MIFS NEWSLETTER 13
November 2024

Editorial

The development of Sindhi studies has been confirmed in recent months. However, this issue begins
with an interview with Derryl MaclLean, a researcher whose work has been crucial to this academic
field. In particular, his book Religion and Society in Arab Sindh, although published in 1989, remains an
essential study for anyone interested in Sindh and the Sindhis. The other sections reflect the SS boom,
with several field reports from established researchers like or Sylvie Fanchette on the Indus Delta, but
also from students like Lara Scaiola on Daraza, where Sachal Sarmast's dargah is located. The issue
closes with reports on several leading scientific events that have been organized in the last months.
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In Conversation: Derryl MacLean with Michel Boivin

Derryl Maclean is the retired
founding director of the Centre for
Comparative Muslim Studies at
Simon Fraser University. He is the
author of Religion and Society in
Arab Sind (Brill, 1989) and numerous
articles on early modern millennial
and apocalyptic movements in
South Asia, and the co-editor of
Cosmopolitanisms  in  Muslim
Contexts: Perspectives from the
Past (Edinburgh University Press,
2012). He is currently working on a
monograph on the Mahdaviyah
movement.

Derryl MacLean is the retired founding director of the Centre for Comparative Muslim Studies at Simon
Fraser University, Canada. He is the author of Religion and Society in Arab Sind (Brill, 1989) and
numerous articles on early modern millennial and apocalyptic movements in South Asia, and co-editor
of Cosmopolitanisms in Muslim Contexts: Perspectives from the Past (Edinburgh University Press,
2012). He is currently working on a monograph on the Mahdaviyah movement.

MB: What was your academic training? Who were your mentors? And your main influence in
medieval history, and history in general?

DM: I've been fortunate in having excellent teachers at all levels, although | wouldn’t call any of them
mentors. | don’t have a degree in history, and what skills | have in history | acquired in area studies
programs, which gives my approach to history a certain interdisciplinary quality. | did my BA at the
State University of New York at New Paltz, a newly minted Asian Studies program filled with a
wonderful combination of older professors of distinction and younger, newly minted PhDs. Here |
began Arabic, Sanskrit, and Hindi. Of particular importance to me were the venerable philosopher and
poet Amiya Chakravarty, the literary secretary of Rabindranath Tagore, who introduced me to
advanced Indian philosophy and tales of the Bengal Renaissance; the Ming historian Ray Huang, author
of the wonderfully titled book 1587: A Year of No Significance, who taught me to temper theory with
methodology; and Peter Martinez, a Central Asian specialist, who first introduced me to both Marxist
theory and the Chachnama. Indeed, he gave me the copy of the Chachnama, which | still use fifty years
later.

Apart from a year spent at Aligarh Muslim University, where | mainly studied Persian, Sanskrit, and
Urdu, my entire graduate career was spent at the Institute of Islamic Studies (McGill University). My
major influences at McGill came from philologists and religionists. My thesis supervisor was Charles
Adams, a student himself of Joachim Wach, who brought with him Texas charm, clarity of vision, and
a prioritization of questions of methodology in the history of religions. Toshihiko Izutsu, a renowned
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Zen Buddhist Islamicist who participated in Eranos, had an almost meditative relationship to the
language of texts (he knew Arabic, Persian, Sanskrit, Urdu) and insisted on locating the meta-
philosophy of any work—its inner structure—without which comparison would not be possible. His
book that compares Taoism and Sufism is perhaps the best introduction to the meta-philosophy of Ibn
‘Arabi, a Sufi so important for the understanding of South Asian Sufism, and | have returned to it
frequently. Herman Landolt, a student of Fritz Meier and Henry Corbin, provided seminars in advanced
Arabic and Persian mystical texts within a context of intertextuality without eliding larger social or
political contexts of creation or reception. The way | read a Persian or Arabic text owes much to him.

MB: How did you build your own methodology, and what were its main characteristics?

DM: I'm a social historian of religion looking for explanations, and my approach to historical data
reflects that orientation. This begins with the choice of subject, which has always focused on groups
residing on physical, social, or intellectual margins. It may well be that my historical orientation
emerges here from my personal background. | was born in a small Scots village on the Northumberland
Strait in Nova Scotia and raised in a devout millennial group with a concern for social justice. But my
methodology is not complex. | focus on an issue of conflict or change (e.g. conversion in Arab Sind or
inquisition of Mahdavis), identify the classes involved in the conflict, note historical changes in the
relationship of these classes to larger socioeconomic changes, and factor in changed class interests,
direction of change, and interactions with superstructure. The specific methodology depends on the
nature of the data, but | tend to use arguments in favor of the best explanation, which for the most
part are quantifiable but pay attention to questions of explanatory scope, power, and plausibility. The
methods are flexible depending on the nature of the data and the question. For example, | used
prosopography of Sindhi nisbahs for my analysis of the Muslims of Arab Sindh, primarily because there
were no other options.

| have avoided narrative history for the most part and focused on particular problems. Thus, for
example, my book on Arab Sindh is not a history of caliphate Sindh, but an analysis of four major
historical problems, each with its own historiography, methodology, problems, and explanations. But
this has also meant that | prefer to write articles rather than monographs, each with a local context
and a particular problem. For example, my article on Shaykh Mustafa (“Real Men and False Men”)
focused on why the shaykh would charge Akbar’s chief justice with being transgender, my work on
political sociology (“La sociologie de I'engagement politique”) examined the volatility of Mahdavi views
of the state in terms of changing class composition, and my article on Persianate millennial
historiography (“Shaping a Millennial Historiography”) looked at Mahdavi attempts to construct and
reify a biography of the Mahdi that moves from disputation to devotion.

MB: You speak of comparison in your training and you founded the Centre for Comparative Muslim
Studies, yet how does comparison fit in with your social approach to history?

DM: You suggest that | have misgivings about comparison, and you are absolutely right. There seems
something wrong with comparing phenomena outside their contexts, especially in the absence of
historical contact. And the template of comparison usually has some imperial bias of Western
phenomena, as in feudalism, fundamentalism, revolution, maybe even sainthood, to which non-
Western phenomenon are then examined for similarities and differences. Why not begin with fitna
rather than the French Revolution? Certainly, most of my colleagues in history, who have no problem



with interdisciplinarity because it extends access to theory, have serious, perhaps even dismissive,
reservations about comparisons across contexts.

Still, I have used comparison in two ways. The first is to compare qualities within a process to locate
commonalities and influences. In my work on Arab Sind, for example, | compared the Sammatiya
Buddhists of Sindh with the ashab al-hadith of Sindh and the Pasupata Saivites of Daybul with
Khurasani Sufis. In both cases, however, there were real connections via nisbahs that enabled the
comparison. | have also used this type of comparison in my study of Vancouver Muslims (“Religion,
Ethnicity, and the Double Diaspora of Asian Muslims”). Here the comparison was Vancouver Muslims
with Panjabi Sikhs of Vancouver and Muslims of other parts of Canada. The Vancouver Muslim
community, or rather those associated with organizations, was dominated by people who arrived not
from the country of their ethnicity but from a significant first diaspora primarily in Fiji or East Africa.
This leads to a different political sociology. Double-diaspora Muslims, compared to first-diaspora Sikhs
or Muslims, tend not to employ a myth of return or long-distance nationalism.

| have also used comparison as a way to test larger social theories through case studies outside of
contact, although these tend to be through workshops at the Centre | established at Simon Fraser
University in 2006. A good example is a workshop | co-organized with Abdou Filali-Ansari, the
proceedings of which were subsequently published as Cosmopolitanisms in Muslim Contexts. Eight
scholars of middle-period Muslim history were brought together to discuss an actually existing Muslim
example of cosmopolitanism. Two of the papers were in a Swahili context, three Middle Eastern, one
Persianate, and two South Asian. The essays were wonderfully diverse, even argumentative, and
perhaps you would enjoy reading them. Where they seemed to agree was on the importance of
vernacular cosmopolitanism as a networked phenomenon not within classed social spheres but within
networks linking diverse communities, both with and without power.

MB: What led you to work on Sindh? And what was the situation of Sindhi Studies when you started
your PhD?

DM: My interest in Sindh has a personal and academic element, the personal emerging first. | lived
with my family in Karachi in the mid-1960s, and we often used to travel throughout Sindh, but
especially to Thatta. Probably the most vivid impact on me, though, was the Mirpur Khas stupa, which
| visited with my father. What had happened to these Sindhi Buddhists? | wondered at the time, and
much of my work on Arab Sindh has attempted to answer this question.

