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THE NURBAKHSHIS OF BALTISTAN—CRISIS AND
REVIVAL OF A FIVE CENTURIES OLD COMMUNITY

BY

ANDREAS RIECK*
Hamburg

The Sufi order named after Sayyid Muhammad Nurbakhsh
(1392 -1464), a branch of the Kubrawiyya,! has been suppressed
or merged with orthodox Twelver Shi‘ism in Safawid Iran? as well
as in Kashmir, where it was introduced since late 15th century
by Shams al-Din ‘Iraqi,®> a disciple of Sayyid Muhammad
Nurbakhsh’s son and successor Shah Qasim Faidbakhsh. But it
has survived to this day in Baltistan, the mountainous region north
of the Srinagar-Ladakh road that became part of Pakistan after the
partition of India and the first Kashmir war 1947 - 8. The order’s
longevity in remote Baltistan stands in marked contrast to its quick
absorption into Twelver Shi‘ism in the valley of Kashmir, where
the Nurbakhshiyya had almost ceased to exist some decades after its
persecution by Mirza Haidar Dughlat in mid-16th century.* While
being slowly supplanted by Twelver Shi‘ism in Baltistan, too, a
large community of Nurbakhshis there has preserved 1ts 1dentity,

* The writer wishes to thank the Deutsche Forschungsgemenschaft which has funded
his research on ‘“Dynamics of Islamization in the Northern Areas of Pakistan”
within the framework of the Culture Area Karakorum project (C.A.K.). For informa-
tion about this research project see C.A.K. Newsletters, I-III, University of
Tubingen, Volkerkundliches Institut, 1991, 1992, 1994.

1 J. Spencer Trimingham, The Sufi Orders in Islam, Oxford 1971, pp. 55-58;
Richard Gramlich, Die schiitischen Derwischorden Persiens, Vol. I, Wiesbaden 1965,
pp. 13-15.

2 Hamid Algar, ‘““Nurbakhshiyya’’, EI, Vol. VIII, Fasc. 133-134, p. 135.

3 Mohibbul Hasan, al-“Iraki, EI, Suppl., Fasc. 5-6, p. 423; Abdul Majid Mat-
too, ‘“The Nurbakhshis of Kashmir’’, in: Chnistian Troll (ed.), Islam in India, Vol.
II, Delh1 1984, pp. 98-113; this account of Shams al-Din ‘Iraqi’s mussion 1n
Kashmir makes use of some yet unpublished manuscripts like Tuhfat al-ahbab of
Mullah Muhammad ‘Ali Kashmiri and Ta’rikh-1 Kashmir of Sayyid ‘Al

+ Mattoo, p. 113; Algar, p. 136.
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referring of itself as a distinct madhhab or maslak (see below). In the
Skardu and Gange districts of Northern Pakistan alone there are still
some 70.000 Nurbakhshis, i.e. 25% of the population, the remai-
ning being about 70% Twelver Shi‘i and 5% Sunni (Hanafi and
Ahl-1 hadith).’> To those can be added some 10 000 Nurbakhshi
migrants to the big cities of Pakistan (mainly Karachi, Rawalpindi-
Islamabad, Lahore) and several thousands in the part of Kashmir
that remains under Indian control.® About 80% of the current
Nurbakhshi population of Baltistan is concentrated along the river
Shayoq and some of its side valleys (Thalley, Hushey, Saltoro),
with Khapla (12.000 Nurbakhshi inhabitants) as its administrative
and intellectual center, while 10-12% live in the Shigar valley
north of Skardd, i.e. some 20% of its population. Only pockets of
some 2.000 Nurbakhshis remain in the Indus valley near its con-
fluence with the Shayoq (villages of Sermik and Panda). The
Nurbakhshis of the district capital Skarda are 20th century immi-
grants from other parts of Baltistan and their descendants.

Spreading and decline of the Nurbakhshiyya in Baltistan, 16th to 19th cen-

turies

The ground for the spreading of the Nurbakhshiyya in this part
of the world was prepared by the mission of Sayyid ‘All Hamadani
(1314 -1385), who 1s still greatly revered as Hadrat-1 Amir-1 Kabir or
Shah-1 Hamadan by Muslims of all sects in Kashmir and adjoining
areas.” While three visits of Hamadani in Kashmir accompanied

5 The Census of Pakistan of 1981 counted 212.049 inhabitants of Baltistan,
without taking into account Balt: migrants to other parts of the country and not dis-
tinguishing between the different Muslim sects. Comparing 1ts data for each village
with my own data collected 1992 - 1994 about the distribution of sects, I estimate
the number of Nurbakhshis in Baltistan to have been at least 60.000 1n 1981. Since
the conversion movement of Nurbakhshis to other sects (see below) has slowed
down after 1981, they should have grown to 70.000 by now

6 They live 1n the regions of Zanskar and Purig, south to the river Indus be-
tween Kargil and Leh. Their number 1s not known, but cannot be more than a few
thousands, since most of them became Shiis 1n this century (see below).

7 Ashraf Zafar, Amir-: Kabir Saypid ‘Al Hamadani, Lahore 1974, Agha Hussain
Hamadani, The Life and Works of Sayyid ‘Ali Hamadani, Islamabad 1985; Muhammad
Riyad, Athar-o-ahwal-1 Mir Sayyid ‘Ali Hamadani, Islamabad 1985; Agha Husain
Hamadani and Muhammad Riaz (eds.), Skah-¢ Hamadan Commemoration Volume.
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by hundreds of followers are recorded (1372, 1379-81, 1383 - 84),8
he is also said to have converted Buddhists in Baltistan, notably in
Khaplu and Shigar, where mosques and Khangahs attributed to
him still exist.? Sayyid Muhammad Nirbakhsh, who himself was
a disciple of Hamadani’s khalifa Ishaq Khuttalani, has probably
never reached Kashmir or Baltistan,!? and we can assume that
the majority of Baltistan’s population was still non-Muslim
when Shams al-Din ‘Iraqi arrived to preach there in 1502 or
1505 Shams al-Din ‘Iraqi, who stayed more than 30 years in
Kashmir, spent only a short period of exile in Baltistan,!! but was
accompanied by fifty other preachers and left one of his trusted disci-
ples to continue his mission there.!? When persecution of the
Nurbakhshis started in Kashmir in 1545, those in Baltistan were
less affected,!3 and Mir Danyal, the son and successor of Shams
al-Din “Iraqi (d. 1526), fled to Baltistan and won over large numbers
of new converts to the sect. He was induced to come back to
Kashmir 1n 1549, was arrested and martyred the next year !4
After the death of Mirza Haidar Dughlat (1551) the Cak tribe,
whose heads had been ardent followers of Shams al-Din ‘Iraqi,
gained power in Kashmir from 1555 to 1586. But—probably under
the influence of developments in Safawid Iran—they now professed
Twelver Shi‘ism instead of Nurbakhshiyya and proclaimed 1t as

Proceedings of the Shah-e Hamadan International Conference held on October 24, 1987 at
Muzaffarabad, Muzaffarabad, Institute of Kashmir Studies, 1988.
8 G.M.D. Sufi, Kashir. Beng a History of Kashmir, Lahore 1949, Vol. I,
pp. 86-87

9 Ahmad Hasan Dani, Islamic Architecture. The Wooden Style of Northern Pakistan,
Islamabad 1989, pp. 128-130, 144-146; Muhammad Rida Akhundzada, Athar-1
Shah-1 Hamadan, Khapla 1994, pp. 53-60, 65-67

10 €Abd al-Hamid Khawar, Shimali ‘Alagajat mén isha‘at-r Islam, 1n: Manzium
‘Ali (ed.), Qaragorum Hindukush, Gilgit 1985, pp. 207 -210.

"1 Sufi, op. at., pp. 190, 192. According to Ghulam Hasan Suhrawardi
Niirbakhshl, Ta’rikh-i Baltistan, Mirpur (Azad Kashmir) 1992, pp. 76-79, he
stayed only for six months in 911 -2h (1505).

12 Mattoo, op. cit. (note 3), p. 106.

13 Baltistan may have been out of reach for Mirza Haidar Dughlat 1n 1545 -
51, ‘Abd al-Rashid Ansari Baltistani, Da‘wat-1 1slah, Karach1 1958, pp. 50ff, gives
another explanation, claiming that only those Nurbakhshis who believed 1n wahdat
al-wwid and hulil were persecuted, while those in Baltistan “‘believed in God”’ and
were treated respectfully by Dughlat.

14 Mattoo, op. cit., p. 108.
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the religion of the state.!> Followers of a Nurbakhshi middle way
between Shi‘a and Sunna gradually disappeared from Kashmir as
well as from Iran,!6 but in Baltistan the order was protected by geo-
graphical and cultural barriers: The roads of access from Kashmir
via Zoji La and the Indus valley or v:a the Deosai plains used to be
closed during winter months; to the north, the central Karakorum
chain, which could be crossed only by the extremely difficult Muz-
tagh and Saltoro passes (abandoned since the 19th century)
separated Baltistan from Eastern Turkistan (Sunni Muslim since
the late 10th century). The valleys to the west (Gilgit, Hunza,
Nager) became only slowly islamized from the mid-16th century on-
wards, and Ladakh to the east has remained Buddhist to this day.
Thus Baltistan remained under local Rajas who paid only nominal
allegiance to subsequent rulers of Kashmir until subdued by a Sikh
army in 1840, and who stayed in office as jagirdars under the Hindu
Dogra Maharajas (1846 -1947) and even in Pakistan until 1972.
But religious influence v:a Kashmir gained strength in Baltistan
and led to the gradual spreading of Twelver Shi‘ism, first in
Skardu and from there 1n both directions along the river Indus.
There are neither written sources nor other traces like old Shi‘i
Imambarahs to document this change until the late 19th century—a
gap which has led contemporary Nurbakhshi authors to claim that
the entire population of Baltistan had remained Nurbakhshi until
that time!’—but it must have started already during the Cak ascen-
dancy in Kashmir Whereas the Pirs of the Nurbakhshi sisila after
Mir Danyal Shahid are not known to have lived in Baltistan for the
following three generations,!8 there are many oral traditions re-

15 Sufi, op. at., pp. 210, 217-235.

16 Algar, op. cit. (note 2), p. 135f; Nurbakhshis in Iran still exist, but they
regard themselves as Shi‘is. Since 1983 they have started to build a mausoleum at
the site of Sayyid Muhammad Nurbakhsh’s grave 1n Solghan (not Sulfan as
stated in EJ) near Kan to the north-west of Tehran, for which Balti Nurbakhshis
have also collected contributions.

