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Islamization and Muslim Identity: The Case of Meos

I.5. Marwah

INTRODUCTION

Acxiz Ahmad (1964 ) has argued that social
and cultural practices followed by the Muslim
communities in India are a hang-over of the
past and shall be finally eliminated. His main
thesis is that centripetal force of the unity of
universal Islamic culture 15 far greoter thon the
Iocal forces of CommOn SOCIG-ECONMTIIC S5
tem. Speaking of Muslim India in relation to
Hindu Indin, he writes, *Islam alone, ngidly
monotheistic, iconoclastic and religio-culiur-
ally insulor, resisted Hinduism's assimilative
pull” (Ahmad, 1964 p: 75). Well known social
anthropologist Clifferd Geertz has observed
the existence of diverse non-1slamic elements
it the culture and social structore of Muoslim
communities in many parts of the world
{Ceertz, 1968). He envisages gradual absorp-
tion ond apprebension of Islam, [slamic con-
version is nel o sudden iodal overwhelming il-
lumanation but & slow turning toward a new
light (Geertz, 19%5). Both Ahmod and Geertz
assume the m-evitability of Islamisation of
Muslim communities in India and other parns
af the world.

Robinson (1983) writes that although Is-
lamic practices all over the world were influ-
enced by pre-Islamic existence, but thers s a
definite historical wendency of movement (o
wards high traditions of Islam. Islam offers a
pattern of perfection for Muslims. It is con-
tained in Quran. 10 is also seen inthe raditions
rclating to what the prophet said and did in
life. The pattern of perfection provides a
standard which all should strive to reach (ilid:
[91). Robinson notes that there cannot be a
permanent synthesis and co-existence of [5-
lamic and non-lslamic practices. The process
of Islamisation is carmied on continnously by
trapsmissicn of knowledge to the laymen. The
learmed and holy men ploy an important rmle
in the transmission. Contacts with thoss who
have already achieved higher state of Islamic
perfection also play significant role.

Historically trade, the haji pilgnmage, role
of the state and religious movements have
contributed to Islamisation of the Muslim
communities.

Imtinz Abhmad (1973, 1976, 1981a.b) has
put forth an opposed viewpoint. He points out
that Muslims in India are greatly diversified
on the bases of language, social structure and
culiural traditions, The diversity arose due o
the co-existence of the non-Islamic cultural
and religious raditions along with the high
[alamic traditions. He advocates the use of an-
thropalogical approach to study the folk reli-
gion of Muslim communitics rather than the
[slamicists’ npproach which puts emphasis on
1he texual study, Ahmad points oul the differ-
ences between lilamic law and Muslim prac-
tices in India, The beliefs and practices con-
stitute the wotality of religions system. Muos-
lims in India show syncretic form of religion
due to lslam’s own struggle for survival in al-
ien environment. Indian Muslims are highly
differentiated and should not be viewed as ho-
magenous menolith, Thus many Muslim eom-
munities show distinct culiural features nol
shared by other BMuslim communities in India
and clse where. Mann (1992} also finds the
persistence of non-Islamic features among the
Muslims of Aligarh in west Uttar Pradesh. She
finds that Muslim of the town are divided into
different segments based on the hierarchical
principle.

The author seeks to cxamine the view that
Muslim communities in India are being trans-
formesd rapidly into Islamized groups and as-
suming commen Islamic identity over their
digtinct ethnic identiiy.

This paper discusses the impact of Tabligh
movement” on the Meo community in Harya-
na.

Tabligh, in Arabic, literally means 1o in-
struct of (o educate the people aboul their re-
ligion. Thus, the Tabligh is a religious move-
menl which urges its followers to be regular
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in the observance of Islomic prescripiions in
their daily life (Mines. 1973: 68). It can be
called a mowvement in the sociological sense
as it has the essential elements of & religious
movement; namely, an ideology, an organiza-
tion throuwgh which the message is put across,
leadership and a system of recruitment of the
followers,

From tvme Lo time, atlempls have been
made [or the renewal of Islam in the Indian
subcontinent. These attempis have waken var-
ious forms and have differed in teems of their
oeganization and scope depending on the cir-
cumstances and the socio-political context in
which they arose, Generally, the aim of these
socig-religious movements has been revitali-
zation ol Islam in India. Two well-known
movements arose in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries - the Shah Wali Ullah move-
ment and ithe Mujahidin movement®, Shah
Wali Ullah witnessed the eollapse of the Mus-
lim state in India in the cighteenth century,
Mon-Muslim groups - such as the Mahrathas,
thiz Jats and the Sikhs - had come into powcer
in their respective areas. The British had al-
ready established their foothold in Eastern In-
dia. Shah Wali Ullah, who had studied theol-
ogy ol Meding in Arabia, attempted to
strengthen the Islamic communities of North
Indin by unifying the different Safi orders
under the banner of orthodox Islam. Shah Wali
Uilah emphosized jirihad (reasoning) in ap-
plying Mushim rehigious lows, and argued that
these laws showld be basically based on the
Quran and the Hadith, He emphasized the util-
ity of congrengated gatherings such as the
Friday prayers and the performance of hajf
He subscribed (o the theory that Islam was Lthe
final religious system which supersedes all
other religious systems which have become
obsolete. He sensed danger 1o Islam from syn-
cretism or compromise. Islam, he felt, must be
made more orthodox and purer, In India, the
purity and orthodoxy of Islam was endangered
due to the entry of new converts into the Islam-
ic fold who continued 1o practise and beligve
in non-lslamic elements. So he Tell that the
non=lslamic elements must be consciously
climinated from the culiure of the Muslim
communities in India. Howaver, minor devi-
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ations could be condoped provided these were
not lantamount 1o being anti-lslamic (Ahmad,
1964, 2005,

Ancither Islamic mavement which empha-
sized orthodosy was the Mujahidin movement
started by Sayyid Ahmad Shahid of Baraily
(1TEZ- 1831 ). His aim was 1o purify the Islamic
communities tn India of all syncretic ele-
ments, so that these could be based exclusive-
Iy on the Quran and the Sunnah, He wamed 1o
eliminate the following three types of excess-
es from orthodox Sunni belief: (i) Sofism
which goes against the tenets of religious law:
{1} celebration of Muharrom as a public fes-
tival, as it is of Shia origin; and (i1} non-Mus-
lim elements which have been gither borrowed
from Hinduism or which have survived among
the converts from Hinduism. I may be noted
in this connection that Shaikh Ahmad Sirhin-
di, the enginator of the Mujaddid movement
in the sevenieenth century, hod argued for the
superiority of Shariart over Tarigar (Rizvi,
|D65: 225).

