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For example, one giniin addresses the pretentions of Parn;lits and Brah­
mans in these words: 

Oh brothers! Panc;l.it became weary reading the scriptures, 
yet he couldn't find the secret of the Divine; 

Dismissing God (Allah) and Muhammad from his mind, 
so was Brahman led astray from the true calling.33 

The alternative that the giniins offer to the prevailing forms of religios­
ity, when commenting on them, is not too drastically different from 
the same modes of expressions they criticise. In other words, the over­
all fabric of the alternative vision draws its basis from some of the 
religious structures widely prevalent at the time, conventionally asso­
ciated with the devotional fervour of the medieval sants, bhaktas and 
Sufis. Hence, we often find the corpus cherishing the ideals of Sat­
panth by comparing them to those of other panths or darsanas ('philo­
sophical schools') . In this context, the most important feature that the 
giniinic vision shares with other traditions is that of an unwavering 
allegiance to the guru, who for the most part remains unidentified. 
However, we sometimes encounter a conscious effort to draw a func­
tional similarity between the guru, on the one hand, and Muhammad/ 
Brahma or a pir, on the other, depicted in some cases as the archetypal 
guide (as, for instance, in the Murnan Citavei:ii). While a distinction is 
often drawn between the concepts of guru/fir and nar/shiih, seen as 
referring respectively to the institutions of pirship and imamate, in an 
effort to create a neat typology of religious ranking and authority in 
the Satpanth sacral vision, there is a great deal of overlapping in these 
ideals too, for even the concepts of imam and nar are frequently 
depicted in terms of the 'True Guide' (satguru).34 

It must be noted here that the giniins do not merely criticise the 
prevalent modes of piety or sacred dispensations. Rather, in pointing 
out shortcomings in the practices associated with different religious 

33 Pustak pa<,li pa<,li pam<,lit thakii, VY. 1-2, KH 871, p. 37; printed version (with 

variation) in Plr Hasan Kabiradln et al., Mahan Isamaili Samt Pir Hasan Kabiradin ane 
Bija Sattadhari Piro Racit Ginanono Samgrah (Mumbai, n.d.), ginan 29, p. 52. 

34 For the typology, see Shackle and Moir, Ismaili Hymns from South Asia, 
pp. 21-22; for an example of the overlapping between these ideas, see Mu/abamdhano 
Acho<!o (attributed to Pir Shams), VY. 1-10 (KH 831, pp. 1-2). 
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clusters, they go a step further and comment on what their ideal rules 
of conduct ought to be. What we see in such cases is not so much a 
rejection of other socio-religious collectives by plainly declaring the 
superficiality of their observances, but an effort towards creating affin­
ity between their ethos and values and those of the Satpanth religious 
ideals. This dialectic vividly manifests itself in an interesting giniin 
called the Khat Darashan, apparently taking its name from the well­
known six 'orthodox schools (saddarsanas) of Indian philosophy. 
However, far from being an exposition of the philosophical ideas con­
nected with these schools, as the name might suggest, a better part of 
the Khat Darashan actually provides a kind of didactic commentary 
on how the self-proclaimed adherents of some of the prevalent reli­
gious and social groups ought to conduct themselves so that they 
might live up to the collective ideals of their fraternities. 

In this vein, the Khat Darashan touches upon not only the ideal 
comportment of some social/religious fraternities, like VairagI, 

Jamgam (Lingayat priest), JogI (Yogi), SanyasI, Muni, Jain, 
Brahmacari, Sati, Brahman, Pandit, Sufi, Qac;iI, Mullah, Musalman, 
Pativrata (devoted wife), Gharbari (householder) etc., but even dis­
cusses the traits of the Lord (sami) and his true devotee (sevak).35 For 
example, the qualities of an ideal Sanyasi are sketched in these words: 

Sanyii.si, he who praises Siva, 
forsakes the worldly temptations, 

partakes in nothing but rightful alms, 
being firm upon the posture (iisan), 

realises, deep in his heart, what good are ashes? 
True Sanyii.si, so says Gur Sohodev, he is indeed!36 

Elsewhere, the JogI is admonished in these words concerning the true 

practice of yoga: 

O ascetic! Make the way [to the divine] your sack, contentment 
your [begging] bowl, and make your thoughts as strong as a 

staff; 

35 The text is attributed to Pir Sadardin; see Khat Darashan, esp. VY. 1- 23 (KH 

426, ff. 70v-73r). 
36 Ibid., v. 8 (KH 426, ff. 71 [a]v-71 [b Jr). Sohodev is now commonly regarded as 

an epithet of Pir Sadardln, but this may not actually have been the case in the past. 
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wear the two .earrings of endurance and compassion, 
and make knowledge your diet; 

