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Religious groups are bodies that have strong internal ties and are an important source of authority, in many cases separate from the state.  The state often finds itself in competition to this authority, however, in many instances these groups submit to the state as a legitimate source of power for settling internal disputes.  Under conditions of imperialism the modern state abrogated to itself all rights of action in a sphere it defined as public.  While discussions of the history of the modern public are wide ranging – for our purposes here public is all matters dealing with property and peace.  Thus, the state reserved all matters dealing with property within religious groups, especially those that involved the use of some violence – were to be best dealt with by itself.  
The disputes amongst the Khojas regarding the payment of dues, the use of common property, the management of the community came under the jurisdiction of the civil courts.  This treatment of Khojas under the civil court has two genealogies, (1) the conception of colonial religious groups and (2) the secularization of state rule.  I shall discuss these briefly below and then we will go on to the manner in which the Ginan were employed in this discussion.  

(1) The colonial conception of religious groups determined the Supreme court’s treatment of the Khojas. The model the colonial state used to understand the groups they were dealing with was the one they were familiar with from Britain – modified by their understanding of the local conditions.  Thus the East India Company and its judges in India attempted to understand the religious groups in India according to the familiar institutions of church and sect.  The church was seen as a body governed by a head, carrying its teaching in some book.  The sect was understood as a breakaway group which expressed its founding principle in a covenant when it began [O’Dea: 1968; Hill: 1987]. Hinduism and Islam were seen as the primary churches in India and the smaller groups within these traditions were seen as sects.  However, in terms of organization they were unable to find a structure such as a single pope or bishop and believers, hence they assumed that there were no religious figures of authority.  They accepted only the texts – the Quran or the Manusmriti as the acceptable authority within the religious groups. They assumed that there were neither an organized congregation nor an organized structure of authority.  It followed that these religions could be represented by anyone who knew the religious texts rather than by a practitioner himself or herself.  Given the nature of the orientalist perspective, the native practitioner was not trusted and considered to be the least likely to produce an authoritative account of religion [Shodhan: 2001].  
(2)The treatment of the religious community is deeply immersed in the movement of secularization.  As the British government began to be involved with questions of colonial governance and people abroad, they were also concerned with the questions of heterogeneous religious groups at home – primarily Dissenters, Catholics, Jews.  In the nineteenth century these groups began to be accepted as “Englishmen” - subjects with rights and civil citizenship became the guiding principle of being a member of the nation state rather than a common religion.  The argument is not necessarily one of tolerance and inclusiveness but one of nation building and empire.  The widespread support of the Catholic Emancipation Bill of 1828, and for the removal of civil disabilities of Jews (1830), was motivated in part by the conviction that aiming for a nation of good Englishmen was a more realistic goal than achieving a nation of good Anglicans.  These emancipatory policies were crafted from the same political philosophy as the one which established the colonizing mission of England in India.  The link between the two – home and colonial policies, lies in Thomas B. Macaulay (1800-1859), who advocated English education in India and Jewish emancipation at home [Vishwanathan: 1998].  This policy of secularization created the possibilities for the individuals to have rights in the state without recourse to their religious identities.  The religious identities were subordinated to the state – secular identity. 
Thus, the Khojas were seen subjects of the empire possessing rights.  As colonial Muslim subjects they were treated as members of a community with fixed beliefs which could be ascertained from texts.  The state would not attempt to know their beliefs or discuss them, but “merely” guarantee their civil rights.   With these two genealogies the Khoja disputes are treated in court as if these disputes are entirely divorced from the question of faith.  We find a complete divorce between the religious collective and the state/legal process. 

