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Abstract

This paper summarises an argument I make at much greater length in the forthcoming fourth volume
of my book Al-Hind: The Making of the Indo-Islamic World. For more detail and extensive footnotes
and references I refer to the longer version.

The aim of this summary is to provide an outline of a new account of the rise of Islam in Sindh and
more broadly the Indus borderlands — the latter comprise Sindh, Baluchistan, the Afghan tribal areas
and the Kabul wilayat, Kafiristan (the later Nuristan), the western Panjab, and, to the east and south
of the northernmost curve of the Indus river, the Kashmir valley and its surrounding mountain zone.
With the exception of about half of the Afghan tribal lands which are part of Afghanistan and the
valley of Kashmir which is part of India today, this area is broadly coterminous with Pakistan minus
Lahore.

Historically, the Indus borderlands were among the least populated geographical spaces
of South Asia. The British census of 1911 estimated the population of the entire area of
what is now Pakistan as no more than nineteen million, a tenth of today’s.1 Dis-aggregated
population figures for the nineteenth century point at a still lower total. Around 1830,
Charles Masson estimated the number of people within the territories of the Khan of Kalat
(Baluchistan minus the southeastern corner of Las Bela) to be 450,000, about a twentieth
of today’s figure.2 Sindh or ‘Sindia Deserta,’ according to British government records, had
a total population in 1855 of just over one million, not much more than one-fiftieth of
today’s.3 Mountstuart Elphinstone reported a population of 4.3 million Afghans in the entire
kingdom of Kabul in 1815, a little more than one-tenth of today’s.4 Kafiristan never had more
than 60,000 inhabitants in the nineteenth century, perhaps half of today’s estimated 112,000.5

The western Panjab in 1881 had a population of about 6.5 million, whereas it constitutes

1A. Lieven, Pakistan: A Hard Country (New York, 2011), p. 30.
2Charles Masson, Narrative of Various Journeys in Balochistan, Afghanistan and the Panjab, 1826 to 1838,

4 vols (reprinted New Delhi, 1997), IV, p. 335; Lieven, Pakistan, p. 342.
3R. Hughes Thomas (ed.), Memoirs of Sind (Selections from the Records of the Bombay Government, No. XVII-New

Series), I (Karachi, 1979; first edition 1855), p. xli; Lieven, Pakistan, p. 305.
4M. Elphinstone, An Account of the Kingdom of Caubul, 2 vols (1815; reprinted Karachi, 1992), I, p. 114; Lieven,

Pakistan, p. 378. Lieven cautions that “no reliable Afghan national census has ever taken place” (ibid.).
5Encyclopaedia Iranica (New York, 2005), s.v.
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56% of Pakistan’s total population of over 180 million today.6 The valley of Kashmir had
about 500,000 inhabitants in 1846, against about seven million today.7

It can thus be concluded that the Indus borderlands at the time of British annexation
— between 1820 and 1850 — had an aggregate population of no more than approximately
twelve million, possibly less. We can perhaps speculate that the Indus borderlands had a total
population of no more than a few million on the eve of the Mongol conquests.8

Thinly inhabited, the Indus borderlands boasted few important historical towns and cities
at any time in their history. Urbanisation was not the main driving force of Islamisation.
Although urbanisation began in the Indus borderlands in approximately the fourth-to-third
millennium bc, there are no pre-historic or ancient cities in the Indus borderlands today.
In effect, the pattern of random disruption of cities by the shifting mud and water masses
of major river systems which is typical of much of monsoon Asia has nowhere been better
demonstrated than here.9 The Indus borderlands were the site of the most precocious urban
development anywhere in India, but they never became a durably and densely urbanised
region like the Mediterranean. In the wake of continuing shifts in the course of the Indus
and its Panjab tributaries (a river system that has been moving westward over the long term),
old towns and cities continued to die and new ones arose. The cities of the Maurya, Indo-
Greek, Kushana and subsequent ages suffered the same fate as Harappa and Mohenjodaro.10

In the eighth century ad, the Arab conquerors found nothing here resembling the great
walled cities of Khurasan (such as Balkh, umm al-bilād or ‘mother of cities’), and the cities
they themselves built, on a barely identifiable substratum, were obliterated in their turn
by earthquakes and floods, often hardly leaving a trace.11 The ruins of the once famed
Arab seaport of Debal are a case in point — they are now a partly excavated site among
desolate salt flats on a former mouth of the Indus, about thirty miles from the present coast.
Virtually all cities of Sindh throughout history suffered a similar fate.12 It was the same
with Multan, Kabul (reduced to village status by earthquakes in the fourteenth century)
and Ghazna (destroyed by earthquakes, floods and landslides in the eleventh and fourteenth
centuries) and other cities in the western Panjab and the Afghan territories.13 As a result,
already in medieval times the Indus borderlands boasted remarkably few important cities and
towns that went back to an ancient past, and none became celebrated centres of culture over

6S. S. Thorburn, Musalmans and Money-Lenders in the Punjab (Lahore, 1886), p. 17; Lieven, Pakistan, p. 259.
7P. N. K. Bamzai, Socio-Economic History of Kashmir (1846–1925) (New Delhi, 1987), p. 3.
8Reflecting on the early 16th-century Bāburnāma, Masson wrote: “There is nothing more evident from all

Babur’s details than the fact, that the countries of Kâbal [Kabul], Nangenhár (Nangarhar], Lúghmân [Laghman],
& c. were in his days infinitely less populous than they are at present” [italics added] (Narrative of Various Journeys, I,
p. 218).