As an undergraduate and graduate, none of my professors were interested in Sindh, and frequently
tried to shift my attention to other regions. But | had the good fortune of meeting Annemarie Schimmel
at McGill and then later in Pakistan in the mid-1970s, when she introduced me to a number of Sindhi
scholars and poets of distinction whose scholarship and goodwill were transformative: Husamuddin
Rashdi, Shaykh Ayaz, Rashid Bhatti, Ghulam Rabbani Agro among many others to whom | am grateful
for their generous hospitality, and for whose scholarship | have great respect. Sindhi Studies of this
period had achieved important accomplishments, with the founding of the Sindhi Adabi Board and the
Institute of Sindhology at Jamshoro. These institutions were in the process of reconsidering Sindh in
the context of the post-Bangladesh state of Pakistan and the earlier loss of a large portion of the
community to India and the diaspora. The work done in the mid-1970s was of very high quality,
especially in its disposition to interpret texts in Sindhi Persian—I’'m thinking of all the works of Rashdi,
but especially the Makli-nama—and indeed it often seemed at the time as if Sindhi language texts
were being interpreted through a template developed through an analysis of Sindhi Persian. But the



scholarship was also unusual in terms of its close links with living Sindhi poets such as Shaykh Ayyaz,
Tanveer Abbasi, and Ghulam Rabbani Agro.

MB: For your groundbreaking book Religion and Society in Arab Sind, published in 1989, you must
have explored libraries to find manuscripts. Which libraries and archives worldwide are the best
sources for working on medieval Sindh?

DM: My relationship with archives and libraries is longstanding and complex. For my book on Arab
Sind, the primary sources in Arabic had mostly been published in the 19t century, and thus it was a
guestion of locating a quality research library such as the Institute of Islamic Studies Library at McGill
or Aligarh Muslim University Library. In Pakistan, | spent many successful days in the Pakistan
Archaeological Society Library in Karachi which, | hope, still exists. The Institute of Sindhology
(Jamshoro) had the beginnings of an excellent library when | worked there in the mid-1970s, although
it was not so useful for Arabic or Persian material.

For my work on the Mahdavis, neither libraries nor archives were of much use as they did not house
Mahdavi manuscripts or lithographs, although they did have imperial refutations of the Mahdaviyah.
The Mahdavis have a very rich Persian, Arabic, Urdu, and Sindhi literature, both in manuscripts and
self-published lithographs. But it was available only in family collections, which required nurturing a
relationship with individuals and families over time. This is a different type of research, both
challenging and rewarding, and | have always been grateful to my Mahdavi and Zikri friends for their
willingness to share books and manuscripts. Family archives are important, and | would encourage
those researching Sindh to locate and use them.

That said, | have not found a good library or archive for researching Persian and Arabic texts of pre-
modern Sindh, apart from the Arab period. It is even difficult to locate material through inter-library
loans.

MB: You have worked a lot on the Chachnama: what do you think of Manan Ahmed Asif’s theory on
it, according to which the Chachnama is nothing but a purely courtly account?

DM: | have not changed my view of the Chachnama, as expressed in my article on the text in
Encyclopaedia Iranica in 1990. The Chachnama is not unitary but a combination of two different
sources—one Arabic, mostly derived from al-Mada’ini (also from Kufa), and the other Sindhi
Brahman—brought together in the region of Aror in the social and literary context of the hereditary
Thaqafite gadis in the 9'™'-century co-dominium, and then roughly translated into Persian by ‘Ali Kufi in
13%-century Uchh. This explains its remarkable consistency with the Arabic tradition in certain
sections, its knowledge of Arab tribes and names of minor Arab participants in the conquest, its many
indications of translation, its emphasis on circuits of reciprocity between Arabs and Brahmins, and its
thorough acquaintance with Sindhi Buddhism. It is inconceivable that ‘Ali ibn Hamid al-Kufi, an Arab
from Iraq and newcomer to Sindh in the early 13" century, would know Buddhist terms such as
buddah-rakkhita, bhikku, nava-vihara or be able to describe Buddhist structures and groups so clearly,
given that Buddhism had long disappeared in Sindh.

Soyou can see that | disagree with the central premise of Manan Ahmed Asif: that the Chachnama was
written by ‘Ali Kufi at Uchh in the 13" century as a political treatise. To a certain extent, it makes little
difference if Kufi wrote it or translated it in Uchh since the Uchh context still remains to be explained
even though it has been translated. In my view, the milieu of the Arabic section makes reference to



Iraq, the milieu of the Brahmin section to Aror, the milieu of their combination of the two to Thagafite
Aror, and the milieu of translation to Qabacha’s Uchh. It is not clear to me why Asif insists on the
writing of the Chachnama in 13"-century Uchh, when there is overwhelming evidence that it was not.

That said, | found great pleasure in reading this book, especially the final chapter (“A Conquest of Pasts”
| think he calls it) on modern readings of the Chachnama, although it seems surprising that he would
have nothing to say of Sindhi nationalists such as G.M. Syed’s counter readings of the Chachnama to
reinstate Dahir as a Sindhi hero. | was also quite taken by his most engaging evocation of Uchh’s of
past and present. | expect much of Manan Ahmed Asif’s innovative brand of historiography in the
future, and hope he returns to some aspect of Sindhi history.

MB: What are the main features of Sindh for you, both in terms of social organization and culture?

DM: I’'m a specialist of pre-modern history, and thus very reluctant to identify Sindhi social organization
and culture in some reified trans-historical sense from the time of Mohenjo-daro to the present.
Probably the most common nationalist trope is that Sindh is the land of Sufis, and indeed one of the
first books | read on Sindh, as a teenager, was Peter Mayne’s The Saints of Sind, my copy of which had
the exotic subtitle “Adventures in the Search of Those Strange Holy Men of the Indus Valley.” But how
true is this? Indeed, a cogent case could be made for a kind of biographic textualism that infuses Sindhi
history. The type of Buddhism selected by Sindhis was the Sammatiya, a textualist school focusing on
the person of a real Buddha; the type of Islam chosen in Arab Sindh was the ashab al-hadith, a textualist
form of Islam focusing on the person of the prophet rather than jurisprudence; and Muhammad Hayat
al-Sindi and other Sindhis in the 18" century attempted to revitalize the textualist notions of the ashab
al-hadith but within the limits of figh. This hints at the appeal of biographical texts.

But | see | haven’t answered your question yet. If my memory serves me well, the literary theorist
Northrup Frye noted that Canadians speak all the time of identity, when they should really be thinking
of place. Not “who am |” but “where am 1”? So, if | were to look for continuity in Sindhi culture and
organization over long periods of time, it would reside in its ecology: beginning with the domination
of the Indus (from a physical, social, and cultural perspective), significant riverine agriculture
constrained by deserts or mountains on either side, average-sized— not extensive—urbanization,
robust but still limited transit trade leading to the importance of smaller mercantile groups, and a
susceptibility to raids and conquests by neighboring tribal groups, consequently resulting in the
importance of these groups within power dynamics.

MB: What should be the priorities in Sindhi studies today? In other words, what are the blind corners
that doctoral students and researchers should study?

DM: What Sindhi studies need to nurture is a solid national and international base of scholars, libraries,
and institutions that communicate through regular workshops and conferences. And, of course, these
should be well funded and accessible. This has been the case in Pakistan with the Sindhi Adabi Board
and the Institute of Sindhology, and in India with the Indian Institute of Sindhology, and at international
level with the Sindhi Studies Group and the Journal of Sindhi Studies. There are also very active senior
scholars to guide this study, such as you and Matthew Cook in particular, but also Finbarr Flood, Claude
Markovits, Tazim Kassam, Ali Asani, and others. | am very positive about the present and future of
Sindhi studies and especially encouraged by important recent publications or PhDs on Sindh by Julien



Levesque, Munazzah Akhtar, Humera Naz, Asma Faiz, Hasan Ali Khan, Manan Ahmed Asif, and a host
of others.

At the same time, much of the academic work on Sindh focuses on the modern period or the diaspora,
and there is research still to be done on medieval and early modern Sindh. For example, while we know
much about Makli, especially from art historians, we have very little understanding of the cluster of
world-class scholars of Thatta writing in Persian and Arabic in early modern Sindh. | am thinking of
Makhdum Muhammad Hashim (who wrote over a hundred works, including the ground-breaking
Fara’id al-Islam), Makhdum Muhammad Mu‘in Tattavi, (Dirasat al-labib), ‘Abd al-Latif Tattavi (Dhub
al-dhubabat), ‘Abd al-Rashid Tattavi (author of the Farhang-i Rashidi, the Persian dictionary | still use),
or even Mir ‘Ali Sher Qani‘ Tattavi, whose Tuhfat al-Kiram, Makli-nama, and Maqalat al-shu’ara are
pillars of Sindhi studies. But there were dozens of these scholars and mystics in pre-modern Thatta,
and yet we still do not have a clear picture of the intellectual or social history of Thatta. | would also
like to see a bright graduate student take on the subtle glosses and commentaries written by Sindhis
on hadith and figh or the many histories of Sindh apart from the Chachnama.

MB: Apart from Sindh, you have worked on the millenarist movements in South Asian Islam, from
the Ismailis to the Mahdawis: How would you summarize the situation of these movements in South
Asia today?