In the second half of the mneteenth centu-
ry, many movements arose among the Mus-
lims in India. Well-known among these were
the Ahmadiyah movement®, Sir Sayyid Ah-
mad's Aligarh movement* and the All-i-Ha-
dit movements® of Maulvi Muhammad
Husayn of Batala, The aim of the these mowve-
mienis was also o revitalize Islam in India,

A opumber of movements arose in the sec.
ond decade of the twenticth century, which
aimed ol strengthening the BMuslim communi-
ties through ranzim (organization ) and rabligh
(religious propaganda). These movemenis
arivse in the wake of the Shuddhi and Sangath-
an movements of the Arya Samaj (Mathur,
1972:181-83 and 186-87). More than one or-
Ednization came inte being Lo carry oul
tabligh among the Muslim communities. But
thie one which has had the maximum effect and
the longest duration was the Tabligh move-
ment among the Meos of Mewat, Started by
Moulana Muhammad Ilyas (1885-1944) of
Kandhla, district Muzaffarnagar, in Uttar
Pradesh. It was started in the Mewat ares of
district Gurgaon in Haryana (erstwhile Pun-
jab). Laver it spread 1o other parts of the Indi-
an sub-continent, Al present it has even as-
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sumed an international complexion. Before
we discuss the origins of the movement, it will
be appropriste to describe the social organi-
zation of the Meos with special reference to
their religious beliefs and ritwals, and social
life which they retained even after they were
converied to Islam from Hinduism.

MEO COMMUNITY

Mewat, the land where the Meos live. is a
culural area. It comprises pans of three con-
tiguous districts of Gurgaon, Bharatpur and
Alwar. Gurgaon district forms a part of Hary-
ana and Bharatpur and Alwar districts form
part of Rajasthan. Geographically, it lies 1o the
south-west of Delhi, and its Morthern bound-
ary comes fairly close to Dethi, The dialect
spoken in the area is called Mewati which is
closer 1o the Rajasthani dialects of Hindi. The
heos constitute one of the major communi-
ties of the Mewat region. [1is claimed that the
name of the region 15 actually derived from the
name of this community. The territory of
Mewat is divided into different geographical
arcas by the low Aravalli ranges known as
Kala Pahad (black mountain) in Mewal. These
ranges have played a very significant role in
the history of the Meos in Mewat, Mapy his-
torical monuments indicative of the pasi are
situated along the ranges, The undulated land-
scape near the foothills has always provided
natural protection to the Meos who claim o
have been looters and plunderers, Some his-
torical accounts also refer o the Meos in this
role®, They alwavys posed a problem of law and
order 1o the rulers in Delhi. Mujeeb (1967:
218-19) quotes Barani; *In the middle of the
thirteenth century, the Meos who lived in the
hilly areas west and south of Delhi not only
plundered people on the highways around
Delhi but even stole into the town. They came
up to the hawd-i-Shamsi, molested water- car-
riers and maid servants, who came to drow
water, stripping them and walking away with
their clothes®,

The Meos are primarily agriculturists. They
are mainly dependent on rains except in a
small area of Mewat where a canal irrigation
system exists. Animal husbandry is the sec-
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ondary source of livelihood. Those who are
close to the hilly ranges also rear sheep and
goats. Now milk-selling 15 catching on in
those areas which are located by the side of
main roads and where milk chilling plants
have been started by the Delhi Milk Scheme.

The Meos claim to be the descendants of
Kshatrivas who had embraced islam’. They
perceive of themselves as being high caste-
wrchi fatl or wnchi gawm. They practise endog-
amy rigidly. An element of hierarchy is evi-
dent in their relationship with other castes,
They treat the Hindu chamars and bhangis as
untouchables. They had jajmani relationships
with both the Hindu and Muslim castes such
as kumbhar {potter, Hindu), lohar (black-
smith, Muslim}, khati (carpenter, Hindu or
Muslim}, nai (barber, Muslim or Hindu), sak-
ka (water-carrier, Muslim), chamar (leather-
worker, Hindu), Bhangi (scavenger, Hindu),
and mirasi (Muslim). The families of these
castes which served the land-owning Meos
were known as fehalavas, They were paid in
kind. Their relationship were enduring and
hereditary, Now the iraditional patiern of re-
lationships has undergone a great deal of
change, Chamars have given up carrying and
skinning dead animals. They also refused 1o
accept food and water from the Meos because
of the luer were Muslims. The Meos were cli-
ents of Brahmins who used to work out aus-
picious dates for marriages for them. The
Muslim pirasi, and jogi are still treated as
inferior {chhote log), and the Meos would not
like 1o accept food from them. However, all
Mustims can pray at the same mosgue and
smoke from the same hegga.

