poem its proper
weight and tone; and it connects it to a network of associations
that makes the poem not just a fleeting flash of truth - not just
new and lovely - but something that has been heard before
and respected, something familiar and beloved.33

The bhanitd serves as a means of 'anchoring' the poem by in-
voking a poet-saint's authority. In this connection, Hawley also
points out that the bhanitdm&y also be called chap, 'stamp or seal,'
a term that indicates its function authoritatively, that what has
been said is true and bears listening to.34 It functions, in a way, as
an authoritative seal of approval for the poem.

Several of Hawley's other observations on the bhanitd are
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relevant to our discussion on authorship of the gindns. A cursory
examination of signature-verses in the gindns shows that the name
of the relevant pir is invariably associated with verbs which mean
to speak, to say, to utter, to instruct or to teach. It is on account of
phrases such as 'pir so-and-so says' that those who revere these
hymns, as well as those who study them, have assumed that these
signatures signify the simple fact of a gindns authorship. Signifi-
cantly, a substantial proportion of bhanitds in Hindi devotional
poetry, too, either explicitly contain the verb 'to say,' or some vari-
ant of it, or imply it in context. But this should not mislead us. In
order to better understand this apparently confusing situation,
we need to first examine the relationship of the poetic signature
to the rest of the verse and, second, the relationship of the bhanita
itself to the rest of the poem.

We observe in the diction surrounding the bhanitds of the gindns
that there is frequently a break in syntax between the name men-
tioned in the signature and the remainder of the verse. A similar
situation exists in Hindi devotional poetry, where this 'grammati-
cal hiatus' in the bhanita transfers the responsibility for forming
the grammatical connection between the signature and the verse
to the listener.35 Since verbs of actual 'authoring' rarely occur in
the bhanitds of the gindns or any other mediaeval Indian devo-
tional verse, the interpretation of these verses is fraught with
ambiguity. This ambiguity is further compounded by the tel-
egraphic style of poetry so greatly favoured by poets in the
tradition. In this regard, Hawley remarks that the 'relation be-
tween the signature and the line of which it is a part can be an
intricate matter indeed - not at all so simple as the linear "Surdas
says" or "Ravidas says" would suggest.'s6

As regards the relationship of the bhanita to the entire poem,
we can usually notice a subtle change in the direction of the poem
when the poet's signature is revealed. The purpose of this shift,
Hawley suggests in the examples of poetry he examines, is to con-
vey not only 'authorship' but also to highlight authority.37 Such a
reorientation is characteristic of many gindns where it is marked
by dramatic changes in the narrative perspective of the bhanita,
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frequently from the first or third person.38 Sometimes there will
be a prayer or petition:

Pir Sadruddin says: 'O master, it is to you that we owe all that we
have eaten. If you are merciful, the soul will be delivered.'39

Pir Indr Imamuddin, with hope on his lips, has entreatingly
said: 'Master, forgive the sins of your community!'40

But often the verse will consist of a command, an injunction, or a
proverbial religious truth directly addressed to the listener:

Pir Tajuddin says: 'Magnify the Lord! Only true believers will
be rewarded, O brother.'41

'O brother,' Pir Imam-Shah has said, 'Listen, O brother believ-
ers! Let those who would wake remain awake, for the Light has
been revealed.'42

Assemble, O congregations, and perform your devotions,' says
Pir Sadruddin.43

Pir Sadruddin has said: 'If anyone would make his mind under-
stand, then what comes of washing clothes? Discovery comes
through cleaning the heart.'44

The point to note here is that the bhanitd, whether it contains an
intercessory petition, a command or a statement of religious truth,
invokes in some manner the authority of the pir.

If we now re-evaluate and re-examine the signature-verses of
the gindm as being invocations of authority, then some of the
confusion on the 'authorship' issue begins to dissipate: the dis-
proportionately large number of compositions attributed to the
three or four pirs who, in the community's self image, played a
central or seminal role in the development of the tradition; the
inconsistencies of style in works supposedly written by the same
author; and the anachronisms of content. All of these points can
now be better comprehended. Considering the bhanitd from this
perspective makes it possible to understand that disciples of indi-
vidual pm, like those of the bhakti poet-saints, could compose
poems in the names of their spiritual guides as a way of express-
ing their spiritual affiliation, as well as their devotion and
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veneration to their mentors.45 Furthermore, the pm' names served
to 'anchor' the poems giving them validity and weight, confirm-
ing that the teachings contained within them were in conformity
with those preached by the great masters. Significantly, the gindns
themselves contain some supporting evidence. An obvious exam-
ple occurs in a popular ginan, AeRahem Rahemdn (Come, O Merciful,
Benevolent One), by the only known female composer Sayyida Imam-
Begum (d. 1283/1866?). In the bhanitd ofthis composition, Imam
Begum invokes the name of her pir, Hasan Shah, to validate her
teachings, since she herself was not regarded as a pir A16 Similarly,
the ginan called Hans hansli ni vartan (The Parable of the Goose and
the Gander) contains a reference to the effect that it is being re-
corded by Vimras, a disciple of Pir Shams. Elsewhere, the /?zrasks
the same disciple to recite gindns to new converts, presumably in
his name.47 In several other cases, some verses specifically indi-
cate that gindns, attributed to Pir Shams, were uttered by his
devotees.48

That the name of the pir in the bhanitd was conceived as a way
of 'anchoring' a composition to the Ismaili pir tradition is also
illustrated by the case of the Bujh Niranjan. In my study of this
text, I have shown that textual and linguistic evidence overwhelm-
ingly indicates that this ginan was composed outside the Ismaili
Khoja tradition, specifically in the Qadirl Sufi order.49 As a mysti-
cal poem, outlining the various stages and experiences on the
spiritual path, its general tenor has strong affinity to Ismaili mysti-
cal ideas. Historically, Ismaili and Sufi relationships, in the Iranian
and Indian contexts, have been so intimate that there even devel-
oped a style of discourse in Persian that Ivanow has appropriately
termed 'Sufico-Ismaili,' since works composed in it could be in-
terpreted within both the Sufi and Ismaili perspectives.50 Keeping
in mind both the close Sufi-Ismaili links and the 'authorizing'
role of the bhanitd, we may suggest that the name of Pir Sadr al-
Din, perhaps the most important personality in the Ismaili Khoja
pir tradition, was added to the Bujh Niranjan not as a way of estab-
lishing 'authorship' but as a way of validating its teachings and
stating that they were in consonance with the pirs precepts. It is
significant that the signature-verse, which is rather unusual in its
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phraseology, says: 'Know the path of PIr Sadr al-DIn which is eter-
nally accepted.' The verse makes no claim of the pir writing the
poem; it simply endorses his path and thus his authority.51 His
name serves as a 'stamp of approval,' making the work legitimate
for his disciples. With it, the pirs audiences could interpret the
mysticism and esotericism of the Bujh Niranjan within a meaning-
ful Ismaili context. To view the insertion of the pirs name as an
act of plagiarism or forgery is to miss the point. As Hawley points
out, 'the meaning of authorship in devotional India is not what
we have come to expect in Europe and America since the -
Renaissance.'52

One more issue pertains to the subject of the origins and au-
thorship of the ginans. Ismaili tradition itself, as well as scholars
who have studied the ginans, concur that these religious poems
began as oral literature and for a considerable period in their
history were transmitted orally before being recorded in writing
in Khojki, a script peculiar to the community. Though at present
very few gindn manuscripts date earlier than the 12th/18th cen-
tury (the earliest recorded manuscript dates to 1149/1736s3),
Azim Nanji postulates that the tradition of written transcription
may have begun around the 10th/16th century.54 While no
scholar to date has examined the corpus of ginans from the per-
spective of its oral origins, we have little reason to doubt this theory,
especially when we bear in mind parallel traditions of religious
literatures in South Asia, such as the sant, bhakti and Sufi ones.
Shackle and Moir consider a long period of oral transmission very
plausible in light of the fact that some older members of the com-
munity today can still recite a repertoire of 200 or more ginans by
heart.55 Nanji, citing evidence concerning the bardic role of the
Bhatias of Sind, a caste from which many Khojas seem to have
originated, speculates that the teachings of the pirs may have been
put to music and sung for adherents by professional bards.56 My
own examination of the role of the ginans in the community's
religious life indicates that even today, notwithstanding the exist-
ence of printed texts, the ginans function primarily in their oral/
aural dimension.57

If the ginans did indeed originate as oral literature and were
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orally transmitted in their early history, then, from this perspec-
tive too, we need to re-evaluate the way in which we have been
approaching the issue of their authorship. My late colleague Albert
Lord argued that it is a myth to assume that in the oral tradition
there are fixed texts which are transmitted unchanged from one
generation to another, through an analysis of which one can trace
'original authors'.58 Songs that are transmitted orally are both
synchronically and historically 'fluid' in the sense that perform-
ers may change outward forms such as wording, which they
consider 'inessential.' Only the basic idea or combination of ideas
forming the core of the song remains fairly stable. In other words,
Lord observes that:

His [the singer's] idea of stability, to which he is deeply de-
voted, does not include wording, which to him has never been
fixed, nor the inessential parts of the story. He builds his per-
formance ... on the stable skeleton of narrative.59

Consequently, in the oral tradition, concepts such as 'author' and
'original' have no meaning at all, or they may have a meaning
quite different from the one usually assigned to them.6° The flu-
idity of the song makes it virtually impossible to retrace the song
through the generations of singers to the moment when the first
singer performed it; each performance is in a sense original.61 It
is only with the onset of the written tradition that the 'correct'
text is fixed, sounding the death knell for the oral traditional proc-
ess; singers become reproducers rather than recreators.62

Albert Lord's remarks may explain the tremendous variations
in gindn texts as they are recorded in manuscripts and the 'great
latitude' that seems to have existed in the rendering of the origi-
nals.63 But more importantly, they serve as words of caution for
societies permeated by the written tradition, who feel that for every
text there must be an 'original' which can be demonstrably attrib-
uted to a certain author. If, during part of their history, the ginans
did indeed exist as an oral tradition, before they were reduced to
writing, then by searching for evidence of 'original authors' in
them, we may be asking questions that are illogical and inappro-
priate. 'Once we know the facts of oral composition,' Albert Lord
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writes, 'we must cease trying to find an original of any traditional
song.'64

This essay suggests the need for new approaches to the issue of
the authorship of the gindns. It argues on several grounds for the
need to redefine the manner in which 'authorship' as it applies
to these religious poems has been usually viewed. Although the
implications of its arguments may seem to challenge what tradi-
tion claims, the essay does not deny that the central core of the
gindn literary tradition may have, in fact, been originally initiated
by the pins and their disciples. Its intent is only to point out that,
on account of factors intrinsic to the nature of their transmission
over the centuries, the search for evidence within the gindns them-
selves (as we have received them) to resolve questions of their
'authorship' will be a frustrating exercise that will only leave us
dissatisfied. The application of conventional canons of textual
criticism involving the tracing of transmission lines to an ideal
archetype or autograph is futile and inappropriate. Between the
actual composition of the gindns and their first reduction to a
written form lie several generations of singers, reciters and de-
voted redactors who have left their impress on most of these
poems.65 The more interesting and fruitful questions we need to
ask about the gindns concern their 'relational, contextual or func-
tional' qualities.66 By this we mean the interaction of these
religious poems with the people who memorize, recite and listen
to them. In the final analysis, the ability of the Nizari Ismaili Khojas
to draw inspiration from the gindns is based largely on the valida-
tion of these poems by communal consensus and usage. As is the
case with medieval bhakti and sant traditions, the attribution of a
certain composition to a particular person and the invocation of
his or her authority, depends entirely on the consensus of the
community within which the composition circulated. Ultimately,
it is the community of believers which has the power to invest a
text with religious meaning and determine the religious or theo-
logical framework within which it will be interpreted and
understood. Texts become 'sanctified' only when a community
can discover religious meaning and truth within them.67
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pin* who are nevertheless accepted as part of the gindn literature. Exam-
ples of 'unauthorized' pirs include Imam-Shah (d. 919/1513) and his
son Nar Muhammad Shah (d. ca. 940/1534), the pivotal figures of a
10th/16th century schismatic group, the Imam-Shahis, and the so-called
Sayyids who disseminated religious teaching within the Ismaili commu-
nities in the 12th/18th and 13th/19th centuries. For all intents and
purposes, most members of the community do not differentiate in sta-
tus between these 'unofficial' gindns and those by 'authorized' pirs.
Audience appeal is clearly more important in this case than considera-
tions of religious history.



6

The Khojki Script:
A Legacy of Ismaili Islam in the

Subcontinent*

The adoption of a communal script was one of the methods em-
ployed by several of the subcontinent's ethnic and religious groups
to enhance communal solidarity. This chapter introduces a script
heretofore little studied by scholars - the Khojki script of the Nizari
Ismaili Muslim community of Sind, Gujarat and Punjab. It out-
lines the salient features of the script's origins, development and
significance, both historical and religious. Utilizing evidence culled
from selected Khojki texts, the article also examines ways in which
Khojki, originally a mercantile script, failed to develop into a pre-
cise system for literary expression.

