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Note on Spellings

accurate grammar and spellings. Stylistic inconsistencies, such as
multiple spellings of Sindh, reflect original source materials and
have deliberately not been ‘updated’.

r I Yhe editors and authors have given attention to retaining historically






Introduction
Notes o n the Study o f Sindhi History and Identity

MicHeL Boivin AND MaTTHEW A. Cook

The word sindhu means river or ocean in Sanskrit. The Rig Veda uses
the term to describe a large flowing body of water in western South
Asia. Sindhi nationalist Ghulam Murtaza Shah (a.k.a., G.M. Syed), in his
1943 welcome address to the thirty-first session of the All India Muslim
League, states that the nation of Pakistan is, historically, nothing else than
Sindh. While Syed considers Sindh a metaphor for Pakistan’s polity, the

word has a much wider socio-political etymology: Hindustan and India

It is not popularly known that the word Sindh derives from Sanskrit.

both derive from it.!

Despite its status as a wide-ranging namesake, Sindh is historically and
socially under studied. In comparison to other South Asian regions, there
is little scholarship on Sindh. This dearth of scholarship is ironic given
how ‘unlocalized” Sindhi cultural practices are over history. These practices
are not restricted to the contemporary Pakistani province of Sindh. A
cursory overview of Sindhi-speakers leads to many locations. In the Las
Bela district of Balochistan, people speak a Sindhi dialect.? Sindh’s sphere
of influence during the medieval period includes Multan in Pakistani
Punjab. This region, linguistically known as the ‘Siraiki Belt’, speaks a
form of Sindhi. Communities living across the border in India also
communicate in Sindhi. People speak a Sindhi dialect in the Kutch and
Saurashtra regions of Gujarat. Others speak the Dhatki version of Sindhi
in south-western Rajasthan® Various communities of overseas Sindhis
(both Hindus and Muslims) speak their mother tongue, not only in Asian
countries but in Africa, Europe, and the Americas.

Many histories locate Sindh’s socio-historical roots in Mohenjo Daro.*
Sir John Marshall published the first major study on this ancient city,
entitled Mohenjo Daro and the Indus Civilization, in 1931.° He utilizes
the region’s material culture to argue that urban life in Sindh stretches
back to the third millennium Bce. Marshall convincingly maintains that
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Mohenjo Daro, along with Mesopotamia and China, is one of the oldest
civilizations in the world. Despite its antiquity, much remains unknown
about Mohenjo Daro’s exact socio-historical connections with Sindh. The
failure to decipher the ancient Indus Valley writing system helps maintain
historical speculation about Sindh’s connections to Mohenjo Daro. Some
of this speculation even suggests that Sindh’s socio-historical roots are
Dravidian and/or Semitic.

Despite an ambiguous connection to Mohenjo Daro, Sindh remains a
historically important region of South Asia. The region is a geographic
gateway to South Asia and historically the target of invasions into the area.
Whether under the influence of Greco-Macedonians (like Alexander the
Great), the Kushans, the Hephtalites, or the Mauryas, Sindh has
historically been part of larger polities. Being part of large and diverse
polities impacted the cultural character of Sindh. A region of many
cultural practices, both Hinduism and Buddhism were Sindh’s principle
religions prior to the arrival of Islam in the eighth century.” Material
remains from eastern Sindh even attest to the popularity of Jainism.?

This diversity of cultural practice makes establishing a unique Sindhi
identity chronologically complex. Language and literature are often good
comparative elements for establishing such a chronology. However, in the
case of the Sindhi language, tracing history through these elements is
difficult. For example, the use of Sindhi cannot be attested to prior to the
tenth century.? Scholars from South Asia frequently use the literary genres
of legend and folklore to identify the ‘aboriginal’ roots of Sindhi identity."
They point toward ‘marginal’ communities such as the Mohana, Bhil, or
Koli as Sindh’s original inhabitants.!* In support of this assertion, scholars
employ a tautology that identifies these communities as ‘primitives’ whose
current marginal status results from being Sindh’s oldest inhabitants.
" Nonetheless, linguistic data clearly illustrates that communities like the
Mohana, Bhil, and Koli are non-Sindhi speakers who migrated to the
Indus Valley region in the nineteenth century.'