0 ascetic! The true JogI is one who has no one else in his heart.37 

I now turn to discuss the final set of giniins to underscore yet another 
layer of interaction between the ideas and categories associated with 
the terms 'Hindu' and 'Muslim'. Being subtly present in the corpus, 
this layer has largely been overshadowed by others discussed above, 
and hence has escaped the notice of scholars. What we find in these 
examples is an attitude of distancing from what are regarded as the 
Hindu practices, and a self-conscious association with a form of what 
might be described as 'Muslimness'. An interesting example of this 
dialectic formulation can be seen in a series of gin ans ascribed to Imam 
Shah and his sister Bai Bu<;lhai, presented in the form of a dialogue 
(sarhviid). The compositions in question are essentially a narrative of 
Bai BU<;lhiii' s initiation to the mysteries of the Satpanth practice. 
Through the course of the dialogue, she enquires about a number of 
religious and moral problems. Responding to her questions, Imam 
Shah tries to dispel her doubts at each stage and make it possible for 
the discussion to progress to the next level. Towards the end of their 
conversation, Bai Bu<;lhai asks about the Hindus: Who are Ram and 
Knn:ia? And, why do people worship them in the form of idols? In her 
enquiry, she exhibits a vivid consciousness of being a Muslim, and 
shows her bewilderment as to why the path she follows is associated 
with that of the Hindu 'other', whose practice of frequenting temples, 
worshipping idols etc. she views as 'worthless' (khota) . Imam Shah's 
response, in many ways, is in line with the harmonising attitude 
towards the two traditions that I have previously discussed. While 
criticising Hindus for the worship of idols, he makes it plain that all 
this is in vain, for the real manifestation of Ram and Kr~l).a resides in 
the 'west', in the form of 'Ali. In revealing the truth about the ten 
incarnations, he creates the kind of structural/functional equivalences 
between the mytho-historical figures associated with the two tradi­
tions that we see in the Murnan Citavei:ii and other giniins, Thus, 

37 Abadhu jugat jol sarhtosh patra karo, v. 1, in Pir Shams, Mahan Isamafli Sarht 
Pir Shams Racit Ginanono Samgrah (Mumbai, 1952), ginan 58, p. 63. 
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Prahlad (a mythical figure) is portrayed as Ibrahim (Abraham), 
Hariscandra as Musa (Moses), and Hindus of earlier times as Muslims 
of today, being reborn in Satpanth as part of their reward for previous 
deeds. 

What is interesting about this dialogue is not just the voice of Bai 
Bu<;lhai, distancing herself from the Hindus and their practices, or that 
of Imam Shah, offering a therapeutic perspective to her anxiety. But 
what is equally interesting is the voice of the absent composer, moder­
ating the whole dialogue and bringing to the fore, in the voice of a 
female character, concerns that seem to have prevailed about the 
nature of the Satpanth practice and its relationship to what are envis­
aged in this case as Hindu observances and ideals, conceived by the 
protagonist Bai Bu<;lhai here as undesirable and worthless.38 

In another set of giniins, narrating the travels of Pir Shams and his 
two disciples through various places, we find a similar cognisance of 
the Hindu other. In one of his sojourns, the pir is said to have encoun­
tered a group of pilgrims who had camped near a village to take the 
ritual bath. His disciples Vrmras and Surbhal). (portrayed as young 
boys) also went to the river and incidentally caused some drops of 
water to fall on a Brahman, named Devram. He shouted, 'I am a Brah­
man and you are Muslims (musalii); you have committed a wicked 
act', and rushed to the village, which was inhabited entirely by the 
Hindus. The people of the village accordingly gathered to punish 
Vimras and Surbhal). for their sinful act. One of them approached the 
boys and enquired about their superior - he was referred to Pir Shams. 
The villagers came to the saint and asked about the 'birth-group' (jiit) 
of his disciples who had polluted the Brahman. When the pir asked 
why what seemed to him a trivial matter was of serious concern, the 
Brahman replied that he would now have to bathe in the Ganges in 
order to become purified. The fir at once caused the Ganges to flow 

38 See ginans 59-71 of the 'dialogue', KH 558, ff. 363v-382r; for the printed ver­
sion, see Sayyid Imam Shah and Bai Buc;lhai, Saiyyad jmamashah tatha Bai But;lhaino 
Sarhvad ane Ginan 10 Gugarinarh (2nd ed., Mumbai, 1926), pp. 40- 50. In the manu­

scripts, I have found two versions of the dialogue, a shorter one with 21 and a longer 

one with 71 ginans. Though very likely, it is difficult to suggest definitively (at this 
stage) if the longer version contains ginans incorporated later on. On Bai Buc;lhai, see 

also [E. J.] Varateji, Satapamthani Deviyo (2nd ed., Mumbai, 1926), pp. 6-12. 
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through the village, and so the Brahman and other (Hindu) villagers 
bathed and embraced Satpanth. 39 