Origin and Background

Khojki (or Khojaki) is the name of the script that was used by the
Nizari Ismailis of the Indian subcontinent to record their religious
literature. Originating in Sind, the southern province of modern
Pakistan and commonly used to transcribe several languages in-
cluding Sindhi, Gujarati, Hindustani and Persian, the script was
in active use within this particular Ismaili community from at least
the ioth/i6th century, if not earlier, until about the 1960s.1 The
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name Khojki is most likely derived from the word Khoja, a popu-
larization of the Persian word Khwdja, meaning lord or master.2

According to Ismaili tradition, the gth/15th-century ddci
(preacher, missionary) Pir Sadr al-DIn who bestowed this title on
new Indian converts to Ismaili Islam, was also responsible for in-
venting the Khojki script.3

Archaeological excavations at Bhambhore, the 2nd/8th-cen-
tury Muslim settlement in lower Sind, however, have uncovered a
'proto-Nagari' script with characters remarkably similar to those
found in modern Khojki.4 This script, clearly the prototype of
Khojki, has been identified as Lohanaki or Lari, the script of the
Hindu Lohana community.5 As it happens, the Lohana commu-
nity was one of the communities among whom the Ismaili
missionary, Pir Sadr al-Din (arm 751-803/1350-1400),was m o s t
active. Thus, while the Ismaili tradition that he invented Khojki is
clearly inaccurate - in any case, scripts evolve slowly because they
are necessarily cultural and not individual products - the pir may
indeed have played a role in its elaboration, as we shall see below.
That is speculative however. What is not speculative is that Khojki
is a refined and polished form of Lohanaki.6

Khojki was one of the many scripts prevalent in Sind over a
period of several centuries.7 As early as the 3rd/gth and 4th/
10th centuries, various Arab geographers and travellers referred
to the fact that the inhabitants of Sind had many different scripts
for writing their language.8 Ibn al-Nadim (d. 385/995) reports
that approximately 200 scripts were employed in the region.9 Al-
Biruni (d. 440/1048) provides more specific information about
three of these scripts: a script called 'Malwari' predominated in
southern Sind, the 'Ardha-Nagari' in some other parts and the
'Saindhava' in the ancient city of Bahmanwa or al-Mansura.10 We
can also be reasonably certain that after the Arab conquests of
the 2 nd/8th century, among this multitude of scripts, one or more
forms of the Arabic script were also current.

Through a substantial portion of its history, there had been
little incentive for the development of a single uniform script for
the Sindhi language, principally because it was used only as a spo-
ken language or for popular folk literature that was oral in
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character. Thus, during the long period of Muslim rule, Persian
and not Sindhi was the favoured language in official, administra-
tive and literary circles. As a consequence, the use of multiple
scripts for Sindhi prevailed well into the 19th century CE. In a
paper on Sindhi alphabets presented at the July 1857 meeting of
the Royal Asiatic Society (Bombay branch), E. Trumpp, the Ger-
man orientalist and author of a distinguished Sindhi grammar,
noted the use of various alphabets, Muslims preferring Arabic
characters loaded 'with a confusing heap of dots,' while Hindus
employed a medley of alphabets known by the name of Banyan.11

The English adventurer, Richard Burton, also remarks that the
'characters in which the Sindhi tongue is written are very numer-
ous,' and among the various alphabets in use he mentions 'that
used by the Khwajah tribe,' presumably referring to Khojki.12

George Stack, in his Grammar of the Sindhi Language, published in
1849, tabulates thirteen script systems, including Khojki, which
were in use for transcribing Sindhi. His table reveals that the scripts
used in Sind varied from one geographical region to another, and
that different religious and caste groups favoured distinctive script
styles.13

Khojki and most of the scripts used for writing Sindhi belong
to the group of Indian scripts which have been classified by
Grierson under the heading 'Landa' or 'clipped' alphabets.14 They
were employed especially by the Hindus of Sind and Punjab for
the purposes of commerce. In fact, in Sind, Landa was called
Banyan or Waniko, indicating its use primarily as a mercantile
and commercial script.15 The Landa group, in turn, is related to
the larger family of alphabets commonly employed by the sub-
continent's mercantile classes, showing particularly close affinity
to two members of this family: Tankri (Takari), a crude script
system used in its many varieties by uneducated shopkeepers and
the like in the lower ranges of the Himalayas and the Punjab hills;
and Mahajani (Marwari), the character originating in Marwar and
popularized among trading classes all over North India by the
Marwari traders.16 Another noteworthy parallel to the Landa
group of Punjab and Sind exists in Gujarat where a variety of
Gujarati character, known as Vaniai (from vanio, 'shopkeeper'),
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Sarrafi (from sarrdf, 'banker'), Bodia (from bodi, 'clipped' or
'shorn'), is used exclusively by merchants and bankers.17

The mercantile origin of this extensive family of alphabets, to
which Khojki and its Landa analogues belong, may explain why
the entire family was not well suited for literary purposes. Mer-
cantile scripts have limited, specialized purposes; consequently
they tend to be crude by literary standards. Often being a kind of
shorthand, these scripts are not only imperfectly supplied with
vowel signs but frequently omit the few vowels that they do pos-
sess, making them quite illegible or, even worse, liable to being
misread.18 Indeed, the omission of all vowels, except when ini-
tial, was the norm in ordinary mercantile correspondence.19 Not
surprisingly, there are numerous stories about the misreading of
these mercantile scripts, the most popular being one of a Marwari
merchant who went to Delhi; his agent wrote home: 'Babu Ajmer
gayo ban baki bhej dije (The Babu has gone to Ajmer, send the big
ledger)' but the letter was read as 'Bdbu aj margayo, ban bahu bhej
dije (The Babu died today, send the chief wife [to perform his
obsequies])'!20 Evidently, the inconvenience of the omission of
vowel marks or mdtrds is not much felt in the limited scope of
mercantile written communications such as hundis (bills of ex-
change) in which almost identical sentences or phrases are
constantly repeated.

A poorly developed vowel system, the chief characteristic of
Indian mercantile alphabets, constitutes the major deficiency of
the Landa scripts, many of which have no signs for internal vow-
els and have only two or three signs for initial vowels.21 The Landa
scripts are further handicapped by consonants that are far from
being clear and that vary greatly from place to place. In most of
them a single letter could often represent a number of different
sounds. Indeed in a few cases some consonants seem to have been
represented merely by ciphers, combinations of numbers and frac-
tional parts; e.g. \\\ (3/4) for n and |j (4) for ch.22 Remarking on
the capriciousness of Landa, Grierson observes that 'it is seldom
legible to anyone except the original writer and not always to
him.'23 In this regard he also quotes a Sindhi proverb: 'Wdnikd
akharbutd, sukd parhana-khdn chutdj which means that the Waniko
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[i.e., Landa] letters are vowelless; [as soon as the ink is] dry, they
are released from reading [i.e., are illegible] .24 Burton comments
that these alphabets are so useless that 'a trader is scarcely able to
read his own accounts, unless assisted by a tenacious memory.'25

Even Trumpp, who fiercely opposed the universal adoption of the
Perso-Arabic writing system for transcribing Sindhi on the grounds
that the alphabet was 'foreign,' confessed that an emendation of
the native Landa system would be more useless by far than that of
the Perso-Arabic character.26

Among this hodge-podge of commercial scripts - scribblings,
we could truly say in many cases - a small number, including
Khojki, actually developed into vehicles of literary expression.
Although for some scripts such as Khudawadi in Sind, Dogri in
Jammu and Chamiali in Chamba, this evolution took place as a
result of official government initiative and encouragement in the
late 18th and early 19th centuries, for Khojki the advance came
about much earlier owing to (as we shall presently see) the script's
affiliation with a minority religious community.

Expression in written literature, as in music, requires an in-
strument, and instruments require technical development. In
Khojki, two technical developments made a new range of expres-
sion possible. First was a system of medial vowel marks called
Idkand. In the region of Sind, Khojki was the only Landa script to
have sustained and perhaps even developed the use of this me-
dial vowel system.27 It was this distinguishing characteristic of
Khojki that made the script suitable for its extensive use in re-
cording a considerable corpus of Ismaili religious literature, in
particular the genre known as gindn.28 Incidentally, it is possible
that the dd(i Pir Sadr al-Din, whom the tradition credits with the
invention of the script, may have been responsible rather for in-
troducing the Idkand and possibly other refinements to Khojki.29

The second improvement in the Khojki script concerns its ca-
pacity to retain the individuality of contiguous words written on
the same line. In mercantile scripts, it is not only the omission of
vowels which is responsible for the propensity to misread and
misinterpret but it is also the non-separation of words from each
other.30 Because writing in mercantile scripts is, as a rule,



THE KHOJKI SCRIPT IO5

continuous, adjacent words are often joined erroneously leading
to alterations in the meaning of sentences. The 'mess' as Bendrey
has termed it, is thus due to the arbitrary reconstruction of a group
of letters by the readers.31 This peculiarity, when combined with
the absence of medial vowels, can be particularly fatal. As we have
seen above, a phrase such as 'Babu Ajmergayo' (The Babu has gone
to Ajmer) could quite innocently be read as 'Babu aj margayo' (The
Babu has died today). To prevent such misrenderings, Khojki
adopted a surprisingly simple solution: the use of colon-like
punctuations to demarcate the ends of individual words.

Nonetheless, as will be seen below, the Khojki script never
evolved into an entirely satisfactory script system in spite of these
refinements. The question therefore immediately arises: Why was
it adopted for recording religious literature when more sophisti-
cated and developed scripts such as Devanagarl or the Perso-Arabic
were available? The answer lies perhaps in the strong desire among
religious groups in medieval India, both Hindu and Muslim, to
make religious literature more accessible to the masses. The move
away from the use of classical languages such as Sanskrit, Arabic
and Persian; the corresponding blooming of the regional lan-
guages as vehicles of religious literature; the use of symbols and
imagery taken from daily village life - all these are only a few ex-
amples of this trend. Certainly in its form, style and imagery, the
Ismaili religious literature of the subcontinent (the gindns) ex-
hibits the same concern.32 Consequently, in the Ismaili case the
adoption of the Khojki script, a 'local' script, was probably part of
the attempt to make religious literature more accessible by re-
cording it in a script with which the local population had the
greatest familiarity. That the adoption of a 'local' script for pre-
serving religious literature may have been customary with various
groups in medieval India is further evident from the Sikh adop-
tion of Gurmukhl as an 'official' script for its religious literature.
Like Khojki, Gurmukhl is a Landa script of Punjab which was im-
proved and polished by the borrowing of vowel signs and refining
of existing Landa characters.33

As a vehicle of Sikh religious literature, Gurmukhl contributed
to the consolidation of the Sikh religion, becoming particularly
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important in the 18th and 19th centuries when the Sikhs exer-
cised political hegemony over Punjab and Kashmir. S.S. Gandhi
points out that the adoption of the Gurmukhi script was of great
significance, for the Sikhs could develop their culture only by
adopting a script which was their own and which was suited to
their language. Furthermore, he observes, that the populariza-
tion of Gurmukhi was a 'well-calculated' move designed to make
its readers, that is, converts to the Sikh religion, part with 'Hindu
compositions written in [Devanagari] Sanskrit.'34 The adoption
of a common script to strengthen ethnic and linguistic ties was by
no means confined to primarily religious groups. The political
and cultural ascendancy of the Mahrattas, the major rivals to Sikh
power in late Mughal India, was also marked by the selection of a
single, uniform script for the Marathi language. This script, the
Modi, was purportedly invented by the secretary to the great
Maharashtrian hero, Shivaji.35

We may therefore surmise that much more was involved in the
selection of the Khojki script than access to religious literature.
The script, by providing an exclusive means of written expression
commonly shared by Ismailis living in three regions (Sind, Pun-
jab and Gujarat), was influential in the development of cohesion
and self-identity within a widely scattered and linguistically diverse
religious community. No doubt the script facilitated the flow and
the transmission of religious literature from one area to another.36

Use of the script may have also served to confine religious litera-
ture within the community - this precaution being necessary to
avoid persecution from outsiders not in agreement with the
community's doctrines and practices.37 In this respect, Khojki may
have served the same purpose as the secret languages, such as the
so-called Balabailan language, utilized by Muslim mystics to hide
their more esoteric thoughts from the common people.38

One final parallel between Khojki and Gurmukhi deserves no-
tice. Just as the Ismaili tradition associates its script with Pir Sadr
al-DIn, a charismatic religious personality who is believed to have
played a significant role in consolidating the young community,39

so also the Sikh tradition associates Gurmukhi with the second
Guru, Arigad (1538-1552CE). According to Sikh tradition, Guru
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Arigad was responsible for improving the Gurmukhi script when
he found that the Sikh hymns written in the original Landa form
were liable to be misread. This is why the alphabet is called
Gurmukhi, for it came forth from 'the mouth of the Guru.'4°

Khojki in Modern Times: Uniformity and Demise

We possess remarkably little textual and historical evidence re-
garding the process by which the Khojki script developed and
evolved from a rudimentary commercial script of the 2nd/8th
century to a more complex and plastic medium of expression.
Not only is the study of the script still in its infancy, but many
Khojki manuscripts, our most important source of information
about the script, have yet to be collected. Although at present
there are three institutional collections of the manuscripts - two
major ones, in Karachi at the Ismaili Tariqa and Religious
Education Board for Pakistan and in London at The Institute of
Ismaili Studies - these two collections remain largely inaccessible
for research purposes. A third, much smaller collection in the
Harvard University Library has been catalogued but is far from
comprehensive in its scope.41 Additionally, in spite of community-
sponsored collection campaigns, mainly in Pakistan, there are
many unexamined manuscripts, very likely in poor physical con-
dition, in the possession of individual Ismaili families in various
parts of the world. The absence of a comprehensive, centralized
collection of Khojki manuscripts thus becomes a formidable hur-
dle for any attempt to trace the evolution of the script. An equally
serious obstacle is presented by the apparent absence of any pre-
18th century manuscripts in the existing collections, for it was
probably customary to destroy old and deteriorating manuscripts
once they had been re-copied by scribes.42 Finally, piety itself has
been no less of a problem: Ivanow remarks that in the early 20th
century, after the printing of certain gindriic texts, 'the manuscripts
from which the edition was prepared were buried in the ground! '43

Nevertheless, a cursory examination of existing Khojki
manuscripts reveals that even as late as the 19th century, the script
was still undergoing refinement. Given the embryonic state of
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research on the script, it is not yet feasible to identify precisely
the stages of evolution and refinement. The evidence does sug-
gest, however, that the major improvements involved were mainly
the development and the use of characters for sounds which were
not satisfactorily represented. These sounds included the diph-
thongs, signs for which were added at a rather late stage to the
original eight vowel graphemes after the pattern of the Devanagari
alphabet, as well as the Arabic sounds which appear to have been
incorporated only in the early 20th century.