9Cf. R. F. Burton, Sindh and the Races that Inhabit the Valley of the Indus (1851 reprint New Delhi, 1997),
p. 304; André Wink, Al-Hind: The Making of the Indo-Islamic World, 3 vols (Leiden and Boston, 1990–2004), III,
p. 15 and passim.

10Wink, Al-Hind, I, p. 175; III, pp. 64–78.
11Wink, Al-Hind, I, pp. 141, 175–185; W. Barthold, An Historical Geography of Iran (Princeton, 1984), pp. 20-95.
12R. F. Burton, Sind Revisited (1877 reprint Memphis, Tennessee, 2010), p. 67; H. Pottinger, Travels in Beloochistan

and Sinde (1816 reprint Karachi, 1976), pp. 345, 347, 351–352; Burton, Sindh, pp. 5–6; H. T. Sorley, Shāh Abdul
Lat̄ıf of Bhit: His Poetry, Life and Times: A Study of Literary, Social and Economic Conditions in Eighteenth Century Sind
(New Delhi, 1984), pp. 94, 117.

13S. A. Rashid (ed.), Inshā’-i-Māhrū (Lahore, 1965), pp. 49-51, 110–112; S. N. Sen (ed.), Indian Travels of Thevenot
and Careri (New Delhi, 1949), p. 77; Wink, Al-Hind, III, p. 15.
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extended periods of time. What cities and towns the British conquerors found here in their
turn were mostly Hindu-dominated bazaar and banking centres and these were generally
small, of recent origin, and short-lived to boot.14 There were no towns or cities that played
or could have played a major role in the religious transformation — the conversion to Islam
— of the largely rural and pastoral Indus borderlands.

This does not mean, on the other hand, that the Indus borderlands were a ‘barbarian’
frontier or marginal to civilisation. There was no fundamental civilisational gap between
the Indus borderlands and the rest of the subcontinent. In other words, there were no pre-
existing socio-cultural and religious differences that can explain the divergent trajectories
of Islamic development in South Asia’s borderlands on the Indus on the one hand and its
Gangetic heartlands on the other. In Kafiristan, it is true, we find an ill-defined mixture
of polytheism and animism, embedded in a tribal society without a written language and
without much internal differentiation — in a geographically extremely remote and almost
inaccessible mountainous niche of the Hindu Kush — that perpetuated itself over many
centuries, not without change altogether but in virtual immunity from the traditions of the
surrounding Hellenic and Indo-Iranian worlds.15 But in the other agricultural and settled
parts of the borderlands — in the valley of the Indus proper, and, above all, in Kashmir —
much of the pre-Islamic heritage does not appear to have been essentially different from
that of the Indian heartlands. Indian culture penetrated deeply into the more accessible areas
on the major trade routes to the west of the Indus from early times, and the Kabul wilayat
was historically the most Indianised of all.16 Here the first stupas appeared under Ashoka.
The early medieval Zunbil kings and their kinsmen the Turk Shahis of Kabul continued
to proclaim themselves Buddhists but are also on record to have banned cow slaughter and
beef consumption and to have worshiped the Shaivite god Zun. The connection of ‘greater
Gandhara’ with Shiva is well established. Necropolises at Swat, Bamiyan, Murki Khel (in the
valley of Jalalabad), and under the Safed Koh (where human bones were so abundant on the
soil that walls were made of them), as well as the record of Gabar fire temples and pyrethrae
or altars throughout what is now eastern and southern Afghanistan and elements in the art
of these regions and linguistic evidence also show persistent links with Iran.

Like Kabul, Kashmir absorbed Indian culture from ancient times.17 Buddhism arrived
in Kashmir under the Kushanas, and by the seventh century members of the Karkota
royal family and private persons who founded Buddhist stupas and viharas appear to have
endowed brahmanical establishments and shrines of Shiva and Vishnu with equal zeal. With

14A. Hamilton, A New Account of the East Indies, 2 vols (London, 1930), I, p. 72; Masson, Narrative of Various
Journeys, II, p. 262; Elphinstone, Kingdom of Caubul, I, p. 73; II, p. 27; Pottinger, Travels, pp. 342–344; Sorley, Shah
Abdul Latif, p. 117; Hughes Thomas, Memoir of Sind, I, pp. 87–95.