DM: | see this is the last question, but it is one | am very loath to answer as a specialist in pre-modern
South Asia. Nor am | sure if either movement is millenarian in the usual sense of expecting imminent,
this-worldly collective salvation, although the Mahdaviyah certainly began that way. But the
movements are so different that it is like comparing apples and oranges. | do note that both of these
movements have been able to avoid the discrimination and persecution experienced by the
Ahmadiyah movement, although the Ismaili situation is more complex than the Mahdavi. This benign
location in South Asian Islam may be because the Mahdaviyah is a small movement (300,000) that
emphasizes continuity with a local tradition, does not engage in aggressive proselytization or
confrontation, and has come to be thought of as madhhab (legal school) by other Muslims. In contrast,
Ismailism is a large (15 million), multi-national movement that emphasizes continuity with the pan-
Islamic Fatimid tradition, spends money on national development and culture, does not engage in
active proselytization or confrontation, and is mainly perceived as a tarigah (Sufi order) by other
Muslims. This assimilation as madhhab or tarigah seems essential in negotiating modern Muslim public
spaces.

Exploring Muslim Contexts

Cosmopolitanisms
in Muslim

Contexts
Perspectives from the Past

Derryl N. Maclear

RELIGION

AND SOCIETY jkeena Kermoali A
IN
ARAB SIND




Indus delta death challenging riverine relationships

Sylvie Fanchette, Institute of Research for Sustainable Development (Paris)

In August 1989, Arif Hasan, a well-known Pakistani urban planner and activist, published a paper
entitled “The Death of the Indus Delta” in The Herald. Through the Indus Delta case, he highlighted the
environmental impact of deltas in Asia facing climate change and water challenges between upstream
and downstream countries and provinces shaped by colonial and postcolonial hydropolicies. This
environmental degradation should mobilize us all and motivate us to take action.

He said: “During the British Raj, the Indus Delta was the most fertile area in the river valley. Agriculture,
consisting entirely of red rice, was carried out almost without ploughing as the river deposited large
guantities of silt on the farmers' seeds scattered on the mud flats between the delta channels. Yields
were higher than anywhere else in the Indus Valley. Many buffalos, cows and camels benefit from
various types of fodder, and the region produces a considerable amount of ghee and butter. The Dabla
clans carried on a subsistence fishing activity in the saline creeks.”

Several port towns have sprung up at the mouths of the river in this region, well situated between the
valley and the sea, open to the world. Keti Bunder and Shah Bunder on the Haidari and Ochto channels
of the Indus were busy towns with more than 20,000 inhabitants, and their ports were crowded with
Arab dhows and sailors from the Gulf and the western coast of the Indian peninsula. Their Memon and
Shidi merchants and Hindu bankers were an affluent, cosmopolitan community with stronger
connections with states across the seas than with cities in the Indus Valley.

Keti Bunder was a busy town with more than 20,000 inhabitants and its port was full of Arab dhows
and sailors https://prestinetravels.com/keti-bunder-sindh-pakistan/
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The Indus Delta used to cover an area of over 3,000 square kilometers and received practically one
million tons of silt that the Indus waters carried daily. The river discharged, on average, over 5,700
m3/s of water into the Arabian Sea through more than a dozen distributaries and creeks in the Indus
Delta. Their names make up an important part of the political and navigational history of the Indian,
Arabian, and African coastline and of the folklore of lower Sindh.”

This smooth journey ended at the turn of the 20th century. The author explains that a large part of the
water of the five eastern tributaries of the Indus was siphoned away for perennial irrigation in the
Punjab doabs.! And the two westernmost seasonal channels on the delta ceased to function altogether
and there was a general drop in the extent of flooding.

Between 1932 and 1960, several barrages were built in order to supply water to the Punjab Canal
perimeter an area cultivated thanks to the construction of canals and to agricultural colonization. In
1932, the construction of the Sukkur barrage was commissioned, and as a result, freshwater would
disappear from the Indus channels, except for the Haidari and Oshta branches, for a period of four
months in the year. During these months, the sea would creep into the mud flats and the mangroves
would no longer be washed by the river’s fresh water. This caused immense inconvenience to delta-
dwelling people and considerably curtailed productive activity and trade. However, they adapted to
these changes and, along with the land, managed to survive.

In 1956, another barrage was built, the Ghulam Mohammad, and freshwater ceased to flow altogether
in the delta channels, except for a few weeks during the flood season. The sea settled for good in the
lower reaches of the Indus distributaries, and the fertile mud flats became saline marshes unfit for
cultivation. The rice mills ceased to function and, in the absence of the flood waters of this river, large
tracts of tamarisk forests died in the upper delta region.

Drinking water, which was sourced entirely from the river, was no longer available except at the Hyderi
mouth of the Indus. It thus became impossible for animals or humans to survive in the region. Those
who could afford to migrated along with their livestock to newly colonized land in the delta (Jati,
Thatta, Badin and Sujawal). Those who could not afford to move to areas where they could work as
landless labor. Memon and Shidi merchants moved to Karachi, and the towns of Keti Bunder and Shah
Bunder became small hamlets with populations of no more than a few hundred each. Their impressive
homes and municipal buildings were either washed away by the sea or survived as pathetic ruins.

1 A doab is land between two streams of a river.



Bare saline land for camels near the ancient and famous Banbhore city on the delta’s western edge (@
Fanchette 2023)

Since the disappearance of the delta’s channels, the volume of silt feed has dropped from 200 million
tons per year in 1974 to 63 million tons per year in 1991 and 13 million tons per year in 2019 (World
Bank, 2019). There has been a sharp decline in fish farming and a number of important species of
marine life have practically disappeared. Zero water discharge into the Indus Delta averages 138 days
to 250 days per year, limits siltation and causes seawater intrusion up to 225 km inland, affecting
groundwater resources along with massive erosion of the coastline by the sea. According to Renaud
and al., 2013, nearly 10,000 km? of Thatta and Badin districts have been eaten away by seawater and
the Indus delta is on the verge of collapse. Environmentalists fear that if the intrusion of the sea is not
stopped, sea water will reach Thatta by 2050.

The Indus delta is shrinking and losing its population. According to the Pakistani 2017 Census (PBS,
2017), the delta? hosts a population of 6.4 million on an area of 27,000 km?2. However, if we exclude
the population of the large city of Hyderabad, the population of small towns and villages amounts to
barely 4.2 million. The density of the delta is 165 inhabitants/km?, which is very low compared to other
Asian deltas (between 500 and 1,000 inhabitants/km?).

2 The Indus delta covers the districts of Hyderabad: 2,199,928 inhab., 993 km?; Badin: 1,804,958 inhab., 6,858 km?; Thatta:
982,138 inhab., 8,570 km?2; Sujawal: 779,062 inhab., 8,785 km?2; Tando Muhamad Khan: 677,098 inhab, 1423 km2. We have
chosen Haig's delimitation of the delta.

10



sk 2 & 5% % i . s

moved to fhe Ibrahim Haydri harbor on the outskirt of Karachi (@
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However, Arif Hasan does not address the other curses of the Indus Delta but provides an ideal image
of the precolonial era: rivers and tributaries of Indus defluviations, whose alluvial load is among the
greatest in the world. Towns, villages and cultures have all seen their future suspended by the whims
of the river, which has left its bed, abandoning the settlements they nurtured in order to move further
afield (Jarrige, 1989). The town of Thatta was once the capital of Sindh and the residence of imperial
governors. “When Nadir Shah entered Thatta with his army in 1742 there were 40,000 weavers and a
population of 120,000. By the end of the 19th century, Thatta's population had dwindled to 8,000
(Ross, 1883). In his memoir on the Indus delta, General Haig (1894) described the vulnerability of the
eastern part of the Indus delta: “The Hakro, which skirts the sandhill and runs into the Puran, flood
channel of the Indus, is a lost river. It was a part of an Independent stream, which has been drying up
and reduced thousands of square miles of once fertile land and inhabited country to waste and
solitude”.

What can we learn from the Indus Delta that could highlight other endangered deltas?

— Relations between upstream and downstream rivers in terms of water distribution are tense
between provinces, and not just between riparian countries, as is the case between China, India and
Bangladesh, or between the countries of the Mekong Valley, notably between China and Vietnam.
Indeed, in 1990, all Pakistani provinces in the basin signed a water agreement that ensured the
availability of least 12 billion m® of water every year for the delta. But this treaty has never been
properly applied, as water experts and upper riparian communities believe that the release of water
into the delta is a total waste (Khan M. Z,, et al, 2012). This narrative is largely contested by lower
riparian communities that need fresh water and silt for the sustainability of their environment. “The
fresh water from the Indus river is framed as a resource in need of protection, storage and
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conservation, ignoring the ecological relationship of the river with the delta and the hydrosocial
relationship of deltaic communities with the Indus Delta” (Jamali H. et al, 2023).

— Hydro-political tensions within Pakistan, a very recent country, are a legacy of British colonisation
(separate management of Punjab and Sindh between Delhi and Bombay; major hydraulicand irrigation
schemes to the benefit of Punjab and to the detriment of Sindh), but also of the political weakness of
Sindh. The deltaic part, which is difficult to manage (defluviation, salinization), has historically been
poorly developed, and absentee landowners control a large part of the land.