The late 19th and early 20th centuries were of special impor-
tance in the history of Khojki, for the advent of the printing press
in the subcontinent during this period had a major impact. Already
by the end of the 19th century, various lithographs were published
in the Khojki script under the auspices of individual members of
the Ismaili community.44 With the development of the printing
press, the lithographs were gradually replaced by the printed form.
Initially Khojki material was printed by private printing presses
such as the Ghulam-i Husain Chapakhanu in Bombay.45 At this
early stage, the printed material appears to have consisted of almost
verbatim copies of the contents of the Khojki manuscripts, par-
ticularly works belonging to the gindn genre, with very little
editing.46 In the first decade of the 20th century, however, most
likely as a result of schisms within the Ismaili community,47 the
publication of religious literature was centralized and brought
under the direct control of community institutions. Private at-
tempts at publishing religious literature intended for general
community use were discouraged and became less common. Un-
der the auspices of the official community press, the Khoja Sindhi
Printing Press in Bombay, Lalji Devraj began producing a large
number of books, mostly gindn texts, in the Khojki script. Devraj
was responsible for editing Khojki manuscript material before it
was put into print, and editions published by him have come to
be regarded in certain Ismaili circles as an authoritative and
bonafide source of gindnic literature. Notwithstanding his crucial
role in the development of printed Khojki literature, there are
disconcerting aspects and questions regarding the methodology
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employed by Devraj to edit Khojki manuscripts. These have been
discussed in detail elsewhere.48

The establishment of the Khoja Sindhi Printing Press, by mak-
ing religious literature in Khojki available in greater quantities,
was an important impetus in promoting the use of the script. Books
in the Khojki script made their way to Burma and even to East
and South Africa where substantial numbers of the Ismaili com-
munity had migrated for economic reasons. In the 1920s and
1930s, although the printing was still done by the Khoja Sindhi
Printing Press (later known as the Ismaili Printing Press), the
publication of Khojki material was taken over by the Recreation
Club Institute, which became the community institution respon-
sible for the research and publication of religious material.49

Ironically, the introduction of printing may have also sounded
the deathknell for the script. It soon became apparent that there
were considerable expenses involved in manufacturing printing
types specially for Khojki. Moreover, the script itself, as will be
seen below, still had some fundamental imperfections. A more
significant factor leading to the script's demise was the lack of
uniformity in the script in different geographical areas. For ex-
ample, the character vi represented the letter dy in Sind but z orj
in Gujarat; or in one region the vowel 0 would be represented by
the character ^,, while in another area the character £, served the
same purpose. In short, regional variations were a serious prob-
lem in an era when literature was widely disseminated and printing
was becoming standardized. Hence as early as 1910-11, the
Gujarati script began to appear as an alternative, and by the 1930s
it was quite commonly used in printing Ismaili religious texts. In
fact it appears that most of the material until then available only
in the Khojki script was transcribed and printed in Gujarati char-
acters.50 In the following decades, the printing of books in Khojki
and instruction in the Khojki script gradually ceased in all areas
of the subcontinent where the Ismaili community lived except in
the region of Sind, the home of the script.51 There the script
probably survived longer for two reasons. First, the partition of
India in 1947 and later events increased the Gujarati and Urdu-
speaking population of Ismailis in this region. Since these
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languages do not share a common script, there was still a need to
have a single script in which different languages could be written.
Second, the Sindhi Ismailis may have been reluctant to abandon
a script so closely associated with their language, for Khojki still
represents one of the oldest forms of written Sindhi that has come
down to us. Even in Sind, however, the Khojki script did not sur-
vive beyond the early years of the 1970s when it gave way to the
Perso-Arabic writing system in which both Sindhi and Urdu are
now written. For all practical purposes, Khojki no longer survives
today as a 'living' script among the Ismailis of the subcontinent.

Even though it was adopted and used by Ismailis outside the
region of Sind, Khojki never lost its early association with Sind
and its language. It remains customary for Ismailis from areas
outside Sind to call the script 'Sindhi,' confusing it with that lan-
guage.52 This confusion is prevalent even in the area of religious
education; to this day, in regions of Gujarat and Kathiawad, classes
providing instruction to children are called 'Sindhi', presumably
a reminder of the time when a child attending religious classes
learned the Khojki script. However, to most young Ismailis today,
the Khojki script, if they are even aware of its existence, remains
an obsolete legacy from the past. Since most important religious
texts are available in Gujarati or Roman transcription, these Is-
mailis will rarely encounter a Khojki text. Yet for the scholar, the
script and the material it records is of considerable importance.

Literature in Khojki throws light, for example, on the various
aspects of the process of acculturation for it provides us with in-
formation concerning the ways in which the Ismaili movement
adapted itself to the Indian cultural environment. In this respect
Khojki manuscript material is comparable to the Bengali and
Dakhani Urdu material used by Asim Roy and Richard Eaton in
their studies of the Islamization of Bengal and the Deccan, re-
spectively.53 It is also analogous to the Gurmukhl texts used by
scholars of Sikhism to illumine the genesis of that tradition. For
the scholar of post-classical Ismaili literature, recourse to Khojki
material has become especially critical with the growing aware-
ness that there exists significant discrepancies between the modern
printed version of the literature and its original manuscript form.
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Again, because Khojkl records medieval literature composed in
several Indie languages, Khojkl manuscripts form a valuable source
of evidence for studying the development of literature in these
languages. It is well known, for example, that several gindns rep-
resent some of the earliest surviving specimens of literary
compositions in SindhI and Gujarati.54 Finally, Khojkl manuscripts
can be studied purely as specimens of special manuscript style
developed in Sind, Gujarat and Punjab, principally to record lit-
erature to be recited during Ismaili religious ceremonies.

Inadequacies of the Khojkl Script

As a system of literary expression, the Khojkl script had serious
limitations in three different areas. First, its vowel system, in spite
of a slight refinement, was crude. Second, as to consonants, there
were certain sounds, mostly of Arabic origin, for which the script
had no characters at all (deficiency); the same sound could be
represented by different characters (redundancy); and several
sounds could be represented by the same character (ambiguity).
And third, there was inconsistency in orthography and the use of
orthographic signs. For the most part, these inadequacies can be
explained by the script's mercantile origin and regional usage.
Merchants originally developed the script for a narrow range of
precise but technical purposes, and when the script was co-opted
for recording Ismaili religious literature, its limitations created
difficulties of expression and comprehension, only some of which
were gradually remedied in subsequent centuries.

What follows is an investigation of these limited but serious
difficulties as presented in the study of Khojkl texts of two impor-
tant works from the Ismaili gindn literature, the DasaAvatdra (The
Ten Avatdras) and the Bujh Niranjan (Knowledge of the
Attributeless Deity) ,55 The former, which has been described as
the 'classic' of the Ismaili tradition in Indo-Pakistan,56 is an ex-
ample of the type of reformulation of Ismaili doctrine within a
Vaishnavite framework that facilitated conversion, while the latter
represents a theoretical and didactic exposition, in verse, of the
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various stages and states that the novice must experience in the
course of his spiritual development.

i. The Vowel System

(a) The u vowel
The Khojki script does not distinguish between a long u vowel
and a short u vowel, whether these occur independently or with a
consonant.57 ^ the character for an independent u vowel could
read either as long or short. Thus a word written as <,**{ can be
transcribed either as us or us. The letter ^ used in Allana's table
of the Khojki script for an independent long u vowel appears to
be a theoretical form as it was not encountered in Khojki texts of
the Das Avatar and the Bujh Niranjan.58 Furthermore, it does not
occur in the 'official' Khojki primers of 1932 and 1947. Similarly,
the subscript sign which is combined with a consonant to indicate
that the consonant is to be read with a u vowel, does not specify
vowel-length. Thus ^ could be read as ku or ku. Consequently,

the script relies on the reader's familiarity with a word in order to
ensure that the vowel is read according to its correct length. Cor-
rect vowel length is, of course, crucial in poetry texts since it
determines the length of syllable and affects metre. Given the
ambiguity surrounding the length of the u vowel in Khojki, the
vowel should perhaps be represented as u during the transcrip-
tion and/or transliteration of Khojki texts.

(b) The 0 vowel
The script also exhibits a confusion about the character used to
depict an independent 0 vowel which is normally represented in
modern Khojki by the character i . In the manuscript Kx, of the
Das Avatar, the character £ represents both the 0 and the u vow-
els, leading the editor to comment that only a knowledge of the
language helps to determine appropriate reading.59 The same con-
fusion is apparent in manuscript K-4 of the Bujh Niranjan.
Manuscripts K-3 and K-5 of the same work prefer to employ
another method to represent the o vowel by using Ĵ , or $. This is
obviously an adaptation from the Devanagari alphabet system.
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Occasionally, K-5 even uses £, the letter for the independent u
vowel in words where one would expect an 0 vowel. George Stack
uses yet another character - tf - for the independent 0 vowel, but
this character does not appear in actual Khojki texts.60 In view of
this confusion, it is safe to conjecture that at an earlier stage in its
history, Khojki may have lacked a distinctive sign for the inde-
pendent 0 vowel.

(c) The i vowel
The script has a single character *i to indicate both the independ-
ent short i and long i vowels (as in isldm, Idiye, koi).61 Hence the
need to use the transcription 1 for any independent i vowel in a
Khojki text. Allana designates the character -f for an independ-
ent short i vowel, but that character is again not to be found in
the Khojki texts consulted.62 Similarly, Stack uses the character y
for an independent short i vowel.63 Though this character does
indeed occur occasionally where one would expect a short i vowel,
it is more commonly used to represent the independent e vowel.
Again, as the section on orthography below will reveal, there is an
ambiguity in the value of the symbol / which is so often used to
indicate a consonant followed by a short i vowel.

(d) The diphthongs
The script does not have any special symbols to represent the diph-
thongs.64 The diphthong mis usually changed to the vowel awhile
the diphthong au is changed to 0. Stack uses the letters —xy and

f for the diphthongs.65 Allana remarks that the letters —tv and
 i were introduced later for the diphthongs ai and au respec-

tively.66 All of the characters mentioned by Allana and Stack are
not employed consistently to represent the diphthongs, however.
For example, the letter —^ used by Stack to indicate au is absent
from actual Khojki texts or even primers. Among the texts of the
Bujh Niranjan, only K-4 (c.1901) uses the letters —xy and - ^ .
The rest of the texts, including the relatively later manuscript K-2
(1914), usually change the diphthongs to the e or 0 vowels. Manu-
script K-3 of the same work uses yet another device for representing
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the an diphthong - the character -$„ but this use is obviously bor-
rowed from the Devanagari script system.

2. The Consonant System

(a) Deficiency
In an attempt to represent the sounds of the different languages
and dialects for which it came to be employed, the Khojki script
eventually developed over 40 letters.67 Some of these letters were
especially incorporated into the script to represent sounds not
native to Indian languages and which were peculiar to Arabic, the
language from which most Islamic religious terminology is de-
rived.68 To this end, a Khojki letter representing the sound closest
to the Arabic sound in question was appropriately modified. Thus,
to indicate the Arabic skin (sh) which in the Arabic script is repre-
sented by three dots over the letter for sin (s), three dots were
placed over ^ the Khojki letter for s, to give the letter ^ for the
sound sh.69 Similarly, to represent the Arabic cain in the Khojki
script, three dots were placed over the Khojki letter a (^) or over
the letter for the vowel e (y), giving the script two letters for this
sound, -^ and sf .7° The Arabic gkinwas formed by placing three
dots over the Khojki letter for the g sound, at. The four Arabic
letters dhdl, ze, zd and dad, as happens in Urdu and Sindhi, were
all pronounced as z and represented by the letter ^. This letter
was formed by the familiar pattern of placing three dots over an-
other consonant, in this case the letter 31 for̂ '. Indeed, as in many
Indian languages it is very common to pronounce j or jh as z and
vice versa.71 Occasionally the letter % was employed to represent
the Arabic qdf, but this letter appears to have been a fairly recent
addition to the script.72

A study of the Khojki manuscripts reveals another kind of defi-
ciency in the script's consonant system. In its early unpolished
form, the script probably did not have a separate character for
the consonant 3;. Manuscript Kx, of the Dasa Avatdra, dating from
1737, does not have a special letter for this sound.73 In many
Khojki texts, the consonant y is quite consistently dropped or
replaced by the vowels a or #or both.74 A word such as bhaydvtould
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be written as bhaed; mayd as maed; and piya as pid. Later Khojkl
texts use the letter oo> for the y consonant, a letter clearly adapted
from the letter ^ for the i vowel.