17 Te’rikh-1 Baltistan (note 11), pp. 116, 150; this thesis of the author 1s widely
accepted among Nurbakhshis.

18 Akhundzada, op. cit. (note 9), pp. 93-94, gives a list of the Pirs since Sayyid
Muhammad Nirbakhsh with their places of burial—the numbers relate to the
complete silsila starting with the Prophet Muhammad—as follows: 28) Shah
Qasim Faidbakhsh (Tehran); 29) Mir Shams al-Din “Iraqi (Zaribal/Kashmir);
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garding the advent of a Shi‘i missionary, Shah Buriya Wali, to
Nager and Gilgit vza Baltistan at the end of the reign of the Gilgit
Raja Shah Ra’ls A%2am (1522-1561).1° The latter’s son, Raja
Sultan Mirza II (ruled 1567 - 1600), accepted Shi‘ism after he had
to seek help from the Skardu Raja Ghazi Mir (1565 —-1595) against
a Citrali invader.2? Shi‘ism was also introduced in Hunza when its
Mir, Ayasho II, married a daughter of ‘Abdal Khan, a grandson
of Ghazi Mir from Skardu.?! In Baltistan 1tself four brothers from
Tdas (Iran), who arrived around 1600, are regarded as the most im-
portant early Shi‘i missionaries.??

But while the Magpon Rajas of Skardu have probably been
Shi‘is since Ghazi Mir,?? the Amalas of Shigar and Yabgis of
Khapli remained Nurbakhshi until the 19th century.?* It was 1n
the latter realms that the Nurbakhshiyya continued to flourish, 1t
received a boost by the arrival of the Pir Mir Abu Sa“d Sa‘da’
(d. 1684) and his brother Mir “Arif (d. 1651) from Kashmir in the

30) Mir Danyal Shahid (Ibid.); 31) Mir Shams al-Din Rashid (Ghazni/Afgham-
stan); 32) Mir Danyal Dana (Balkh); 33) Mir Hasan Rahnuma (Lahore);
34) Mir Abu Sa‘id Sa‘da> (Srinagar); 35) Mir Mukhtar Akhyar (Kiris); 36) Mir
Najm al-Din thaqib (Shigar); 37) Mir Muhammad Narani (Kiris); 38) Mir
Muhammad Shah Makhdim al-Fuqara’ (Khapla); 39) Mir Shah Jalal (Kiris);
40) Mir Khana al-‘Ulam (Kiris); 41) Mir Muhammad Akbar (Khaplu); 42) Mir
Muhammad Shah Zan al-Akhyar (Kiris); 43) Sayyid ‘Aun ‘Al Shah (Khapla);
44) Sayyrd Muhammad Shah, the present Pir, lives in Kiris.

19 Ahmad Hasan Dam, History of Northern Areas of Pakistan, Islamabad 1989,
pp. 175-177

20 Ibd., pp. 178, 221.

21 Tbid., pp. 197-198; ‘Abdal Khan became ruler of Skardu in 1633 (Ibid.,
p. 222), but the marriage of his daughter may have taken place before that date.

22 Ibud., p. 230, mentions Sayyid Mahmid (d. 1669) and Sayyid Ali (d. 1670),
whose graves are 1n Skarda and Kwardo respectively, see Dani, Architecture (note
9), pp. 118, 121-122; Khawar, op. cit. (note 10), p. 217, mentions Sayyid ‘Ali
and Sayyid Nasir Tasi, the latter of whom ‘disappeared’’ near Dassu (Shigar).
Ta’rikh-1 Baltistan (note 11), pp. 114-117, gives more details and mentions also the
fourth brother, Sayyid Haidar ‘Ali (buried in Qumrah), but considers all four to
have been Nubakhshis.

23 This seems plausible due to the mentioned spreading of Shi‘ism and re-
garding that Skardu was the part of Baltistan most easily reached from Kashmir,
but 1t cannot be proven.

24 According to Da‘wat-t islah (note 13), p. 81, Raja Haum Khan II of
Khapla (d. 1890) became Shi‘i during his last years, while open conversion was
only done by his son, Raja Nasir ‘Ali Khan. The time of conversion of the
Shigar Rajas to Shi‘ism 1s not known, but 1t was before those of Khapla.
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early 17th century 2% Two sons of Mir Aba Sa‘id, Mir Yahya?6 and
Mir Mukhtar Akhyar,?” have greatly contributed to the revival of
the Nurbakhshiyya, founding many Khangahs in the valleys of
Shigar, Shayoq and Saltoro.28 Their descendants can still be found
as hereditary Friday preachers in most Nurbakhshi villages.?? Mir
Mukhtar wrote Siraj al-1slam, a Persian translation and commentary
of the Nurbakhshis’ canonical book al-Figh al-ahwat,®® while his
grandson and successor Mir Najm al-Din thaqib wrote Zad al-
Jinan and Fasl al-khitab.3! A son of Mir Mukhtar, Sayyid Ibrahim,
in 1717 founded the great Khangah of Gamba near Skardu.3? In
the late 18th century Nurbakhshis could also for a short time con-
quer the throne of Skardi.33

25 Sayyid Zahid Husamn, ‘‘Ahwil-i Hadrat-1 Mir Arif’’, in: Nawa-t Sifiyya
(Islamabad) V (1992); p. 7 and VII (1993), p. 29; Damni, Archutecture (note 9),
pp. 141ff.

26 Mir Yahya’s year of death 1s mentioned on his tomb 1n Shigar as 1042h
(1632) and that of the Khangah built by him there as 1023h (1614) (Dam, Archstec-
ture, pp. 126 - 129), thus suggesting that he can have been neither a son of Abu Sa‘id
nor a brother of Mir Mukhtar (d. 1718). Yet there 1s a detailed account of the two
brothers (Yahya and Mukhtar) coming together to Shigar during the reign of Raja
A‘zam Khan (1705-1784) and Mir Mukhtar’s subsequent flight to Kiris from
Hashmatullah Khan Lakhnawi, Ta’rikh-t Jammin, Lucknow 1939 (repr. Lahore
1991), pp. 545-548.

27 His tomb 1s 1n Kiris (Dani1, Archutecture, pp. 136-138).

28 Ta’rikh-1 Baltistan (note 11), p. 122; all Khangahs attributed to Mir Yahya
still exist, 1.e. those of Al¢ur, Curkah (Sarfa Khor and Soguldo), Hashupi,
Golapir and Shigar, except that of Wazirpur which was completely rebuilt in
1991, from the 21 Khangahs attributed to Mir Mukhtar (Ibid.) those of Kirls,
Tsino, Tallis, Surmo and Macalu still exist 1n nearly oniginal shape.

29 T was able to collect pedigrees from them 1n 1992-94, all Nurbakhshi Sadat
in the Shigar valley trace their descent to Mir Yahya, and all those 1n other areas
to Mir Mukhtar, who had 18 sons (7a’rtkh-1 Baltistan, p. 120).

30 See below (note 43); a manuscript of Siraj al-1slam dated 1106h (1694 -5) and
attributed to Mir Mukhtar himself 1s 1n the possession of Sayyid Murtada Shah
in Al¢un (Shigar).

31 Both are accounts of the lives of Nurbakhsh1 Awliya> (Sayyid Muhammad
Nurbakhsh, Shams al-Din ‘Iraqi and others) 1n Persian verses; only small extracts
of them have been published by Maulwi Hamza ‘Ali, Nur al-mw’minin—kashf al-
tafawut, Rawalpindi 1370h (1951), pp. 444-448.

32 Dani, Archutecture, pp. 122—124, the old Khangah was razed in 1990 and 1s
presently being rebuilt as a Shi‘i Tmambarah.

33 G.T Vigne, Travels 1n Kashmir, Ladak, Iskardo, London 1842, Vol. II,
pp. 253-254; they were dislodged by Zafar Khan of Shigar who ruled 1785-87
(Dam, History, p. 224).
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However, isolated in remote valleys and without any moral or
material support from outside Baltistan, the Nurbakhshiyya de-
clined again and did not produce any noteworthy ‘4/im after Najm
al-Din Thagqib until the 20th century, a fact confirmed by contem-
porary Nurbakhshis themselves. While there is no evidence of local
Shii Ulama® having studied outside Baltistan before the end of the
19th century either, there was nevertheless an increasing migration
of Twelver Shi‘i Sadat from Kashmir and beyond to Balt1 villages
all along the Indus valley from Kharmang to Rondu during the 18th
and 19th centuries, which paved the way for the rapid expansion of
Shi orthodoxy in the 20th century 3* The Nurbakhshis became in-
fluenced by the growing religious fervour of their Shi‘i neighbours
and, probably during the 19th century, adopted such practices as
‘azadart during Muharram and majalis marking the birth and death
anmversaries of the Shi‘i Imams.3°

Doctrinal pecularities of the ‘‘Nurbakhshi madhhab’’

The 1nstitutional weakness of Twelver Shi‘ism in Baltistan and
the valleys to the west, where it remained only a thin layer over a
plethora of pre-Islamic beliefs and superstitions until the late 19th
century,3 helped the Nurbakhshis to preserve a belief system
which combines Shi‘i and Sunni elements. Since the last 100 years
this ambiguity has furnished arguments to Shi‘i as well as Sunni
proselytizers, who have both been successful to bring large numbers
of Nurbakhshis into their fold (see below), but more recently it has

3¢ Ths will be dealt with in length in a forthcoming book by the present writer.

35 There is much controversy between Shi‘is, pro-Shi‘i Nurbakhshis and
Nurbakhshi ““purists’’ (see below) about the time when Muharram celebrations have
been adopted. They are not known to have taken place during the lifetime of
Shams al-Din “Iraqi and his successor (Mattoo, p. 113), but were mentioned al-
ready by John Biddulph, Tribes of the Hindoo Koosh, Calcutta 1880, pp. 124-125.
Until this day Nurbakhshi do not hold Muharram celebrations outside their
Khangahs or build special Imambarahs or Matam-sarais for the majalis.

36 Karl Jettmar, Die Religionen des Hindukush, Stuttgart 1975, passim. Shaman-
ism and belief in fairies have survived until this day to the west of Baltistan, though
becoming more and more supplanted by orthodox Shi‘i and Sunni Islam.
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become a basis for Nurbakhshi pride and self-assertion in an envi-
ronment plagued by rising sectarian tension.3’

Elements of Shi‘i doctrine have been introduced into the
Kubrawiyya already by €Ala’ al-Daula Simnani (d. 1336) and
Sayyid ‘Ali Hamadani.3® Qadi Nurullah al-Shushtari, whose
Majalis al-mu’manin is a major source on the early history of the Nur-
bakhshiyya, has portrayed both Sayyid °Ali Hamadani and
Sayyid Muhammad Nurbakhsh as Shi¢is, the former mostly on the
ground of his Risalat muwaddat dhi al-qurba.?® Sayyid Muhammad
Nurbakhsh’s closeness to Twelver Shi‘ism 1s evident from his
Risalat al-itigadiyya where he stresses the need to believe in 1mama,
mentioning the descent from Fatima as one of the conditions of the
Imam. But in the same passage he writes that all necessary qualities
of imama have only been united in ‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib.4? Moreover,
Sayyid Muhammad Niarbakhsh’s claim at the age of 31 to be the
Imam and Mahdr himself—which present-day Nurbakhshis dismiss
as an invention of the enemies of their sect—set him apart from or-
thodox Twelver Shi‘ism.*!