Iniernally, the Meos are divided into a
number of exogamous groups called pals and
goiz. The membership of these groups is he-
reditary and is based on patrilineal descent.
Traditionally, Meo society is divided inwo
twelve pals and ifty-1wo gots. One often hears
the expression “hara palaur bavan got” being
used by the Meos whenever they refer to the
totality of the Meos. Actually, the number of
pals is thirteen, although the thirteenth (pa-
kar) is referred 10 as pallakra, meaning half
pal. The number of actual gois is more than
fifty-two, Bach pal is traditionally associated
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with a territory, The region of Mewat can be
subdivided into thirteen distinet tracts. Each
tracl belongs o a pal, and 15 known by the
name of that pal, The boundanes of pal lerri-
tory are no longer very clear, Earlier, ench pal
hod a chief called Chaudhary who played an
impartant role in the political siructure,

Each pal is further divided into subgroups
called thamas or thambas. A thama consists of
the putative patrilineal descendants of a com-
mon ancestor, genorally referred o as dada.
The thamas are named either after the ances-
ior or after the original village of the ances-
tor. Exch thama also has a Chaudhary, whose
office is hereditary. The thamas have political
as well as social functions. These are most
relevant in matiers relating to marriage and
divorce,

A pot consists ol the descendatns of a com-
mon male ancesior whose genealogical rela-
tionship i3 not exactly traceable. Members of
a gol may be dispersed, but vsually a cluster
of contiguous villages are inhabited by the se-
heotias (people of the same gor), The gots are
exogtamous groups. Many of the Meo got
names are common with the gots of non-Meo
sommunities such ag the Jats, Gujars, and
Minas. The pals and gers con be further
grouped under different vamsa or dans such as
Kachhwas bans. Jadu bans, Tomar bans. These
vamsa are common to Meo and Hindu Ra-
jpuis.

The Meo household is constituted by the
blood relatives and their sopouses who reside
together and form a chalah (hearth) group. it
is known as a ghar in the Mewati dialect. The
households among the Meos can be divided
into two main categories: simple household
and complex household. Simple households
may consist of the elementary family, one-
member household, incomplete elementary
family or supplemenied elementary family.
The complex household consisis of lwo or
more nuclear families or pars thereol who
reside together in one building and possess a
common hearth. A complex household may be
further subdivided inte iwo basic types: line-
al joint family and collateral joint family. The
lineal joint family consisis of husband, wife,
married sons and unmarricd sons and daugh-
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ters. The collateral joimt family consists of
married brothers living wogether.

Another set of family type is based upon the
polygynous family composed of man and
more than one wife. Among the Meos, a po-
Ivgynous family comes into being due 1o lev-
irate practice, Lo, when 2 man marrigs his
brother's (usually elder brother) widow or it
may be resorted to when the first wife has
failed 10 bear a child.

The lineal joint family and the collateral
joint family are considered 1o be an ideal so-
cial norm in Meo society. [deally, the residen-
tial unity of the parikin and their wives is
cherished. The rule of residence is virilocal,
The married sisters and daughters move out 1o
joint their husband's natal families. This al-
lows the parental family to grow into an ex-
tended family where the son or sons form the
link between the elementary families. Such
=xlended families have the tendency to break-
Jown after the death of the parents. This may
happen even in the lifetime of the parents if
the land-holding of the family is insufficient,

The inheritance rules of Meos are strictly
patrilineal. Land is equally divided between
the sons. Widows have no share in ancesiral
property. Daughiers and sisters have no right
of inheritance in property. Daughiers may re=
ceive a gift of land in the absence of any male
heir. The customary laws of inheritance rath-
er than the Shariat prevail among the Meos,

When o separation takes place within the
family, a mew homestead is built within the
common compound called bakhal, The house-
holds of agnatically related individuals are
generally situated within a bakhal. The mem-
bers of the bakhal may form a patrilineage
which is called ghariva or khas kunba.

At another level, the lincage group may be
called kunba and Ehandan. Both the terms are
used for patriiineages of varying genealogical
depth. The lerms are used for the descendants
of & common male ancestor and are referred
10 a% ok dada ki aulad, Sometimes all families
belonging to a got in a village may belong to
one khandan, The terms bhandan and kunba
emphasize common descent, The term kunba
is generally restricted (o a definite, closely
interacting desceni group. It is a descent group
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which acts as a corporate group at the time of
the performance of rituals connecied with the
life cyele, Usually the members of this group
also form the neighbourhood group. So, the
kunba is a lineage group where the genealog-
ical relationships are very precisely known, at
least o the elders.

There are several views on when and how
thie Meos embraced Islam®, The Meos believe
that they were converted during the earlier
phase of the spread of [slam in India. they
trace their first contact with the Muslims back
to Mohammad bin Kasim's attack on Sindh in
the gighth century. The Arab invaders worked
intently for the spread of Islam in Sindh. The
Meos believe that they were spread up to
Sindh at that time and must, therefore, have
come gnder the influence of Islam (Shakur,
1974: 317).

The second phase of the spread of Islam
among the Meos began in the times of Mah-
mud Ghaznavi in the eleventh ceniury. Sayy-
id Salar Sahu, Mahmued Ghaznavi's sister’s
husband, was in command of the royal fore-
e, He established himself at Ajmer and start-
ed conguering the arcas around Ajmer. His son
Sayvid Salar Masud Gazi defeated Tejpal, a
Meo chieftnin, at Dhandgarh near Rewari.
Tejpal is belicved to have embraced Islam and
thus became the first known Meo Muslim
(Shakur, 1974: 319-20). Sayyid Salar Masud
Gazi is remembered among the Meos. All over
Mewat, pucca platforms (chabutras) conmect-
ed with Sayyid Salar Masud Gazi are to be
found in the villages. These chabufras (square
platfarms) are believed to be sacred. Lamps
are lighted over these chabutras on certain
occasions. Members of a caste known as Ma-
javars, who claim o be Shaikhs, are respon-
sible for looking afier these sacred platforms,
The flag of Sayyid Salr Masud Gazi is also
considered sacred and vsed to be worshipped
by the Meos in the past.

Although the Meos become Mulsims long
back, they continued many Hindu beliefs and
cultural practices. Many Meos traced their ge-
nealogical relationshiop with Lord Krishna.
Janam-ashiami, the birthday of Lord Krishna,
was celebrated. Hindu festivals such ag Diwali
and Dussehra were also celebrated. They used
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to participate in the Holi celebrations.