15G. S. Robertson, The Kafirs of the Hindu-Kush (1896 reprint New Delhi, 1998); Elphinstone, Kingdom of
Caubul, II, pp. 373–389; Masson, Narrative of Various Journeys, I, pp. 193–196, 200–201, 224, 226, 228–230, 235; G.
Fussman, Atlas Linguistique des Parlers Dardes et Kafirs (Paris, 1972).

16S. Beal (trans.), Si-Yu-Ki: Buddhist Records of the Western World: Chinese Accounts of India, Translated from the
Chinese of Hiuen Tsiang (reprint Calcutta, 1958), p. 114; M. W. Meister, Temples of the Indus: Studies in the Hindu
Architecture of Ancient Pakistan (Leiden, 2010), pp. 12-13; Masson, Narrative of Various Journeys, I, pp. 224–225; Sen,
Thevenot, pp. 79–80; Wink, Al-Hind, I, pp. 112–114, 117–119, 288, 292–293.

17Wink, Al-Hind, I, pp. 231–254; II, p. 350; Y. Bronner, “From conqueror to connoisseur: Kalhana’s account
of Jayapida and the fashioning of Kashmir as a kingdom of learning”, paper presented at the Annual Conference
on South Asia, Madison, WI, 22 Oct. 2011.
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its considerable agricultural resources, the Kashmir dynasty was able to mobilise the military
manpower of the ecologically marginal areas of the western Panjab, Afghanistan and the
Tarim basin, and thereby extend its political control beyond the valley to the west and south.
Radiating outward from Shrinagar, by the eighth century the zone of Kashmiri political
and cultural hegemony then reached into the whole of the upper Indus valley and northern
Panjab, as also into Gilgit, Baltistan and Ladakh — the northern Kohistans which later
became largely Tibetan-spoken. Propped up by the Tang Chinese, Kashmir became an
imperial power under Lalitaditya Muktapida and briefly conquered the brahmanical capital
of Kanauj in 733, along with much of India’s agricultural heartlands. In the wake of this
epoch-defining digvijaya, brahmans became predominant in Kashmir as religious specialists
and administrative officials.

Sindh was politically subordinate to Kashmir in its imperial heyday and developed a
similarly composite religious culture of Indo-Iranian and pagan elements.18 In its widest
sense, ancient Sindh comprised an area on both sides of the Indus reaching much farther
to the north and west than modern Sindh does today, including Multan and much of the
western Panjab, and varying portions of the rocky uplands adjoining Baluchistan and of the
sand hills of the Thar. Zoroastrianism flourished in Sindh, and from ancient times onwards
the great temple of Multan was a major centre of the cult of the sun, owing its origin
and increasing popularity to the influence of Zoroastrian priests coming from Iran, and
attracting offerings across ‘the five Indies’ and thousands of pilgrims from all countries,
while providing food, drink and medicines to the poor and sick. Iranian elements have
always been pervasive in the folk art, dress, and religious iconography of the nomadic and
semi-nomadic populations of Jats and Gujars in Sindh and the Thar Desert. But we also
encounter the ancient remains of Buddhist buildings throughout Sindh. It was again Ashoka
who brought Buddhism to Sindh. The Maurya emperor endowed monasteries and stupas in
places where the sacred traces of the Buddha’s presence were found — some of these were
still largely intact when Xuanzang visited them almost a thousand years later.19

Buddhism continued to flourish in its monastic form in Sindh, and there is evidence
of Hinduism as well in both Sindh and the Panjab from the Gupta period onwards. Xuan
Zong, in the third decade of the seventh century, provides some remarkably detailed statistical
information about the distribution of hundreds of Buddhist monasteries, mostly belonging
to the Sammatiya or ‘Personalist’ school of Hinayana Buddhism, and hundreds of Hindu
temples in the area.20 Hinduism in Sindh, at the time of Xuanzang, represented the particular
orientation of the Pāshupatis, a sect associated with Shiva in his aspect of the ‘Herdsman’. The
worship of this form of Shiva may have considerable antiquity in Sindh — seals uncovered at
Mohenjodaro reflect a proto-Pāshupati form of Shiva — but the Pāshupata sect as such did
not become prominent until a century before the Arab conquest. Deltaic Sind then became
a stronghold of this cult, but Shiva was also worshiped in the north of the province.21

Regarding the Hinduism of Sindh, there is also the compelling evidence of a historical

18Wink, Al-Hind, I, pp. 147–166.
19Beal, Si-Yu-Ki, p. 463.
20Ibid., pp. 462 ff.
21Ibid., pp. 461–465; H. T. Lambrick, Sind: A General Introduction (Hyderabad, 1964), pp. 146-151; D. N.