(b) Redundancy
While Khojkl originally did not have letters for certain Arabic
sounds, it had developed special letters for the implosive sounds
which are found only in the Sindhi language. This development
was not unusual since Sindhi was the language for which Khojkl
was originally used. But with the spread of the script to non-Sindhi
speaking areas, the letters for these implosive sounds were given
alternate sound values. The peculiar result was that a few sounds
were represented by two letters. Thus ft, the Khojkl letter for the
Sindhi implosive b (^), became commonly used in Gujarat to rep-
resent the sound b (N^). Consequently, the Khojkl letter ji\ which
originally represented the b sound was then used along with H to
represent the sound bh (x) . Likewise, 5 the letter for the Sindhi
implosive d (*̂ ) is used for the sound d so that the aspirated dh is
represented by two Khojkl letters - \ (used earlier to represent
d) and ^7. Again i* the Khojkl character for the implosive dy (%),
was sometimes used in Gujarati-speaking areas for the sound z or
j . 7 5 »\ the Khojkl equivalent for the Sindhi ng (f) was used to
represent gor even the conjunct gr.76 The factors influencing the
direction of this particular shift in the value of Khojkl characters
in non-Sindhi areas certainly warrant further research. In light of
the dual sound values (Sindhi and non-Sindhi) for the above let-
ters, it is clear that the area of origin of a Khojkl text may be of
considerable significance in determining its correct reading and
transcription.

(c) Ambiguity
There is some confusion in the script about the character used to
represent the sounds d, r, and n. Compounding this confusion is
the proclivity in Gujarati and Sindhi colloquial dialects to change
the cerebral dto the retroflexive rwhen it comes between vowels.
Indeed in the case of Musulmani Gujarati, the regular r sound is
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liable to be changed to dor n.77 Khakee notes that in manuscript
K of the Das Avatar, the same letter, \n, is used for all three sounds.78

Manuscript K-3 of the Bujh Niranjan also uses i** for all three
sounds.79 Stack remarks that while most Indian languages have
the same letter to represent dand r, SindhI has a different one for
each.80 However, although his table does show a separate charac-
ter for d and r, the character for rand n is the same.81 Allana uses
the letter t" to indicate the sound r, but in modern Khojki this
character is almost exclusively used for the sound d. Attempts seem
to have been made at a much later stage in the script's develop-
ment to clear the confusion by having separate and distinctive
letters for these sounds. The Khojki primers of 1932 and 1947
use t" for d, 06 to represent rand r\ to represent n. Nonetheless,
in most Khojki texts the value of the character f\ still remains
uncertain.

3. Orthography

Since Khojki script is chiefly phonetic and it was used over a wide
area of diverse dialectical pronunciation without being standard-
ized, it is common to find in Khojki texts inconsistencies in the
orthography of many words. One example of such an inconsist-
ency is found in words in which the sounds b and d occur. In the
spoken language, these two sounds are often aspirated and pro-
nounced as bh and dh. It was, then, the aspirated sound which was
often represented when the word was committed to writing. Thus,
the Arabic word ducd (prayer) was sometimes written as dud and
sometimes as dhud, the latter spelling corresponding to the collo-
quial pronunciation of the word. Similarly bat was sometimes
written correctly and sometimes as bhdt.S2

Another inconsistency in the orthography lies in the length of
the vowels. It is true that in the case of a few vowels, Khojki simply
did not have the capacity to distinguish between short and long
vowels. But there were vowels for which this distinction was possi-
ble, and yet the corpus of Khojki literature pays very little attention
to ensuring correct vowel-length. At one point in a text a word
would be spelled with a long vowel, while at another the vowel of
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the same word would be reduced to a short one. The word miland,
for example, would be written as miland or milind.^

One final problem in the use of orthographic symbols is ambi-
guity. The script uses the superscript symbol / in conjunction
with a consonant that is to be read with a short i vowel. The same
symbol could also designate a vowel-less consonant, apparently
serving the same function as the halaht in the Devanagari alpha-
bet. Thus y £ «| could be transcribed either as pirem or prem. The
ambiguity surrounding the symbol / is more complex than this,
however: Khakee in her study of manuscript Kx, of the Das Avatar
remarks that in the manuscript this symbol is used to give a short
a or a short e sound!84

Another orthographic sign whose value, especially in handwrit-
ten texts, is uncertain is the superscript dot. In most Khojkl texts,
it is usually placed above a long vowel to indicate nasalization. In
this respect it is identical to the Devanagari anundsik. In some
manuscripts, however, the same mark is sometimes placed above
a consonant, apparently to indicate that it is vowel-less. As one
would expect of the Khojkl script, this practice is not consistently
followed.

Notwithstanding the several flaws that have seriously limited
its ability to function as a full-fledged literary alphabet, Khojkl
performed the valuable service of recording and preserving the
rich corpus of the subcontinent's Ismaili literature for a period
extending over 300 years. Were it not for Khojkl, a substantial
portion of this literature, particularly the unique genre of the
gindns, would have been possibly lost forever. Admittedly, the
script's capaciousness contributed partially to the distortions and
corruptions present in this literature. Although the script still poses
difficult problems for scholars, these problems are surmountable
through a systematic elaboration of the script's idiosyncrasies.
Khojkl must certainly represent one of the more unusual items in
the annals of Indo-Muslim civilization.
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7
The Khojki Script and its Manuscript

Tradition*

History tells us that until the early decades of this century, many
alphabets and writing systems were current in the province of Sind.
As early as the 3rd/gth and 4th/ioth centuries, we have reports
from Arab travellers attesting to the fact that the inhabitants of
the region employed as many as 200 scripts for writing their lan-
guage.1 We do not know much about the nature of these early
scripts but al-BIruni, the renowned Muslim scholar and traveller
of the 5th/14th century, records the names of three of them:
Malwari, Saindhava, and Ardha-Nagari.2 We can be certain that
with the establishment of Muslim rule in the region and the in-
troduction of Arabic and Persian as official languages, one or more
forms of the Arabic script (the alphabet which was eventually in
modern times to render all the others obsolete3) were added to
the assortment.

That the use of multiple scripts in Sind prevailed well into the
19th century is attested by various European orientalists and trav-
ellers in the region. E. Trumpp, the German author of a well-known
SindhI grammar, noting the use of various alphabets, observes
that generally the Muslim population preferred Arabic charac-
ters, loaded with 'a confusing heap of dots,' while the Hindus
employed a medley of scripts known by the name Banyan.4 The

1 2 4
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English adventurer, Sir Richard Burton, remarking on the very
numerous alphabets in 'which the Sindhi tongue is written,' notes
that besides 'Moslem varieties of the Semitic alphabet,' there were
no less than eight scripts prevalent among the Hindus.5 Another
English scholar, George Stack, observes in his Grammar of the Sindhi
Language that the scripts varied from one geographical region to
another and that different religious and caste groups favoured
distinctive script styles.6

Among this miscellany of alphabets, one script, Khojki, stands
out for its distinctive historical and cultural role. Khojki or Khwaja
Sindhi, as its name implies, was the 'official' script of Sind's Khoja
or Nizari Ismaili community.7 Over the course of time, use of the
script also spread among the Khoja communities of Gujarat and
Punjab who commonly referred to it as 'Sindhi'. Khojki was pri-
marily used to record the community's religious literature which
was composed in Sindhi as well as a variety of other languages
including Gujarati, Hindustani, Punjabi, Arabic and Persian. Since
Khojki was exclusively used by the Khojas, it served to confine the
religious literature within their community, thus preventing pos-
sible persecution from those hostile to Ismaili doctrines and
practices.8 At another level, the script appears to have been influ-
ential in the development of cohesion and self-identity within the
Khoja community whose members resided not only in Sind, Pun-
jab and Gujarat, but also in East Africa (after a diaspora in the
19th and early 20th centuries). In this regard, Khojki, like the
Gurmukhi^ and Modi10 scripts of the Sikhs and Mahrattas respec-
tively, is another example of an Indie alphabet used to enhance
communal and ethnic solidarity.

The Khojki Script and its Origins

Notwithstanding Khojki's significant role in the Ismaili Khoja com-
munity, we know little about its origins and development.11

Community tradition attributes the invention of the script to a
9th/15th century Ismaili preacher-saint (ddci), Pir Sadr al-DIn,
an important proselytiser of Ismaili Islam in the subcontinent's
western provinces. However, archaeological evidence from the
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ancient town of Bhambhore in Sind indicates the presence of a
prototype of Khojki in the area as early as the 2nd/8th century.
This prototype has been identified as Lohanaki, the script of the
province's Hindu Lohana community.12 Interestingly enough,
according to Ismaili tradition, the Lohana community was one of
the groups among whom the preacher-saint PIr Sadr al-DIn ac-
tively pursued his missionary activities, bestowing the title Khoja
on Lohana converts to Ismaili Islam. Therefore, we may surmise
that Khojki is most likely a polished or more developed form of
Lohanaki with the legendary PIr Sadr al-DIn perhaps having played
a role in its evolution.13

Both Khojki and Lohanaki belong to a group of scripts com-
monly known in Sind as Banyan or Waniko, associated primarily
with mercantile communities. In its turn, Banyan of Sind is asso-
ciated with a larger family of Indian scripts which have been
classified by Grierson under the heading 'Landa' or 'clipped' al-
phabets employed throughout Sind and Punjab by mercantile
classes.14 Banyan, also known as Hutjd akhar (letters of the shop),15

parallels several writing systems, in other areas of the subconti-
nent, associated with merchant and trading castes such as Vanial
(from vanio, shopkeeper), Sarrafi (from sarrdf, banker), or Bodla
(from bodi, clipped or shorn) of Gujarat; Tarikrl of the lower ranges
of the Himalayas; and Mahajani (Marwari), the mercantile script
popularized all over north India by enterprising Marwari traders.l6

These mercantile scripts, which are by nature a kind of short-
hand for they frequently omit all but initial vowels, are ill-suited
for literary purposes. That they possess a poorly developed vowel
system,17 an imperfect set of consonants,18 or that sometimes they
represent consonants merely by ciphers, which are combinations
of numbers and fractions,19 seem not to have posed too great a
hindrance for handling the demands of rudimentary accounting
and limited mercantile communications such as hundis (bills of
exchange) in which almost identical phrases are constantly re-
peated. But these defects often proved to be great handicaps when
these scripts were used for more sophisticated purposes. Not
surprisingly, stories abound about the confusion caused by the
misreadings of these mercantile scripts.20



KHOJKI AND ITS MANUSCRIPT TRADITION 127

Development of the Khojki Script

Among this assortment of commercial scripts, a small number,
including Khojki, were actually refined and developed into vehi-
cles of literary expression. Why did this refinement take place for
some scripts and not for others? The reasons vary from one script
to another, but for Khojki, this advance was motivated by the Is-
maili community's need to preserve its corpus of religious
literature in a distinctive local alphabet with which adherents had
the greatest familiarity and which was easy to learn. In this con-
nection, better developed scripts such as the Devanagarl or
Perso-Arabic, which were associated with classical languages such
as Sanskrit, Arabic and Persian, were probably considered alien
or too sophisticated for recording Khoja religious literature which
was in the vernaculars and aimed at agricultural and trading
peoples.

We have very little evidence concerning the process by which
Khojki evolved from a rudimentary mercantile script of the 2nd/
8th century to a more complex medium capable of handling the
demands of a whole new range of expression. The study of the
script is still in its infancy primarily because the majority of Khojki
manuscripts, our most important source of information about the
script, still need to be systematically analysed. Nevertheless, from
the limited evidence we have available, we can discern several im-
provements that were made to the script in an attempt to refine
it. The first involved the introduction of a system of medial vowel
marks called Idkand. Among the mercantile scripts of Sind, Khojki
seems to have been the only one to have sustained and perhaps
even developed the use of this medial vowel system.21 In addi-
tion, attempts were made to enhance the script's capacity to
indicate a greater number of initial and final vowels, as well as
diphthongs, signs for which were added at a rather late stage. Al-
though these modifications did not result in a perfect set of vowels,
they did render the script better suited for recording an extensive
literary corpus. Incidentally, it is likely that PIr Sadr al-DIn, whom
tradition credits with inventing the script, or one of his close dis-
ciples, may have been involved in introducing the Idkana and other



128 ECSTASY AND ENLIGHTENMENT

refinements.22 Table 1 illustrates the eventual organization of the
script's vowel system.

The second development concerned the ability of the Khojki
script to clearly demarcate the boundaries between contiguous
words so as to prevent them from coalescing into each other. Writ-
ing in mercantile scripts is, as a rule, continuous with almost no
spacing between words. Consequently, adjacent words are often
erroneously joined, resulting in utter confusion due to the arbi-
trary reconstruction of a group of letters by readers.23 To prevent
such misreadings and misinterpretations, Khojki writing conven-
tions were modified to include a rather simple solution to this
problem: the use of colon-like punctuations to demarcate the ter-
minations of individual words.