As the most important source of their doctrine besides al-Risala al-
i‘tsgadiyya Nurbakhshis unanimously regard al-Figh al-ahwat (‘‘the
most comprehensive figh’’) attributed to Sayyid Muhammad Nur-
bakhsh, though several historians believe Shams al-Din ‘Iraqi

37 Andreas Rieck, ‘‘Sectarianism as a political problem in Pakistan: the case of
the ‘Northern Areas’’’, in: Orent 36 (1995) 2, (forthcoming).

38 Marijan Molé, ‘‘Les Kubrawiya entre sunnisme et shi‘isme aux huitiéme et
neuviéme siécles de I’hégire’’, in: REI, XXIX (1961), pp. 61-142.

39 Khawar, op. at. (note 10), p. 213.

#0° See Marijan Molé, ‘‘Professions de fo1 de deux Kubrawi: ‘Ali-1 Hamadani et
Muhammad Nurbah#’’, in: Bulletin d’Etudes Onentales de I’Institut Frangais de Damas
XVII (1961-2), pp. 182-204, which contains the Arabic text and a French trans-
lation of al-Risala al-itigadiya, p. 197

#1 Algar, Nurbakhshiyya (note 2), p. 135. Accounts of the life of Sayyid
Muhammad Nirbakhsh in Ta’rikh-1 Baltistan (note 11), pp. 174-177, and Nawa-t
Sufiypa VII (1993), pp. 18-20 (Yabgu Ghulam Mahdi), stmply gloss over this
claim, while Khadim Husain Pandawi, Ahwal-o-athar- Shah Sayyrd Muhammad
Nirbakhsh Quhistant, Karach1 1987, pp. 68—73, tries to explain that he had declared
himself only as the na’h of the Imam Mahd:. Significantly, Niirbakhsh’s book
Risalat al-huda, 1n which he tries to prove his qualifications as the Makdi (see Molé,
Kubrawiya, pp. 131-136), has never been printed 1n India or Pakistan and 1s absent
from the lists of his writings in Ta’rikh-: Baltistan, p. 187, and Pandawi, pp. 80—
92.
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to be the real author.#? Its Arabic original as well as its Persian
translation Sira) al-islam (see above) have been preserved in a num-
ber of manuscripts in Baltistan and printed since 1333h (1914-
5).%3 Nurbakhshis often quote one of the first sentences of al-Figh
al-ahwat as a proof of the unifying mission of Sayyid Muhammad
Nurbakhsh: ‘... inna Allaha amarant an arfa‘a al-ikhtilaf min bain:
hadhihi ’l-umma awwalan fi ’l-furi wa-thaniyan fi ’l-usul min bain:
l-umam wa-kaffats ahli ’l-%alam ~ ’** They believe the instructions
of this book to reflect the shari‘at-t Muhammadiyya in 1ts ‘‘original’’
form, thus being sufficient on all important questions of figh and dis-
pensing them from the taglid to any living Mujtah:d. In his quality as
a Mujtahid they consider Sayyid Muhammad Nurbakhsh at least
equivalent to the four founders of the Sunni schools of law, but
prefer to present the Nurbakhshi madhhab on equal footing with the
ahl as-sunna or shia imamiyya as a whole.*> A thorough study of the
differences between the principles (usil) and legal provisions ( furi€)
of the sifiyya Nurbakhshiyya and the shi‘a tmamiyya—occasionally
also comparing them with Sunni tenets—has been made by Maulwi
Hamza °All from Khapla on the basis of al-Risala al-itiqadiyya, al-
Figh al-ahwat and other books.*0 While his book Niir al-mu’minin—
kashf al-tafawut explains in detail a wide range of more than hundred

42 Algar, p. 136; Mirza Muhammad Haidar Dughlat, Ta’rikh-1 Rashidi, ed.
and transl. N. Elias and E. Denison Ross, London 1895 (repr. 1972), p. 435;
Muhammad Shafi¢, ‘‘Firqa-1 Nurbakhshiyya”’, Orental College Magazine (Lahore)
Febr. 1925, repr. in Ahmad Rabbani (ed.), Magalat-+ Maulwi Muhammad Shafi*,
Lahore 1972, Vol. II, pp. 29-30, considers 1t difficult to decide about the author-
ship of al-Figh al-ahwat.

43 The first edition of Siraj al-1slam was made 1n Mathra, Matba® I¢jaz Haidari,
in 1333h (Magalat-1 Maulwi Muhammad Shafi, pp. 29-30). The Arabic original
(with Urdu translation from Muhammad Bashir) was first published in Karachi,
1973, by the Nadwat-: Islamiyya Nurbakhshiyya.

* al-Figh al-ahwat, 2nd ed. of Nadwat-1 Islamiyya Nurbakhshiyya, Karach1 1989,
p. 1. English translation: ‘‘God has ordered me to remove the disagreement ex-
1sting 1n this commumity (of believers), first regarding the legal provisions
and secondly regarding the principles, among the peoples and all citizens of the
world ” :

45 An example 1s given 1n an article of Abu al-‘Irfan (= Maulana Muhammad
Bashir) in Nawa-: Sufiyya 111 (1985), p. 42.

% Nur al-mu’minin (see above note 31), pp. 1-201, other books quoted fre-
quently by the author are Falah al-mu’minin (see note 48), Naym al-huda (see note 89)
and Kitab-1 Nurbakhshiyya from Sayyid Qasim Shah (see notes 116, 117).
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points of doctrinal disagreement with the imamiyya, a more recent
pamphlet?’ confines itself to the following points to show the Nur-
bakhshiyya as a group distinct from the Twelver Shi‘a: They
practice taglid from a dead person; they follow the Sunni example in
their definition of usil ad-din and furi® ad-din, and they have their
special provisions regarding namaz, khums, inheritance, places of
worship and their arrangements for matam of the Shi‘i Imams.

Being a Sufi order, the Nurbakhshiyya has, of course, its own
ritual prescriptions, notably a large body of prayers and litanies
(awrad, sing. wird) to be recited in addition to the namaz obligatory
for every Muslim and on many other occasions of daily life. The
most important collection of those prescriptions, the Da‘wat-: sufiyya,
is attributed to Shah Qasim Faidbakhsh.#8 This book also contains
the Awrad-: fathiyya of Sayyid ‘All Hamadani,*? the complete silsilat
al-dhahab®® and the fourteen kalimat-+ qudsyypa by which the
Nurbakhshis define themselves.5!

47 Kull-1 Pakistan Nurbakhshiyya Youth Federation Khapla, Ko’ khass farg
nahin?, Rawalpindi n.d., but printed shortly after Rabi® II 1399h (March 1979).

48 First published 1n Meerut, Matba® Qasimi, 1318h (1900-1) or 1325h
(1907 -8), see Magalat-: Maulwi Muhammad Shafi® (note 42), pp. 13 and 32;
Urdu editions by Maulw: Hamza ‘All as Falah al-mu’minin, (Dell, Barqi Press
1930; repr. Khapli 1989); by Muhammad Bashir (Karachi, Nadwat-1 Islamiyya
Nurbakhshyya, 1983) and by Sayyid Khurshid ‘Alam (Karachi, Anjuman-: Falah-o-
behbiid-1 Surmo Coghogrong, 1992); the latter three editions differ considerable 1n con-
tent and size.

49 They are regarded as ‘‘a parting gift of Sayyid ‘Ali Hamadani to the
Kashmin Muslims’’, see Muhammad Ishaq Khan, ‘‘Islam in Kashmir: Historical
analysis of its distinctive features’’, in Chnistian Troll (ed.), Islam in India, Vol. I,
Delh: 1984, pp. 93-95.

50 Nurbakhshis use this term like the Shi‘i Dhahabtyya order 1n Iran (another
branch of the Kubrawiyya, see Gramlich, op. cit. (note 1), pp. 5-26), but with a
correct chronology of the first 27 Awliya from the Prophet Muhammad to Sayyid
Muhammad Nurbakhsh; see also Trimingham, op. cit. (note 1), table between
pp- 30 and 31, for the Pirs after Sayyid Muhammad Nurbakhsh see above,
note 18.

51 They are as follows: 1) banda-1 Khud3; 2) dhurriyat1 Adam; 3) millat-1
Ibrahim; 4) ummat-1 Muhammad; 5) din-1 Islam; 6) kitab-1 Qur’an; 7) Ka‘ba-1
gibla (sic); 8) mutaba‘at-1 sunnat-1 nabawi; 9) muhibb-1 CAli; 10) silsilat-1
dhahab; 11) madhhab-1 sifiyya; 12) mashrab-1 Hamadaniyya; 13) rawash-1
Nurbakhshiyya; 14) murid-1 murshid.

[
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The challenge of modern Shi“s and Sunn: proselytism

As has been stated above, there are no reliable indicators for the
extent to which Twelver Shi‘ism had spread in Baltistan at the time
of the Sikh conquest (1840). But the principality of Rondu west of
the Skarda plain had never been Nurbakhshi, and 1n the latter the
last Khangah (Gamba) fell out of use that year.%? In the Indus valley
south of the confluence with the Shayoq (Kharmang) several
Nurbakhshi villages had remained,’® while a majonity in the
Shigar valley and all Muslim villages along the Shayoq and its
side-valleys were still Nurbakhshi in the early 19th century.

It was only decades after the integration of Baltistan into the state
of Jammu and Kashmir (1846) that a dynamic Shii ‘‘mission’’
among the Nurbakhshis started in earnest. The Shi‘is of Baltistan
had made use of the improved facilities provided by the British
Empire—of which Kashmir became an extention by ‘‘indirect rule’’
—first for pilgrimage to Mekka and the ‘atabat in Irak and Iran and
then for obtaining religious education there and in Shi‘i centers of
Northern India. The first ‘“modern’’ local Shi‘i ‘Ulama®—Shaikh
Jawad Ibn CAll from Skardiu® and Sayyid ‘Abbas al-Miisawi from
Gol’>—became energetic and effective preachers after their return
to Baltistan in the early 20th century, fighting against all kinds
of un-Islamic beliefs and practices as well as making converts

52 Interview with Stfi Ghulam Muhammad, Skardii, 17.5.94, who neverthe-
less claims that until 1840 the majority of the Skardu valley’s population has still
been Nurbakhshi; see also Da‘wat-1 1siah (note 36), p. 36.