Maclean, Religion and Society in Arab Sind (Leiden, 1989), pp. 5-16.
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process of brahman immigration in the one or one-and-a-half centuries prior to the arrival
of the Arab conquerors, as well as of the widespread influence of brahman priests and officials
at that time.22

The pre-Islamic heritage of the Indus borderlands thus offers no obvious clues to their
conversion to Islam. Can we look for such clues in the oral and written traditions of the
Muslim populations now inhabiting these areas? As it turns out, this is an even less promising
approach to the problem. Remarkably enough, the traditions current among the convert as
well as immigrant Muslim populations of the Indus borderlands — but this is by no means
unique to them — tend to entirely obliterate their ‘infidel’ past and routinely advance claims
of descent from the Companions of the Prophet or the early Caliphs, or claims of conversion
in the earliest centuries of Islamic expansion, or any number of pious lies regarding the rise
of Islam amongst them. There are countless claims of this kind.23 And there have been
numerous debates about such claims of early conversion that have become exceedingly
rancorous and polemical. Few of them are supported by any evidence whatsoever, and most
of them are demonstrably false.

The subject of pious lies, conversion to Islam has remained an ill-understood and
difficult subject because of the paucity of the evidence relating to it. Conversion is a
combined process of religious and social transformation that took place gradually and often
imperceptibly slowly, over a number of centuries, and as such did not attract much attention
from contemporary chroniclers. Even so, the subject has attracted considerable attention
in modern scholarship on South Asia.24 At first (prior to the 1790s) it was mostly denied
that any conversion had occurred in South Asia at all — this was the correlate of the view
that Indian Muslims were members of an immigrant or immigrant-descended community.
Subsequently, it was often argued that conversion was ‘forced,’ or due to material and
political incentives, and also that conversion was motivated by a desire to escape from the
debilitating oppression of the Indian caste system. In addition, there were various efforts
to explain conversion as a safety mechanism for people who had violated caste rules, or as
the result of intermarriage between Hindus and Muslims, as well as the result of missionary
efforts by charismatic saints or Sufis.

The currently most widely accepted theory of mass conversion to Islam in South Asia
relates it to processes of agricultural sedentarisation of pastoral and other mobile groups
on the periphery of the subcontinent. This theory has a fairly long pedigree, and we find
important elements of it, for example, in Mountstuart Elphinstone’s classic An Account of the
Kingdom of Caubul (1815). A variant of it can be found in Irfan Habib’s work on Jat conversion

22M. Reinaud, Fragments Arabes et Persans inédits relatifs à l’Inde, antérieurement au XI siècle de l’ère Chrétienne
(Paris, 1895), pp. 1-24; U. M. Daudpota (ed.), Chachnāma (Hyderabad, Deccan, 1939), p. 213.

23Wink, Al-Hind, I, pp. 95, 166–167, and II, p. 238; Elphinstone, Kingdom of Caubul, I, pp. 205–206; J. T.
Arlinghaus, The Transformation of Afghan Tribal Society (Unpublished PhD Dissertation, Duke University, 1983),
pp. 109–110; R. Tapper, “Holier than Thou: Islam in three tribal societies”, in Akbar S. Ahmed and David M.
Hart (eds), Islam in Tribal Societies from the Atlas to the Indus (London, 1984), p. 258; Burton, Sindh, pp. 18, 233, 246,
410, n. 2; H. A. Rose, A Glossary of the Tribes and Castes of the Panjab and North-West Frontier Province, 2 vols (1919
reprint Delhi, 1999), II, pp. 25-28, 539; Shahamet Ali, The History of Bahawalpur, with notices of the adjacent countries
of Sindh, Afghanistan, and the west of India (London, 1848), p. 182; Pottinger, Travels in Beloochistan and Sinde, p. 267;
S. A. Matheson, The Tigers of Baluchistan (London, 1967), p. 8.

24Peter Hardy, “Modern European and Muslim explanations of conversion to Islam in South Asia: A preliminary
survey of the literature”, in N. Levtzion (ed.), Conversion to Islam (New York and London, 1979), pp. 68-99.
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to Sikhism in the Panjab.25 In its most elaborated form, however, it is above all associated
with the work of Richard M. Eaton.26 “Much more in keeping with the geography and
chronology of Muslim conversions in India”, writes Eaton, “would be an understanding
of mass conversion as a process whereby preliterate peoples on the ecological and political
frontier of an expanding agrarian society became absorbed into the religious ideology of
that society”.27 According to Eaton, it was not caste Hindus who most readily converted to
Islam, but non-agrarian pastoral and forest peoples whose contact with brahmanism and caste
had been perfunctory at best and who were becoming integrated in a sedentary, agrarian
society. In such frontier regions, Islam was more a ‘religion of the plough’ than a ‘religion
of the sword’. Or, as Eaton elsewhere summarised his findings: “Recent research suggests
that the growth of sedentary agriculture in lightly Hinduised regions of India will tell us
more about conversion than will the movement of medieval armies”.28 Fundamental to this
approach is the idea that the processes of sedentarisation were the same in the western Panjab
[and Sindh] and on ‘the Bengal frontier’. What happened in the western Panjab and Sindh
is comparable, in Eaton’s view, with what happened somewhat later (mostly in the early
modern period) in east Bengal when non-agrarian forest people were integrated into an
expanding agrarian society that was emerging in the wake of an eastward shift of the Ganges
river system and converted to Islam in the context of expanding Muslim rule in the area.
In fact, Eaton derives most of his evidence for this general theory of conversion from east
Bengal.