As a collective the Khoja Jamat did not function in this way.  Legal  procedures – especially in the pre-1857 period under the Company show that the rules and beliefs of the religious collective were ascertained by examining the members of the community - of course the rich vocal male members in court and with arbitrators (vakils).  The jamat council – called the justi (with the officers – the Mukhi and the Kamaria), and the Saiyeds or the Pirs who made regular collections on behalf of the Imam were the primary authorities within the Khoja collective.  The Pirs and Sayyids were crucial for belief systems and daily worship of the Khojas. They were also important along with the Aga Khan in maintaining a separate polity by the Khojas.  These authorities were now made subordinate to the court and the Khojas could not define themselves in terms of their faith [Shodhan: 1999; 2001]. 

 In the normative pressure of the court and its categories of governance the khojas were forced to define themselves with reference to the Quran and the categories Shia-Sunni, defined in the West Asian context.  The splits in the Khojas take place along these lines too - those dissenting from the Aga Khan choose the more “classical” idenitites for themselves – Sunni or Ithna Ashari.  

This pressure is seen acting most strongly in the Aga Khan Case.  This was a court case fought in 1866 in the Mumbai High Court between the first Aga Khan and Khoja commercial magnates (Sheths) like Habib Ibrahim, Hemraj Jeya and others.  During the case the pressure to define Khojas in terms of Arabic Islam was very high.  In this context the Ginan literature presented a very difficult “problem” as it did not fit into the categories of Islamic literature.  However, the manner in which this literature was treated in the court case has been the model for the subsequent characterizing of the Ginan – both in religious discussion within the community as well as in academic discourse [Dumasia: 1939; Hollister: 1979; Ivanow: 1948]. 


At the beginning of the arguments in court, the Ginan literature was consistently denied by both parties.  The Dashavatar ginan describing Ali as the tenth Avatar of Vishnu, was also consistently denied.   In fact till the middle of the case it was often referred to as the ‘Desatir’ -  a pre-Islamic Persian text (included in the Dabistan to describe the Mahabadian Zoroastrian sect).  This is how the plaintiff (the Khoja merchants)’s lawyer Mr. Anstey  presents the Dashavatar.  The lawyer even makes the argument that the use of this text – the Desatir, indicates that the Khojas if not Sunni were not a proper Muslim sect at all as the Desatir was actually a text of Zoroastrian belief.  This ploy of Anstey did not work as the Dashavatar was too well known in the community.  About half way through the arguments Mukhi Allahrukhia Soomar uses the name correctly.  He identified the Dasavatar as a text describing the different forms of the Godhead – Vishnu and Ali as the promised tenth avatar [The Bombay Gazette, June 14, 1866].  As can be imagined this presented a tremendous dissonance in the paradigm of Shia – Sunni being used by the court to understand the Khojas.  

The Aga Khan’s party had developed a strategy to deal with it.  We can see it happening during the statement of Karim Khan, the Aga Khan’s secretary.  His strategy was to call it an instrument of conversion:  the conversion begun by the dais sent to Sindh and Hind by the Imams.  The Dashavatar and other Ginan were included within Shiism as a tool of conversion. The idea of Khojas as converts was discussed at length at that point during the case.  

In contrast to this later description, in an earlier legal case argued in 1851 (known as the Great Khoja case) the Dashavatar and other practices were described as Hindu remnants.
  When in 1851 they were described as Hindu remnants, the judge Justice Perry had raised an objection in his notes.  He suggested instead that they were influences aquired later : involuntarily by immigrant groups from Iran to India.  Thus, he doesn’t think of these Khojas as local converts having Hindu remnants [Perry: 1847, Shodhan: 2001].    