The most densely populated deltas (the Nile, the Red River and the Yellow River) were developed by
states powerful enough to control the workforce needed to maintain the system of irrigation and
drainage canals and flood defences. In Egypt, the Nile Delta expanded or shrank according to the
powers that be (Fanchette, 1997). If the canals were no longer maintained, if drainage was no longer
guaranteed, whole areas would revert to a state of empty, wet, salty zones; towns would lose their
function as centers for trade, and epidemics would develop, forcing people to flee or, worse still, to
die. Mohamed Ali's return to govern the country and its agricultural and river communication territory
at the beginning of the 19th century was accompanied by an extension of the inhabited territory, roads
and irrigation. In the less densely populated southeast Asian deltas (Mekong, Irrawaddy and Chao
Praya), hydraulic works management was undertaken by colonial states (19th and 20th centuries) in
order to cultivate these rice bowls on an intensive scale to feed the colonies.

Karachi, a mega-metropolis with a population of nearly 20 million, is siphoning off water resources and
populations, making the development of the delta region even more uncertain. In the Mekong and
Nile deltas, former Saigon and Alexandria fulfil the same role.

— Fragmented research combining environmental and social sciences is hampering the study of the
long-term process and, in particular, environmental history which is essential for understanding the
settlement of these rich but fragile regions. The maintenance of drainage and irrigation canals depends
not only on state power and the presence of a large population that can be hired or enslaved through
drudgery but also on the complexity of the hydro-alluvial system and the occurrence of natural
disasters such as earthquakes, tsunamis and cyclones, which are frequent in these regions.
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Sachal Sarmast dargah at Daraza Sharif and Sufi Music: A Field Report

Lara Scaiola, University of Naples “L’Orientale” & Associate Doctoral student at CESAH

This field report is part of ongoing PhD research on the Sufi poetic traditions of the Indus Valley and
their contemporary performative contexts and forms, with particular emphasis on women'’s role and
agency. The following text chronicles my short visit to the dargah (shrine) of Sindhi poet-saint Sachal
Sarmast in Daraza Sharif, a place with a well-established Sufi kalam (poem-songs) recitation tradition.
Although the musical tradition here is eminently a man’s, women attend the performances in
significant numbers. This and other aspects connected to the “living heritage” of the shrine have not
received much scholarly attention yet; indeed, few studies on the dargah of Daraza (Farugi 2009,

Zaman & Ahmed 2021) exist, and none focuses specifically on its popular performances.

My trip took place on 9 May 2024. | am grateful to Dr Michel Boivin (CESAH, CNRS—EHESS, Paris) and
Prof. Fahmida Hussain (NED University Karachi) for facilitating my visit and providing their assistance

throughout. Unless otherwise specified, all photos are by the author.
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1) Map of some prominent Sufi shrines in Sindh. From Ansari 1992, p. 21
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Daraza Sharif is a small hamlet situated halfway between Ranipur and Gambat, not far from the
present-day city of Khairpur, in Upper Sindh (fig. 1). The village is well known as the resting place of
one of the most famous and venerated poets of Sindh, Abdul Wahab Farugi, otherwise known as Sachal
Sarmast (1739-1827). His dargah (shrine) is a pilgrimage site for many devotees from inside areas of
Sindh and the surrounding regions, including India.? People flock to this place to pay homage to the
mystic and to absorb his barakat (spiritual blessing). Besides seeking spiritual upliftment, they also
come here to listen to the rendition of the poet’s mystical verses by the Darazi faqirs, a group of folk
musicians associated with this specific shrine (Kalhoro, 2020). The fagirs fondly recite the verses of

Sachal Sarmast and other Sindhi poets on a day-to-day basis in the courtyard of the shrine.

2) Roadside stalls outside the dargah of Hazrat Sachal Sarmast, Daraza Sharif

Located along the highway that runs from Hyderabad to Sukkur, the village of Daraza lies on a dusty,
sun-drenched plain interspersed with plantations of date palms, one of the region’s main products.
The title sharif ("noble”), which sometimes accompanies its name, is a common epithet given to places
of religious sanctity across Islamic South Asia. | reached Daraza after a six-hour drive from Karachi, in
the middle of a scorching summer afternoon. The shrine area is accessed through a monumental gate

that indicates the entrance to the precincts of the holy compound, which at that time of the day looks

3 Sachal Sarmast enjoys a certain popularity among Sindhi Hindu diaspora in India and elsewhere; see Boivin (2019) for a
detailed analysis of this phenomenon.
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rather quiet and empty; the thermometer showed more than 45 degrees, and this is maybe the reason

why few devotees were to be seen.

As with most Sufi shrines on the subcontinent, the road leading to the main entrance is lined with stalls
selling sweets, dried fruits, flowers, toys, amulets, and religious paraphernalia (fig. 2), which visitors
would typically purchase and present as offerings (nazrana) at the tomb of the saint or take home as
keepsakes of their pilgrimage. The silhouette of the main sanctuary—a beautifully ornate cubical
building covered in glazed tiles* and surmounted by a lofty cupola—stands tall in the clear blue sky (fig.
3). The shrine and associated mosque are surrounded by a large neat courtyard where most social
interactions and activities take place, including the langar (distribution of free meals) and daily music

sessions.

3) Front view of the dargah complex in Daraza Sharif

4 This technique of blue glazed tilework, reminiscent of Turco-Persian models, is called kashi kari and is very popular in Sindh.
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Upon entering the compound, | immediately spotted a group of musicians clad in orange scarves sitting
at the center of a shaded patio, under a green canopy: these are the Darazi faqgirs, the musicians
associated with this shrine, from which they take their name (fig. 4). In groups, they take turns
throughout the day singing the couplets (kafi) of the Sindhi Sufi tradition. The leading performer recites
the verses with the melodic accompaniment of a harmonium, backed by the other musicians, who also
double as vocalists. The accompanying instruments in the ensemble are the yaktaro, a one-string
wooden lute typical of Sindhi folk music; the chaparyoon, a pair of rectangular pieces of wood that are
flapped together with one hand to keep time to the rhythm; the benjo, a string instrument fitted with
a keyboard, popular in Balochistan and Sindh; and a double-sided drum called dhol, commonly found

across Pakistan and North India.

As Sachal Sarmast was a multilingual poet, the fagirs, too, sing in a variety of languages. Most popular
here, though, seem to be the vernacular kalams composed by Sachal in Siraiki and Sindhi—which
makes perfect sense, given that the majority of people in the area are conversant in either or both
these languages. The fagirs do not receive a stipend from the dagah administration, because singing
at a shrine is viewed primarily as an act of devotion towards someone’s murshid (spiritual guide);

however, they can count on visitors’ donations and alms as a source of revenue.

4) Darazi faqirs performing in the shrine’s courtyard, Daraza Sharif
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Despite the early hour and the blazing heat, a small audience was present: a few women with their
children, a man swaying to the rhythm of the music, and myself (fig. 5). Many more visitors are
expected to join by evening time after the maghrib prayer. | am told that the busiest day at the shrine
is Friday when music goes on well into the night. That day was a Thursday, but | was lucky: since it was

the first day of the lunarcalendar, a special programme was scheduled for the night.

5) Darazi faqirs performing in the shrine’s courtyard, Daraza Sharif

Like the shrine of the famous poet Shah Abdul Latif (1689-1752) in Bhit Shah, Lower Sindh (Hemani
2019, Huang 2021), Daraza stands out for its long-standing association with music and poetry. Sachal
Sarmast belonged to the Faruqi brotherhood which, as a local offshoot of the Qadiriyya and Chishtiyya
branches of Sufism,®> endorsed the use of music for devotional purposes (Boivin 2013). Sachal was a
prolific poet who composed verses in seven languages, including Sindhi, Urdu, Persian and Siraiki; for
this reason, he is also known as Haft-i zuban sha’ir, or “The poet of the seven languages”. His mystical
poetry speaks of man’s yearning for the divine and the Oneness of Being, in consonance with the Sufi

principle of wahdat al-wujud, while criticising all forms of orthodoxy and bigotry.®

5 The Faruqi brotherhood traces its genealogy back to the second caliph of Islam, Hazrat Umar Farooq.

6 For an introduction to the work of Sachal Sarmast, see Advani 1971, and Ajwani 1970, 117-129.
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6) Official portrait of Hazrat Sachal Sarmast. Source: Wiki Commons
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hazrat Sachal Sarmast.JPG

Like Latif, to whom he was roughly a contemporary, Sachal was fond of poetry and music recitals and
considered sama’ (mystical musical gatherings) to be the privileged vehicle for accessing divine
knowledge. In his official portrait (fig. 6), he is portrayed holding a damburo, a long-necked string
instrument that js plucked and is often used to accompany the recitation of mystical couplets. Local
accounts have it that he would often fall into a trance and start dancing upon hearing music; hence
the moniker by which he is known, Sarmast, which translates as “intoxicated with divine love”.
According to oral history, the musical tradition at the shrine was initiated by the poet himself and was
perpetuated uninterruptedly after his death (Wassan 2013). His compositions are believed to have
been handed down orally until the first print edition of Sachal’s corpus was published in Sukkur in 1902

(Boivin 2020, 159).