The eighth century arrival of Islam did not stunt the diversity of
people’s cultural practices in Sindh. Islam’s arrival marks a period of
continued socio-cultural negotiation. Islamic values were not imposed on
Sindh—rather non-converts could continue their traditions by paying a
special tax. This multi-cultural situation lasted for many centuries: the
majority of Sindhis did not become Muslim until the fifteenth century
(i.e., seven hundred years after the Arab conquest). One reason for this
gradual cultural transition was that local dynasties (e.g., the Somras and
the Samas) replaced Sindh’s Arab rulers between the eleventh and
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fourteenth centuries. During this period, it is difficult to speak of people
converting to Islam in the way that the languages of western Christianity
imply. Collective groups of families, clans, and tribes merely paid homage
to ‘saintly’ figures who, more often than not, were Muslims. The worship
of a Muslim saint in Sindh, either Ismaili or Sufi, did not demand a
conversion to Islam (this is still the case in much of present-day Sindh).
Preachers during this period also often incorporated pre-Muslim rituals
(interpreted from an Islamic perspective) to convince people to subscribe
to their teachings.!

By the sixteenth century, Sindh was firmly under the influence of the
Mughal Empire. Nonetheless, it was a somewhat ‘peripheral’ imperial
location: The choice of Sindh for Emperor Humayun’s flight of exile in
1541 highlights the region’s distance from the Mughal Imperial metropole.
Humayun took refuge at Umarkot, in eastern Sindh, where his successor,
Akbar, was born in 1542. The oldest known examples of Sindhi poetry
also date from this period.'¥ Given Sindh’s status as a cultural ‘shatter zone’
at the edge of Mughal authority, this Islamic-style poetry is not particularly
orthodox.'> At the historical crossroads of Persian and Mughal influences,
it points toward a fusion of multiple traditions. With various influences,
this poetry reflects a multi-faceted Islamic identity that, despite later
challenges, continued to socio-culturally dominate the Indus River region
until Partition in 1947.'¢

Like much of the subcontinent, the eighteenth century in Sindh was
a time of transition. In 1731, the Mughals recognized Mian Nur
Muhammad Kalhora as Sindh’s governor. He and his relatives subsequently
broke with the Mughals and established their own state. The Kalhora state
fell when the Talpur clan from Balochistan took control of Sindh in
1783.7 During this same period, migrations from the Punjab and
Rajasthan expanded Sindh’s population of local traders (cf. Cook’s
chapter). These traders used their toehold in Sindh to build trade
networks that extended to Central Asia and other parts of the world.!®
Many of these new migrants brought with them cultural practices
associated with Sikhism (i.e., Nanakpanth). However, the practices of
Sufism remained popular. This ‘easy’ mix of faiths during the eighteenth
century produced both cultural opponents and advocates. It led to a
conservative reaction spearheaded by the Naqshbandis, who desired to
‘purify’ Sufism from ‘non-Islamic’ practises like dance and music.? It also
produced a cultural environment in which Sufi poets like Shah Abdul
Latif who, in Shab jo Risalo, praised Hindu jogis as the best ascetics and

most authentic followers of Ali.?°
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In the course of the nineteenth century, Sindh increasingly came under
the influence of Great Britain.? Major General Sir Charles Napier
conquered Sindh in 1843. In 1847, the British placed the region directly
under the Bombay Presidency’s control.??> While the cultural impact of
colonialism on Sindh was great (e.g., the British standardized the Sindhi
writing system), the region (like under the Mughals) remained on the
periphery of the imperial imagination. Nonetheless, being on the colonial,
and subsequently nationalist, ‘fringe’ helped Sindh maintain a historical
cultural fusion when other regions of South Asia—under the tensions of
both colonialism and nationalism—experienced greater communalism.?*

While communal division was not a major socio-political factor in
Sindh until the twentieth century, the period after 1843 did witness an
increased socio-political gulf between the urban and rural milieus. In
Karachi and in other larger cities (e.g., Hyderabad and Shikarpur),
endogamous merchant communities wielded great influence. Regardless
of community, these urbanized Hindu, Parsi, and Muslim traders
increasingly reflected a social commitment to education and social up-
liftment as a ‘sacred’ duty.?* As in other regions of South Asia, the
establishment of women’s rights and the promotion of individual freedoms
increasingly informed public debate in urban Sindh (particularly through
neo-humanist organizations like the Freemasons and the Theosophical
Society).?

Sindh’s rural milieu, in contrast to its urban spaces, remained essentially
‘feudal’.?® Reflecting Sindh’s fused cultural identity and lack of
communalism, feudal landlords were both Hindus and Muslims.?” Also
in concert with the region’s fused identity, peasants’ allegiances were often
to religious figures who followed local forms of Sufism.?® In rural areas,
the twentieth century rise in communal-oriented nationalist organizations
(e.g., the Muslim League) led to increased social cohesion within
historically open Sufi sects. Books and pamphlets published from this
period attest to increasing communal and sectarian divisions in Sindh,
which some authors compare to Nanakshahi and Akali Sikh differences
regarding the control and administration of sacred sites.?