What is important about this hagiographic tale is the depiction of 
Pir Shams and his disciples as Muslims, marking them off from the 
Hindus, the latter defined with respect to certain customs - the need 
for ritual purification resulting from pollution, caste affiliation and so 
forth. This is rather significant, for whereas the ginans are unequivocal 
in their criticism of external religious observances practiced by both 
'Muslim' and 'Hindu' groups, as was seen earlier, this attitude of what 
would amount to distancing, as ascribed to the revered agents of Sat­
panth preaching, is largely exhibited towards the Hindus. In other 
words, whereas the ginans on occasion identify these agents as 'Mus­
lims', one hardly comes across an instance where we see the same 
agents being identified as 'Hindus', envisaged as a religious group. 
Hence, within this larger plane of interaction, we observe the collec­
tive self of the tradition being carved in terms of a Muslim identity by 
contrasting it against a Hindu one. This configuration in the giniinic 
worldview, often overlooked, has major implications when we assess 
the collective literary heritage of the tradition in dealing with the larger 
question of the formation of the identities of Satpanth adherents.40 

Concluding Observations 

Although the sources at our disposal (including the ginans) do not 
always allow us to sketch a neat portrait of varied modes of transforma­
tion through which the Satpanth tradition evolved over its long history, 
the contours of this transformation have nonetheless come to be painted 
by scholars in broad strokes. They are generally demarcated, rather 
unsatisfactorily, in a way that the British colonial institutions are seen as 
the ones that brought about a rupture in how the SatpanthI communi­
ties (the Khojas in particular) envisaged their identity in exclusivist 
terms at a critical juncture in their history, thus departing significantly 
from the premodern amalgamative texture of the tradition. As some 

39 
See the compositions Pir shamas sadhaviya, in Shams, Samgrah, ginan 67, p. 71; 

and Va/ata brahmal'.I boliya, in Shams, Samgrah, ginan 68, p. 72. 
40 

See Momin, The Formation of the Satpanth Ismaili Tradition. 
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recent studies tend to argue, this new way of conceptualising identity 
was the consequence of a rigid, legal definition of the Khojas as 'Ismailis' 
around the mid-nineteenth century which was antithetical to an earlier, 
precolonial mode, harbouring a more assimilative spirit. 

It is hard to say with any degree of certainty if the cross-fertilisation of 
ideas and symbols associated with what have been defined as Muslim 
and Hindu worldviews - frequently invoked as being characteristic of 
the giniins, and hence indelible evidence of the standpoint mentioned 
above - was something that the tradition as a whole invariably experi­
enced, much less in its embryonic stage. For, as I have argued elsewhere, 
the formation of the tradition, moving from a more organic practice, har­
bouring multiple streams of thought, to a more bounded structure 
(expressed in different sectarian terms) is a process that ought to be 
understood by taking into account the interplay of a multitude of factors 
and agencies that carved their own discursive spaces within which the 
ideological basis of the tradition was formulated - a process that is not 
necessarily, and not in its entirety, self-evident from the giniins. 

Nonetheless, the analysis of selected ginans here points to multiple 
forms of interaction between the cosmologies associated with the cate­
gories 'Hindu' and 'Muslim', which do not lend themselves to any kind 
of overarching, uniform discourse. In many cases, the giniinic attitude 
towards the prescribed religious ideals is highly amalgamative, display­
ing a rich cross-fertilisation of putative Hindu and Muslim ideas in a 
harmonious manner. But there are other configurations of identity too 
- the dialectics between the collective self of the tradition and the 'other' 
- which show at one extreme an uneasiness with the presence of what 
are held to be Hindu elements in Satpanth religiosity and practice, and 
on the other a disassociation with either Hindu or Muslim forms of 
faith, transcending in the process any narrowly conceived religious affil­
iation, and concerned solely with the discipline and purity of the inner 
self and a commitment towards truth. What this means is that the very 
roots of what was to transpire in the colonial period, with respect to the 
religious texture of Satpanth and its communities, was already embod­
ied in the premodern practice of the tradition. To be sure, the colonial 
period saw the transformation and channelling of this worldview in new 
directions, but it was not a complete departure from that earlier moment, 
rather its creative refashioning in a new era by a new set of factors and 
agencies that closely identified themselves with the tradition. 