Unlike Latif, who had wandered far and wide before settling down in Bhit, Sachal is reported to have
spent his entire life in or near Daraza. There is therefore a particularly strong connection between the
poet and his native place, as emphasized by the brother of the current sajjada nashin (hereditary shrine

custodian), young Abdul Haqg, who received me in the family office adjoining the sanctuary. “Sachal
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loved this place and never wanted to leave his native village” —he says. His ancestors and his spiritual
master, who happened to be his uncle, were buried here, so the place was already holy for the Faruqi

lineage—so he explained.

After Sachal’s death, a bigger and more elaborate structure was built to gather all family burials under
a single roof, apparently under the sponsorship of the then ruler of Khairpur, Mir Rustam Khan Talpur
(Kalhoro 2020). Abdul Haqg proceeded to show me the mazars (holy tombs) inside the shrine whose
inner walls are lavishly decorated with colourful frescoes of floral, calligraphic motives. In addition to
the poet’s tomb (fig. 7), the mausoleum houses several other graves, mostly belonging to the previous
sajjada nashins of the shrine—the last in the bloodline being the father of the present-day custodian,
Dr. Sakhi Qabul Mohammad Farugi, who was also a well-known scholar of Sufism. His PhD dissertation,
titled “Study of Mysticism in Darazi School of Sufi Thought”, is to date the most comprehensive study

on the Farugi silsila (lineage) of Daraza.

7) Inside the dargah at Daraza Sharif; Sachal Sarmast’s burial chamber on the right

Within the complex are also a few tombs of disciples (shagird) of the Farugqis, including some Hindu
and Christian followers. One of them was Nimano Fagir (1888-1963), a woman from a well-off Hindu
family from Shikarpur, who was initiated to the mystical path by the Sufis of Daraza and became a

composer of mystical verses inspired by Sachal’s poetry (Boivin 2019). After migrating to India
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sometime in the 1950s, she established a Sufi lodge in Baroda (today’s Vadodara) and published an
edition of the Sindhi kalams of Sachal. Shortly after her death, her ashes were taken to Sindh and put
to rest in this mausoleum. As proof of the durable ties between Sachal and his Hindu devotees, Sindhi
Hindus of Mumbai and Ulhasnagar regularly organise musical gatherings, called Darazi satsangs, in
which the poet’s Sindhi verses are sung—mostly by women from the community (Boivin 2019, 137—-

139).

During my visit, a small but steady stream of devotees poured in. Scrambling through the tiny space
between the tombs, hands folded in prayer, they reverently stop in front of Sachal Saeen’s green-
colored grave to kiss the hem of the chadar (cloth) wrapped around his stone burial before moving on
to the next chamber. Unlike several other dargahs across South Asia, entry into the main sanctuary is

not forbidden to women, and there is no strict gender segregation inside the holy space.

The practice of visiting the tombs of Sufi saints, called ziyarat, is a prominent feature of “popular” or
“lived” Islam in South Asia. Whereas Sufism has spread throughout the subcontinent, it is Sindh that
holds a place in the popular imagination as the land “of Sufis and shrines”, and for a very good reason:
the influence of Sufism on local culture has historically been significant and pervasive. Even more
poignantly, popular Sufism in Sindh still retains a strong presence in both urban centers and the
countryside, despite the rise of orthodox Islamic sects across the country—and their opposition to Sufi
customs, which are perceived as a deviation from supposedly “true” Islamic conduct. Among these,
expressive and embodied forms of ritual devotion such as music, poetry recitals and dance, face the

harshest critiques.

Yet most shrines in Sindh host some form of musical performance, ranging from the singing of mystical
couplets by itinerant musicians and casual devotees, to choral chanting and dancing by groups of
dervishes (sung), to gawwali’ sessions by professional musicians during the annual ‘urs (shrine
festivals). Few dargahs, like those in Bhit Shah and Daraza, boast a full-fledged, “institutionalised”
tradition of poetry singing. How do these traditions cope with rising Deobandi ostracism, | wonder?
“The Deobandis do not show up here. This place belongs to the people: here everyone can be free” —
a local visitor explained. As the sun was setting, people started pouring into the courtyard (fig. 8); some
head towards the shrine for prayers; some sit on the floor, waiting for the langar to be distributed;

some crowd around the musicians who have just begun their evening performance.

7 Although gawwali is not a Sindhi genre, it has become increasingly popular in performances at Sindhi shrines.
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8) Devotees and visitors pouring into the dargah at sunset, Daraza Sharif

| cannot tell if my interlocutor is right; | suspect there is more to this that cannot be easily summoned.
What is certain, is that people seem to be comfortable and conversant with the tradition: they come
over, listen to the kalams, sing along, and dance to the tunes. While listening to the fagirs, some appear
to fall into a frenzied, ecstatic state—what Sufis call hal. Among them is a young woman, who stands
up and starts swaying her body to the rhythm of the music in front of the audience, her veil slipping to

the floor as her movements gain pace.

It is not uncommon for women of any age to take part as listeners in these musical performances and
to even engage in ritual dancing (dhamal) in the shrines where this activity is permitted.® The practice
is accepted, or at least tolerated as a form of liberation from anxiety and other mental disturbances,
not unlike a therapeutic trance (Frembgen 2012, 104). In Daraza, no “institutional” or “ritualised”
dhamal takes place, but people appear to be free to initiate ecstatic dancing on their own during

musical performances.

8 The most famous place in Sindh for the performance of dhamal is the shrine of Lal Shahbaz Qalandar in Sehwan Sharif. The
dargah of Shah Abdul Latif also provides a space for collective ecstatic dancing, although the latter happens on a much smaller
scale.
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Shortly before the evening azan (call to prayer), the Darazi fagirs end their performance; another
group is set to start performing in a few minutes. | ask one of the shrine caretakers about their
provenience—are they also linked to this dargah? He says that no, they come from outside and usually
sing here only once a week, on Thursdays (fig. 9). There are also other musicians from different parts
of the country—he explains—who come over at other times; some of them, including professional
performers, only show up on the occasion of the ‘urs, the annual shrine festival. What about women?—
| enquire. Are there women performers who recite the verses of Sachal, on a par with the Darazi faqirs?
Or, are there any other female-oriented traditions associated with the poet, and which have survived

beyond the boundaries of the dargah?

9) Night performance at Sachal's dargah, Daraza Sharif

The shrine caretaker passes on my questions to the fagirs. They seem quite baffled at my enquiries,
and give the names of a couple of famous singers from urban areas, whom they have seen performing

|Il

at the shrine ‘urs. | explain that | am more interested in local “grassroot” traditions that involve non-
professional performers. They shake their head. They are not aware of any such traditions in the area.
A few days before, | had received the same answer from local women in Bhit Shah with reference to
Shah Latif’s shrine. And yet ethnomusicologist Pei-Ling Huang argues that some people in Bhit still

retain memories or accounts of women from the past who were ardent devotees of Latif and would
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recite his verses at the dargah, such as Mai Nimat and Mai Jiyani (2021, 277-278). Moreover, some
ladies in and around the town, now elderly, appear to be fine connoisseurs of Latif’s poetry, such as

Mai Jami (281-286).

According to what Shemeen Abbas reports in her study (2002) on women’s role in Sufi rituals, the
presence of women performers at Sindhi shrines was not, until some decades ago, entirely out of the
ordinary, despite the existence of cultural norms linked to the idea of honor and respectability, which
generally limit women’s visibility in mixed-gender assemblies. Abbas also writes of a particular lineage
of female itinerant performers, called lotevalis or gharevalis, hailing from Rajasthan and found
exclusively at the shrine of Lal Shahbaz Qalandar in Sehwan Sharif. The lotevalis sing mystical poetry
to the accompaniment of the rhythmical beating of a ring on a small aluminum pot, hence their name,
in exchange for alms (2002, 25-27). Members of semi-nomadic families of camel herders and traders,
these women were part of a vibrant tradition of roving performers from Western India, which was
strongly affected by the Partition of the subcontinent. Famous Pakistani folk artist Reshma (1947—-
2013) used to be a lotevali in Sehwan before acquiring international fame (fig. 10). It is not clear to

what extent and in what form this female tradition has survived in Sindh today.
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10) Best of Reshma. Album cover, 1973, EMI Pakistan. Source: Deccan Harald:
https://www.deccanherald.com/archives/pakistani-folk-singer-reshma-dead-2292609
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During an informal meeting with me, Amar Sindhu, professor of philosophy at Sindh University and a
notorious feminist writer and activist, expressed a similar opinion about women’s diminishing
presence in shrine performances. According to her, until the 1980s, there were instances of women
performing at Sindhi dargahs as part of local ritual customs. One famous name is that of Begum
Fagiriani, a Manganhar® singer from Rohri. Acclaimed Pakistani singer Abida Parveen too used to
perform at Sufi shrines at the beginning of her career. However, despite “having travelled the length
and breadth of Sindh” —Amar confessed—in recent years she has never come across, or heard of, any
women performing at local dargahs.’® To delineate the contours of this phenomenon and its decline
over time is no easy task due to the lack of academic publications on this very subject and the difficulty

in accessing archival material.