Given this history of describing the Ginans as remnants or influences Karim Khan’s argument about the Ginan as tools of conversion in 1866 is unformed. Karim Khan stated that the ‘Desatir’ (sic) was a book made for the conversion of the Khojas by Pir Sudroodeen since the Khojas were originally Hindus.  Mr. Howard, his attorney, in his concluding statement goes back to the old stand and again tried to deny the importance of the Dashavatar.  First of all he called it the Desatir, then he said it was read only over dying Khojas – suggesting it was not important. Then, being unable to deny it he tries to tie it in with Ismaili conversion.   He tried to show that the text of the ten incarnations bore evidence of having been written to smooth the conversion of Hindus to Islam and that nine of these incarnations were of Hindu origin.  As recorded in the case proceedings – in the middle of Howard’s argument, the judge Justice Arnould remarked that 
the learned gentleman’s point was to show that they [the Ginan]. couldn’t have been composed by a Suni[sic] but might have been by a Shia [The Bombay Gazette: 13 June, 1866].
The judge made the necessary link showing that the texts composed for the conversioin of Hindus to Islam were Shia.  The fact that there was nothing essentially Shia about the use of local names, symbols, texts and rituals for conversion was later asserted by other writers. Similar arguments have later been made for Sunni Sufis and their attempts to spread Islam – especially in Bengal which shows that there was nothing very specifically Shia about this method of conversion [Ahmed: 1981].  

The judge in his judgement elaborated on the link he found between Ismailism/Shiism and the strategy of conversion.  He cited Silvestre De Sacy, ‘the great French Orientalist who created a standard corpus of ciritically edited texts for the European student.  The judge quoted from the introduction to De Sacy’s Réligion des  Druzes,  in which the author has described the instructions given to the Dai or the Ismaili missionary.  The mission strategy was one where the missionary represents himself as a zealous partisan of the doctrine professed by the subject.  Thus to a Shia he must pose as Shia, to a Sunni as Sunni, and so on.  He must then posit the Ismaili doctrine as the necessary completion of that religious doctrine.  De Sacy says, ‘fixe son attention par une devotion affectée et hypocrite.’ In De Sacy’s text this understanding of the strategy of conversion is a masterly reduction of his own earlier discussion of the nine stages of initiation into Ismaili doctrine, also discussed by Von Hammer’s The History of the Assassins [De Sacy: 1837].
The initiation began with the raising of doubt and leading to full Ismaili knowlege.  One could interpret the method of conversion as one where the missionary would first admit a premise of the religion of the prospective convert, then raise doubts, and introduce Ismaili doctrine as the solution.  These were the directives given to the Imam’s missionaries, the dai.  While Von Hammer’s description maybe accurate for describing the missionary strategy of the Imams in medieval times, how these directives could be translated into the Ginan follows a very indirect argument – between the lawyer’s descriptions and the judge’s conclusion.  

However, the judge’s pronouncement on the Ginan as conversion literature is very clear and has been definitive in the subsequent characterization of the Ginanic literature.  It has been accepted in the Aga Khan’s own statements as well as in much academic discussions of the Khojas.  This attitude to the Ginan sees them as instruments to a change - as sort of temporary halts on the way to a more true Islam.  This characterization derives from the way we understand conversion.    In English it suggests two well established positions between which the move takes place - from one religion to another which is fully formed and constructed.  This idea of conversion to some extent invalidates the question of belief of the convert.  The judge further pursuing the question of conversion poses it precisely as a movement from the original community (assumed to be Hindu) to that of the original converter – Sadruddin and his Imam.  The religion or belief examined in court is not of the Khojas but of the agents responsible for the conversion.  

Gauri Viswanathan remarks on this manner of treating conversion.  She has remarked that this stress on the agents responsible for conversion is seen in colonial practice and has continued after independence.  She says conversion has been seen more as a transfer of the individual from one community to another not recognizing the importance of the transformation of beliefs.  The beliefs after conversion are not considered important, whereas the identification of the community to which the individual has converted is considered important.  As such, the movement of people is assimilated into a discourse of rights and the people’s change is privatized making it non-threatening to the nation state.  The state has to merely acknowledge the community.  The national formation must admit citizens regardless of their religion.  The presence of religious authorities e.g. the pope has been seen as threatening to the nation state.  Thus the state has suppressed them or side-lined them by taking over the social aspects of these authorities themselves.  This way of viewing conversion describes it as a point of alienation between the two faiths. However, conversion should actually be seen as a dialogue between two different faiths and beliefs [Vishwanathan: 1998].  