This sedentarisation or ‘religion of the plow’ theory has the merit that it relates religious
transformation to broader social change and to geographical factors over the long term.
With its emphasis on rural developments, it is also useful as a corrective to the idea that
Islam is fundamentally a religion of the city. Nevertheless, as a general explanation for mass
conversion to Islam it may to some extent be valid for east Bengal — where an entirely new
peasant society was created in medieval times — but not for the Indus borderlands.

There are three reasons why the theory does not work for the Indus borderlands. The
first reason is that the Indus borderlands are the site of the earliest and most precocious
agricultural development in South Asia. Sedentarisation long pre-dates Islamisation in all
parts of the Indus borderlands. The second reason is that, as we have seen, the pre-Islamic
rural populations of the Indus valley and Kashmir were by no means ‘lightly Hinduised’
but deeply integrated in Hinduism and Buddhism. The third reason is that in the Indus
borderlands there continued to be, at least until the dawn of the twentieth century, many
groups of nomadic pastoralists (including many Jats) who converted to Islam and had a more
than nominal commitment to Islam but who never sedentarised.29 The stereotype of the

25Irfan Habib, “Jatts of Panjāb and Sind”, in H. Singh and N. Gerald Barrier (eds), Punjab Past and Present:
Essays in Honour of Dr Ganda Singh (Patiala, 1976), pp. 98-100.

26See especially R. M. Eaton, “The political and religious authority of the shrine of Baba Farid”, in B. D.
Metcalf (ed.), Moral Conduct and Authority: The Place of Adab in South Asian Islam (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and
London, 1984), pp. 333-356; idem, “Approaches to the study of Islam in India”, in R. C. Martin (ed.), Approaches
to Islam in Religious Studies (Tucson, 1985), pp. 106–126; idem, Islamic History as Global History (Washington, DC,
1990); idem, The Rise of Islam and the Bengal Frontier, 1204–1760 (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London, 1993).

27Eaton, “Approaches to the study of Islam”, p. 111.
28Eaton, Islamic History as Global History, p. 35.
29Karin de Vries, Islamitische heiligen en heiligentomben in Multan: de rol van heiligen in ontginning, sedentarisatie

en Islamisering (1320–1901) (MA Dissertation, Department of Indian Studies (Instituut Kern), University of Leiden,

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1356186315000905 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1356186315000905


Saints of the Indus 359

impious nomad, like that of the nomad implacably hostile to settled life, has no general
validity.30

I argue, by contrast, that the medieval development of the Indus borderlands should be
compared to that of Anatolia and parts of the Persian plateau, not to that of Bengal. In effect,
the reasons that Turkey (but not Greece) and Pakistan (but not India) are Muslim countries
today are broadly similar.

In both cases an existing religious culture unravelled under the impact of protracted
nomadic conquest and migration. As is well known, the Turkish conquest of Anatolia lasted
for almost four centuries, during which the once unified, stable Byzantine administration
was destroyed and much of Anatolia was transformed into a scene of continuous military
struggle.31 Most importantly, the Turkish conquest and colonisation by Turkish nomads
of Anatolia destroyed the Greek church as an effective social, economic, and religious
institution. Since religion permeated practically every aspect of medieval society, the sharp
decline of the church was a major factor in the disappearance of the Byzantine character
of Anatolia. Moreover, Christian society, which had been subjected to such disruption
and dislocation in the wake of the Turkish nomadic invasions, became isolated from
Constantinople and was deprived of ecclesiastical leadership in the provinces. The Balkans
and Greece, by contrast, although subjected to the Turkokratia for centuries, remained
Christian. Most analysts agree that this had a lot to do with the fact that the Turkish conquest
of the Balkans was not nearly as prolonged or repeated a process as it was in Anatolia, and that
particularly the colonisation by Turkman nomads was not as heavy here. In the Balkans the
conquest and colonisation were affected by a strongly centralised government that aimed to
restore order as quickly as possible, not by multiple warlords with large nomadic retinues that
were often at war with each other as much as with their Byzantine opponents. Moreover,
Balkan Christian communities were not left without ecclesiastical institutions for long. After
the conquest of Constantinople the Greek patriarchate was restored at the head of the
Orthodox-Christian communities of the Balkans.