Many Sufi saints, such as Hazrat Khwaja
Mohiuddin Chisti and Nizammuddin Aulia,
impressed the Meos, and they were held in
grest esteem, The magars of these saints were
reated as holy shrines, and the Meos used 1o
pay homage at these tombs. They also partic-
ipated in the wrs. Another mystic, Shah Ma-
dar {c. 1315-1436), was also n highly revered
saint. He was reputed 1o have possessed mi-
reculous powers and was responsible for the
spread of Islam among many non-Musiim
communities in Indis. His tomb exists at
Makanpur and the Meos considered it 1o be
sncred. They carried o Mag in his honour and
went 1o his tomb in procession, singing songs
in praise of Hazrat Madar Shah. Some Sofi
saints, who were associated with religious
preachings in Mewal, were also remembered.,
Hazrai Shaikh Musa and Shah Chokha were
two such well-known saints, Their tombs were
worshipped and annual urs were held in their
honour, At the local village level, certain de-
itits such as Panchpir, Khera Devia, Chabun-
da, Bhomiva and Bhairon were also wor-
shipped. These deities were represented either
by platforms or by stone slabs. People used 1o
light earthen lamps on them and offer sweets,
These offerings were given o the Fagir, Thus,
the Meo Muslims retained many Hindu modes
of worship.

Indeed, the Meos achieved a cultural syn-
thesis between their original Hindu culire
and [slam. The basic structures of family, pais
and goix, and of lineages did not undergo rad-
ical transformation afier their conversion to
Islam, These groups have remained as exoga-
mous unils, In the selection of a spouse, one
must avoid one's gorf, Members of gots and
pals are looked opon as agnates. Some gois are
the receivers, others the givers. Some goty and
pals are both receivers and givers. The subdi-
wigiong of a pal, the thambas, are also treated
likewise. The rules governing the selection of
a spouse are complex and involve various de-
grees of prohibition such as the avoidance of
cross cousing, those from one's own village,
or from one's mothers brother's village, etc.
These rules of exogamy have shown a great
deal of persistence in spite of the Islamic char-
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acler of the community, By themselves, these
rules do not go against the laws of Shariat, bt
in the case of marriage between prohibited
categories of individuals the customary rules
are given precedence over the laws of Shari-
at. The same is the case with laws governing
inheritance. The customary inheritance laws
of the Meos seem (o be closer wo traditional
Hindu laws than to those based on the Shari-
ot The Meos also maintained the traditional
brotherhood relationships with some of the
Jat, Ahir and Thakar clans.

However, changes had taken place over
time in many life-cycle rituals due 1o the im-
pact of Islam. Khatna (the circumeision) cer-
BIMONY Was & Very impartant ceremony. It was
conducted on a fairly lavish scale, but was
treated more as g aocial occasion than a reli-
gious one. The recitation of the holy (eran
had no place in the ceremony. Marriage was
treated as o coistract. The Nikah ceremony was
conducted through o kazi. Many Hindo ele-
ments in the riuals associated with marriage
also survived - such as, manda, nbran, chak-
pujna, fixing an avspicious date and Lune
through a Brahmin, and the playing of musie,
The most significant Islamic ritual adopted by
the Meos was the practice of burial instead of
eremation which was their earlier custom, A
funeral feast was given alter forty days called
chehallum. Though these ritwals of life-crises
were Islamic, many Hindu or troditional ele-
ments associaled with them remained.

The method of naming ¢children among the
Meos was very peculiar. The Hindu practice
of using Singh was never given up complete-
Iy, The essential Hindu name was given &
M uslim twist by adding the suffix Khan. Thus
these were names like Mangal Khan, Simrath
Khan, Sumer Khan, Kapur Khan,

The Meos, especially the males, never gave
up their traditional dress, which was no differ-
ent from their Hindu Jat and Ahir neighbours.
Women, however, and had taken to Muslim
dress much earlier. Women did not observe the
Muslim puerda, although they did practise the
Rian g hear.

The traditional folk songs witich the Mira-
sis sang at the time of weddings alluded to the
Hindu past of the Meos. The story of the Ma-
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habharata was recited on certain occasions.
A famours Meo poct, Saadullah, had com-
posed 0 Mewaii version of the Mababharara
which was very popular ameng the Moes.
Thus, the Meos retained many aspects of Hin-
du religion and colture and it is in the context
of this lnck of o separate and distiner identit-
¥I that the Tabligh movement arose.

TABLIGH MOVEMENT

The Tabligh movement was started in Me-
watafter the Arya Samaj had started its recon-
version movement (Shuweddhi) in Monthern In-
dia in the carlier part of the third decade of the
twentieth century. The Shuddhi movement
wis basically aimed ot such Muslim commu-
nities which were considered to have been
Hindus in their recent past — the aim being 1o
persuade these communities (o return to the
fold of Hinduism. This movement cavsed con-
siderable anxiety among the Muslims, and
they started consclidating their position by
propagating religious onhodoxy,

The aim of the Tabligh movement was to
bring aboul a reawnkening of faith in Islam
amaong the Muslims in India and elsewhere. Ii
was thought that the Muslims had come to
such a sorry state of alfairs, particularly in the
Indian subcontinent, because they had forgot-
1en the true teachings of Islam. The rich were
involved in leading a luxuriows life, forgening
their obligations 1o God. The learmed ulemas
had not been successful in spreading their
knowledge of Islam, or the message of [slam,
ro the lay Muslims. Many Muslims had stan-
ed questioning the validity of Quranic injunc-
tions. In this context the Tabligh movement
aimed at spreading the message of Islam to all
Muslims, It aimed al purifying the Muslims
and making them orthodox Muslims. The
Tabligh movement, however, did not aim ai
conversion of non-Muslims o Islam but only
ol making Muslims betier and purer Muslims
Iz message 1o the Mushim was Ae Muralmans,
Musalman bano (call 1o the Muoslims to be de-
voul) (Hasni, nd.: 15-16).