This topic no doubt deserves more thorough investigation, as in general do the living traditions
associated with Sufi shrines in Sindh and elsewhere in Pakistan. The relationship between the musical
traditions of Sindh and their ramifications in India is also worth exploring, as showed by Brian Bond’s
(2020) excellent contribution on Sindhi musicians’ recital of Latif’s kalams in Katcch, Gujarat. To look
into these issues from a transcultural and transregional perspective has the potential of opening new
avenues of research and of providing insight into societal transformations at large. My own project
sets out to continue exploring these trajectories by focusing more especially on female agency and

representation within Sufi performing traditions in Pakistan and India.

Bibliography

Abbas, Shemeem Burney. The Female Voice in Sufi Ritual: Devotional Practices in Pakistan and India.
University of Texas Press, 2002.

Advani, Kalyan B. Sachal Sarmast. Sahitya Akademi, 1971.

Ajwani, Lalsing H. History of Sindhi Literature. Sahitya Akademi, 1970.

Ansari, Sarah F. D. Sufi Saints and State Power: The Pirs of Sind, 1843—1947. Cambridge University
Press, 1992.

Boivin, Michel. “Music and Remembrance as Meditation: Sama’ in the Indus Valley”. In Halvor Eifring
(Ed.), Meditation in Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Cultural Histories (pp. 214—-224). Bloomsbury,
2013.

9 The Manganhars/Manganiyars are communities of Muslim hereditary musicians hailing from western Rajasthan’s and
Sindh’s Thar desert.

10 Amar Sindhu, personal communication, Jamshoro, April 24,2024.

25



Boivin, Michel. The Hindu Sufis of South Asia. Partition, Shrine Culture and the Sindhis of India. |.B.
Tauris, 2019.

Boivin, Michel. The Sufi Paradigm and the Makings of a Vernacular Knowledge in Colonial India: The
Case of Sindh (1851-1929). Palgrave Macmillan, 2020. https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-
3-030-41991-2.

Bond, Brian E. “”A Heavy Rain Has Fallen Upon My People:’ Sindhi Sufi Poetry Performance, Emotion,
and Islamic Knowledge in Kachchh, Gujarat”. PhD thesis, City University of New York, 2020. CUNY
Academic Works: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/gc etds/3623.

Farugqi, Sakhi Qabool Mohammad. Study of Mysticism in Darazi School of Sufi Thought. Culture and
Tourism Department, Government of Sindh, 2009.

Frembgen, Jirgen W. “Dhamal and the Performing Body: Trance Dance in the Devotional Sufi
Practice of Pakistan”. Journal of Sufi Studies 1 (2012): 77-113.
https://brill.com/view/journals/jss/1/1/article-p77 4.xml.

Hemani, Shumaila. “Governing Sufi Sound, Empowering the Subaltern Singer: Ragi Faqgirs on the Edge
of Modernity in Contemporary Sindh, Pakistan”. PhD thesis, University of Alberta, 2019.

Huang, Pei-ling. “Ways of Love: Self-making and Repertoire Formation through the Musical Legacy of
Shah Abdul Latif in Sindh, Pakistan”. PhD thesis, Harvard University Graduate School of Arts and
Sciences, 2021.

Kalhoro, Zulfigar Ali. “Poet of Truth and Ecstasy. On the immense impact of Sachal Sarmast”. Friday
Times, 4 Sept. 2020. https://thefridaytimes.com/04-Sep-2020/poet-of-truth-and-ecstasy.

Wassan, Rafique. “Daraazi Fakirs of Sachal Sarmast”. The Friday Times, January 11-17, vol. XXIV, No.
48, 2013.

Zaman, Naveen, and Yasmeen Ahmed. “Mystic Expressions and Sufi Architecture: The Shrine of
Hazrat Sachal Sarmast Dargah”. Pakistan Heritage 13 (2021): 111-126.

26


https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-41991-2
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-41991-2
https://academicworks.cuny.edu/gc_etds/3623
https://brill.com/view/journals/jss/1/1/article-p77_4.xml
https://thefridaytimes.com/04-Sep-2020/poet-of-truth-and-ecstasy

Books abstracts

Saaz Aggarwal, Losing Home, Finding Home, Pune, Black and White Fountain, 2022.

d UPPLR SIND
FRON' R

Saaz Aggarwal

=4 LOSING HOME
=ével  FINDING HOME

—

iy |
i :
s

ILLUSTRATIONS
Subhodeep
Mukherjee

About Losing Home
Sindh, 1947

Sometimes terrible things happen. This book tells the story of a people who faced their misfortunes
with bravery and creative enterprise. It is a collection of true personal accounts of sudden trauma,
followed by a process of recovery, exploration and rebuilding.

For a people who lost their homeland—and realized, much later, that the loss had also cost them
their language and their culture—this book forms a repository of precious memories.

27



Michael O’Sullivan, No Birds of Passage. A History of Gujarati Muslim Business Communities, 1800—
1975, Boston, Harvard University Press, 2023.

y P R
) w v O
-~ M

No Birds of Passage

A HISTORY of GUJARATI MUSLIM
BUSINESS COMMUNITIES

} Ff ¢ & @

L0 M) B Al )
O i It - g
| B ‘L‘

-~

MICHAEL O’SULLIVAN

A sweeping account of three Gujarati Muslim trading communities, whose commercial success over
nearly two centuries sheds new light on the history of capitalism, Islam, and empire in South Asia.

During the nineteenth century, three Gujarati Muslim commercial castes—the Bohras, Khojas, and
Memons—came to dominate Muslim business in South Asia. Although these communities constitute
less than 1 percent of South Asia’s Muslim population, they are still disproportionately represented
among the region’s leading Muslim-owned firms today. In‘No Birds of Passage|, Michael O’Sullivan
argues that the conditions enabling their success have never been understood, thanks to stereotypes—
embraced equally by colonial administrators and Muslim commentators—that estrange them from
their religious identity. Yet while long viewed as Hindus in all but name, or as “Westernized” Muslims
who embraced colonial institutions, these groups in fact entwined economic prerogatives and religious
belief in a distinctive form of Muslim capitalism.

Following entrepreneurial firms from Gujarat to the Hijaz, Hong Kong, Mombasa, Rangoon, and
beyond, O’Sullivan reveals the importance of kinship networks, private property, and religious
obligation to their business endeavors. This paradigm of Muslim capitalism found its highest expression
in the, the central caste institutions of each community, which combined South Asian,
Islamicate, and European traditions of corporate life. Thealso played an essential role in
negotiating the position of all three groups in relation to British authorities and Indian Muslim
nationalists, as well as the often sharp divisions within the castes themselves.

O’Sullivan’s account sheds light on Gujarati Muslim economic life from the dawn of colonial hegemony
in India to the crisis of the postcolonial state, and provides fascinating insights into the broader effects
of capitalist enterprise on Muslim experience in modern South Asia.
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Zulfigar Ali Kalhoro (Zak) is one of the
leading specialists in Sindh ethnography.
His knowledge of the terrain s
impressive, and he has enriched our
understanding of this region to a degree
that few other specialists have achieved.
It's no coincidence that his latest book is
dedicated to Nabi Bakhsh Baloch. It is
devoted to the “Mystical Landscape of
Sindh” which brings together articles
whose irreplaceable interest lies in
showing the unexpected variety, often
totally ignored by researchers, of the
spiritual traditions of Sindh.

In fifty-five vignettes, which make up the first of three volumes, ZAK portrays a multitude of spiritual
traditions, many of which were reported before Partition and which, not least in this essay, have
survived this fundamental event in the history of South Asia. This essay is a strong argument in favor
of continuity rather than rupture. Indeed, against all odds, despite the Islamization implemented by
the state and then by pressure from Islamist parties, not to mention terrorist actions, mystical
traditions, whether Muslim, Hindu or other, have endured in Pakistani Sindh. It is necessary to cite a
few examples from these spiritual traditions to show how this essay is unique. As ZAK explains in the
introduction, “The main purpose in writing this book is to develop the interest of international scholars
in the rich Sufi heritage of Sindh” (xi).
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Pei-ling Huang, “Ways of Love: Self-making and Repertoire Formation through the Musical Legacy
of Shah Abdul Latif in Sindh, Pakistan”. PhD dissertation, Harvard University Graduate School of
Arts and Sciences, 2021

Abstract

This dissertation explores the ways in which love and knowledge intersect for a community of
Muslim devotees as they produce and remake their devotional repertoires, and in the process,
form and reform themselves. Ragr faqirs sing a corpus of poetry set to melodic rules called Shah
Jo Rag (SJR) at the shrine of Sufi mystic Shah Abdul Latif Bhittai (1689-1752) in Bhit Shah, Sindh, a
renowned pilgrimage site in Pakistan. | argue that knowledge for performing SIR entails embodied
and affective codes of conduct which aid ragi faqirs in ethical self-cultivation; the ragi faqirs’ self-
making further includes redefining and selectively drawing on the repertoire of SIR as they
navigate multiple subject positions that arise in relation to different forces in contemporary
society.