53 There are still Nurbakhshi Khangahs in Sermik, Panda, Mahdiabad,
Ghasing, Manthoka and Tsindho, while only the first two villages have remained
Nurbakhshi to this day

5 He had studied in Lucknow, Samarra®>, Najaf and Karbala’> and tought
members of the royal family 1n the Tehran before coming back to settle in Skardii,
where he died 1n 1936. Ahmad Shah Qajar bestowed the title ‘‘Nasir al-Islam’’
on him; see Muhammad Hasan Hasrat, Ta’rikh-1 adabiyat-1 Baltistan, Rawalpindi
1992, pp. 183-184.

55 Sayyid ‘Abbas (1863-1928) was a descendant of the 33. Pir of the
Nurbakhshiyya, Sayyid Hasan Rahnuma (see note 18), whose father had come to
Gol from Kashmir. After his study in Karbala’> and Najaf (1889 -1899) he settled
down m Cutron (Shigar) for the rest of his life; see Sayyid Taha al-Miusawi,
Sawanth-1 Hadrat Hujjat al-Islam wal-Muslimin marhim Agqa-y: Hajj Sayyid Abbas
al-Baltstant al-Cutroni, Qom 1382h (1963).
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from among the Nurbakhshis, especially in the Shigar valley.56

But even prior to the activities of Jawad Ibn Al and Sayyid
CAbbas, Sunni proselytism had started among the Nurbakhshis,
too. Around 1290h (1873) a Sunni-Hanafi Alim, Muhammad
Husain ‘‘Mullah Peshawari’’, arrived in Baltistan.3’ He was invit-
ed by the Nurbakhshi-Pir of the time, Sayyid Jalal Shah, to his
home in Kiris and accepted to stay there and teach the Pir’s son. His
reputation of learning won him many students among the
knowledge-starved Nurbakhshis who flocked to Kirls, and he spent
the rest of his life in Baltistan, preaching also in the Shigar and
Corbat valleys.8 He carefully avoided to touch any Nurbakhshi
sensibilities and tought al-Figh al-ahwat together with Sunni books,
thus attracting his students to Sunni doctrines under the cover of
their own sect’s tenets.?® By encouraging them to seek knowledge
in the great religious schools of Northern India (Amritsar, Delhi,
Lucknow a.o.) his mission produced a snowball effect: The majori-
ty of pioneering Nurbakhshi students in those towns returned to
Baltistan as Sunni converts, zealous to guide their Nurbakhshi
fellow-villagers on the same path.

But by chance of circumstances the first generation of
Nurbakhshi students in India became mostly attracted by schools of
the Ahl-1 hadith sect, which preached a brand of Sunm puritanism
denounced as ‘‘Wahhabism’’ by their adversaries.%® So it was the
Ahl-v hadith rather than the Hanafi school of thought (dominant
among Indian Muslims) which gained a foothold in Baltistan, first
in the large village of Ghwarl between Kirls and Khaplu, where a

% Ibd., p. 5.

57 Sayyid ‘All al-Musawi, Kashif al-hagq, ed. Sayyid ‘Abbas al-Misawi, n.p.,
n.d. (printed 1n Iran after 1980), p. 34.

58 Ibid., pp. 34-35; Corbat 1s the name of the Shayoq valley east of Khapl
where Mullah Peshawari died in the village of Siksa.

59 Ibid., pp. 35-37; Sayyid ‘Ali, quoting one of Mullah Peshawar’s disciples,
claims that the latter had discovered that Sayyild Muhammad Niirbakhsh was “‘a
fanatical and tricky Shii’’ but had divulged this only to some of his close followers
(Ibd., pp. 36-37).

60 Sh. ‘Inayatullah, ‘‘Ahl1 Hadith”’, EI, Vol. I, pp. 259-260. The sect had
spread to the valley of Kashmir before Baltistan, see Muhammad Ishaq Khan,
History of Srinagar, 1846-1947 A study of Socio-Cultural Change, Srinagar 1978, pp.
105-107



THE NURBAKHSHIS OF BALTISTAN 171

Dar al-“Ulam was founded already in 1891.6! In the following de-
cades a fierce competition between Shi‘is and the Ahl-: hadith for
‘‘capturing’’ the Nurbakhshis started, in which clever stratagems
were used and which occasionally led to violence.

The career of the most important 20th century Shi‘i Muballigh
in Baltistan, Sayyid ‘All al-Musawi, offers interesting insights into
this competition. He was born 1309h (1891 -2) in Kirfs, the seat of
most Nurbakhshi Pirs since Mir Mukhtar Akhyar, being himself a
grandson of the Pir Muhammad Khan al-‘Ulam and a nephew of
the Pir Muhammad Akbar.62 His elder brother, Sayyid Mukhtar
Husain, became the spiritual head of all Nurbakhshis per interim
during the minority of Pir Muhammad Shah Zain al-Akhyar as
well as after the latter’s death (1947 - 51) until succeeded by his son
Pir Sayyid ‘Aun “Ali Shah (d. 1991). In the introduction to his book
Kashif al-hagq (published posthumously by his son Sayyid ‘Abbas)®3,
Sayyid “Ali tells about his conversion to Shi‘ism: during his first
years of religious education under a scholar of the Ahl-: hadith he
became aware that Sunnis as well as Shi‘is could find answers to
all questions of figh in their books, while Nurbakhshis could not.
He began to reason that if the Nurbakhshiyya was really an inde-
pendent madhhab it should not be in need of others’ books to deduct
its prescriptions from them, and studied all books available about
the life of Sayyid Muhammad Nurbakhsh to find out the truth
about his madhhab. In the end he became convinced of al-
Shiishtari’s thesis in Majalis al-mu’minin that Sayyid Muhammad
Nurbakhsh had been a Shi‘i, but had concealed his Shi‘ism ac-
cording to the expediences of the time.%*

But Sayyid ‘Al first did not openly declare his conversion to
Twelver Shi‘ism which he anyhow regarded as the result of a
deeper understanding of the teachings of Sayyid Muhammad

61 Idarat at-Talim al-Jami‘a Dar al-‘Ulum Baltistan Ghwari, Minhd al-Jami‘a
Dar al-*Ulam Baltistan, Skardi, n.d., p. 4.

52 See above, note 18. The pedigree of Sayyid ‘Ali, who 1s given the uitles al-
Mujahid and Shams al-Din thalith, 1s attached to Kashif al-haqq.

63 See above, note 57 The book 1s printed 1n Urdu (translated by Muhammad
Hasan Najafi) and in 1ts main part (pp. 77-200) deals with generalities of Shi‘i
faith, containing a polemic against the Wahhabiyya without references to Baltistan.

64 Kashif al-haqq, pp. 70-72.
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Nirbakhsh.%% Instead he preached Shii tenets to the Nurbakhshis
—namely the necessity of celebrating the memory of the twelve
Imams and of the taglid from a living Mujtah:d—as obligations of their
own sect. In this he got ample assistance from his brother Sayyid
Mukhtar Husain, who was invited by the Nurbakhshis of Khapla
to become their Friday preacher about 1920 and stayed there for the
rest of his life. But while Sayyid ‘Al later had to declare himself, his
brother kept the secret of his own conversion until his last day and
succeeded to influence his students, who became either Shi‘i con-
verts or pro-Shi‘i Nurbakhshi ¢Ulama’.56

Already during Sayyid ‘Ali’s youth, in 1906, Sayyid Abu
al-Hasan, another offspring of the Pir family and an ardent convert
to the Ahl-1 hadith,%” unleashed a campaign against the Muharram
celebrations in the Nurbakhshi Khangah of Kiris, but was defeated
by Sayyid Mukhtar Husain in a public debate (munazara).8 Never-
theless, according to Sayyid Ali’s account, the ‘“Wahhabis’’ suc-
ceeded in creating illwill between Shi‘is and Nurbakhshis by pre-
senting their views to the former in the garb of the latter’s teachings.
The trick worked and ‘‘the simple-minded Shi‘i ‘Ulama’ began to
attack the innocent Nurbakhshis’’, thus ‘‘creating a deep gap of
mistrust’’ and ‘‘severing a part from the Shi‘i body with their own
hands”’.%% But Sayyid ‘Ali’s own successes during four or five de-
cades of preaching (he died in 1963) belie such pessimistic assess-
ments. He was the first to intoduce Shi‘ism in Kirls and in the
Nurbakhshi stronghold to the East, where it has since further ex-
panded,’® and made thousands of converts among Nurbakhshis

65 Ibd., p. 69

66 Tbid., pp. 18 and 25-27; among his disciples were Sayyid Murtada, who
converted the entire village of Kundas (Saltoro) to Shi‘ism in the same style, and
Sayyid ‘Ali ““‘Adib’’ from Khapli, later founder of the Anwar-1 Mugstafa Trust (see
below note 106).

67 He 1s not mentioned 1n the pedigree of Sayyid ‘Ali (note 62), but was mar-
ried to a daughter of Sayyid ‘Ali’s uncle, Sayyid Mahdi (Kashif al-hagqg, p. 38).
He 1s said to have been famous as munazir even 1n Kashmir and Lucknow, and
in 1938 became the first chairman of the Anjuman-1 Islamiyya Baltistan.

68 Kashif al-haqq, pp. 38-42.

69 Ibid., pp. 67-69

70 Apart from the Rajas of Kiris and Khapli there had been very few Shiis in
this area at the beginning of our century Sayyid “Ali completely converted the vil-
lage of Gon near Kiris and won followers i1n Ghwari, Karo and Khapli. In the
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from Nar to Kargil,”! extending his mission even beyond to
Buddhist areas in Purig and Ladakh (since 1948 under Indian con-
trol).”2 His son writes about an episode which took place after
Sayyid ‘Ali’s open confession of Twelver Shi‘ism when he visited
Najaf and intended to stay there for studying: He had reported to
Ayatullah Aba al-Hasan al-Isfahani, the supreme Mara® al-taglid of
the time, about the Nurbakhshis, his own conversion and his tabligh
activities and allowed the Ayatullah to read letters addressed to him-
self in order to keep him 1nformed about the situation in Baltistan.
One day Ayatullah Isfahani came excited into Sayyid ‘Ali’s room,
showing a letter which told about a movement of reconversion to the
Nurbakhshiyya 1n Kargil during Sayyid °Ali’s absence. The
Ayatullah ordered him to return immediately to his home country,
qualifying his services there as more important than any service
which he (Isfahani) performed himself.”3

Regarding the Ahl-: hadith (and, to a lesser extent, Hanafi-Sunni)
proselytism among the Nurbakhshis during the lifetime of Sayyid
‘Ali, there seems to have been a lot of vaccilating between an aggres-
sive approach, trying to impress the Nurbakhshis with missionary
zeal and to cow them 1nto submitting to ‘‘the right path’’, and a soft
tactic of winning them over by convincing them of the ‘‘Sunni’’
identity of their eponym. One example of the hardline approach
was the distribution of the pamphlet Tuhfat-+ Tibat’* condemning

villages of Surmo, Ghursey, Tsino and Thagas most converts were won over by
disciples of his brother (see above).