Ilyas, the founder of the Tabligh movement,
felt that a number of Muslim communities liv-
ing in rural arcas had hardly any troe knowl-
edge of Islamic practices and laws. Such Mus-
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lim communities still, therefore, practised
many un-Islamic social customs. They did not
either observe the basic tenets of Islamic faith
or they were indifferent to these, Hence there
wis 0 necessity 1o ieach the basic principles
of lslam to such communities.

lyas argued that the task of spreading the
true faith must be shared by all Muslims. It
should not be left only to the learned few =the
wlemas. It was the duty of every Muslim to
teach™people 10 do good deeds and prevent
people from bad things. So people must take
up the responsibility of spreading the message
of Allah. People should to be made conscious
of their obligation to God. Iman (belief) had
1o be created. The aim of Tabligh, in the words
of Ilyas, was to spread the message of the
Prophet.

Secondly, [lyas sald that the aim of the
movement was (o inculcate an emotional re-
lationship with God - to bring the men of Al-
lah, especially the uncoocerned, to Allah's
path, Thus, the Tabligh movement essential-
Iy professed an ideology of renwakening the
faith of Mushms in God and in the message of
Ciond, while eschewing unlslamic beliefs and
cusioms,

MOULANA ILYAS

The Originator of the movement Moulana
llyas was born in 1886, Moulana Ilvas took
charge of the Nizammuddin mosque afier the
death of his elder brother, Moulana Moham-
med, in 1919, The madrasa was in a very poor
financial condition. He worked hard 1o run the
madrasya and even spent from his private cof-
fers to sustain it. He was undaunied by the
hard conditions of life in this period and even
considered this as necessary to good training
and education, One thing which was striking
in his life was thal the Moulana always con-
sidered it his destiny to serve the cause of Is-
lam and Muslims. In 1919, just before he took
over as Imam, he barely survived a very sen-
ous illness. He attributed this to his mission
of serving the people and Allah. During his
second visit to Arabia for the performance of
hajj in 1926, Mouolana [lyas dreamt that God
wiould make use of him. He pondered over how
he could be of use to God till be realized that
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the best way was to fulfil his mission of serv-
ing Muslims. It was after his return (o India
that he started the system of famarts (organized
group) to move aboul among the peasanis
teaching them the bare minimum of Kalma,
Toheed and NMamaj.

Moulana Ilyas even wanted to start his
Tabligh movement in Medina. He had an au-
dience with the governor of Medina and
sought permission to start Tabligh, But he re-
turned to India without waiting For the final
reply as he thought his mission was 1o work in
Inclin. Later on, he wrote (o one of his friends
in Medina that he would stant Tabligh in Me-
dina if he fielt that it was worth-while to do so
{Hazni, n.d.: 103).

His hard life and the arduous journeys he
undertook in the village had lefi the Moulana
weak and sickness overtook him. In 1943 he
had an acuie attsck of dysentery and never re-
covered from it, He died in July 19442 in New
Delhi.

Moulana llyas adopted the six-article ( chhe
wicmiler) course of teachings which formed the
ggaence of his movement {Ferozepur, n.d.;
44-105):

(i)} Kalimah: Every Muslim must be able 1o re-
cite Kalimak which means that there is no God
but Allah and Mukammad is his messenger.
Kalimah stresses the onencss of God. It is be-
lieved ihat the recitation of Kalimah can save
a man from burning in hell for eternity, pro-
vided he fulfils the following conditions:
Firstly, one should be familiar with the commect
wording of the Kalimak. Secondly, the mean-
ings of the Kalimah should be known, Thrid-
Iy, its implications musi be realized, i.e., 1o
submit oneself fully to the Almighty in every
action and thought, Fourthly, one must devel-
op complete faith in God, One cannol accom-
plish amything without the help of God and
that Allah is not dependent on anyone clse.
Success can be achieved only by strictly fol-
lowing the teachings of the Prophet.

(i} Mamaz: Every Muoslim is enjoined 1o say
pravers al the appodinted hours of the day and
night, Apart from the riteal of offering prayer,
every Muslim must be earnest in his Taith,
MNamaz is a pillar of Islam. One who gives up
Namaz comes close to being a dis-believer, It
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is enjoined upon Muslims to teach Namaz to
every child at the age of seven,

(#d] Hiwm (knowledge) and Dhikr (remem-
brance of Allah): Seeking of knowledge has
been greatly emphasized in Islam, According
to the Hadith those who travel oul (o seek
knowledpge, will find the path to the heaven
easier. Knowledge is what the Prophet Mu.
hammad conveyved to the people. The true
knowledge is based on what is mentioned in
the uran and the Hadith, So every Muslim
miust acquire the irue knowledge of the Quran
and the Hadith. *Seeking of knowledge is a
duty of every Muslim man and woman,' says
a Hadirh. There are four dimensions of knowl-
edge: (a) Knowledge of the ways of living
such as the domestic life and relationships
between neighbours and the family. Mubam-
mad has shown the ways of living through his
own life which must be treated as a model, (B3
Knowledge concerning the fhadar such as the
prayer, [asting and kajj, (¢} Knowledge of the
practices which one adopts to eam one’s liv-
ing. (d) Knowledge of correct dealings eon-
cerning loans, gifis, etc., and between differ-
ant 1y pes of persons,