With the growth of Karachi as a port city and the development of
large-scale irrigation projects, merchants and marginal populations from
neighbouring regions increasingly flocked to Sindh during the later
colonial period. Despite greater cultural diversity, this period witnessed
increased cultural fission. The Hindu and Muslim components of Sindh’s
cultural landscape increasingly disaggregated following the First World
War. While it is difficult to identify an exact point of schism, a public
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break did historically occur prior to Partition. For example, the Manzilgah
Affair of 1939, in which seventy people lost their lives, was clearly a
communal killing that divided Hindus and Muslims.* While communal
violence in Sindh was less than in other parts of South Asia, it is worth
noting that circumstances devolved to such a state that most Hindus
migrated to India after 1947.

After Partition, Sindhis increasingly identified along different geo-
cultural axes: Sindhis in Pakistan, in India, and in the diaspora increasingly
lived distinct lives. Within the diaspora community, there were also pre-
and post-Partition distinctions.’ Nonetheless, most members of the
Sindhi diaspora participated—as highly educated and qualified
professionals—within an increasingly global and interconnected
community. In recent years, the diaspora Sindhis were at the forefront of
utilizing new communications technologies for socio-cultural purposes.
They used technologies, like the Internet, to promote their own sense of
‘Sindhiness’, which some feel may dissolve given the community’s
‘deterritorialized’ condition. The past decade therefore has witnessed an
explosion of Sindhi managed websites on society, culture, and history as
the community attempts to harness modern technologies to re-invent a
virtual motherland—a place where Sindhis (both Hindu and Muslim) can
work together to freely exchange ideas about their cultural world and their
history.

RESOURCES FOR THE STUDY OF SINDH’S HISTORY AND
CULTURE

Prior to Partition, Sindh had no PhD programs that focused on the Indus
River region. Pre-Partition students had to take their examinations in
Bombay. Many early dissertations on Sindh were therefore written at the
University of Bombay.3? After Partition, the government of Pakistan
formed the University of Sindh in Karachi (then the national capital). In
1951, the University of Karachi replaced the University of Sindh (which
the government shifted to Hyderabad). Eleven years later, the University
of Sindh established an institute, the Sindhi Academy, with the goal of,
(1) establishing a research library of multi-language resources about Sindh,
and (2) publishing PhD dissertations from all over Pakistan. In addition
to dissertations about Sindh, the Sindhi Academy published research
about the region from a variety of languages (e.g., Persian, Arabic, English,
and regional Pakistani languages).
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The Sindhi Academy’s main aim was to help scholars obtain primary
and secondary sources on the Indus River region. The driving force
behind the academy was M. Raziuddin Siddiqi, Vice-Chancellor of the
University of Sindh. To administer the academy, Siddiqi hired scholars
who studied Sindh: Nabi Bakhsh Khan Baloch, Muhammad Hanif
Siddiqui, Pir Hussamuddin Rashdi and Ghulam Ali Allana. In 1964, the
academy’s advisory board expanded the institute’s research away from
language and. changed its name to the Institute of Sindhology. The
advisory board outlined three goals for the newly renamed institute: use
Indology and Egyptology as a model to shape the study of Sindh,
encourage the historical study of the Indus Valley, and contextualize
Sindh’s contribution to world history and civilization.

Initially established in a small room at the University of Sindh (Old
Hyderabad Campus), the Institute of Sindhology’s beginnings were
modest. Nonetheless, the university allocated increased funding.
Construction of a new three-storey building to house the institute began
in late 1972. It shifted from the old Hyderabad campus to the new
Jamshoro campus in 1978. A fusion of Islamic and Buddhist architecture,
this new building (decorated in magnificent Hala tile-work) not only
housed the Sindhology Institute’s research library and administration, but
(under its main dome) an anthropological research centre/museum, an art
gallery, a film and photograph collection, and audio-visual materials. Prior
to Silver Jubilee Celebrations in 1987 the university built extensions to
the main building and, in ar attempt to popularise the study of Sindh,
included a bookstore and gift shop.