" Kashif al-hagq, p. 20; Nar and neighbouring Narbu&ung on the North bank of
the Indus were also completely converted, as well as some remaining Nurbakhshi
villages 1n Kharmang (see note 53).

2 Kashif al-hagq, pp. 20 and 24, Shiis of Kiris relate that he used to go to the
Buddhist areas with a large following of ‘‘bodyguards’’ and destroy Buddhist
temples.

73 Ibid., pp. 22-24 (introduction of Sayyid ‘Abbas). The year of the event 1s
not gwven, but Isfahani was regarded as supreme Mara® al-taglid between 1936 and
1945.

74 ‘Abd al-Haqq Baltistani, Tukfat-t Tibat min ahi-1 sunnat, Delh1 1343h, printed
and distributed at the expense of Hafiz Shaikh Hamidullah, Financial Secretary
of the All India Ahl- Hadith Conference; 1ts main part (pp. 11-64) consists of a de-
tailed answer from Muhammad Yunus, teacher at the Madrasa of Miyan Nadhir
Husain, Delhy, to a list of 80 points submtted to him, with approvals of a dozen
¢Ulama’® from Delh1 and Deoband (pp. 64-71).
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the Nurbakhshis on the basis of a partially distorted list of their
beliefs and rituals in 1924 or 1925. It may have frightened some
Nurbakhshis, reviving the specter of persecution as under Mirza
Haidar Dughlat,’” but seems to have done more harm to the Ahl-:
hadith themselves. Thirty-four years later a writer from this sect
dismissed Tuhfat-1 Tibat as a trick of the ShiSis, alleging that its
compilator was a Shii who had studied ‘‘as a spy’’ in the Sunni
schools of Northern India,’® but this is hardly trustworthy.”” An-
other example of aggressive Ahl-: hadith behaviour towards the
Nurbakhshis was displayed in Kirls where Sayyid Abu al-Hasan,
by filing a legal case in 1931, tried to take possession of the
historic Khangah-1 Mu‘alla as a Jam:* Masjid for his yet small group
of followers in the village. When after a lapse of 14 years the
Kashmir government decided that the Khangah belonged to the
Nurbakhshis, but that they had no right to prevent other Muslims
from praying there, the Ahl-: hadith resorted to perform their Fri-
day sermons every week simultaneously with the Nurbakhshis in
one corner of the Khangah until they built their own Jami® Masjid in
1972.78 At times this created so much bitterness that the preachers
had to be silenced by the police or ordered to use only Arabic lan-
guage during their sermons.”® On the other hand, an account of the
annual meetings of the Anjuman-1 Islamiyya Baltistan (founded by the
Ahl-1 hadith in 1938) between 1944 and 1950 in Khaplii, Balghar,
Kiris, Ghwarl and Kuro claims that all have been held in a spirit

75 He had submitted al-Figh al-ahwat to a number of Sunm Ulama’ of India who
had declared the Nurbakhshis as infidels on the basis of that book; see Dughlat,
Tarikh-1 Rashidi (note 42), pp. 435-36.

76 Da‘wat-1 islak (note 13), pp. 53-54.

77 Ta’rikh-1 Baltstan (note 11), p. 154, refutes the claim that no Maulwi ‘Abd
al-Haqq existed among the Ahl-: hadith 1n Baltistan; mn the same year (1343h) two
of their “Ulama’ from Khaplu (Fadl Ilahi and ‘Abdullah) had also distributed 1n
Simla a poster against the Nurbakhshis’ practice of seeking help from the souls of
the Awliya@, see Nur al-mu’mmnin (note 31), p. 434.

78 Interview with Pir Sayyid Muhammad Shah (Kiris), 26.8.1992, who has
shown me the documents concerning the legal case.

79 Muhammad Amin Baltstani, Da‘wat-1 ittihad, Lahore 1957, pp. 51-54 and
59, and Da‘wat-: 1slah (note 13), pp. 40~41, give conflicting versions about these
events and the role of the AAl-: hadith Fnday preacher, Maulw: ‘Abd al-Mannin.
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of ‘‘unity between Muslims’’, with Nurbakhshi leaders taking a
prominent part.80

A more subtle way used by both Shi‘is and Sunnis to win over
the Nurbakhshis from the early 20th century until this day has been
the printing of Nurbakhshi religious literature, sometimes intro-
ducing small but significant changes into known books and some-
times ‘‘discovering’’ apocryphal manuscripts attributed to Sayyid
Muhammad Niurbakhsh. Until some decades ago this was relatively
easy due to the general backwardness of the Nurbakhshi ‘Ulama’,
most of whom could not discern between fake and genuine, and the
near absence of printed canonical books among them. While some
manuscripts of al-Figh al-ahwat and Da‘wat-i sifiyya existed in the
houses of Nurbakhshi *‘religious families’’ (mostly Sadat who held
the office of Pesh Imam in their local Khangahs since many genera-
tions), the latter was first printed in 1318h (1900 -1),3! and al-Figh
al-ahwat in its Persian translation only in 1333h (1914 - 5).82 Sayyid
Muhammad Nurbakhsh’s Risalat al-itigadiyya was first published in
1342h (1923/4), introducing the terminus Sufiypa Imamiyya, which
has spread from there to other Nurbakhshi literature8? and has
become more controversial among Nurbakhshis ever since (see
below).

While the above mentioned pioneering editions seem to have been
prepared by Shi€i publishing houses, it is beyond the scope of this
article to evaluate their authenticity.8% But there are other books

80 Da‘wat-1 1slah, pp. 37-39

81 See above, note 48.

82 See above, note 43.

83 Nawa-: Safiypa VIII (1993), p. 22; 1ts title was Kitab al-i‘tigadiyya, Lahore
1342, see Magalat-1 Maulwi Muhammad Shafi (note 42), pp. 28-29 In the same
year one Risalat-1 Imamiyya Nurbakhsh, attributed to Shah Qasim Faidbakhsh, ed.
Sayyid Amir Hamza (Kusting/Corbat), was printed in Lahore by Shaikh Ilahi
Bakhsh Muhammad Jalal al-Din; see Sayyid Husain “Arif, Silsilat-1 Nurbakhshiyya
ki “ilmi athar, in: Danish (Islamabad) 17-18 (1989), p. 312.

8 Vanations probably also exist between the different manuscripts still pre-
served 1 Baltistan. The pamphlet Absar al-basa’ir, published by the Nadwat-:
Islamiyya Nirbakhshiyya, Karach1 1986, pp. 22 -23, tells about the difficulties which
even Maulana Muhammad Bashir faced when trying to establish unanimity on his
Urdu edition of al-Figh al-ahwat: his manuscript submitted to the Nurbakhshi
¢Ulama’ was made to disappear by some pro-Shi‘i elements and he had to prepare
a completely new translation.
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falsely attributed to Sayyid Muhammad Nurbakhsh, such as Kashf
al-haqiga,8® Mas@ib “itrat al-tahira® and Raf® al-ikhtilaf®" as well as
a new Urdu translation and commentary of al-Figh al-ahwat, called
Tanwir al-s1r@,%8 which clearly show a Shi‘i strategy to absorb the
Nurbakhshis by ‘‘shaping’’ their doctrines as a first step. The 4Al-:
hadith for their part have tried the same with books like Ngym al-
huda,%® Mashjar al-awliya®® and Tabagat-1 ninyya,®* which contain

85 Kashf al-hagiga fi bayan ‘awalim al-kathra wa-’l-wahda, Tehran 1343h (1924-5),
a book of verses on “irfan attributed to Sayyidd Muhammad Nirbakhsh, but writ-
ten after 1055h (1645); see Da‘wat-1 1slah, p. 75; Ta’rikh-1 Baltistan, p. 187 Ac-
cording to Molé, Kubrawtya (note 38), p. 128, ‘‘ouvrage d’un shi‘isme prononcé’’

86 Published 1n Jullundur and listed among the works of Sayyid Muhammad
Nurbakhsh by Pandawi, op. cit. (note 41), p. 91, but identified as fake 1n
Ta’rikh-1 Baltistan, p. 187 Da‘wat-11slah, p. 76, claims that most of its contents have
been taken from the Bihar al-anwar of Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, written in 1098h

1686-7).
( 87 Puglished 1992 1n Iran, n.p., Kitabkhana-1 Amir-1 Hamadan; 1its Urdu
translation 4A%n-1 tarigat, Skardu, Idara-1 Wahdat Publications, was distributed free
of charge 1n early 1993 and sharply condemned by the Nurbakhshiyya Youth Fede-
ration, see Nawa-1 Sufiyya VIII (1993), pp. 25-26. A detailed discussion of 1ts false
points 1s given ibid., pp. 14-19

88 Two Volumes, Qom 1984, ed. by Sayyid ‘Abbas al-Miisawi, who has also
compiled Kashif al-hagq (see above), translated by Raushan ‘Ali Hindi; a strong-
worded critique of this ‘‘religious treason’’ by Abu al-‘Irfan (= Muhammad
Bashir) 1s published in Nawa-: Sifiyya 1 (1985), pp. 45-57

89 First published in Tehran 1271s (1892-3), with Sayyid Muhammad
Wala al-Musawi (= Nurbakhsh) named as author; on p. 5 1t contains a praise of
the caliphs Abu Bakr and “‘Umar. A new edition with Urdu translation from ‘Ali
Muhammad Hadi Shigri, Karachi 1988 (Nadwat-: Islamiyya Nurbakhshiyya), 1s
based on that book and a manuscript n the possession of Akhund Muhammad
Ibrahim, Khapli; 1t contains four main parts on adab-1 shari‘at, lawazim-1 tarigat,
hagigat and madarij-1 ma‘rifat.

9 Edited by Ablt Baqir ‘Ali bin al-Husain al-Guraizi, 2 Vols., Lahore, n.d.,
Fayyad Printing Press and Ashraf Press; attributed to Sayyild Muhammad
Niirbakhsh, but said to be written by Maulwi Khalil al-Rahman from Balghar
near Khapli; see Nawa-t Sufiypa X (1994), p. 19 It contains biographies of the
Awliy@ from the Prophet Muhammad to Khwaja Ishaq Khuttalani, promulgat-
ing Sunmni tenets like a bay‘a from All for Abu Bakr (Vol. I, pp. 51-52) or the
branding of the Imamiyya as ‘‘the fitna of Ibn Saba’’ (Vol. I, p. 202).