According 1o the Hadith, knowledge can be
acguired either by reading the Quran, or by
learning the Quran, or by listening to the
Quran, Muslims are also required to learn
about the life of the Prophet and his compan-
ions. Their lives should form a model, Every
Muslim is also reguired to teach olhers. Mou-
lana Ilyea laid great siress on learning and
teaching, He said; Tt is oor duty o leach the
ignorant Muslims® {Hasni, n.d.: 305). Mouwa-
lan [lyas wanted every Muslim to spare some
part of hus life lor the propagation of knowl-
edge 1o athers. The Moulana thoughe that the
teaching and learning of knowledge should
nol be confined 1o the institutions but should
reach the common men femmar), who are too
busy to go to these institutions, The knowl-
edge of the dis (faith) can be pcquired through
associatinn with believers, just as language
and culture i3 learnt through kegping compa-
ny with cultured and learned persons. This is
the most natural way of learning, He said,
Unless the heart directs, mind will not go in
for correct knowledge. The feclings of heart
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depend on the application and not on bookish
knowledge (Hasni, n.d.: 304}, Moulana Ilvas
wrote, ‘Mo person can succeed in acquiring
knowledge unless he transmits it to the others,
espocially 1o those who are less learned,” (Has-
nl, n.d.: 305). According to the Moulana, eve-
ry Muslim must acquire the knowledge of din
- establishing a relationship with din is an
important part of a Muoslim's life. So every
Muslim must devote his time for Tabligh and
din,

The other part of this article is concerned
with Dhike Dhikr means remembering the Al-
mighty in praize and glorification. One must
always keep God in one's heart as it helps (o
purily the heart. Some time must be spent eve-
ry day in remembering Allah and in singing
His glory. There are general ways of doing
this, such as the recitation of the Quran and by
offering prayers, Both the Quran and the Fa-
dith stress the importance of remembering the
Almightly. The Tabligh teachings lay stress on
the recitation of the third Kalimah which
means “Glory be to Allah! Praise be to Allah!
There is no God save Allah! Allah is the great-
251! There is no power and ao strength save in
Allah - the sublime - the tremendous (Wa-
heeduzzafer, 1971: 141).

{iv) leram-i-Muslim { Respecit for Mulsims):
Respect for human beings in general, but Mus-
lims in particular, has been siressed, An im-
portant element of the fkram is recognition of
the rights of oilsers - the rights of seniors, the
rights of neighbours, the rights of the poor, etc.
In n Hadith itis recorded that God helps those
who help the men of Allah (Ferozepuri, n.d.:
771, The idea was to bring back the various
facuons and different classes in the Muslim
sociely to the fold of the real Izlamic brother-
hood {Farugi, 1971:65).

iv) Tkhlas-i-Nivat { Sincerity of Intention): Ac-
tions must be performed with the sole inten-
tion of pleasing Aliah. All matters relating to
faith and o worldly affairs must be made sub-
servient ta Allah, Anything which is per-
formed with unpious intentions is not accepi-
able to the Almighty. According to a Hadivh,
Allah does not look towards your appearanc-
es or your possessions but he looks ito your
heart and deeds (Ferozepuri, n.d.: $6)
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{wi) Tabligh: Travelling far and wide in order
to spread the message of Allah is the duty of
every Muslim, Moulana llyas desired that eve-
ry Muslim should spare some time for the
propagation of the faith. This must be done as
it was done by the Prophet hismself. The
above-mentioned six articles must be prac-
tised by the rablighees (the believers in
Tabligh).

One could learn abowt the faith by swdying
in madrassas (religious school) and through
books. but o very large majority of people can
never hope o go to & madrassa or a mariiab
{instiution of clementary edoucation run by
mosques), or they may never be able io devole
any time to it because they are too busy with
their work, Moulana Ilyas was concerned
about the unlettered peasants who formed the
majority but knew very little about the faith.
Such a large number of people could be made
familiar with the true principles of the faith
only if it was directly communicated by those
who had acquired the knoweldge. Moulana
[lyas wanted to restart the practice of groups
of people | famaat ) moving about to preach the
true faith vo the ignorant as was the practice
during the lifetime of the prophet.

We have given up the practice of jamaars
moving about to preach. This was the basic
principle. Frophet Muhammad (peace be up
him} himself moved about ko preach, In Mec-
ca, the Muoslims were in minodily. Every con-
vert to Islam was required 1o move about 1o
convert the non-believers. When the Prophet
reached Medina he started sending Jamaars o
all the four corners. So the movement of
preaching to others was basic to Islam. All this
had been given up (Hasni, n.d.: 278).

THE MEWATIS AND MOULANA ILYAS

Tt was Moulana Nyas” father, Moulana Mo-
hammad Islail, who had first attracted siu-
dents from Mewal to his madrassa in the
Hazrot Nizammuddin complex, The Mewatis
used Lo visit the dargalk of Nizammuddin
Aulia to participate in the anneal wes and to
offer prayers. Moulana Mohamined [smail
started taking an interest in those Mewatis and
Tured some of them to his Banglawali masjid
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and persuaded them to join his madrassa, [tis
caid that, in the beginning, he once encoun-
tered a group of Mewatis who were on their
way o Delhi 1o work as labourers, He asked
them about their destination and their parpose.
He offered 1o pay them the amount which they
hoped 1o earn a3 labourers only if they stayed
in his madeassa and learnt abowt [slamic the-
ology. This was the beginnig of a long rela-
tionship between the Mewatis and the ma-
drassa at Nizammuddin, Moulana Moham-
med Ismail had established friendship with
some Mewatis of Ferozepur-Mamak and Muh,
They had come o regard him as a sacred and
pious person and he occasionally paid visits
1o Mewal {Ferozepur, n.d.; %),