What happened in the Indus borderlands is broadly comparable to this development.
When the Arabs arrived in the early eighth century they occupied Makran and parts of
the Indus valley in one brief campaign, and dislocations remained relatively limited.32 No
tribal mass migration of Arab nomads followed upon the military conquest of Sindh (as it
had in Iraq between 638 and 656). As a result there was an Arab military occupation of the
towns, and some control of the countryside, but no extensive Islamisation or conversion to
Islam of the native population. There is no evidence that such conversion occurred. To the
contrary, an authoritative and detailed Persian geographical work of 982 ad confirms that the

1997), pp. 9–23, 77–84; Gazetteer of the Jhang District 1883–4 (Lahore, 1884), p. 69; D. Ibbetson, Panjab Castes: being
a reprint of the Chapter on “the Races, Castes and Tribes of the People” in the Report on the Census of the Panjab Published
in 1883 (Lahore, 1916), p. 148; Gazetteer of the Mooltan District 1883–4 (Lahore, 1884), pp. 60–61, 67; S. Westphal
Hellbusch and H. Westphal, Zur Geschichte und Kultur der Jat (Berlin, 1968), p. 72; Masson, Narrative of Various
Journeys, I, pp. 456–457; J. B. Morris, Report on the Revised Settlement of the Mooltan District in the Mooltan Division
(Lahore, 1860), pp. 5, 14–15.

30Tapper, “Holier than Thou”.
31Speros Vryonis, Jr, The Decline of Medieval Hellenism in Asia Minor and the Process of Islamization from the Eleventh

through the Fifteenth Century (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London, 1971).
32Wink, Al-Hind, I, pp. 119–128, 144–189, 201–218, and II, p. 88.
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Baluchi nomads of the hot, pastoral desert between Kirman and the Indus were all Muslims
(they had converted to the faith even before their arrival) but says in so many words that in
Sindh only the Arab capital town of Mansura had “Muslim inhabitants”.33 The beginning of
Turkish raids and conquests under the Ghaznavids resulted in more significant demographic
dislocations, especially in the western Panjab — in these centuries we read of some conversion
to Islam among some specific populations in the Indus borderlands, but it was still quite
restricted, and in most places sporadic.34 The same can be said about the conquests of
the Ghurids and their Turkish slave generals in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.35 In
short, when the Mongol nomadic hordes began to invade the Indus borderlands in the early
thirteenth century, they came into an area of which large parts had already been under
Muslim rule for half a millennium but where as yet no significant conversion to Islam had
occurred.

Mongol expansion in the Indus borderlands between 1221 and 1398 was, however,
extremely destructive.36 Large and sprawling hordes of warlike nomads, incessantly in search
of pasture for their innumerable horses, and accompanied by sheep, flooded the Indus
borderlands everywhere — Kashmir included37 — and reduced much agricultural land to
grassland, effectively turning the entire area into an extension of nomadic Central Asia.
A scene of almost continuous warfare and devastation ensued, which lasted for almost
two centuries, and decimated the already sparse populations. The only area of the Indus
borderlands where the Mongols did not penetrate was Kafiristan (although Timur led
a largely unsuccessful expedition into it). Everywhere else, the Indus borderlands were
devastated. As a result, the Mongol invasions undermined and destroyed the very basis
of the social order and completely de-legitimated and dismantled the existing religious
infrastructure.

They thus proved to be a turning point in the historical development of the Indus
borderlands. What is more, they set off a widespread and general migration and dispersal
of tribal populations of nomadic Mongols, Turks, Afghans and Baluchis over wide areas
which did not really subside until as late as the sixteenth century.38 It is in these conditions

33V. Minorsky (translation.), H. udūd al-‘Ālam: The Regions of the World, A Persian Geography, 372 A.H.-982 A. D.
(reprinted Karachi, 1980), p. 122 (f. 26a).

34Wink, Al-Hind, II, pp. 112–135, 138–139.
35Ibid., II, pp. 135–149.
36Ibid., II, pp. 202–211, 239–244, and III, pp. 118, 120–122; Masson, Narrative of Various Journeys, IV, p. 388;

Rashid (ed.), Inshā’-i-Māhrū, pp. 9, 19–22, 100–103, 186–188, 229–235.
37Wink, Al-Hind, II, pp. 207–8, and III, p. 122; K. R. Pandit (translation), A Chronicle of Medieval Kashmir

(Calcutta, 1991), pp. 17, 27–29.
38Tārkhānnāma (British Museum, ms. Or. 1814), f. 72; Zahiruddin Muhammad Babur, Bāburnāma: Chaghatay