The third enhancement concerned the Khojki consonant sys-
tem. The script had approximately forty consonants and,
therefore, was sometimes referred to as cdliha akhan (forty let-
ters). In its primitive form, the Khojki set of consonants suffered
from significant defects. There were certain sounds for which the
script had no characters at all (deficiency); the same sound could
be represented by two or more characters (redundancy); and sev-
eral sounds could be represented by the same character
(ambiguity). When Khojki was co-opted for recording Ismaili re-
ligious literature, these defects created limitations and difficulties.
Gradually, over several centuries, most of these were remedied
through either modification of existing characters, borrowing from
the Nagari-based Gujarati script, or the creation of entirely new
letters, particularly for representing Arabic characters. Table 2 il-
lustrates the arrangement of the Khojki consonant system as it
had developed in the early 20th century.

Notwithstanding these improvements, the use of the Khojki
script in the community began to decline in the early decades of
the 20th century partly as a result of the printing press. Initially,
the establishment of printing presses in Bombay, such as the
Ghulam-i Husain Chapakhanu and the Khoja Sindhi Printing
Press, appeared to be an important impetus in promoting the use
of the script by making available Khojki literature in greater quan-
tities. Soon, however, the considerable expenses in manufacturing
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printing types specifically for Khojki, as well as the continued ex-
istence of a few flaws in the script itself (including regional
variations), became serious problems in an era when literature
was being widely disseminated and standardized. The Gujarati
script emerged as a viable alternative so that by the 1940s print-
ing of Khojki books, as well as instruction in the Khojki script,
ceased except in the region of Sind, its birthplace. There, the
script survived in a limited extent until the 1970s when it gave
way to the Perso-Arabic alphabet, widely used in Pakistan for the
Sindhi and Urdu languages.

Khojki Manuscripts

We have discussed above the serious limitations of the Khojki script
as a system of literary expression. For the most part, these inad-
equacies can be explained by the script's mercantile origin and
regional usage. As a commercial script, Khojki was rather limited
in its capabilities, and when it was co-opted for recording Ismaili
religious literature, its limitations posed some difficulties and prob-
lems. A few of these were gradually remedied in subsequent
centuries enabling Khojki to function more efficiently as the 'of-
ficial' script of the subcontinent's Ismaili community.

We do not know exactly when the practice of recording reli-
gious texts in Khojki first began. Community tradition attributes
the invention of the script to the preacher-saint Pir Sadr al-DIn.
This attribution is problematic for, as we have seen, prototypes of
Khojki are associated with the script of the Lohana community,
dating back to the 2 nd/8 th century. Moreover, even if we were to
assume that the jfrzrwas in some manner associated with the intro-
duction of the script in the Khoja community, that assumption
does not assist us much, for the birth and death dates assigned to
the pir in hagiographic literature vary tremendously.24 Matters
are further complicated by the absence of any manuscripts that
are earlier than the 12th/18th century; the oldest surviving Khojki
manuscript dates only to 1149/1736.25 This dearth may be
partially explained by the poor climatic conditions in the subcon-
tinent, but religious zeal was also a factor: it seems that in the
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early i4th/2Oth century, after the publication of editions of'stand-
ardized' gindn texts in printed form, a large number of manuscripts
which were used to prepare these editions were buried in the
ground.26 The exact number of manuscripts involved is uncer-
tain but believed to be approximately 3500.27

Nevertheless, we do have some basis to believe that a manu-
script tradition in Khojki existed prior to the 12th/18th century.
Internal evidence, in the form of scribal notes, from several sur-
viving manuscripts (including the one copied in 1736) indicates
that these texts were copies made by scribes from older manu-
scripts.28 It seems to have been customary to re-copy manuscripts
once they began to deteriorate and disintegrate.29 In support of
a pre-i 2th/18th century manuscript tradition we also note that
in the early years of this century, a Khojki manuscript copied in
973/1565 was presented as evidence in a much-publicized court-
case.30 Although the present whereabouts of this manuscript are
unknown, it would be reasonable to assume that the task of re-
cording religious texts in the Khojki script was already well under
way by the 10th/16th century. In this regard, we may also note
that Professor Allana is of the opinion that the script was in use
among the Khojas as early as the later half of the reign of the
Sumra dynasty (443-752/1051-1351).31

At present there are three known collections of surviving Khojki
manuscripts, which are known as copda or pothi in the vernacular.
The first was assembled under the auspices of the Ismailia
Association (now the Ismaili Tariqa and Religious Education
Board) for Pakistan and housed in its library at Karachi. Contain-
ing some 250 items, this collection was organized and catalogued
in the early 1970s by Zawahir Noorally, a research associate of the
Association. This laudable effort resulted in an unpublished manu-
script: A Catalogue of Khojki Manuscripts in the Library of the Ismailia
Association for Pakistan. This work, which is more of an inventory
than a catalogue, provides a general idea of the type of literature
in that collection. However, as a reference work, it has several
drawbacks: its system of transliteration is inconsistent; the con-
tents of each manuscript are not precisely identified (a set of 50
short gindns without titles would simply be identified as '50 short
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gindns'); location of items within the physical manuscript is not
always indicated; and incipits of texts are almost never provided.

Some of the contents of the Pakistan collection were transferred
several years later to the library of The Institute of Ismaili Studies
in London. These were consolidated with items from other sources
to create a second collection of approximately 150 manuscripts.
Ms. Noorally (now Mrs Moir) embarked on the preparation of a
second catalogue of Khojki manuscripts containing much more
detailed information. Unfortunately, the catalogue remains incom-
plete (it covers approximately one-third of the collection) and
unpublished. It is also without indexes, making reference difficult.

The third collection is located at the Hough ton Library in Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts, Harvard University's depository for rare
books and manuscripts. The 25 Khojki manuscripts housed here
are part of a larger collection of 120 works of Ismaili literature in
Indie languages, including 45 lithographs and early printed texts
in the Khojki script. There is a published catalogue for the entire
collection32 in which the manuscripts have been systematically
described and their contents analysed and indexed. Although the
number of Khojki manuscripts in this collection is small,33 they
are the only ones that are at present in the public domain and
accessible for general scholarly research. Consequently, much of
the discussion that follows on the specific characteristics and fea-
tures of the Khojki manuscript tradition is based on this small
collection serving as a representative sample.

Provenance of Texts

The manuscripts in the collection were gathered, between 1970
and 1971, from the Ismaili communities of western India, specifi-
cally Cutch and Gujarat. All the manuscripts show signs of heavy
wear and tear - a result of both their frequent use within these
communities as well as the harsh climatic and other conditions
under which they were stored. Among these manuscripts, 17 have
notations indicating that they all originate from the region of
Cutch: the majority from Kera, a couple from Bhadneshwar and
one from Mundra. The rest, being unmarked, cannot be traced
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to a specific location with any degree of uncertainty. However,
from internal evidence, we may surmise that they, too, come from
a similar milieu.

Several manuscripts in the collection were kept at the commu-
nity's religious centres (jamdcat-khdnas) where they would be
frequently consulted for the various religious texts they contain.
In this regard, the colophon of Ms Ism K 17 is of particular inter-
est,34 for it documents that the manuscript was commissioned by
local religious functionaries (known as the mukki and kdmadid)
for the use of their congregation. A note included on the first
folio of Ms Ism K 1 declares the volume to be the property of the
Bhadneshwar^araa^ (congregation). Similarly, parts of Ms Ism K
2 2 were written at the community's headquarters (darkhdnd), pre-
sumably in Bombay, while Ms Ism K 9 was presented by an
individual for use by the jamdcat of Bhadneshwar. A few works
were collected from the dargdh (religious shrine) dedicated to
the Ismaili preacher saint, Pir Ghulam cAli Shah (d. 1207/1792
or 1211/1796), at Kera.35 Finally, some manuscripts appear to
have belonged to individuals or families who, apparently, com-
missioned them for personal use.

As regards the locations where the manuscripts were actually
written, the colophons, if they exist, are so rudimentary that they
provide little or no information. Evidence concerning the origins
and transmission of the actual contents of the manuscripts is also
sketchy. In most cases, the scribes supply virtually no information
about the source of their texts. However, it is evident, on the basis
of scribal notes, that some texts were copies of other, presumably
older, manuscripts.36 On the other hand, the scribe of an early
20th century manuscript notes that his particular text, a rather
long gindn with some prayers, was recorded during a recitation -
clear evidence of an orally transmitted text being transformed
into a written one.37 At least one scribe indicates that he copied
certain texts from a book published in the late 19th century by
Aladin Ghulam Husayn.38
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Binding Styles and Practices

The manuscripts exhibit two basic styles of binding with some mi-
nor variations: a traditional local style in the manner of Indian
pothds^9 and a foreign Western style influenced by 19th-century
European book-binding practices. Generally speaking, the older
manuscripts tend to use the former style while the more recent
ones adopt the latter. In a few cases, we can even discern attempts
to combine the two. We also note here that some manuscripts
show clear evidence of having been rebound (Ms Ism K 10, Ms
Ism K22).

In the traditional pothd style, the untrimmed leaves of paper
are collectively folded within leather covers and sewn together at
the fold, without supports. As the number of leaves in a single
manuscript range from 20 to over 400, the manuscripts vary in
thickness from 1 cm to 7.5 cm. Usually some heavy string, such as
three-ply bleached cotton, was employed for the binding. Ms Ism
Kg and Ms Ism K 20 are fine illustrations of this style. This style of
binding results in two visual features characteristic of Khojki manu-
scripts: a nice, round curve on the spine, especially in thicker
manuscripts, with the untrimmed leaves forming a chevron.

Also typical of this style is its simple and swiftly-executed sewing
pattern. The binding cord or string is sewn through the fold of
the leaves and cover at an odd number of sewing stations, usually
three or five. On the inside of the manuscript, at each sewing
station, are placed lozenge-shaped or round leather-guards which
serve to prevent the binding cord from biting into the paper. In
addition, at the sewing station located at the centre of the fold,
the cord may be tied into a knot. The sewing takes place in such a
manner as to leave a length of the sewing cord, between 8 to 10
inches, dangling externally at the centre of the spine. This length
of string, frequently knotted at the end to prevent unravelling,
may have been used to secure the manuscript when it was not in
use.

Usually a single piece of fine-grained calf leather, wrapped
around the text and attached to it at the fold, served as a cover.
Often the leather, usually reddish-brown in colour, was
undecorated. Sometimes, however, the central portion of this
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leather cover was blind-tooled on the outside with a variety of
designs, such as leaves, rosettes and grids (Ms Ism Kg and Ms Ism
K 22). In most cases, the leather cover was cut slightly larger than
the paper so that the text was completely covered. Sometimes,
however, as we see in Ms Ism K4, the cover retained the same size
as each page, resulting in an accentuation of the chevron of
untrimmed paper. In cases where there was extra length of leather
for the cover, it was often times folded over at the fore-edge rather
than cut (Ms Ism K 14).

We note several variations on the basic style. For one volume
(Ms Ism G2), as the thin cord was used in its entirety during the
binding, an extra length of thick cord was attached to the spine.
This additional length was then used to girdle the manuscript. In
some manuscripts, for example Ms Ism K 4, Ms Ism K 14 and Ms
Ism K 23, the sewing pattern was modified so that the cord went
around the head and tail of the text instead of remaining exclu-
sively on the spine. In such cases, it became necessary to install
leather guards along the full length of the inner fold to protect
against wear and tear. In smaller sized manuscripts, we find either
cotton or paper guards instead of leather ones (Ms Ism G 1 and
Ms Ism K 19), while some used no guards at all (Ms Ism K 3).
Smaller manuscripts also tended to employ reinforced paper cov-
ers in place of the traditional leather. These paper covers were
occasionally decorated. In one instance, (Ms Ism G 2), the cover,
comprising of several layers of paper, was wrapped with striped
cloth.

The Western style employs 19th-century European stab-sewing
techniques employed for binding thin pamphlets or small pocket-
size books. In Europe, these techniques were used mostly for
binding material containing only a few sheets, and we find among
Khojki manuscripts the same techniques being employed, some-
times unsuccessfully, to bind fairly thick volumes. Typically, the
sheets, often arranged in multiple sections, are stabbed vertically
and then sewn together. The binding cords of flax or linen were
then laced into laminated boards which usually served as covers.
These covers would either be half-cloth (a cloth spine plus cloth
tips) or quarter-cloth (simply, a cloth-spine). Occasionally, as for
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example in Ms Ism G 3, the covers would be full-cloth. Generally,
the cloth would be of one solid colour, without any design. How-
ever, in a few instances, we find the use of striped cloth (Ms Ism G
1 and Ms Ism G 2) or of cloth, such as ajrak, decorated with de-
signs traditional to the region (Ms Ism K 10). Half-cloth or
quarter-cloth covers tend to have marbled paper or other decora-
tive paper pasted on any exposed or unclothed areas. Marbled
paper was also used for end sheets in some manuscripts (Ms Ism
K 6 and Ms Ism K 8). Generally, the bound volume retained a flat-
back spine. Manuscripts bound on this basic pattern include Ms
Ism K 1, Ms Ism K 2, Ms Ism K 6 and Ms Ism K 8.