When Moulana lyas took charge of the ma-
drassa, some Mewatis who had patronized his
father and brother as holy men came over to
him and invited him to visit Mewat. The Mou-
lana agreed, on the condition that they stari-
ed & makiah in the village to celehbrate his visit
That was the only way to honour him, he said.
The Mewalis being peasants had never paid
sufficient attention to religioos schools as they
thought these as being useless for their chil-
dren. The Moulana was very keen to start
maktabs and madrassas in Mewat. This he
thought was the only way (o spread the [slamic
Faith and the knowledge of Shariat among the
ignorant peasant Muslims of Mewar, He was
aware of the fact that the Meos were very ig-
norant of their religion and wanted to create
conditions favourable for bringing the Meos
closer to Islam. He thought that by opening
centers of religious instruction, the younger
generation could be reformed. Moulana lyas
started establishing makrabs and modrassar in
pMewat, He even spent his personal income for
this. Thanks to his missionary zeal, a lorge
number of maktabs and madrassas were

opened in a short span of time,

DISAPPOINTMENT WITH THE
MAKTAES AND MADRASSAS

Socn the Mouolana was disappointed with
the progress of the spread of Islam through the
regular madrasras and makeabs. First, al-
though a large numbr of makfabs and ma-
drassas had been opened in Mewat, only n
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very smalll number of children were actually
studying in them. Sceondly, the Moulana
feared that those who were troined *would be
[ost in the vast expanse of the ignorance’
which Mewat represented. Moulana llyas was
shocked and disappointed to meet a person
whor wis lrammed in an Islamic school in Me-
will but whose beared was shaved off, and
whose face, Form and dress did not show any
troce of Islam {Hasni, n.d.: 81). The Mouala-
na was very keen (o spread the basic knowl-
cdge of [slam in the whole of Mewat as fasg as
possible,

Maoulana [lyas was also conscrous that man
of the customary praciices of the Meos went
against the Shariat. Some wlemas were (rying
to stop such practices but had not met with
much success. The Moulann came 1o the con-
clusion that in order to achieve reform, peo-
ple must be prepared (o accept reform. Peo-
ple must be made conscious of their duty to-
wards God = they must be brought closer 1o din
{Faith). This, he said, was like preparing the
land Fil for cultivation. After the Moeunlana
returned from his second hajj, in 1927, he
called o public meeting a1t Muh. At thig firimak
freligious mecting), the Moualana put forward
his wlen of the jamaars moving from one vil-
lage 1@ ancther in ender 1o mfluence people.
This idea met with & very warm response,
Within a monrth, a jamaat of cight persons had
been formed, The jamaat moved out of its vil-
lage of origin, Ferozepur - Namak, and moved
o cthver villages reaching a wown called Soh-
ni next Friday. The Friday congregation
pravers were offered ot Sonna and ogain the
mavement began, The next two Friday prayers
wore held ol Toore {in Rajasthan} and Magina
(district Gurgaon) towns. This was the first
tablipi jammat. [L consisted of the Mewatis
and towred villages within Mewai. I1 i3
claimed that Mouwalana llyas got his idea of the
Janungat going abhoul persunding people to say
their prayers during his stay at Ferozepur Ma-
mik in Muh tehsil in Gurgacn districe A few
villagers, who hod received training in a reli-
prous institution in Delhi, used to exhort their
nelghbours to atend Fraday Prayers imthe vil-
lage mosgue. When Moulana Ilyvas saw this,
he was excited by the idea and wanted them
I o ot Lo the adjoming villages,
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In 1933, ithe Mouwlana performed hajf for
the third time, and on his return he plenged
himselfin the Tabligh! work with greater zeal.
He went o Mewat with a big group consist-
ing of over one hundred persons. He divided
his group into smaller batches and asked them
ter o b different villages. They were asked o
persuade the peasants to say prayers along
with them, He then thought of sending the
Mcos 1o areas outside Mewart so that they
could meet non-bMeo Muslims and learn mone
about Islam from this associaiion. For this he
tooked towards the adjoining area of Western
Lritar Pradesh {Saharanpur and Muzaffarnagar
districts) as representative of the Islamic way
of life, The first Mewali jamaar was senal (o
Kandhla in Muzaffarnagar district, the bicth
place of Moualana Ilvas.

Moulana llyas was very syslematic in his
work of Tabligh in Mewat, He had a map of
Mewat prepared in which infomation regard-
ing roads, names of villages, population fig-
ures of each village, and names of the promi-
nent Meos was given. A number of jamaats
were sel up, which included non-Meo Mus-
lims, and they started touring the villages in
Mewat, In thiz way the Mowalana brought the
Muzlims of different communities together,
hoping o bring them closer culturally. Hasni
(n.d, 98] writes, After many such tours with-
in and outside Mewal, the Mewatis took to
Istamic dress, the bangles of hands and the
earnngs wanishad Min stafed sporting beard,
_nti-Shariat customs of marriage became less
Dirinking liquor, to which the Meos were ad-
dicted, was given up. Crimes, fiots and fmmor-
al behaviour began to show decrease in inci-
dence,

The Moualana exhorted the Meos to go o
the well-known centers of Islamic learning
such as Deoband, Saharanpur. Raipar (ULP.)
and Thana Bhand {LI.P.J, The jfamaars werne
sent (o these centers, from where they spread
o other villuges nearby, Moulana Hyas was
nol cantent with only changing the custioms
and habits of the Mewatis, He desired that
cven their langoage should change into Ara-
bic. At least the students should speak Arabic
within the precincts of the madrassa (Hasm,
n.d.: 228-29].
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The Mouwlana could not woleraie any in-
fringement of the Shariat laws. Ina leier 0on
friend, the Moulana swrote;: It should be em-
phasized that the panchayats and the other
activities musi be in accordance with the Shar-
i, If the laws of Shariat are disobeyed or dis-
regarded, then Islam is finished and Eafur
comes wp {Hasni, n.d.; 233).

EFFECTS OF THE TABLIGH

Though the Tabligh movement was imitiat-
d in the late twenties of the twentieth centu-
ry in the Mewat region, its influence had been
largely imperceplible beflore Independence.
After 1947 s influence increased tremen-
dously, especially in the Haryana region of
Mewat. As o result of the Tabligh movement,
the degree of Islamic influence on the Meo
culture increased considerably. Islamization
was conceived of as a transformation of social
customs and practices along the lines indicat-
ed by the scriptures. The culiure of the Meos
is underguing Islamization rapidly. The proc-
eus of lulamization involves the elimination of
non-Islamic or raditional Hindu elemments
on the one hand, and. on the other, the con-
scious and deliberate introduction of what are
perceived as Islamic practices.