91 Tabagat-t niiryya dar ahwal-r mashayikh-1 Niurbakhshiyya, Lahore, Maktabat
Quddustyya, 1969, transl. Muhammad Sulaiman Kilani. The author 1s named
Safi Muhammad Ibn Muhammad, a Murid of Shams al-Din ‘Iraqi, but said to be
the same Maulw1 Khalil al-Rahman; see Nawa-: Sufiyya X (1994), p. 19, and
Ta’rikh-1 Baltstan, p. 9 The book contains 15 biographies of Awliya, among them
Shams al-Din “Iraqi and his son Mir Danyal.
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praise of the first three caliphs and portray the Nurbakhshiyya as
a branch of Sunni Islam.

The whole tug-of-war about the allegiance of the Nurbakhshis,
which an ‘Alim of the Ahl-t hadith has compared with a ‘‘public
wasteland’’ (khalisa), belonging to the one who takes possession of
it,2 has been amply spread out in a series of pamphlets and
counter-pamphlets published between 1956 and 1958, namely
Halat-: Baltistan,%® Wadi Baltistan ke madhhabi halat,%* Da‘wat-1
utthad® and Da‘wat-1 15lah.% The latter two contain many refer-
ences to historical and religious books to prove their point of view
regarding the Nurbakhshiyya. To this category belongs also the in-
troduction to Sayyid ‘Ali’s Kashif al-hagq, which was published only
recently 97

During the last decades both Sunm and Shi‘i proselytists have
relied increasingly on material means to reach their ends. The AAl-:
hadith have extended their Dar al-*Ulum in Ghwari to become the
largest religious school in Baltistan, with 30 teaching ‘Ulama® and
more than 500 male and female pupils,?® and have built nearly 40
other schools, the largest ones in Skarda, Wazirpar (Shigar) and
Kiris.”? The Hanafi-Sunnis, too, have built a large Madrasa n

92 Khawar, op. ct. (note 10), p. 213; this comparison has also been made by
Nurbakhshis themselves, see Absar al-basa@’ir (note 84), p. 5.

93 Written by Sayyid Israr Husain, General Secretary of the Amjuman-1 tahaffuz-1
hugiig-r shi‘a 1n Karachi, 1n 1956. Quoted 1n the pamphlets of Ansari (notes 94
and 96), for example with an appeal to save the souls of the remaining 50.000
Nurbakhshis from the ‘‘enemies of the ahl al-bait’’ (Wadi Baltistan, p. 18).

9 An answer to the above mentioned (note 93) by Maulw1 ‘Abd al-Rashid
Ansari (Baltistani) from Siksa, 32 pp., published by the Anjuman-: Islamiyya Baltistan,
Karachi, n.d. (1956).

95 See above (note 79); wntten to refute Wadi Baltistain by the Shi€i
Muhammad Amin (Khaplu) and published by the Anjuman-1 Imamiyya Baltistaniyya
Lahore, with contributions from Mirza Yusuf Husain (Mianwali), Sayyid ‘Alf al-
Miusaw1 (Lahore), Sayyid ‘Ali from Kiris (see above), Sayyid Shah ‘Abbas al-
Misawi (Khapli) and Sayyid Mukhtar al-Musawi (Lahore); 1t 1s said to have
been regarded by many Nurbakhshis as a fitting reply to Tukfat-: Tibat (see note
74), to which they themselves had never reacted, and thus to have ‘‘done much
harm’’ (Nawa-1 Sifiypa X (1994), p. 17).

9 See above (note 13); written as a rejoinder to Da‘wat-1 sttihad and published
by the Anjuman-i Islamiyya Baltistan.

97 See above (note 57).

98 Information received during a visit in October 1992.

99 All of them 1 villages with Nurbakhshi population; only one village (Yago)
has been completely converted to the Ahl-t hadith.
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Skardu and a dozen smaller ones in Balti villages with mixed popula-
tion.1% The incentive for poor Nurbakhshi villagers to send their
children to such schools is great, given the prestige of religious learn-
ing in Baltistan and the stipends offered, especially to advanced stu-
dents who can get a free university-level training in Saudi-Arabia
and further employment opportunities.!%! The financial contri-
butions from outside donors—Pakistani as well as foreign!%2—to
Sunni schools and mosques in Baltistan are considerable in relation
to the small percentage of Sunnis among the local population, but
the struggle for the remaining 25% of the Baltis who are still
Nurbakhshis seems worth the effort. It is noteworthy that all Sunnis
in Baltistan are either immigrants from other parts of Pakistan and
Kashmir or—most of them—converts from the Nurbakhshiyya
and their descendants, while conversion from Twelver Shi‘a to
Sunna is almost non-existant. There is also a latent fear of ‘‘Shii
rule’’ in this sensitive borderland!93 which has always been threat-
ened by Indian designs.10%

The Shi‘is for their part have also greatly extended their network
of schools, mosques and Jmambarahs—the latter, like Sunni mosques,
are often placed in the close vicinity of old Nurbakhshi Khangahs

100 They are listed 1n Ru’ydad-1 safar-o-ripurt-1 imtihan-1 madaris-1 ahl-1 sunnat,
Skarda 1992.

101 By 1994 some 50 ‘Ulama’® from Baltistan had studied in Mekka, Medina or
Riyadh, most of whom have returned to become teachers in Ahl-1 hadith schools.
The large number of religious students recruited by the Ahl-: hadith 1s, however,
not yet matched by a large-scale conversion among the ordinary villagers.
Ta’rikh-1 Baltistan, p. 156, estimated only 8.000 followers of Ahl-1 hadith and 3.000
Hanafi-Sunms 1n Baltistan 1992; my own estimate 1s only slightly higher (see
above, note 5).

102 The main sponsor of the Ahl-1 hadith 1s the government of Saudi-Arabia; the
Hanafi-Sunnis 1in Baltistan get support by the Siddigi Trust (headquarters Karachi)
and the Tanzim-t Islami of Dr. Israr Ahmad (Lahore).

103 The ‘‘Northern Areas’’ of Pakistan, of which Baltistan forms two districts,
are still ruled by administrators appointed by the Federal Government, pending a
solution of the 47 year old Kashmir dispute. The question of ‘‘Shi‘i rule’’ could
only anse if the Northern Areas’ Council (elected regularly since 1975) would be given
legislative and executive powers, which 1t does not yet enjoy

10¢ During the war of 1971 India has occupied three villages 1n the Shayoq
valley (Corbat), and since 1983 parts of the Sia&en glacier north of it. Both Sunnis
and Shiis have tried to mobilize support for their communities with “‘strategic’’
arguments already since the 1950s, see Wadi Baltistan, pp. 27 -29; Da‘wat-1 wttihad,
pp. 81-82, 112-114.
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with merciless violation of local architectural style—helped by two
organisations which mobilize donors from abroad, the Muhammadiya
Trust'%5 and the Anwar-1 Mustafa Trust.!% While their majority in
Baltistan is comfortable nowadays and not endangered by any pos-
sible further success of the Sunni mission, they see no reason to give
way, and their ‘Ulama® show the same zeal to extend their realm as
do their Sunni colleagues. But the more far-sighted among them
have long since understood that priority for them lies in keeping the
Nurbakhshis 1n the Imamiyya fold, thus making them immune
against ‘“Wahhabi’’ seduction.

Nurbakhsh: reassertion against many odds

The Census of India 1911 counted 43.574 Nurbakhshis and
Sunnis together in the district of Ladakh (comprising all of the
present-day two districts of Baltistan) and remarked that their
number was decreasing daily due to conversion to Shi‘i or
Sunni Islam.!97 Yet their number has more than doubled since (see
above), which is not much if compared with the overall population
growth in Baltistan during this century, but nevertheless remarkable
for a ‘‘dying’’ community

As mentioned above, most early Nurbakhshi students at the re-
ligious schools of Northern India converted to the AhAl-: hadith; but
some of them chose to remain Nurbakhshis even after 510 years
of learning at such schools. In Baltistan former generations of Nur-
bakhsh1 ‘Ulama® had referred freely to Sunni as well as Shi‘
books on hadith, figh and Arabic grammar without any ‘‘crisis of
identity’’, regarding their path as a ‘‘golden middle course’’ which
avoids the exaggeration in one direction or other (ifrat and tafrit) of
Sunni and Shi‘i ‘‘sectarians’’, while the writings of the Sufi elders

105 It was founded 1n the 1960s (formally registered 1n 1985) by Shaikh Hasan
from Parkotta/Mahdiabad (Kharmang) and has attracted financial help mainly
from citizens of Kuwait and other Arab countries. It has built more than 25 reli-
gious schools, some of them 1n Nurbakhsh areas.

106 Tt was founded in 1973 by the Amuman-1 Imamiyya Khapli with headquar-
ters in Karachi and Khaplu. Working 1n cooperation with the Muhammadiyya
Trust, 1ts activities are centered 1n Nurbakhshi areas.

107 Magalat-: Maulwi Muhammad Shafi® (note 42), p. 25.
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and Persian poets like Sa‘dl were their favourable mode of in-
struction. This syncretist approach has helped many Nurbakhshi
¢Ulama of our century, who have been trained in Ahl-: hadith as
well as in Hanafi-Sunni and Shii schools first in Northern India
and then in the cities of Punjab and Sindh or even in Iran,!%8 to
keep attached to their Nurbakhshi identity even if they often had to
conceal it during their years of study.!%?

Most active among them in the defence of the Nurbakhshiyya,
notably against Shi‘i proselytism, 1n pre-partition time was Maulwi
Hamza ‘Ali from Khapla, who, after studying in the Sunni Madrasat
Mazhar al-‘Ulam in Saharanpur (Uttar Pradesh), became Friday
preacher of the Nurbakhshi migrant colony in the hill resort of
Mussoori (Mansirl) nearby.!!® In 1930 he published Falah al-
mw’mnin, an Urdu edition of the Da‘wat-1 siifiypa.!!! He is also the
author of three books on Nurbakhshi doctrine, Q@’vm al-hagq'!?,
Aqa*rd al-mw’minin'!3 and Niur al-mu’minin—kashf al-tafawut.!'* This
last—and most important—book was written in response to the de-
mand of many Nurbakhshi ‘Ulama® to explain in full the doctrinal
differences between their madhhab and the Twelver Shi‘a, which
Maulwi Hamza ‘All had already done in short form on posters

108 Before partition there have been only two dozens of Nurbakhshi ‘Ulama’
who studied 1n Shi€i or Sunm (mostly Deobandr) schools in Northern India without
becoming converts. Between 1948 and 1993 some 100 Nurbakhshi ‘Ulama® have
graduated from Sunm schools of the Barelv: tendency—which, other than the Deo-
band: or Ahl-: hadith supports the cult of saints—mostly in Karachi and Lahore,
while less than a dozen have still enrolled 1n Deobandi or Ahl-: hadith schools after
1948 without changing their madhhab. Some 50 have graduated from Shi‘i schools
in Pakistan and 10 from Iran (information collected from interviews).