Since the late-nineteenth century, a new class of Sindhis educated under colonial rule, drawing on
Orientalist narratives, canonised Shah Latif’s poetic legacy as the epitome of Sindhi Sufism and
literature. Elites and literati in the twentieth century built on these ideas to develop Bhit Shah into
a center for reforming Sindhi culture, characterizing SIR as the apex of musical development in
Sindh. Writing against bifurcated categories of Latif’s legacy as literature and music, | examine SJR
as a musico-poetic system codified for practice within the Islamic “Way of Love”, which weaves
together melodic contours for singing lines of verse. Its codification draws on travelling concepts
shared among Indic courtly and devotional spheres across religious affiliations, including poetic
tropes of pain in separation from the divine Beloved, and melody types (sur and rdag) with
contextual associations that aesthetically intensify feelings of love.

Becoming a ragi faqir involves performing this repertoire with the ethical stance of experiencing
love, pain, sorrow and sacrifice. Local and outside changes over the last 150 years have contributed
to the expansion of devotional singing times at Latif’s shrine and have introduced novel
performance contexts for SIR in devotee circles and concert stages beyond Bhit Shah. These
changes produced new subject positions for the male ragi faqirs and emerging female performers.
| explore how these actors navigate among the positions of devotee, artisan, artist and pious
subject of Husain—the Prophet Muhammad’s grandson, to maintain their commitments in
multiple arenas of life. They direct intentionality towards different ethics through choices in
musical form, emotional and gendered interpretations of the poetry, and changing understandings
of high and low voicing techniques.

These selections create new sub-repertoires: ragi faqirs who emphasize aspects of SIR as a
repertoire of mourning strengthen their identity in relation to Husain; female students negotiate
their performance from a gendered subject position and are sometimes aided by the imagery of
female protagonists in Shah Latif’s poetry in reaching new stages in their performance. Together,
the chapters show how the textual, musical and affective elements in the SJR repertoire provide
resources for its performers to cultivate their ethical selves in a versatile manner.
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Academic Events

28 February 2024

An NCPA Library Presentation

A PANEL DISCUSSION

NATIONAL COUNCIL FOR PROMOTION OF SINDHI LANGUAGE
Minsitry of Education Government of India

&

SINDHI CULTURE FOUNDATION

jointly presents

A thought-provoking book discussion on “The Making of Exile: Sindhi Hindus and the Partition of
India” authored by Nandita Bhavnani. This event aims to shed light on the often-overlooked
experiences of the Sindhi Hindu community during one of the most tumultuous periods in Indian
history.

We are honored to have distinguished speakers for this event:
Nandita Bhavnani (Author)

Moderator: Aruna Madnani

Panelist: Sifra Lentin

The discussion promises to delve deep into the rich narrative woven by the author, exploring the
challenges faced by Sindhi Hindus during the Partition era and their resilience in the aftermath of
displacement. It provides a unique opportunity to gain insights into a lesser-explored aspect of Indian
history.

“The Making of Exile” is a poignant narrative that not only illuminates the lesser-known facets of
Partition history but also pays homage to the resilience and fortitude of the Sindhi Hindu community
in the face of adversity.
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Social Sciences Winter School in Karachi
December 11 to 15, 2023 at the Institute of Business Management (IBA), Karachi, Sindh, Pakistan

By Rémy Delage & Michel Boivin, CESAH (CNRS-EHESS)

The second Social Sciences Winter School in Karachi, jointly organized by the Center for South Asian
and Himalayan Studies (CESAH, CNRS-EHESS) in Paris and the Institute of Business Administration
(IBA), was held in Karachi in December 2023. It addressed issues at the interface of environmental
change, societies at risk and social vulnerabilities from different thematic perspectives, scales of
interpretation, theoretical questioning and methodological frameworks, and in interaction with
various local and international stakeholders. In one of the world’s lowest carbon emitting countries,
yet one of the most vulnerable to increasingly extreme weather events (heat, floods, pollution, etc.),
the members of the steering committee decided to focus on climate change and environmental issues
through the prism of human and social sciences. The study of the social, economic and political forms
of climate change is a resolutely interdisciplinary field of research (both within and outside the social
sciences), requiring contributions from geography, anthropology, sociology, architecture, urban
planning and political science, as well as the physical and biological sciences and epidemiology.

Over five consecutive days, including plenary presentations and three pluridisciplinary methodological
workshops, this second edition welcomed around 45 participants and an international team of
researchers to debate climate change through the prism of the human and social sciences:

e Workshop 1 — Urban infrastructures, natural hazards and risk responses through uses of
geotechnologies

e Workshop 2 — Dynamics of socio-ecosystems, local knowledge and adaptation strategies to
climate risk

e Workshop 3 — Historical and sociological approaches to environmental studies
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During the intensive training sessions, students from each workshop conducted fieldwork in
fishermen's coastal villages to experiment fieldwork techniques. They also visited key infrastructures
such as the Dhabeji Pumping Station. The Winter School experience was enriched by the availability of
the lecturers, the combination of theory and methodology within single practical modules, and the
opportunity for everyone to exchange diverse views on common intellectual issues. The programme
also featured cultural visits to Mohatta Palace and Museum, State Bank Museum anda concert of
traditional Sindhi music at the Alliance Francaise in Karachi on the last evening. Lastly, the enthusiasm,
fun and friendliness that characterised the entire Winter School course were greatly appreciated by
all.

Anyone can view the outputs of the second edition on our website:
www.winterspy.hypotheses.org/pakistan

e Booklets of the Winter School
e Plenary sessions

e Biodata of the lecturers

e Collections of newspaper clips
e Photo galleries

e Etc.

This event was made possible with the support of our esteemed institutional partners:

=¥ [nstitute of
Business Administration
Karachi
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Indo-French Interdisciplinary Workshop
“Sufi Culture in the Indus Valley: The Making of a Vernacular Cosmopolitan Paradigm”

Department of Humanities and Social Sciences, Indian Institute of Technology Kharagpur (West Bengal)

July 22-27, 2024

F
$PARC

(Scheme for Promotion of Academic and Research Collaboration Project)

A late 19th C painting of Khwaja Khizr from Punjab. © Victoria and Albert Museum

Sufi Culture in the Indus Valley
The Making of a Vernacular Cosmopolitan Paradigm

INDO-FRENCH INTERDISCIPLINARY WORKSHOP
Led
by
Prof. Michel Boivin, CESAH-CNRS-EHESS (Paris)

Organized
by
Department of Humanities and Social Sciences
Indian Institute of Technology Kharagpur
22-27 July 2024
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Overview

This one-week intensive workshop for PhD scholars aims to introduce the concepts of “vernacular
cosmopolitanism” and “Sufi culture” by studying the religious and cultural traditions of the Indus Valley
in India and Pakistan. The intensive workshop will help research students from various disciplines grasp
significant concepts related to the making of the Indus Valley’s vernacular religious practices and their
relevance in oral, print, visual, sonic and material cultures. It will also acquaint them with current
debates in Western and Indian academia about the field and the construction of canons. The
participants will get hands-on training to understand and deploy different approaches to vernacular
traditions and how these are essential constituents of cosmopolitan culture. The region's historical,
oral, and textual literature will be examined, in addition to ethnographic fieldwork that engages with
the Indus Valley’s material, visual, and sonic heritage, as well as different rituals and everyday
practices. The workshop will be led by scholars in History, Literature, and Anthropology specializing in
the Kashmir, Punjab, and Sindh regions that constitute the broader territorial extent of the Indus
Valley.

Organization

The Indo-French Interdisciplinary Workshop is a joint initiative by the Department of Humanities and
Social Sciences, Indian Institute of Technology Kharagpur (IIT Kharagpur), and the Centre d'Etudes Sud-
Asiatiques et Himalayennes (CESAH, with CNRS-EHESS) Paris. It is sponsored by SPARC—the Scheme
for Promotion of Academic and Research Collaboration, promoted by the Ministry of Human Resource
Development, Government of India. SPARC aims to improve the research ecosystem of India’s higher
educational institutions by facilitating academic and research collaborations between top-ranked
Indian institutions and top-ranked foreign institutions through joint research projects involving student
and faculty mobility and the development of strong bilateral relationships in research.

Workshop Details

The workshop had four convenors and organizers: Prof. Dr. Anjali Gera Roy (lIT Kharagpur), Michel
Boivin (CESAH CNRS-EHESS), Yogesh Snehi (Dr. B. R. Ambedkar University), and Javaid Igbal Bhat
(University of Kashmir). The organizing team was made of three PhD students: Trisha Lalchandani
(EHESS-CESAH), Surabhi Pandey (Dr. B. R. Ambedkar University), and Lara Scaiola (University of Naples,
Italy). Different issues related to Sufi Culture in the Indus Valley were addressed:

— Day One: “what is vernacular Cosmopolitanism?”, and “From Sufism to Sufi Culture”, and “Western
and South Asian debates on South Asian spiritualities”.

— Day Two: “Social Sciences and the Renewal of Sufi Studies”; “Print, Canon and Orality”:
Historiography and Literary Debates”.