The life-cycle rituals are being Islamized
and the Hindu elements ane being weeded out.
Singing by women when baraai party enters
the bakhal has been declared to be undesira-
ble. Use of turmeric and rice and yellowish
cotton thread has been stopped as it is associ-
ated with Hindu symbols. The practice of de-
clding the auspicious day hos been given up
resulting in the elimination of the role of the
Brahmin. Meg. the customary gift for the serv-
ing castes which were given by the bride-
groom's party ai the Mhaddar ceremony, have
been given up, Other customs associated with
marriage-such as, chak pufra, kuan pufno, the
custom of the newly weds visiting the graves
of pirs and Bhalron, cte. — have also been
stopped. The rablighi jamaais and the rel-
gious leaders (Mullas and Maulvis) empha-
size on reducing the wedding rivuals o the bar-
g5l possible extent, Some new ceremoenics,
such as akika on the birth of & son, have been
introduced.
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The Tabligh movement also deprecates the
holding of urs and the cuswom of visiting the
graves ol saints (pirs) or ancesiors, as this
amounts 1o worshipping which goss against
ithe tenets of Islam. o the worship of mazars,
of cultwre heores and saints {Sayyid) and the
local deities has been gradually abandoned.

The celebration of Hindo festivals such as
Hall, tMwali and Dusseliea, Goverdhan and
Teej has abso been stopped. bn the mixed vil-
lages, the Meos are asked 1o avoid participa-
tion in these festivals, Islamic festivals such
s [d-ul-Zuha and Id-ul-Far, are increasingly
given great importance,

Even the celebration of certain Mualim fes-
rivals guch as Muharram is being discouraged.
it Mubiarram, razias were brought out in big
villages. These were taken round the village,
followed by a procession of mourners, o be
finally dismantled. The decorated rezias were
considered sacred and women even wor-
shipped them., In some village chalira was
also observed, This was meant to mark the
fartieth day after the manyrdom of the thind
Imam Husain and hiz associntes. It was treat-
ed as a day of jubilation and a mela was held
on the day. Thess [estivals are also being dis-
couraged as they are considered 1o be devia-
tions from orthodes Islamic practices. A non-
Meo Imam, who had opposed the observance
of Muharram ir. a village, expressed hiz indig-
nation to me: ‘Those people are ignorant of the
true knowledje of Islam, These ten davs of the
month should be spent in praver and remem-
brance only." The Meos, especially the young-
er opes, did oot like the intecference of the
Pesh-Imam in their wraditional affairs.

The Tabligh movement has resulted in the
rapid Tslamization of Meo society. Two relat-
ed processes are involved: the gradual elimi-
natipn of the syncrtic elements of the tradi-
tional beo culiore which one considered un-
islamic: and the increasing trend towards re-
ligious orthodoxy, They are seeking to asseri
their Islamic identity, The assertion of Mus-
lin identity has increased since partition. The
Meos had passed through traumatic experi-
ences of communal riots and the forced at-
tzinpl at reconversion at the time of partition
{Aggarwal, 1969; 1677-81). The Tabligh
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movement has deflinitely fostered caltural
unity among diverse Muoslim communities in
India {Singh, 1973: 76). Such Islamic identi-
ty bacomes quite apparent during the critical
phases such as communal riols or the demoli-
tion of Babri Mosque in 1992, At the same
time Meos have not given up their ethnic iden-
tity, They seek io consolidate their Meo iden-
tity. They are very conscious of thekr distinel
history. The historical nareatives of their tra-
ditional culture heros are still remembered,
They conceive themselves as a high casie
claiming Rajput descent. They distinguish
themselves from the service castes of Hindus
as well as Mulsims. The Meos bury their dead
in their own cemetry, Cther Muslim castes
have separate cemetry.

The Meos still practise endogamy and val-
ve it stropgly, The social structure of the com-
munity is still based on pal and gor, The po-
litical significance of gors and pais has dimin-
ished but not eliminated. The Meo marriage
system has not undergone basic structural
changes. Gorexogamy is very rigidly adhered.
They s1ill avord parallel cousin marriage, Mar-
riage with patrilateral eross - cousin or the first
matrilatral cross cousin is avoided. They
maintain a clear distinction between wile-giv-
en and wife-receiver.

Father's sister and mother's brother play
importast role in marriage cere monies.

In short the Meos participate in the regional
caste system having economic, political and
relations with Muslim and Hindu costes of the
area, The kinship structure distinguish them
from other Muslim communities,

Thus the Meo ideatity can be viewed at two
levels; on the one hand they have developed
strong Muslim identity. The Tabligh move-
ment has been very crucial in creating this hor-
izontal religious identity among the diverse
Muslim communities in India (Singh, 1973:
76}, On the other hand Meos have retained the
iraditional ethnic identity based on the caste,
kinship and oiher features of socinl organisa-
tion. They have made conscious efforts 1o re-
tain their Meo ethenic identity. They provide
an interesting example of social and culiural
diversity with in the broad Islamic identity at
the national level.
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NOTES
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(1919157148, and Lavan ( 1974)
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|

See Ahened (1967 113-22) and Tibes { 195519597,

Refer to Elliot and Dawsom, Vol, T (1964 103-5);

Lal (1963:58) and William Crooke {1907:1 43-44),

7. See Shaloar (1974). The tithe of the Book is itsell vory
suggesiive, Also, sec A {1971}

E.  According ko the Censes Report of 101 1, conversion
toak place aboul ihe 1ime of Allasddin-Chon. See
W, W, Hunder {1964), however who states that con-
versien took place after the (svesion of Mahmusd
Cihaznawi im the eleventh cenbary.

2. Por & detsiled accoant of his II?::, see Hag (197I)
algo gee Amie-All (1970:33-45); Aggarwal
(1969: 167T-81); Ferazepur{n.d.); snd Hassd (n.d.).
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