Turkish Text with Abdul Rahim Khankhanan’s Persian translation, Turkish Transcription, Persian Edition and English
Translation, (ed.) W. M. Thackston, Jr, 3 vols (Department of Near Eastern Languages and Civilizations, Harvard
University: Sources of Oriental Languages & Literatures XVIII, (ed.) by S. Tekin & G. A. Tekin, Turkish Sources
XVI, 1993), ff. 125b, 128, 131, 135b, 136, 137b, 140, 144b, 145, 154–155b, 160, 162–162b, 172b, 184b, 187b,
195–202, 209–211b, 215b–216, 237b ; Khwānd-Amı̄r, Habı̄b as-siyar f̄ı akhbār-i-afrād-i-bashar, (ed.) Jalal Huma’i, 4
vols (Tehran, 1333/1954), III, pp. 150, 276, and IV, pp. 170, 293; Shams-i-Sirāj ‘Afı̄f, Tār̄ıkh-i-Fı̄rūz Shāhı̄ (Calcutta,
1888), p. 51; Abū’l-Fad. l ‘Allāmı̄, Ā’̄ın-i-Akbar̄ı, translated by H. Blochmann, 3 vols (reprint New Delhi, 1977–8),
II, p. 406; Masson, Narrative of Various Journeys, II, p. 224; M. S. Akhtar, Sind under the Mughals: An Introduction
to, Translation of and Commentary on the Mazhar-i-Shahjahani of Yusuf Mirak (1044/1634) (Karachi, 1990), p. 246; M.
H. Siddiqi, “Baluch migration in Sindh”, in G. M. Lakho (ed.), The Samma Kingdom of Sindh (Historical Studies)
(Jamshoro, 2006), pp. 99-104; André Wink, “On the road to failure: The Afghans in Mughal India”, Cracow
Indological Studies 11 (2009), pp. 267-339.
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that the gradual conversion to Islam began to take place. But equally significant is the fact
that the Mongols did not penetrate anywhere beyond the Indus borderlands, at least not
normally and not for long. For ecological reasons the Mongol nomads could not sustain the
occupation of other parts of the subcontinent. The subcontinent at large was unsuited for
the kind of extensive pastoral nomadism practiced by the medieval nomads and therefore
never suffered a nomadic conquest as such. And correspondingly conversion to Islam was
much more sporadic.

In Sindh and the Indus borderlands generally the rise of Islam took place in an ‘age
of anxiety’ which began with the prolonged turmoil and disruption that accompanied the
Mongol invasions and ended with the subsequent re-ordering of the entire political order and
recovery within the context of expanding Muslim states after the Mongols withdrew. Islam
came to these regions through the institutionalised cult of pirs or saints (also known as ‘holy
men’, and sometimes as Sufis) and the shrines built over their tombs.39 The fundamental
raison d’être of these shrines was religious — it was through them and their rituals that
Islam was made accessible to non-literate peasants and tribesmen. It was believed that saints
enjoyed a closer relationship with God than common devotees, and that the saints’ spiritual
power and their ability to intercede with God on the devotees’ behalf outlasted the saints’
mortal lifetime and adhered to their burial places, which became centres of pilgrimage
and worship. Over time, saintly charisma became increasingly disassociated from personal
piety. Unlike Christian saints (and post-eleventh century Catholic priests and bishops), most
Muslim saints married and had children. Their spiritual power was hereditary and became
distributed among all their offspring, with special provisions made for the few who fulfilled
religious obligations and became guardians of tombs. Inherited saintliness came to legitimise
acquired wealth, including land, and social position, with the result that many saints gained
an almost regal power. As shrines grew wealthy, so did the proliferating saintly families who
succeeded the original saint over many generations.

But the saints were also community builders in a medieval society that had been shattered.
The shrines and holy lineages of Muslim saints brought stability and defined rights and
entitlements by political arbitration — they evolved into a ‘hagiarchy’ of hereditary saints
in a near-anarchic tribal environment.40 In arbitration disputes the saints could serve as
‘professional neutrals’ because their lineage connected them to the founder of the religion
shared by both sides involved in the dispute but excluded them from identification with
either. The innumerable smaller shrines that were built along roads, and on hill tops, served
as demarcation points for pastoral tribes, or they separated the pastoral from the agricultural
realm. The saints themselves would mediate disputes between pastoral and agricultural
clans, or between competing pastoral clans. This was especially important in Sindh and
the western Panjab, where, in the wake of the Mongol invasions, the social and economic
structure changed radically as tribes increasingly settled on the irrigated plains of the Indus

39Miles Irving, “The shrine of Baba Farid Shakarganj at Pakpattan”, Journal of the Panjab Historical Society 1
(1919–1920), pp. 70–76; Audrey O’Brien, “The Mohammedan saints of the Western Panjab”, The Journal of the
Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland 41 (1911), pp. 509-520; De Vries, Islamitische heiligen en
heiligentomben in Multan; Sarah F. D. Ansari, Sufi Saints and State Power: The Pirs of Sind, 1843–1947 (Cambridge,
2003); Nile Green, “Blessed Men and tribal politics: Notes on political culture in the Indo-Afghan world”, Journal
of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 49:3 (2006), pp. 344-360.