Some manuscripts also attempted to imitate other European
styles. Ms Ism K 21, for example, exhibits typical 19th-century
English trade binding practice in which the sewing of multiple
sections took place through folds on recessed cords. This tech-
nique allowed the manuscript to open at each fold. Rounding
and backing of the spine was also characteristic. Ms Ism K 10,
which originally seems to have been bound in the stab-sewn pam-
phlet method, was rebound with another European technique -
sewing on cloth tapes through the folds. Similarly, Ms Ism G 3,
also bound with stabbing-and-sewing, has its cloth spine separately
attached at the head and tail to the front few sections and the
boards, possibly the result of impromptu repair by the owner. In
Ms Ism K 11 we observe a type of variation on cleat sewing in
which cuts were made into the spine folds and a lace cord sewn
through.

Finally, a few manuscripts were quite eclectic in their binding,
attempting to combine elements from both traditional and West-
ern styles. Ms Ism K 15 uses a truly hybrid style. It has two sets of
sewing reinforcing each other, the usual stab-sewn pattern as well
as side-sewing with cords piercing through and attached to lami-
nated boards. On the other hand, Ms Ism G 1 retains all the
features of the traditional sewing system including cloth guards
but uses a Western-style case covering made of hard board. Such
manuscripts provide us strong evidence of traditional styles slowly
being adapted to or being influenced by European styles, espe-
cially during the late 19th century.
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Paper and Watermarks

The paper utilized in these manuscripts in either of local Indian
origin (desi) or imported from Europe. While most manuscripts
were written on a single type of paper, it was not uncommon to
find two or more varieties being combined. The paper, which in-
cluded both the laid and woven types, was usually white in colour.
A single manuscript (Ms Ism K 17) uses light blue paper. The
majority of the 14 watermarks are found on paper of the imported
variety. These are separately identified in the individual entries of
the catalogue. The watermarks suggest that most of the European
paper was manufactured in the later half of the 19th century in
Austria, Belgium, Germany or England. Two watermarks indicate
that some of this imported paper was manufactured in Europe
specifically for Indian businesses: the paper in Ms Ism K6, Ms Ism
K 8 and Ms Ism K 13, which dates to the year 1890, was made in
England for Shaikh Ahmad Shaikh Dawood of Bombay, while that
in Ms Ism K 2 and Ms Ism K12 was made in Belgium for Nuzzerally
Heptoolabhoy, also of Bombay, probably in 1896. Only one local
brand of paper, used in Ms Ism G 2, contains a watermark. This
was manufactured in Bombay, at the turn of the 20th century,
under the brand name 'River Jumna' by Abdoola Saheb Abdool
Rehman Hurufallah. The local paper, more common in the older
manuscripts, was usually made of cotton, probably on elongated
moulds. The paper was usually folded along the grain. It was cus-
tomary to leave the paper untrimmed before it was bound between
covers. This practice, as noted earlier, resulted in the edges of the
paper forming a chevron once the manuscript was bound.

Internal Appearance and Layout

Having been written for pragmatic and practical purposes, the
manuscripts generally have a plain and simple appearance. They
lack any aesthetic sense in regard to the layout or appearance of
their texts. Entire pages are filled with writing and contain very
few illustrations or decorations of any kind. Indeed, the only sig-
nificant diagrams are talismanic in nature, consisting of tacwiz
(amulets), prognostications and, in Ms Ism K 5, a drawing of dhu'l-
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fiqdr, the sword of the first Shici Imam cAli, and a chart listing the
names of the Panj tan-ipdk, 'the five holy persons' of Shici Islam,
namely, Muhammad, cAli, Fatima, Husayn and Hasan (see Plate
vi). Decoration is limited to the rudimentary geometric patterns
and floral designs that are occasionally used in between texts. In
manuscripts bound according to traditional Indian style, the pages
in the middle of the volume containing the leather guards are
generally left blank. Most manuscripts are the product of two or
more scribes; consequently a single manuscript may often contain
examples of several different hands. Writing-styles can vary from
a legible one in which letters are evenly-spaced and words sepa-
rated (in Khojki texts, usually by a colon-like sign ':') to an almost
indecipherable one where letters and entire words may simply
coalesce into one long line of text. In the latter case, only prior
familiarity with the text ensures a correct reading by the reader.

Khojki manuscripts very rarely demarcate the writing space for
their texts. Only in Ms Ism K 19 do we find border lines being
used over an extensive number of folios. In most Khojki manu-
scripts, therefore, the margins are uneven and, in many cases,
minimal. In these texts, generally, the amount of space between
the lines of writing also varies but sometimes it is quite even, sug-
gesting that the copyists may have used a backing of ruled paper
or some other device to achieve this effect. In contrast to the Khojki
works, all three Gujarati manuscripts have clearly demarcated
borders as well as ruled lines for their texts.

In almost all the manuscripts, the entire text is written in black
ink. Occasionally, however, red ink was also used but never for the
main text itself. Red ink is almost always restricted for use in the
headings and titles of texts, for numbering verses, or for formu-
laic blessings and prayers. A very small number of manuscripts
have a few texts written in blue ink (Ms Ism K 14) or black lead
pencil (Ms Ism K 25), but these seem, for the most part, to be
later additions. Inks of various colours were also used in the few
illustrations such as those found in Ms Ism K 5. Frequently, to
prevent ink runs and hasten the drying process, sand was lightly
sprinkled on the folios. Evidence of this practice is still evident in
many volumes.
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Traditionally, texts begin with a typical formula of invocation,
either the Sindhi 'Allah todhdr (tohdr)' (meaning 'with the help
of/reliance on Allah') and/or the Arabic basmalah customarily
used to begin Islamic texts - lBism Allah al-Rahmdn al-Rakim (In
the name of God the Most Benificient, the Most Merciful). In the
case of the basmalah, the phrase is invariably written in Khojki or
Gujarati, never in the Arabic script. Consequently, there are several
different transliterations of this phrase, especially in Khojki.40 In
a few instances the basmalah is preceded by another common Ara-
bic invocation: 'Na'udhu bi'lldhi min al-shaytdn al-rajim' (We seek
refuge in God from Satan, the accursed). This phrase, too, occurs
in a greatly-distorted form in Khojki transliteration.41 A very small
number of texts begin with the phrase typical for Shici groups:' Ya
CAU Madad (O cAli, come to my help). In one instance, this phrase
occurs in a slightly modified form: Ya CAU dastkhat madad (O cAli,
help with the writing of this manuscript) .42 Immediately after one
or more of these formulae, follows the title of the text, if it possesses
one. Sometimes the title is written discretely on a separate line as
a heading along with the name of the author of the composition.
At other times it may be incorporated in a conventional phrase
that is placed at the beginning of the work. In this phrase, the
copyist states, usually in Sindhi, that he has written a particular
work either with the help of God (lakheusi:dsare:khudhde:tdldeje)
or through the mediation of the Imam and the pir
(lakheusi:vasile:shdhd:pirje). Less frequently, especially in older
manuscripts, we find instead the phrase: 'Sri satgurbrahmd ho vdcd'
(the [true] word of Sri Satgur Brahma). This phrase is followed
by the title of the work and a declaration in the Gujarati language
by the copyist that he has written it (lakhiu che).

As with the beginnings of the texts, the conclusions of texts are
also marked by some conventional formulae. In a few cases, a ru-
dimentary colophon, either in Sindhi or Gujarati, is included,
stating the name of the scribe and, perhaps, the date of transcrip-
tion. In the colophon, the scribe, in addition to his name, conveys
his greetings (saldm) to his readers and prays for blessings on them
and their families with the Persian phrase 'khdnd dvdddn 'or 'khdnd
dbdddn '. The scribe may also seek forgiveness for any mistakes he
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may have committed while writing. One particularly humble copy-
ist quite appropriately declares himself, in Cutchi, to be the abode
of mistakes {bando khatdjo ghar dhe).43 Frequently, however, this
item is missing and the copyist indicates completion by using one
of the following phrases, all meaning 'completed': tamdm (Ara-
bic), tamdm shud (Persian), tamdm thiyo or tamdm thai (Sindhi),
tamdm hud (Hindi-Urdu), and tamdm cheor sampurah (Gujarati).
In one or two manuscripts the popular phrase from the Qur'an
(2:156), 'Innd lilldhi wa innd ilayhi rdji'un' (We are from God and
to Him is the return), is used but, of course, in a distorted form
transcribed into Khojki.44

Tables of Contents

It was conventional for copyists to provide a manuscript with a
table of contents. Such a table is called a tafasilo, tapasilo or
tavasilo.45 It would record the location of texts in a manuscript,
normally listing only titled works. Untitled works, like the short
gindns, would rarely be listed individually; rather they would be
grouped under a single heading that would indicate their com-
mon authorship or use during certain religious festivities and
ceremonies. Usually this table was placed at the end of the vol-
ume, although sometimes, as Ms Ism K 19 illustrates, it could be
situated at the beginning. In manuscripts written in several se-
quences over a period of time, the table often occurs in the middle
of the volume at the end of one or more of the earlier sequences.46

While the tafasilo appears to be a standard feature in some texts,
approximately half the manuscripts in the collection do not pos-
sess one. Even when it is found, it is not always a reliable or accurate
guide to the entire contents of a manuscript. Frequently, when
several copyists contributed to a manuscript, not all of them would
record their texts in the manuscript's tafasilo, resulting in only
partial and incomplete listings. Similarly, when a manuscript was
rebound, the tafasilo was not revised to reflect changes in the fo-
liation or pagination.
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Dates of Recording

Well over half the manuscripts in the collection do not contain
dates. Hence, the antiquity of these manuscripts can only be esti-
mated by internal evidence such as peculiarities in script, scribal
notes, or by means of binding style, paper type, etc. On the other
hand, for dated manuscripts, it is important to realise that fre-
quently dates must be used with caution, for they are not always
reliable. Sometimes, a date may simply indicate when a particular
text was written rather than being applicable to the entire manu-
script. Therefore, manuscripts written in stages, over a long period
of time, may contain several dates for each stage of writing. Ms
Ism K 22, for example, is the work of several scribes over a period
of 87 years. At other times, when a manuscript was a copy of an
older one, the copyist would merely reproduce the date from the
older one - a practice that can be quite confusing and mislead-
ing. Dates may also be unreliable in cases where manuscripts have
been rebound with later, undated ones.

Dates are usually provided at the conclusion of a text, though
occasionally the copyist may insert them at the beginning. Almost
all dates are given in the Indian samvat era (the era of Vikrama
beginning in 56-57 BC) commonly used in Gujarat and Sind. Only
one date occurs in the Muslim hijri era. Along with the year, the
date includes day as well as the Indian lunar month, e.g. / Posh
1886 samvat. The names of these months are invariably in their
local vernacular forms. Thus the eighth month Jeth appears as
Jehitri (Ms Ism K 20), the tenth month Shrdvan as Srdn or Sdvan
(Ms Ism K 21 and Ms Ism K 16), and the eleventh month Bhddravo
as Bhedarvd (Ms Ism K 10). Sometimes, the dates will be more
detailed providing information about the day of the week and the
fortnight of the month in which it occurs, e.g. Monday 11 sud
Bhddarva 1971 samvat.47

Scribes and Copyists

As a result of the rudimentary nature of colophons and/or their
complete absence, we have very little information about the scribes
who wrote these manuscripts. For over half the manuscripts in
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the collection we possess no information about either the iden-
tity of the copyists or their places of residence. Nevertheless, on
the basis of writing styles, we can discern that while some manu-
scripts are the work of a single scribe, several are products of
collaboration between two or more scribes. Multiple scribes col-
laborating on a single manuscript may or may not have known
each other, for it seems after one scribe completed his specific
task, any remaining blank folios were filled in with texts only much
later. This practice not only accounts for the variety of handwrit-
ing styles that can often be found in a single manuscript but also,
as mentioned above, the presence of several dates.

On the basis of the names that have been preserved in the manu-
scripts, we may surmise that most of the scribes were from Sind or
Cutch. Typically, their family names terminate in the ending dni
or dm, as for example, Aluani (Ms Ism K 9), DhalanI (Ms Ism K
22), Manjiani (Ms Ism K 16) and Bhimjlani (Ms Ism K 10). A few
names, such as Devji (Ms Ism K 1) and Premji (Ms Ism K 21)
reveal origins from Gujarat or Kathiawad. Significantly, in spite of
the substantial number of Ismailis who lived in the Punjab, no
names from that province are to be found. Regardless of their
place of origin, all proper names have some kind of a title before
them. In most cases, this consists of the word khoja, the title be-
stowed on Indian converts to Ismailism by the gth/i5th century
ddci (preacher, missionary) Pir Sadr al-Din. In some cases, the
word bhai, meaning 'brother,' is used either by itself48 or in com-
bination with the title Khoja.49 Occasionally the title Kdmadid, used
to designate a religious official, also occurs before some names.50

In the case of the copyist of Ms Ism G 3, the title kdkd is used. This
title, common among religious officials of the Imam-Shahi splin-
ter group, reveals, then, the copyist's affiliation with that sect.51

In addition to titles, the names of scribes often include the word
khidte, meaning 'known as, named, called.' This word, which is
always written between the personal and family names (e.g.
Khojabhal Harjl khlate Kasmani), suggests that these copyists may
have been known simply by their family names.
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Punctuation and Orthographic Signs

One of the drawbacks of using mercantile scripts is their propen-
sity to be misread and misinterpreted. Writing in scripts like Khojki
is, as a rule, continuous. Adjacent words are often joined errone-
ously, leading to alterations in the meanings of sentences. The
'mess,' as Bendrey has termed it, results in an arbitrary recon-
struction of a group of letters by readers.52 To prevent this, Khojki
adopted a surprisingly simple solution: the use of a colon-like
punctuation to demarcate word boundaries. This punctuation,
slightly thicker than the colon, resembles visarga in Devanagari.
It became conventional among scribes to faithfully insert this sign
at the end of every word. Useful as the sign is to ensuring a cor-
rect reading of the text, the tendency in older Khojki texts seems
to have been to omit it.53 Furthermore, even when it was used,
the sign was often misplaced in the middle of a word, erroneously
dividing it and thus causing some confusion.