109 Tibyan-: Nurbakhshiyya 1 (1994) p. 1-2 (editonial). The chairman of the
Jam‘iyyat al-“Ulama®-: Pakistan 1n the Northern Areas, Qari’ ‘Abd al-Rashid, told
me that Barelv: schools have now stopped to recewve students: from the Khapla
area because too many had falsely posed as Sunms (Interview 12.7.1994).

110 There have been colonmes of 10.-15.000 Baltis 1n Simla and Mussoori,
mostly worker-migrants, before 1947; see Magalat-: Maulwi Muhammad Shaft,
p- 25.

111 See above, note 48.

112 A book written 1n response to a not 1dentified pamphlet, Ihgag al-hagq of a
Shi‘i named Sayyid Shih ‘Abbas (from Khaplu?), n.p., n.d., but printed shortly
after 1345h (1926-7).

13 Ag@’id al-mu’minin—inkishaf al-awsat, Khapla n.d. (before 1948); from 1its
contents 1t can be considered as a shorter version (104 pp.) of Niir al-mu’mnin.

114 See above, note 31.
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distributed throughout Baltistan in 1941.!115 Another famous Nur-
bakhshi ‘Alim and Mufti of his time, Sayyid Qasim Shah from
Kharki, 1% in 1928 published the Kitab-: Nurbakhshiyya on ques-
tions of figh, the first of its kind since Siray al-islam, but later dis-
missed by other Nurbakhshi ‘Ulama® due to 1ts inconsistency with
al-Figh al-ahwat.'V?

Slowly and much more modestly than the Sunnis and Shi‘is,
the Nurbakhshis also started to build religious schools!!® and
founded local Amyumans which cared for communal affairs, notably
the collection of zakat and khums'!® and the renovation or new
construction of mosques and Khangahs.'?® Since the 1950s
Nurbakhshi Jami® Masjids could be built also 1n Karachi, Lahore,
Islamabad, Quetta and Gilgit to take care of the Nurbakhshi mi-
grant colonies in those towns.!2! But it was only in the 1980s that
the establishment of Madrasas spread to almost all Nurbakhshi vil-

U5 Nur al-mu’minin, p. 4.

116 He 1s said to have never studied outside Baltistan, but had many disciples
himself; he died around 1930. His book Tukfat al-Qastmwya on Nurbakhshi figh
exists only as a manuscript 1n the possession of Sayyid Zahid Husain, Kharku,
but 1s quoted 1n Nur al-mw’minin; Da‘wat-1 1slah (note 13), p. 140, also mentions a
printed translation of Usul-: ‘aga’id from Sayyid Qasim Shah, which could be the
Kitab al-i‘tigadiya mentioned 1n note 83.

17 Interview with Maulana Muhammad Bashir, Islamabad, 10.5.1994. While
being blamed by some contemporary Nurbakhshi ‘Ulama® to have yielded to
Shii pressure, he 1s, strangely enough, praised in Da‘wat-1 islak, p. 140, for having
not done so.

118 There has been a Madrasat Nirbakhshiyya Sifiyya 1n Khapli already 1n 1343h
(1924-5), see Nur al-muw’munin, p. 439 The first Nurbakhshi school still in use was
founded 1943 1n Ghursey by Sayyid Shah ‘Abbas from Khapli; 1n 1970 only 10
Nurbakhshi schools existed, 20 1n 1980, but at least 60 1n 1994.

119 The collection and redistribution of zakat and khums was decentralized after
the death of Pir Sayyid Muhammad Shah Zain al-Akhyar (1947), but the work of
all local Anjumans 1s supervised since 1955 by a central Anjuman with 1ts head office
in Karachi.

120 There are places of worship called Khangah—even if not all of them have the
typical hyar for spiritual retreatment (i“tikaf )—in nearly all Nurbakhshi villages,
many of which have been constructed during the last 100 years, but possibly on the
site of older Khangahs which became dilapidated. Floods have also frequently de-
stroyed such buildings.

121 In Karachi there are nowadays four Nurbakhshi Jami® Masjids, the largest
one (Mahmudabad) having an attendance of 1.500 worshippers. The second lar-
gest Nurbakhshi colony 1s in Islamabad and Rawalpindi, with a_Jami¢ Masjid estab-
lished 1n 1975.
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lages, crowned by the opening of a large Dar al-*Ulum in Karachi in
1990.122

Apart from the absence of supporting groups of co-religionists
abroad, the Nurbakhshi ‘Ulama’ had to cope also with the absence of
an effective religious leadership. The Pirs have remained a focus and
symbol for their community, but do not seem to have done much to
meet the challenge of other sects’ proselytizers. Sayyid Muhammad
Shah Zain al-Akhyar (d. 1947) is claimed by Shii authors to have
shown a leaning towards Shi‘ism,!?3 and even more so his succes-
sor per intenm, Sayyid Mukhtar Husain (see above). The latter’s
son Sayyid ‘Aun ‘Ali Shah, Pir from 1951 to 1991, is remembered
by the Nurbakhshis for his piety, tolerance, good manners and
looks, beautiful voice and style of reciting, but not as a strong perso-
nality.!2* In the 1960s he was nearly helpless against the ‘‘invasion”’
of the unscrupulous impostor Sayyid Manzur Husain Hamadani, a
Shi‘i from Sargodha (Punjab), who took advantage from his lineage
and abilities as a showman to impress thousands of simple-minded
Nurbakhshi villagers and declare himself as their Pir.!2 One ele-
ment of his success was that he gave the Nurbakhshis an illusion
of their importance beyond Baltistan and promised them to convert
the whole world to their madhhab, another was the help of a charis-
matic local ‘4lim (Sayyid Muhammad Mukhtar from Thalley) who
preached as his khalifa in all Nurbakhshi villages. But during his

122 Tt 1s the first ligh-level Nurbakhsh religious school which allows recruiting
of full-trained ‘Ulama® without resorting to Sunm or Shii schools. Its students
are being tramned as preachers at an early stage and sent for tablight tours to their
home areas, following the example of other sects; see Tibyan-i Nirbakhshiyya 1
(1994) pp. 1-3.

123 Da‘wat-1 attihad, pp. 97-98; Kashif al-hagq, pp. 21 and 29

124 Weekly Sialen (Islamabad), 28.11.1991, p. 2; Nawa- Sifiyya IV (1992),
pp. 12-14, and IX (1993), pp. 12-14.

125 He 1s said to have been induced to come to Baltistan by a corrupt Political
Agent posted 1n Skardii, and stayed there only after hus third visit. He has also
published a book, 1.e. Agha Hamadani Sayyid Muhammad Manzar Husain,
Mashaf-+ Muhammad-1 Mugtafa makhsis lil-firga-1 najiya Muhammadiyya imamyya siifiyya
mashrab-1 Hamdaniyya ma‘rif bi-Narbakhshiyya, Rawalpindi n.d., 1t 15 a very casual
collection of quotations and statements on scattered questions of doctrine, 1n-
cluding a fictitious chain of leaders of the tariga from a grandson of the Imam Zain
al-‘Abidin to the author and his son, which 1s completely different from the Nur-
bakhshi silsila, except for the inclusion of Sayyid ‘Ali Hamadani (ibid., p. 100).
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first visits in Baltistan Sayyid Manzur Husain could even muster
support from Pir Sayyid ‘Aun ‘All and most of the Nurbakhshi
¢Ulama®. He received large contributions of land from his followers
called Hamadanis, notably in the Shigar valley, and still lives in
Skardii, though nowadays with a much reduced status.!26

If the affair of Sayyid Manzur Husain does not seem to have left
a lasting impact on the Nurbakhshis, it was nevertheless an in-
dicator of their desolate state in the 1960s. Some present-day
Nurbakhshi ‘Ulama’ have been quite outspoken in their criticism of
their own colleagues, whom they blamed for passivity and oppor-
tunism, preferring to enjoy their inherited status of prestige in their
home villages to countering the activities of Shi‘is and Sunnis with
own tabligh missions.!2” But nowadays such passivity seems to have
been overcome by a new generation of Nurbakhshi ‘Ulama®, most
of whom hold college degrees like F.A., B.A. or M.A. besides those
from religious schools, and are as eager as their Sunni and Shi‘i
colleagues for preaching and founding schools and youth organi-
sations.

A noteworthy role in encouraging a modernist revival among their
sect has been played by the Nadwat-: Islamiyya Nirbakhshiyya which
was founded in 1960 as _Jam‘wyyat al-Muta‘allimin-1 Nurbakhshiyya by
¢Ulam@ and students.!?® Since the 1970s it has supervised and
financed the publishing of religious literature, notably the Urdu
translations of al-Figh al-ahwat, al-Risala al-i“tiqadiypa and Da‘wat-1
sifiyya by Maulana Muhammad Bashir.!? The latter, who is Fri-
day preacher of the Nurbakhshi jami¢ Masjid in Islamabad since
1975, in 1985 founded a religious journal, Nawa-: Sifiyya, which
ceased publication in 1986, but has reappeared since March 1992 on
aregular trimestrial basis, being a multi-faceted and popular *‘stan-
dardbearer for the revival of Sufism’’.130 Another journal, Tibyan-:

126 Interview with Muhammad Yusuf Husainabadi, Skarda, 8.8.1994.

127 Absar al-basa@’ir, pp. 34, 36-37, 42-47, 69

128 Ibud., pp. 5-7, 92-96.

129 See above, notes 43 and 48; Kitab al-“tiqadiyya, ed. and transl. Muhammad
Bashir, Karach1 1975.

130 Thus 1ts slogan on the title of each number since 1992. It 1s published by the
Amjuman-1 Muhammadiyya-1 Baltistantyyan Islamabad and supports the ‘‘purist’’ ten-
dency (see below).
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Nurbakhshiyya, started its publication from Karachi in March
1994.13! There is a steady increase of literature produced by Nur-
bakhshis since the 1970s which shows the vitality of the commu-
nity despite its modest means.!32 Although being the most peaceful
group among the generally peaceful Baltis!33—qualified frequently
as ‘‘simple-minded’’ (sidha sadha) by their own writers—the Nur-
bakhshis seem on the way of loosing their inferiority complex
towards their Shi‘i and Sunni neighbours.