40Ernest Gellner applies this terminology to Muslim saints in Morocco: cf. Saints of the Atlas (London, 1969).
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valley and more and more land was opened up through the use of the Persian wheel and later
by digging artificial canals. Such profound demographic restructuring was accompanied by
constant conflicts about land in which the saints played a critical role. Moreover, in these
circumstances visiting and becoming clients or devotees of a shrine resulted in or formalised
rights of passage along a route or grazing rights. The saints could also back up their arbitration
by the use of force and often went to war with thousands of troops, interceded with rulers,
and served as diplomatic envoys. Furthermore, the ‘urs or annual pilgrimages and festivals
associated with the saints’ death anniversaries promoted peaceful contact between normally
hostile or alien tribes and other population groups because violence was prohibited during
the pilgrimage and the pilgrims travelled under the protection of the saints, while the tombs
themselves were at all times exempted from tribal violence and were places of haram. And
during the ‘urs there would be extensive trade in marketable goods, while sporting events
brought the diverse tribes together within a religiously organised framework. Markets would
be held in these conflict-free zones, and the saints thus controlled trade as well. A situation
developed in which saints played not only a very important role in political conflict resolution
and the control of markets while providing places of haram but also played a vital role in
bridging sectarian divides and thus in religious conflict resolution.

On a religious level the saints were as much sought after for their miraculous and healing
powers as for their knowledge of Islam. Visitors to their shrines would ask for a cure for
a disease, sons, wealth, or forgiveness of sins. Just like Christian saints, the Muslim saints
reputedly performed miracles. At the same time, shrines became centres of an entire medieval
mental health industry, where drugs would be used and psychiatrically troubled people,
especially women, could find therapeutic relief. At the annual ‘urs festivals people would
indulge in ecstatic dancing, screaming prayers or demon-induced obscenities or otherwise
find license to temporarily defy the normal rules of social behaviour in other ways. And
Muslim shrines, like Christian shrines, abrogated and at the same time often perpetuated
pagan cults and pantheistic nature worship. Numerous Muslim shrines or ziyarats in the
Indus borderlands are found to have been erected on religious sites that were originally
those of the former ‘idolatrous’ inhabitants. Digging up the soil in the precincts of shrines
often brought to light large quantities of buried ‘idols’. To a large extent, the Muslim saints
replaced the numerous gods of the Hindus, their shrines replaced the temples, and their
festivals superseded the old Hindu festivals.

It was in these various ways that Muslim saints and their shrines became part of an entirely
reconfigured religious landscape throughout the Indus borderlands and became instrumental
in the gradual ‘conversion’ of their inhabitants to Islam. Historical chronicles begin to
describe the rural and pastoral populations in Sindh, Afghanistan, Kashmir, and other parts
of the Indus borderlands as Muslims around the mid-fourteenth century, and we can deduce
from the fragmentary information these chronicles provide that conversion to Islam was by
then well on its way. Such ‘conversion’ was, of course, never ‘complete’ anywhere. There
were still numerous Zoroastrians in the Kabul wilayat in the seventeenth century, while at
least a quarter of the population of Sindh remained Hindus even as late as the nineteenth
century (there are still millions today), and most of the people of Kafiristan did not convert
to Islam until the late nineteenth century. Saints and their shrines, however, were to become
the central elements of the religious life everywhere in the Indus borderlands between the
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thirteenth and sixteenth centuries, and kept proliferating afterwards, marginalising almost
everything else that we normally associate with the urban and literate traditions of Islam to a
degree hardly found anywhere in the Muslim world. Saints and shrines became exceedingly
numerous here. Early British travellers recorded that along the Indus the shrines were “almost
innumerable” and that the people there “have abandoned essentially the religion of Islam,
and have become votaries of a new worship, that of shrines”. Towns like Rohri, Sehwan,
Nasarpur and Thatta claimed to have ‘sawa lakh’ or 125,000 saints buried in their graveyards,
with Makli Hills near Thatta acquiring the reputation of being the largest necropolis in the
Muslim world. Exaggerated as these claims may be, it is probably true that by the end of
the eighteenth century it had become virtually impossible to travel more than a few miles
almost anywhere in the Indus borderlands without coming across the shrine of one saint or
another.

It was not until the nineteenth century that reformist movements began to oppose the
culture of saints and shrines, their extravagant pageantry, and above all the claims that they
were intermediaries between man and God. This happened for the first time in 1826, when
Peshawar and the Yusufzai territories became the centre of a formidable Islamic challenge
to Sikh dominance under Sayyid Ahmad Shah of Rai Bareli (1786–1831). Sayyid Ahmad
Shah rallied the Afghans in a jihād or ‘holy war’ against the Sikhs, in an attempt to create
an Islamic state with fundamentalist Wahhabite credentials. He was the first of a number
of outsiders — of whom Osama bin Laden and Al-Qa’ida were the last — to migrate to
the Indus borderlands from elsewhere and create jihādist movements that were, and still are,
sharply at odds with the religious culture of the local saints and their shrines. Unlike what
is often believed, they are not a throwback to medieval times but a modern phenomenon.
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