In addition to the above sign, manuscripts employ other
punctuation signs. One or more vertical strokes, which may or
may not be preceded by colon-like dots, are used to indicate the
end of a verse. Verse numbers are usually written in between two
pairs of these vertical strokes (m) or between two sets of dots
(:«:). In longer works that are divided into several parts, the
number of each part may have an additional horizontal line drawn
over it (•%:). The completion of a text was also indicated by a sign
- usually two long horizontal lines either on the last line or imme-
diately below it. Under the influence of the Perso-Arabic alphabet,
the superscript shaddah was usually placed over a doubled conso-
nant. In a few cases, three superscript dots above the consonant
also seemed to perform the same function, but this usage was
quite rare.54 Finally, the Khojki abbreviation ^ for the Arabic Alaihi
as-saldm (Peace be upon him) occurs in some texts after the names
of revered religious personalities such as Prophet Muhammad and
the Shici Imams.

Foliation and Pagination

Both the foliation and pagination of manuscripts tend to be erratic,
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with many instances of misnumbering. It appears to have been
customary to number only those folios containing any significant
writing. Typically, then, the centre folios, usually blank in tradi-
tionally-bound manuscripts, were left unnumbered. Several
manuscripts are only partially numbered while a few are not num-
bered at all.55

The manuscripts are generally numbered according to either
folio or page. As a rule, older manuscripts tend to use foliation
while later ones, probably under European influence, prefer pagi-
nation. Regardless of whether a manuscript was foliated or
paginated, the Khojki/Gujarati numeral system was generally
employed. In a few cases, some Arabic numerals were incorpo-
rated into this system, as in Ms Ism K 16 where the Arabic number
8 is used. There are several variations on the location of folio or
page numbers. Generally these were placed at the top of the page,
sometimes at the centre, and other times at the right corner. In
another method, even pages were numbered at the top right cor-
ner and the odd ones at the top left (Ms Ism K6). Folio numbers
were written at the top centre of either the recto or verso side (Ms
Ism K 3). Alternatively, they were placed at the top right corner of
the recto or top left corner of the verso (Ms Ism K 9).

Two systems of foliation can be discerned. In some manuscripts
the folios are numbered in a single sequence that includes all of
them, while in others the individual texts recorded in the manu-
script are separately foliated in distinct sequences. Similarly,
pagination could embrace either the entire manuscript or indi-
vidual texts, though the former was more common. In Ms Ism K
11 and Ms Ism K 12, the scribe paginated only those portions he
seemed to have copied in one sitting, beginning a new sequence
of pagination for works copied later. Rebound manuscripts are
usually refoliated or repaginated, probably by the binder, but not
always with great accuracy.

Conclusion

Khojki manuscripts are of scholarly significance for the unusual
genres of Islamic religious literature which they preserve. On
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account of the vernacular languages they employ, as well as their
'folk' and 'syncretistic' character, these genres have been gener-
ally ignored by scholars. Foremost among these are the ginans,
the approximately one thousand hymn-like poems, revered for
centuries as 'sacred' literature by Khoja Ismaili communities. The
ginans are of special interest for they were the most important
medium through which Ismaili missionaries propagated their ideas
among Indian populations. They also illustrate the different ways
in which Ismaili religious concepts and ideas were expressed within
the literary and religious vocabulary of the subcontinent's regional
cultures. Their general mystical and devotional tenor provides an
interesting parallel to the poetry from contemporaneous sant and
Sufi sources.

Aside from the gindns of Nizari Ismailis, Khojkl manuscripts
preserve several other types of literature associated with folk Islam.
Included here would be various types of ritual and supplicatory
prayers, songs of devotion in praise of the Prophet Muhammad,
elegies (marsiyd) in Sindhi, Gujarati or Hindi lamenting the trag-
edies that befell the Imams of Shici Islam, legends about the great
Prophets, and a generous selection of amulets (tacwiz), magical
squares and formulae for exorcism generally used by Muslims for
talismanic purposes. Other literature, derived from the Indian
folk tradition, comprises the Dhru Kathd, a versified story oiDhru,
a devotee of the Hindu deity Krishna, Sukan vdni, which appears
to be a collection of omens and prognostications, and folk
remedies for a variety of illnesses. Interestingly, the Khojkl
manuscripts also contain significant numbers of poems attributed
to famous medieval North Indian poet-saints, such as Kabir, Ravi
Das and Mirabal, who were part of the sant and bhakti devotional
traditions.

The presence of this medley of literature in the Khojkl manu-
scripts throws light upon the diverse cultural and religious strands
present in the Nizari Ismaili community of the subcontinent until
the early 20th century when it experienced a gradual transforma-
tion of its identity.56 As a written record reflecting a bygone era
and its religious mores, the Khojkl manuscript tradition provides
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our only glimpse into an aspect of Khoja religious life which oth-
erwise would have been lost.
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Appendix
Translations of Selected Devotional and

Mystical Gindns

Verses from the Venti (Supplication)Ruham Visal, attributed to
PIr Hasan Kabir al-DIn1

In the beginning there was God without attributes,
He who was without qualities and without form.
You are our (true) origin,
Although we have been separated from You by form.

Refrain:
This weak creature is at Your mercy;
My Lord, be kind to us; we are at Your mercy.

Countless ages have gone by
And we have continued to change form.
We have been petitioning (You) for ages;
O Lord, let us be reunited. ... (refrain).

Lord, in the midst of nothingness,
You gave rise to infinite astonishing acts;

In the form of the unseen, You played.
You, ancient Yogi, why this delay?
O Lord, how long can I remain like this? ... (refrain).

153
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In the sixteen states (sol thar),2 O Lord,
You played and played;

How can I praise this enough?
Since that very day I have been petitioning;
Lord, at least now pay heed to me. ... (refrain).

In the void You were in the unseen form;
Lord, You were in contemplation.
Whoever in that gathering3 recognized You,
Him You will make return. ...(refrain).

Age upon age I have been waiting anxiously,
But yet the marriage (nikdh) has not taken place!
Now I am in the full bloom of youth.
0 Ruler of the three worlds, preserve my honour ... (refrain).

Having filled my water pots (hail),
I have come before You, Lord.

Lord, take down my water pots,
Lest my water pots be rejected.
Forgive my sins. ... (refrain).

Lord, cover me with a veil (chedo) and watch over me,
For I have come (to you as) a sinner.
1 am but a weak and humble creature.
O Ruler, it is Your honour (that is at stake)! ... (refrain).

For countless ages I have been waiting with hope;
O Ruler of three worlds, hear me!
The bloom of youth is upon me,
So now I will be ashamed (if You do not marry me) ... (refrain).

In the four ages (yugas), I have experienced
cycles of countless forms;

Yet my marriage has not taken place.
Lord, please marry me!
Be merciful, O Lord of miracles! ...(refrain).

O, Lord, how long must I remain alone?
The days pass in separation (duhdg) from You;
Change my state of separation (duhdg) into married

bliss (suhdg).4

Lord of the fourteen heavens,
preserve my honour ... (refrain).
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Mother, father, sister and relatives,
No one wants to keep me.
I have come and thrown myself on Your mercy.
Lord, my honour depends on You ... {refrain).

O Lord, if my honour is not protected,
Then You will have to bear the loss!
When You have a festive gathering,
Do not humiliate me (through separation) ...{refrain).

0 Ruler, as You seat Yourself on the throne,
Then and there I will cry out for You.
From the beginning You have been holding my hand,
So how can You abandon me today? ... {refrain).

Lord, do not look at my misdeeds;
(I confess that) I am a sinner.
Lord cover me with a veil and watch over me:
1 am only an innocent maiden ... {refrain).

Lord, my parents gave birth to me
(And) entrusted me to Your mercy.
Now have the decency to fulfil Your part of this trust.
O Saviour, save me ... {refrain).

0 Lord, there are countless maidens for You;
There are thousands like me.
You are the Ineffable and the Unseen;
1 am but humble dust ... {refrain).

O Lord, since You have taken my hand,
uphold my honour.

0 ineffable One, tell me how far our love should go.
Love me and marry me,
Even though I am sinful ... {refrain).

Lord, the bloom of youth is upon me;
1 cannot remain alone;
It is shameful for me to look upon outside (rs).
O Lord, let the marriage ceremony be performed ...{refrain).

Lord, come with the marriage procession;
Do not delay (Your arrival).
Be merciful and come, O Lord,
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For I am Your devoted spouse ... {refrain).

0 Lord, speaking your name I ascend,
Ascend the cok bazar,5

Where souls from countless ages will meet,
Soul upon soul in infinite number. ...(refrain).

The countless souls of ages will gather.
You, come there Yourself.
As You come in, look around and search
And come to Your humble spouse ... (refrain).

After having walked and walked I am worn out;
1 can walk no more.
Do not look upon my evil deeds.
I can live no more ... (refrain).

Just as a fish without water writhes in agony,
So also a wife without her husband.
Lord, bring whatever is needed for the marriage.
Delay not Your coming anymore .. .(refrain).

O Lord, You are the Perfect One, beyond Brahma
And in indescribable form.
How can I adequately praise Your brilliance?
Your countless (heavenly) wives are

dazzling and beautiful ... (refrain).

Lord, these women are heavenly;
Great and indescribable is their beauty,
(Whereas) I am but ugly and humble;
Husband, preserve mine honour. ...(refrain).

Lord, my attention is fixed upon You;
It is You who occupy my thoughts.
How can I capture another (like You)?
Lord, return to fulfil Your promise to me;

do not forsake me even for a moment ...(refrain).

Lord, preserve my honour.
How can it be entrusted to anyone else?
On Your behalf the coconut has already been sent.
How can I gaze upon another? ...(refrain).
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Lord, most humbly I petition You;
Hear my cries.
For the sake of my humble state, forgive me.
Lord, You are the Protector of the unprotected ...{refrain).

Lord, this weak creature pines for You;
Tears flow incessantly from my eyes.
You, my Lord, have many women;
Won't You try to understand my agony? ... (refrain).

Having pleaded and pleaded,
how much more shall I plead?

You are the Ruler, immanent in all.
Take pity on me and meet me,
So that my honour be saved. ... (refrain).

Lord, do not take my sins to heart;
I am only a weak and humble woman.
I have reached the bloom of youth;
I am an innocent maiden. ... (refrain).

Any clothes and ornaments that may be required,
Lord, I will bring them all (for You).
I will make myself beautiful
For my Lord whom I am meeting. ...(refrain).

Lord, from the beginning of the beginning
I have been petitioning (You);

Breath upon breath I contemplate.
In every nook and cranny of my being You are playing,
So that my sins flee from me. ... (refrain).

With the aid of Your name,
I can reach heaven.
There are so many thieves obstructing my way,
But with Your name they disappear. ... (refrain).

The road to heaven is full of pain,
But with Your name these pains are removed.
The one Lord is (my) true master (satguru).
With the secret name He can be recognized. ...(refrain).

Lord, with the aid of Your name,
The great oceans give way.

157
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Come Husband, be merciful!
I fall at Your feet. ... {refrain).

Lord, sobbing and sighing I plead with You.
My heart pines in longing.
O Lord, come soon,
Lest (it is too late and) the (bloom of my youth) fades away.
... (refrain).

Lord, the eyes of this evil age (Kalyug)6 are all contrary;
They look (upon me) with evil eyes.
Lord, sometimes I make mistakes;
Then I have to begin all over. ...(refrain).

My Lord Yogi, be merciful;
Take me to safety.
This evil age is full of deceit and falsehood,
So rescue me soon from it. ... (refrain).

(My) parents and all are happy
With my marriage to You.
0 Lord, come quickly and marry me;
Do not take too long. ...(refrain).

Lord, my youth has matured;
1 am embarrassed to go out (alone).
In this evil age there is much ignorance,
In which I may become trapped. ...(refrain).

Lord, (for us) set up a sacred space (chori);7

In the midst of the universe marry me.
Become manifest and marry me,
So that I can experience the bliss of marriage ...(refrain).

Lord, my marriage bliss lies with You,
Of which you have been in charge for countless ages.
The perfect and the imperfect, and even those

who simply wish -
To all (of them) grant salvation. ...(refrain).

(But) whoever indulges in backbiting,
He will have to stay away from the Lord;
He will be surrounded by Satan
And will not acquire the true knowledge. ... (refrain).
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Any discourse without true knowledge
Shreds (into pieces) the heart.
Lord, keep me away from such beings,
So that I can be certain of my marriage (to You). .. .{refrain).

Listen, O believers, be virtuous,
So that you become dear to the Lord.
If you recognize Him by good deeds

and (meditation on) the Word,
Then He will come to you. ... {refrain).

Abide by the true Word and the scriptures,
So that you acquire the Lord's friendship.
Believers, give the Lord a place in your hearts,
So that love (for Him) is kindled. ...{refrain).