Viswanathan quotes numerous instances of treating converts as aliens between two religious groups with civil rights supported by the state.  She finds these instances in British ethnography in census figures, in discussion of Ambedkar’s conversion, during the court cases instituted by infuriated parents trying to get their converted sons back and so on.  Here the administrative and social leaders see conversion as a calculated political tool rather than as an act of faith which attempts to bring a discussion of belief/religion into politics.  The conversions are not private affairs but public ones – acts which try to bring belief into this public arena [Vishwanathan: 1998]. 

During the Aga Khan case too, conversion is discussed as a calculated political tool devoid of a change in belief and faith.  It is significant that just before the case and this attitude that Khojas exist as a community without any need to discuss their beliefs or their local structures of authority that we have the last fresh compositions of the Ginan.  The composer is Imam Begum.  She was born in 1785 and died in 1866 according to Varteji in Satpanthni devio not too different from Dr. Moir’s dates [Varteji:  1926; Moir:  1999].  She traveled to Bombay from  Karachi and was welcomed in Bombay by the leading Khojas at Somji Vishram Building in Dongri.  She was popular and used to recite the ginan accompanied by Merali Papavani Sindhi on the sarangi.  She recounted the ginan at the Jamat Khana – also at the Mahim durgah.  Her  presence in Bombay and recitation with the Sarangi were not approved by Imam Hasanali Shah.  There appears to have been a strong incident with her as the Aga Khan is said to have disapproved of the Sarangi accompaniment.  However, the Aga Khan since that time has accepted her Ginan and herself also in the Ismaili system.  Her ginans were perhaps composed around the 1820s.  I find her work significant in the light of our discussion of the Ginan and their characterization contemporary to her. 


I was first interested in the work of Imam Begum as part of my work on women in public life.  One expects that women poets may have a consciousness different from the male ones but a cursory appraisal does not indicate that.  Imam Begum’s ginan are extremely moving and spiritual.  Her writing however, cannot be described as one of protest against some form of patriarchal domination.  Thus while the Ginan do not reflect a separatist consciousness, Imam Begum seems to have been a center of expression of faith and belief which the Aga Khan opposed.  


One oral account even says that this opposition was rooted in the patriarchal concerns of male Khoja members – against their wives who participated too intensely in her discourses and neglected the homes.  She would represent for us the continuing Khoja beliefs and unity of a community with its beliefs.  The Aga Khan’s criticism sets up the kind of opposition to the continuity of this belief.  

Even before the 1866 case we find that the Aga Khan was involved in introducing new prayers, new forms of worship, new taxes, inheritance laws too.  In this process, he criticized Imam Begum’s Sarangi.  With the newly introduced paradigm of the Ginan as conversion literature, the centrality of the Ginan was denied.  Can the cessation of Ginanic composition be linked to this decline in importance?  

From the 1870s the community had a steady trickle out to the Ithna Ashariyya group.  Around 1882 there were 25 such families [JD: 1878; 1880; 1884].   Around 1900 there was another dispute and a murder at the Mahim durgah.  Subsequently in 1908, squarely within Imam Sultan Muhammad Shah’s paternal family there was a dispute.  Haji Bibi his aunt asked for a share in the Imam’s property and also alleged that they were not Ismaili but were Ithna Ashari.  At this time too the case was heard at great length – witness depositions were taken by a commission in Kuchh and Kathiawar.  The judgement went in favour of the Ismaili group [Masselos: 1973; Dumasia: 1939; Kaba: 1912, 1915].  In this case, Haji Bibi and her supporters denied all knowledge of the ginan.  In fact, as she followed the Iranian practices in Hasanali Shah’s family and the Iranian court, she denied the use of the Ginan [Kaba: 1915].  