— Day Three: “Language, Literature and Poetry in Sindhi”; “Sufi saint Wilayat in the sacred geography
of Punjab”; “Sufism in Kashmir.”

— Day Four: “Making Sainthood: The Perspective of Ethnography”; “Visualisation of saint figures in
post-partition Punjab”; Shared sites and Processions in the Kashmir Valley”.

— Day Five: “Ziyarat”; and “Group presentations by workshop participants”.

At the end of every day, a film was screened and discussed with the organizers and the students:
“Basant” (Yousuf Saeed, 1997); “Milange Babey Ratan De Mele Te” (Ajay Bhardwaj, 2012); So Heddan
so Hoddan (Anjali Monteiro and K. P. Jayasankar, 2011); Shahbaz Qalandar (Hasan Ali Khan with Habbir
Siraj and Nofil Naqvi, 2019). The last evening was devoted to a poetry session, where students and
organizers shared a short poetry in a South Asian language with English translation, before explaining
it and discussing it with others.
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The afternoon of the last day was devoted to the student’s presentation of a mock project they had
also sent to the organizers in written form. Finally, the workshop was concluded by the distribution of
“certificate of participation” to the students.

The offline batch, Kharagpur (West Bengal)

About fifty PhD students attended the workshop, mostly offline, with a batch online. They belong to
many universities, majorly in India and states such as West Bengal, Uttar Pradesh, Kashmir,
Maharashtra, and Gujarat. Some were enrolled in North American universities (Canada and USA), and
others from Western Europe (France, Italy, Germany and the UK). In terms of disciplines, they were
enrolled in History, English Literature, Anthropology, Sociology, International Relations, Punjabi
Studies, Political Sciences, Religious Studies, South Asian Studies etc.

The workshop is the first academic event organized throughout a two-year project funded by SPARC
and headed by Professor Anjali Gera Roy, titled “Vernacular Cosmopolitanisms: Cultures of the Indus
Valley .» The organisation team includes Prof. Yogesh Snehi, professor of History at Dr Ambedkar
University, in New Delhi, and Dr. Javed Igbal Bhat, professor of English Literature at the University of
Kashmir, Srinagar. The workshop should be followed by a micro-credit course, the creation of a website
and an international journal, a second workshop, and many other items. The project is hosted by the
prestigious Institute of Technology at Kharagpur, in West Bengal.
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Calls

Religious Co-Existence, Newcastle University, UK

Newcastle

UlliV ers lt v Our Research Study with Us Working with Us Our People The Farrell Centre

Religious Co-existence:

Embodied Interactions in
Sacred Spaces and Faith
Practices

& 13th - 15th January 2025
Q School of Architecture, Planning and Landscape

About

This International Symposium will take place at Newcastle University and will explore
community/religious coexistence within sacred spaces. A key feature of the Symposium will be the
"Shared Sacred Sites" exhibition (to be on campus for a month), a highly successful traveling exhibition
that has been showcased in several countries, including France, Greece, Turkey, and the USA [Exhibits
— Shared Sacred Sites]. This inspiring travelling exhibition will open with a 3-day symposium (from
January 13 to 15, 2025).

The symposium will feature four keynote lectures and presentations of selected papers, responding to
our Call for Papers.

The exhibition, designed as an interactive, curated space, will facilitate workshops among stakeholders
and the local community to foster awareness and explore possibilities for future collaborations. It is
organized as one of a series of events and aims to provide a platform of dialogue between diverse
cultural and religious narratives, thus enriching research and educational experience and promoting a
harmonious environment.

In addition to the Symposium, we plan to produce an edited volume and develop a networking
proposal on Religious Co-existence.

The Symposium is organized in collaboration with Religions For Peace UK and the Dialogue Society
North East.

Where: Newcastle University (Newcastle upon Tyne, United Kingdom]
When: January 13-15, 2025
Organizers: Dr Christos Kakalis and Dr George Tsourous
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Obituary

Zawahir Moir (1933-2024)

Zawahir Moir died on 18 February 2024. She survived her husband's death on January 25, 2023, by just
over a year. They were a lovely couple, and anyone invited to stay with them in their modest
apartment—halfway between Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud, as Martin humorously put it—will have
fond memories of them. Their apartment was halfway between the Highgate Cemetery, where Marx
was buried, and the Golders Green Crematorium, where Freud’s ashes were laid to rest.

Zawahir’s immense erudition, generosity, and open-mindedness will be sorely missed by all those
working on the devotional traditions of the northwest Indian subcontinent and beyond. | met Zawahir
Moir in the 1990s at the Sorbonne University as part of Frangoise Mallison's seminars, which attracted
an informal group interested in Ismaili studies. At the Institute of Ismaili Studies in London, Zawahir
was one of the few researchers in the Agha Khani community who readily and unreservedly agreed to
help those working on the contemporary Ismaili tradition.

Zawahir had a master's degree from the University of London, and her chosen subject showed her
interest in the contemporary period. Until then, Ismaili studies had focused mainly on classical Arabic
literature and, to a lesser extent, Persian literature produced during the Fatimid period.

Zawahir at home

https://www.iis.ac.uk/news/2024/march/in-memoriam-zawahir-moir/

She was born Zawahir Noorally into a Kutchi Khoja family of Karachi in 1933. She was granted a Master
in History in Islamic Studies at the University of Karachi in 1958. By that time, she had mastered several
languages beyond her Kutchi mother tongue, such as Urdu, Sindhi, Gujarati and English. She also
became a specialist in the Khojki script, the caste script of her community, the Khojas. She was a devout
follower of Aga Khan IV, who awarded her a scholarship to study in London. At SOAS, she submitted in
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1964 a thesis on “The First Agha Khan and the British, 1838-1868: A Study in British Indian Diplomacy
and Legal History”.

Back to Karachi, she was a pillar of the Ismaili Association, in charge of producing reference books for
the Ismailis of Pakistan. Two significant titles are worth mentioning. In 1973 she published Great Ismaili
Heroes, a 160-page booklet highlighting the lives of 33 Ismaili historical figures. In 1982, she published
an updated history of the Ismaili community in South Asia and beyond in Urdu. Meanwhile, in 1979,
she was back in London, where she married Martin Moir, an archivist and deputy director of the India
Office Library and Records. The Institute of Ismaili Studies employed her to catalogue the manuscripts
collected among the Ismailis from the 1960s onwards.

Unfortunately, she was not allowed to complete this undertaking, which is significant for the history
of Ismailis in South Asia. Nevertheless, Zawahir compiled two unpublished catalogues of the
collections, officially called ginans’ collections, which are more than that. In 1971, she compiled under
her maid name Zawahir Noorally the Catalogue of Khojki manuscripts in the collection of the Ismailia
Association for Pakistan, Karachi and in 1985 under her married name of Zawahir Moir, A Catalogue of
the Khojki Manuscripts in the Library of the Institute of the Ismaili Studies.

In 1990, Zawahir Moir went to meet Frangoise Mallison in her home in South of France, after she had
been recommended to her by Francoise’s master, Charlotte Vaudeville (1918—2006). From then,
Zawahir was regularly invited by Frangoise Mallison to deliver lectures at Sorbonne University in Paris.
She was also closely associated with Christopher Shackle, from SOAS, with whom she was to publish
the groundbreaking introduction to the ginans in 1992, which was republished with a revised edition
in 2000 (see my review: Boivin 1994). This book best introduces the ginans and South Asian devotional
literature. She co-published papers with Frangoise Mallison, and another French scholar, Dominique-
Sila Khan (1949-2016). Zawahir never held any academic position. She was deeply involved in the
Ismaili institutions, where she trained many who became leading scholars in South Asian Ismaili
literature.

Zawahir was always in the background despite her remarkable skills in many aspects. Nevertheless,
her irreplaceable role for many researchers has led them to offer her a volume of thanks. Eighteen
English, French, American, Pakistani and Indian researchers contributed to this volume, published in
2007 under Ginans. Texts and Contexts, co-edited by Francoise Mallison and Tazim Kassam, with a
foreword by Christopher Shackle. The book was republished in a revised Indian edition in 2010.
Although she was a staunch Ismaili believer, Zawahir was not blocked into her tradition. For example,
she met Mohan Devraj Thontya at the Sindh Archives of Clifton in Karachi by chance. Mohan belonged
to the Barmathi Meghwars, whose devotional literature is shared much with the ginans. She was keen
to involve him in the informal circle on Ismaili studies. The first meeting was officially organized by
Abdoullah Rahmatoullah in Frejus on the French Riviera in 2002, and a welcome letter was sent by
Annemarie Schimmel, the leading German scholar. In the late 1990s, Zawahir started to work with
Dominique-Sila Khan on the Imamshahi tradition and did fieldwork at their stronghold of Pirana in
Gujarat.

On a more personal note, what is most remarkable about Zawahir is that she conciliated a firm belief
in her Ismaili Faith with a critical approach to the doxa of her religious community. This is exceptional,
and | would add, especially among the South Asian Ismailis. She was also very generous in sharing any
manuscript or document another scholar would have needed.
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