Pir Hasan Kabir al-Din, like a woman, supplicates
And holds the hand of her Husband and Lord.
Whoever in these days of the evil age recognizes Shah Pir,
Will never be abandoned. ...{refrain).

11. Verses from Tamaku sadhare soh din {The Day That You Left),

attributed to Pir Sadr al-Din8

Beloved, it has been long since the day you left
(and) anxiously I wait for you.

My merciful lord and kindly master,
O my beloved, how will I spend these days without you?

My beloved gave me his word and went away from the town.
O my beloved, you gave me your word, so fulfil your love.
O my beloved, how will the day pass without you?

If only I had known about this,
I would not have let my beloved go.

O my beloved, I would have come with you.
O my beloved, how will the day pass without you?

Beloved, when one's parents have left town,
Why, then, should the child remain (alone)?
O my beloved, how will the day pass without you?

Beloved, the agonies of the heart consume me;
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Only you can soothe them.
O my beloved, how will the day pass without you?
Come and embrace me, my beloved, and look into my eyes;
In my suffering show me a little kindness.
0 my beloved, how will the day pass without you?

in. Swdrrii rdjo more man thi na visereji (My Lord, the Husband,
Cannot be Forgotten), attributed to PIr Sadr al-DIn^

My Lord, the Husband, cannot be forgotten.
Listen, O believers, (that is how) He is ever present

(in my heart).

Beloved, between You and me, there is a bond of feeling and
thought;

My Lord is immanent everywhere.

If any messenger brings a message from my Husband,
1 will fall down at his feet.

(O believers), if He comes then stand up and give Him a place
to sit;

It is He who has brought salvation to you.

O believers, take a small pot (of water) and wash the feet of
the Lord;

Anoint with oil his His hair and comb it.

O believers, make a sweet dish of milk, sugar and ghee,
And with that feed the Sage with devotion.

O believers, prepare the bed with quilts for Him to sleep,
And very gently fan Him.

The four satis10 will sing songs of good omen,
With pearls to decorate the cok.11

This gindn is recited by PIr Sadr al-Din.
For my believers, there is (the promise of) heaven.
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iv. Verses from Bujh Niranjan {Knowledge of the Attributeless Deity),

attributed to Pir Sadr al-DIn12

Whenever the love kindles within the self for the Beloved,
That love will wipe out your ego.

Night and day he (the lover) is awake and cannot sleep;
Continuously his eyes weep.

It is as if the heart is set afire
With the flame which the lover himself turns into fire.

The soul feels (such cries) as if it were a bird
That it would have flown away to catch a glimpse of the Beloved.

For the love of the Beloved, I would sacrifice myself.
0 (how I yearn) to go and embrace Him!

My Beloved has pierced me so with His love,
That out of separation I am groping about like a person insane.

Without the Lord, life is nothing.
For the sake of my Beloved I have cried every day.

The one who is wounded in the heart,
How can he sleep in peace?

Day and night I cannot sleep;
Every day tears flow from my eyes.

1 am dying, my Beloved, because of You,
and do You not feel pity (for me)?

v. Huh repiasi tere darshan ki (I Thirst for a Vision of You), attributed

to Sayyid Khan13

I thirst for a vision {darshan) of You, O my Beloved!
Fulfil my heart's desire, O my Beloved!
I thirst in hope for You;
Yet, why do You not show the slightest concern for me?
I serve you with total devotion;
So why, then, Beloved, do you turn away (from me) so angrily?

Listen, my Bridegroom, pay heed to what I say.
Do not be so uncaring of me, your wife!
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Grant me, my Husband, grant me what I ask,
For I suffer intensely.
Beloved, grant my heart's desire,
So I can be joyously happy.

A fish out of water, how can it survive without its beloved (water) ?
For the sake of its beloved, it gives up its life.
A fish out of water is so lonely;
See how it writhes and dies (in agony)!
It writhes and convulses in vain,
While the fisherman shows no mercy.

Consider the love of the bee to be false!
For this is certainly not the way to gain the vision of the Beloved!
Consider the love of the bee to be false!
It flits from one flower to another, sipping nectar.
Such are the ways of careless and blind people, devoid of virtues,
(So self-centred) that they cannot sacrifice their lives for the

Beloved.

Consider the love of the moth to be true!
For this is the way to gain the vision of the Beloved!
Consider the love of the moth to be true,
As it deliriously gives up its body.
On account of a single candle,
So many moths offer their lives!

For my Beloved, I have sacrificed everything,
For all that is dear should be offered to Him.
(Beloved) set aside this hesitation
And resolve to say something (to me).
Show mercy, O Lord, and protect me;
(O Lord), listen to my pleas!

One who wishes to be blessed with (His) vision should desire
Never to abandon the Lord for anything (or anyone) else.
The heart of one who desires to see (the Lord) becomes so

attached (to Him)
That love grows day by day.
Reciting (the Lord's) name with complete concentration,
In this way, one has a vision of the Beloved.

Do not treat this destitute (female) devotee so;
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If I have faults, then consider them to be virtues.
Although I may be full of sins, yet I am a (female)

devotee of yours.
Why do You not show the slightest concern for me?
If I have faults, consider them to be virtues;
(O Lord), listen to my pleas!

The one who becomes nothing1^ is called your devotee;
In this manner one pleases the Lord.
The one who becomes nothing is called your devotee,
Rising regularly (for meditation) and ever increasing in love

(for You),
Reciting the (Lord's) name with complete concentration,
Setting aside all physical (material) ties.

Stay with the Lord in complete concentration
And through (His) love experience such delights.
Stay with the Lord in complete concentration,
Loving Him intensely.
Only one who sacrifices (his) life out of love
Can have the vision of the Beloved.

I have seen nothing that matches this love!
Do whatever pleases your Lord.
One who dies the death of love
Has spent a worthy life in this world.
Perform virtuous deeds,
So that the Lord may redeem you.

Although a sinner, I am still your creature.
Remember me soon, my Lord.
Now that the Lord has remembered me,
Rejoice, rejoice my friends!
With the blessing of the Master, Mira Sayyid Khan says:
All difficulties and afflictions have been dispelled!

vi. Verses from Kalam-i Mawla (The Discourses ofMawla cAh)15

On the Virtues of Knowledge
Knowledge has a status that

reigns supreme over all other skills;
For those whose hearts are illuminated,
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recognizing God through knowledge,
All other crafts shall perish;

nothing will remain save the recognition of God.
Pay heed to this, understand it and remember it.

for this is what the Cupbearer of the fount of Paradise
(Imam 'All) has decreed.

Gather in the assemblies of knowledge,
as sugar dissolves in milk.

When you dissolve in knowledge,
your heart's desire will be attained.

The mystery of 'mancam/a*1*5 is contained in knowledge
and obtained from the perfect Spiritual Guide.

If you gather day and night in the assemblies of knowledge,
then the Guide will reveal this mystery to you.

Brothers! The assemblies of knowledge are
like the Gardens of Paradise;

If you desire to behold Paradise in this world,
then sit regularly in the assemblies of knowledge.

Paradise is the land of the pure,
so if you desire Paradise, then remain pure.

But how can you be pure without knowledge?
This is what the Cupbearer of the Fount of Paradise
(Imam (A1I) has decreed.

Knowledge is like a vast ocean,
without shore, without end.

It is fathomless, profound and immeasurable,
containing infinite treasures.

Those who dive into this ocean
and annihilate their own existence

Will obtain a priceless treasure,
bringing to the surface a matchless pearl.

On Prayer and Righteousness
(As) Night follows every day,

so during the day, fulfil your worldly obligations;
But come the night, sit in peace

and remember Him whose servant you are.
The people of the world say 'we must earn our livelihood;

when can we sit as God's servants?'
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But Mawla 'All responds: 'At the time when there is no business,
Remember your Lord in the midst of the dark night.'

God's Prophet attained the Mi(rdj,17

because all the night He meditated on the Reality (of God),
The faithful can attain that very Micrdj

by eliminating all the world's filth from their hearts.
The faithful who rise at night with steadfast concentration,

following in the footsteps of the Prophet,
Will attain the Micrdj and the vision of their Lord!

The night is exalted in status,
for while the world slumbers,

The Pirs, Prophets and Friends [of God]
attain glory through meditation.

Even the Prophet attained Mi1 raj during the night,
for this is (the time) when a lover is united with the Beloved.

So if you are a true lover,
never forsake the meditation of the night.

vii. Uhca re hot bahu vecana (A High and Lofty Fortress), attributed to

Pir Hasan Kablr al-DInl8

A high and lofty fortress,
Beneath which flows a river.
I am a tiny fish adrift in the river.
0 my Lord, come and rescue me.

Refrain:
1 am tormented without the vision of You,
0 my Beloved, O my Husband, come home!
(Although) this devotee forgot to worship You,
Yet, my Beloved, show me Your face.

1 am in a (fragrant) little room of incense and sandalwood,
Whose doors are built with good deeds,
(But) closed shut with the locks of love.
O my Lord, come and open them. ...(refrain).

Alas, I am imprisoned in the cage of family (worldly)
attachments;

Only a few can truly understand
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The agony of my body;
O Lord, come and soothe my anguish. ...{refrain).

Please do not be so angry;
My Lord grant me Your vision.
This is the humble plea of Pir Hasan Shah:
O my Lord, come and rescue me. ... {refrain).

VIII. Ab ten mohabat lagi {Stricken by Love for You), attributed to Pir
Shams^

I am stricken by love for You, my Lord,
I am stricken by love for You;
My heart is pierced by love for You.
Allow our eyes to embrace, my Lord,

Refrain:
For I am stricken by love for You.

Draw open the veils and look at me face to face,
And show me your joyful face, My Lord. ... {refrain).

Pir Shams thirsts for (a glimpse of) Your face;
Bless him with Your vision, My Lord. ... {refrain).

O Beloved, do not be so angry at me;
Allow me to accompany you, My Lord. ... {refrain).

Youthful frenzy does not endure for long;
Like the water of a river, it passes away, My Lord. .. .{refrain).

Your lover will come with you;
So let there be friendship (for me) in your heart, My Lord.
... (refrain).

O charming, captivating and handsome Beloved, listen,
Let there be mercy (for me) in Your heart, My Lord. .. .{refrain).

O playful, nimble, intoxicating, youthful Beloved,
Let there be love (for me) in Your heart, My Lord. ...{refrain).

O Beloved, I am intoxicated by Your mystery;
Passionate love has overwhelmed (my) reason, My Lord. ...

{refrain).
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When I saw Your endearing face, my heart became ecstatic.
This is what Pir Shams has related while singing, My Lord. ...

(refrain).

ix. Sakhi man atama na odhar (O Friend, the Saviour of my Soul),

attributed to Pir Sadr al-DIn20

0 Friend, the saviour of my soul,
do not go away and stay apart from me.

1 have built such a beautifully decorated house for you,
come and reside in it.

O Friend, I have prepared for You a bed of incomparable beauty;
return (to rest) on this bed.

(Lying) next to the Beloved, overwhelmed by love,
I forget all of my sorrows.

O Friend, the bed-swing sways back and forth,
with (the rhythm of) my every breath.

What ecstasy is aroused in my body
when I am with the Beloved.

O Friend, to whom can I describe
the pangs of separation (viraha) from the Beloved?

(Perhaps if) I were to meet a wise sage
he would understand.

O Friend, the Creator of the creation
is the One who has saved me.

Pir Sadr al-DIn, grasping me by the hand,
takes me across the ocean (to salvation).

Notes

1. Translated from Ruhdni Visdl, Venti: Pir Hasan Kabiral-Din (Karachi,

1976).
2. The reference here is to sixteen cosmological states (sol thar) of

divine creative activity.
3. The primordial gathering of souls described in the Qur'an, 7: 172.

(See Chapter 3, pp. 59-60, for a discussion of the covenant between
God and humanity.)

4. For explanation of diihdg and sichdg, see Chapter 3 pp. 60-1.
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5. An ornamented square of coloured flour in which a bride and
bridegroom are seated for a short while during a number of nights be-
fore the wedding.

6. Kalyug is the final period in the Hindu time cycle, the age of evil.
7. Boundary of sacredness.
8. Translated from D. Velji, J2 Gindns. Part I: Transliteration of Holy

Ginans (Nairobi, 1972), pp. 3-5.
9. Translated from Wonderful Tradition (Kampala, 1968), p. 20.

10. Satis, pious ladies.
11. See note 5 above.
12. Translated from Bujh Niranjan (Karachi, 1976), pp. 60-2.
13. Translated from Gindne Sharif: bhagpahelo, 105 gindns, 1st rev. ed.

(Bombay, 1978), pp. 6-10.
14. 'The one who becomes nothing' refers to the devotee who has

annihilated the ego in the love of the Beloved.
15. Translated from Kaldme Mawld, 8th ed. (Bombay, 1963), pp. 21-

2, 34-5-
16. Reference to the saying of the Prophet Muhammad: 'Man carafa

nafsahufaqad carafa Rabbahu {He who recognizes his self, recognizes God).
17. The Micrdj, the heavenly ascent of the Prophet Muhammad, is the

prototype of Muslim spiritual life.
18. Translated from Gindn-e-Sharif: Our Wonderful Tradition (Vancou-

ver, 1977), pp. 89-90.
19. Ibid., pp. 9-10.
20. Translated from Gindne Sharif: bhag pahelo, p. 109.
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