Kaba in his arguments against the Ismailis while admitting the ginans tries to show that the ginanic poems – written for the conversion of Hindus show that they are against the Hindus and follow only classical Islam.  For this, he has to select the ginan and edit them [Kaba: 1912 -1915].
There was a long drawn out polemic battle between the Ithna Ashariyya and Ismaili groups after the case.  Adelji Dhunji Kaba and others wrote extensively, trying to show that the community was an Ithna Ashariyya one, from its origins and not an Ismaili one.  The Ginan literature in this dispute (as in the earlier dispute) was supported by the Ismaili group.  Mukhi Lalji Devraj, published an authoritative collection of ginans [Moir: 2000].   Among other tracts Pir Sadrdin’s Atmadarshan and Brahma Prakash are once again published [Varteji: n.d.].  Imam Begum and Bai Budhai’s ginan too are published.  This time the grounds for accepting these Ginans [published and commented by E J Varteji: 1926] were not as a means of conversion but as a recognition of the Ismailis being different from the Hindus and Muslims and an attempt to cross the gap between the two.  He says, “Imam Shah and manvant banu bai Budhai ...worked as the dais of the zahir Imam and made successful and immortal efforts for removing the differences between Hindu-Muslim in Hind.”[Varteji: 1926, 6]  In all his publications under the auspices of the Ismaili Sahitya Mandal under the Satpanth Sahitya series, he insisted that the Ismaili religion was one without differentiating between Hindu and Muslim.  He employed “vaidik” terms like “aham brahmasmi” and showed how this teaching was the same as in the Quranic Ayats and  Hazrat Ali’s explanations through Baits and both these traditions were best expressed in Pir Sadrudin’s ginan [Varteji: n.d.].  

Thus while under the first Imam the Ginan literature was pressured to prove its Muslimness, under Sultan Muhammad Shah this pressure was considerably less.  One context for this can be sought in the Imam’s own involvement in the politics of independence and the communal atmosphere of the time.    From 1912 -1923 there was growing Hindu-Muslim unity in India.  Sultan Muhammad Shah himself was a big supporter of Hindu-Muslim unity and always preached it from 1911 Hindu-Muslim conference onwards, even when he was president of the All India Muslim Conference in 1928, when the relations between the two groups had hardened [Chunara: 1950, 485, 522].  In his time, the Ginans are extolled for the way in which they are above being either Hindu or Muslim.  Those Ginan are especially extolled which deny the choice between Ram and Rahim.  Quranic Hadis are cited to predict the rise of the Imam in the East and the Ginans are described as a witness to the rise.  Thus, the Ginan are framed within a Quranic discourse and at the same time extolled for their difference from it – providing a solution to the Hindu-Muslim differences.  


The acceptance by the third Imam of a Ginanic stream of belief of the Khojas was very important in preserving the Khoja sense of community and belonging.  This could only have been done on the higher ground that Varteji and others found in the 1920s.  This was the ground that the Khoja faith was neither Hindu nor Muslim, but a different faith.  On the earlier grounds of acceptance – as tools of conversion perhaps the Ginan would not have survived so well.  With the acceptance of the Ginanic inspiration, the Khoja conversion is linked to the faith of the Khojas and belief becomes a part of the religious collective’s public presence.  In this situation a creative and healthy identity of the community is possible rather than one devoid of religious beliefs.   

In the latest academic discourse on the Ginans we find that they are treated as providing inspirational poetry that preserves the faith of the Khojas [Esmail: 2002].  Kassam has a more differentiated appreciation of the various Ginan – rather than as one homogenous literature.  Some are seen as recording historical events and messages and others as religious instruction and inspirational compositions [Kassam: 1995].  More and more nuanced and careful readings of  the Ginan literature can only help in appreciating the religion and the history of the Khojas. 
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� This strategy of calling certain practices Hindu was not always a natural, obvious or common mode of describing Indian Muslim practice as it seems to us now.  Gaborieau suggests that in Muslim writings from Sirhindi to Shah Waliullah he has not found this characterization.  He therefore suggests that British ethnography was responsible for doing this.  Today we accept this characterization of Indian Muslim practice as remnants or influence of Hindus as “common sense” [Gaborieau: 1992]. 