But internal tussles, notably among their ‘Ulama’ class, continue
to plague them. The Nadwa has met with much opposition,!34 part-
ly because it represents a new brand of ‘Ulama® with less respect for
the Pir and the old elite of Sadat,!3> and more so because its cam-
paigning against the use of the terminus fmamiyya for Nurbakhshi
self-definition.!3¢ The conflict between the protagonists of Sifiyya
Imamiyya Niurbakhshiyya and the ‘‘purists’’ of Siufiypa Nurbakhshiyya,
which started already in the 1940s (see above), has become sharper
in recent years and generally reflects opposing influences on Nur-
bakhshi ‘Ulama® during their study in either Shi‘i or Sunni re-
ligious schools. The advocates of Sufiyya Nuarbakhshiyya have strong-
ly criticised those of the Sifiyya Imamiyya Nurbakhshiyya as Trojan
horses of the Shiis preparing the way for total absorbtion,!37 but
could not stop them from gaining influence. Pir Sayyid ‘Aun ‘All

131 Tt 1s published by the Amjuman-1 Falah-o-behbud-1 Niurbakhshi Baltistaniyyan
which administrates the Jami® Magjid and the Dar al-‘Ulim in Mahmudabad,
Karachi, representing the Imamiyya tendency (see below).

132 See notes 9, 11, 41, 43, 48, 84, 89, 129 In 1993 the Nurbakhshi author
Muhammad Ibrahim Za’ir has published Ard-1 Baltistan (Rawalpindi) with contrn-
butions of authors from all sects; he has written or edited eight other books before
(ibid., p. 79). In 1994 two noteworthy books were 1n print, an edition and Urdu
translation of Tukfat al-ahbab (see note 3) by Muhammad Rida Akhundzada and
one Ta’rikh-t+ Nurbakhshiyya written by his brother, the author of Ta’rikh-1 Baltistan
(see note 11).

133 Akhundzada, op. at. (note 9), pp. 50-52, quotes from police records to
show the extraordinary low crime-rate 1n Baltistan, which ‘Ulama’ of all sects attri-
bute to their influence on the society-

13¢ That has been amply documented in Absar al-basa’ir, passim.

135 Ibid., pp. 25-27, 34-35, 39-40, 47

136 Ihid., passim, denounces the adherents of Sufiyya Imamiyya as tarmim-pasand,
r.e. “liking to make additions’’

137 Abu al-‘Irfan (= Muhammad Bashir), Hasintarin, par por farth, in: Nawa-1
Sifiyya 111 (1985), pp. 38-55.
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Shah, as well as his son and successor, Pir Sayyid Muhammad
Shah, while trying to present themselves as neutral, have given their
blessing to the use of the term Imamiyya.!38 This can be explained
by family relations!3? as well as being possibly a deliberate policy
to win Shi‘i—and more explicitly Iranian!**—support for the
Nurbakhshis who cannot compete with the financial and political
power of the other groups present in Baltistan and their outside
backers. A new edition of the Da‘wat-: sifiyya from May 1992 shows
how far the supporters of Imamiyya have gone in their bid to please
Shifis: on its back-cover it gives a list of 38 instead of 14 ‘‘basic slo-
gans’’ of the Nurbakhshi madhhab, the additions being words of
praise for each of the twelve Imams and the mentioning of tawallt for
them and tabarrv’ from their enemies.!*! During a Nurbakhshi
¢Ulama’ convention in Khapla in June 1993 it was tried in vain to
reconcile the opposing tendencies by forming commissions.!42

Prospects for the survival of the sect

The closeness of the Nurbakhshiyya even in its form preserved
in Baltistan to Twelver Shi‘ism is undeniable. Nevertheless, the
community until this day still reflects an attitude of the 14th and

138 During the first conference of the Ulama>-: Imamiya 1n Baltistan
(Husainabad, 14.7.1974), in which several Nurbakhshi ‘Ulama’ took part, Pir
Sayyid ‘Aun °All Shah had qualified Shi‘is and Nurbakhshis as ‘‘one soul and
body’’, whom no power 1n the world could separate because of their common love
for the ahl al-bait; see Habl al-matin, Lahore, I (1974), p. 12. After clashes in
Khapla 1980 because of Nurbakhshi opposition to Shi‘i Muharram processions 1n
front of their oldest Khangah, the Pir has nevertheless spoken out on the differences
between the two sects; see Nawa-: Sufiyya IX (1993), pp. 13-14.

139 The present Pir 1s a disciple and son-in-law of one of the most influential
supporters of Imamtyya, Sayyid ‘Ali Shah ‘‘Fakhr al-‘Ulama®”’ from Pharwa (Sal-
toro). The latter has been also related to his father, Sayyid ‘Aun °Ali Shah,
since both have married daughters of the Pir Sayyid Muhammad Shah Zain al-
Akhyar.

140 There are rumours that the supporters of Jmamyya recewve financial support
from Iran, which 1s, of course, denied by them. The number of Nurbakhshi
students n Iran has increased recently, however.

141 See above, note 48. The onginal ‘‘14 slogans’’ are listed 1n note 51.

142 Ghulam Hasan (Suhrawardi) Niirbakhshi gives an account of that conven-
tion 1in Nawa-1 Sifiyya VIII (1993), pp. 21-22, claiming that his suggestion to look
for references of the term Imamiyya 1n the books of the Nurbakhshi elders was not
even considered.
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15th centuries, when Sufi Shaikhs like Sayyid ‘Ali Hamadani and
Sayyid Muhammad Nurbakhsh adopted elements of both Sunni
and Shi‘i doctrines motivated by the wish to overcome the main
schism of the Muslim umma.!*3 From this angle the Balti Nur-
bakhshis’ claim to be the most authentic heirs of Sayyid ‘Al
Hamadani!**—who is universally revered and ‘‘reclaimed” by
Sunnis and Shi‘is as well!¥—is basically true. While capitalizing
on the achievements of Hamadani, the Nurbakhshis can also look
back on the longest still preserved Islamic cultural heritage in
Pakistan’s ‘‘Northern Areas’’ 146

Ancestral pride and local patriotism are thus important elements
of current Nurbakhshi self-assertion. Another factor is a political
climate favourable to Sufi-style quietism, since the sectarian zeal of
Sunni as well as Shii activists of political Islam has become some-
what discredited in Pakistan, and especially in the ‘‘Northern
Areas’’, because of its intolerance and frequent degeneration into
violence. Luckily for the Nurbakhshis they are no longer regarded
as heretics by anyone, but rather as ‘‘lost sheep’’ courted by both
Sunnis and Shi‘is, and violence against them is rare. If it did occur,
then mostly due to claims to possession of their places of worship by
other sects.!¥

While pressure is still applied on them—nowadays more from
Shi‘is than from Sunnis—, the more important threats for the sur-

143 Molé, Kubrawzya (note 38), passim.

144 Akhundzada, op. cit. (note 9), ends his book with an appeal to members
of other sects to preserve the Nurbakhshis, who are the ‘‘spintual legacy’’ of
Hamadani, together with his visible legacy, namely the Khangahs and mosques
attributed to him (p. 124).

145 For discussions of the conflicting claims about Hamadan?’s religious affilia-
tion see ibid., pp. 82-90; Ta’rikh-: Baltistan (note 11), pp. 126-128; Khawar
(note 10), pp. 213-214.

146 All ‘“‘monuments of Baltistan’’ described 1n Dam, Architecture (note 9),
pp. 117-149, have been Nurbakhsh: places of worship and tombs, except for the
palaces of the local Rajas and the tombs of the TusI brothers (note 22). There are
very few preserved old buildings from the Islamic era in the valleys west of Bal-
tistan.

147 For the case of Kiris see above (note 78). In the case of Khapla 1980 (note
138) not the Khangah 1tself, but the alley 1n front of 1t was claimed by Shi‘is to
perform their processions.
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vival of the Nurbakhshiyya as an independent religious community
are the material inducements offered to converts by other sects on
the one hand and their intellectual challenge to the Nurbakhshis’
claim to be followers of a distinct madhhab on the other.
Nurbakhshi ‘Ulama®> since Maulwi Hamza ‘All (see above) have
clearly seen the danger of complete disappearance of their sect and
have done their best to stem themselves against the tide. The
Nadwat-1 Islamyyya Nirbakhshiyya has made its members swear since
the 1970s “‘to close the gate for those who want to flee from the Nur-
bakhshi madhhab’’,'*8 and a Nurbakhshi convention in Kiris in
May 1982, chaired by Pir Sayyid ‘“Aun Al Shah, passed a collec-
tive pledge not to take any recompense from non-Nurbakhshis for
becoming ‘‘their secret tool’’.14?

In their bid to become ‘‘modern’’ and catch up with their Shi‘i
and Sunni colleagues, Nurbakhshi ‘Ulama’ of the younger genera-
tion have, however, already adopted much of the former’s style and
rhetoric, demanding, for example, the protection of Islam and of
‘‘the ideological frontiers of Pakistan’’ from ‘‘foreign conspiracies’’,
as well as full implementation of the sharia, including the abolish-
ment of interest.!0 They are much involved in the ‘‘Northern
Areas”’ people’s campaigning for full constitutional rights!3! and
nowadays deal in their sermons and meetings also with international
issues of the Muslim world in the same way as Sunni and Shi‘i
politicized ‘Ulama’ do. Thus they meet a demand of their young co-
religionists, many of whom migrate to big cities of Pakistan already
during their secondary school education, but at the same time give
away part of the Sufi ethos so important for Nurbakhshi self-state-
ment.

Yet the efforts of identity-building by their intellectuals since the
last decades may prove fruitful and could stabilize at least the re-
maining areas of Nurbakhshi presence in Baltistan, although a

148 Absar al-basa’tr, pp. 8-9.

199 Nawa-1 Sufiypa VIII (1993), p. 20. The pledge was signed by 69 ‘Ulama’ and
other leaders of the community

150 Absar al-basa’ir, pp. 5 and 47 -48.

151 Both the Nirbakhshiyya Youth Federation and the Baltistan Students Federation fre-
quently invite Nurbakhshi ‘Ulama’ as speakers to their conventions, where the de-
mand for those rights 1s usually on top of the agenda.
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standstill of the conversion movements seems unlikely in the foresee-
able future. In the climate of sectarian competition which is nowa-
days very tangible in the ‘““Northern Areas’’ of Pakistan—though
still less in Baltistan than in the districts around Gilgit—it would be
unnatural if an ancient religious community like the Nurbakhshis
would not produce an elite amongst its members dedicated to
preserve its identity Such an elite does exist and is still growing, al-
beit divided into the ‘‘purist’’ and the Imamiyya tendency. It seems
that the supporters of the Imamiyya are as eager to preserve the Nur-
bakhshiyya as a distinct group as are the ‘‘purists’’, although
the former are more subject to manipulation by Shi‘is than the lat-
ter are to manipulation by Sunnis. Considering the high birth-rate
in Baltistan, the Nurbakhshis will probably still grow in absolute
numbers 1n the next decades, and other sects will have to take their
distinctiveness more seriously than they used to do until recently.
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