On the Indian side of the border, Sindhis lived in scattered locations
after Partition. While many relocated to Mumbai and Gujarat, others
settled in Kandla on the Gulf of Kutch (the Maharao of Kutch, in
response to a request by Gandhi, allocated land to Sindhi refugees).
Following Partition, the reestablishment of the community’s material base
was a priority. Little was done during this time to promote the study of
Sindh’s peoples, languages, or history. However, this ‘apathy’ changed
when the community was on firmer material ground. In 1989, a group
of Indian Sindhis gathered in Pune to create an institute for the promotion
of Sindh. Later that year, they began building the Indian Institute of
Sindhology at Adipur (near Kandla). In addition to sponsoring research
and lectures on Sindh, the institute houses a Sindhi medium school. The
institute plans to expand its activities in the future by becoming a full-
fledged university campus (a.k.a., Bharati Sindhu Vidyapeeth) affiliated
with the Shamji Krushna Verma Kutch University of Bhu;. '
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Beyond the Indian Institute of Sindhology (Adipur) and the Institute
of Sindhology (Jamshoro) what other locations are there for the historical
and cultural study of Sindh? Unfortunately, a dearth of up-to-date
bibliographic catalogues hinders answers to this question—Muhammad
Husain Panhwar’s Source Material on Sindh from 1977 remains the main
bibliography on Sindh. As a result, there are a variety of sources and
locations that remain under explored and catalogued.® For example, the
Sindh Archives, the National Museum, and Government Department of
Archaeology in Karachi all house bodies of information about Sindh and
its past. There are also scattered smaller collections (both private and
public) in Pakistani cities like Hyderabad, Sukkur, and Khairpur.3
Islamabad’s National Archives also contains important research
information.® Since nineteenth century British relations with Sindh were
largely conducted via the Bombay Presidency, there are many documents
concerning Sindh at the Maharashtra State Archives in Mumbai.* These
documents are particularly helpful for understanding Sindh as part of the
Bombay Presidency (i.e., 1847 to 1937).

Outside of South Asia, the most extensive collection on Sindh is the
British Library’s Oriental and India Office Collection. The Oriental and
India Office Collection contains not only manuscripts and printed
materials, but maps and photographs. While the collection indexes many
printed government documents and manuscripts, numerous materials
remain under catalogued.’” Despite such archival ‘loose ends” for the
colonial period, Martin Moir’s ‘Archival Materials for the History of Sind
Prior to British Annexation’ is an excellent description of the British
Library’s pre-1843 materials regarding Sindh.*® Also in London, the
Institute of Ismaili Studies, the British War Museum and the Public
Records Office (along with the School of Oriental and African Studies
and Edinburgh University libraries) are frequently overlooked for the
study of Sindh and its colonial history.?® Primary source materials about
Sindh are also found in the United States—the Library of Congress
contains numerous books in Sindhi, as well as copies of materials that are
difficult to access in London.

An important (and recent) resource for the study of Sindh is the
Internet.*® A virtual explosion in Internet forums by Sindhis wishing to
discuss their heritage and past drives this resource.®’ In North America,
many community associations are quick to utilize this new communication
technology to build collective cohesion among overseas Sindhis from
different regions, religious, and class backgrounds.“> While the internet
greatly expands these associations’ ability to reach community members,
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many community groups pre-date the internet age. Regardless of when
people establish these associations, their aims are relatively consistent: (1)
preserve and transmit the heritages of Sindh, (2) dispatch Sindh-related
news and information to those within and outside the community, and
(3) bring international attention to difficulties experienced by the people
of Sindh in Pakistan.

Among Internet sites that promote Sindh, there are two categories:
overtly political and socio-historical. The latter are nodes that aspire to
spread news and assist diaspora Sindhis. The first promotes sindhiyat, a
political ideology based on Sindhi nationalism. Unfortunately, websites of
both types are often short-lived. Nonetheless, some are long-term. For
example, the Worldwide Sindh Network hosts a detailed website: it
consists of multiple sections that direct users to information about arts
(i.e., the fine arts and crafts of Sindh), culture and history, as well as
business, employment, entertainment, media, and tourism.

While a large variety of virtual and non-virtual research locations exist,
this diversity of sources does not necessarily challenge the disciplinary
nature of much university-level research on Sindh. Since studies on Sindh
often split along disciplinary lines, this volume aims to cross the divisions
of interest that separate scholars working on Sindh and with Sindhis.
Within a single forum, it seeks to unite scholarship from multiple research
locations to map a ‘snap shot’ of contemporary scholarship about Sindh
and its people. By combining an interdisciplinary and multi-local
approach, Interpreting the Sindhi World not only investigates the diversity
of Sindh’s ‘voices, but raises questions about how these voices are
historically and socio-culturally defined.

CONTRIBUTING TO THE DESCRIPTION OF SINDH AND
SINDHIS

Interpreting the Sindhi World surveys contemporary Sindhi Studies through
the oculus of society and history.#® Its contributors practice a variety of
disciplines in an equally diverse set of locations. Some live in Pakistan,
while others reside in Europe, North America, or India. Yet others are
diasporic Sindhis. The contributors’ disciplinary range covers socio-
cultural anthropology, history, literature, politics, and linguistics.

The collection opens with an essay by Lata Parwani. She begins the
discussion on Sindhi culture by teasing apart histories of Udero Lal, a
charismatic and mythic figure for both Hindus and Muslims. Parwani
argues that Udero Lal is a metaphor that reflects the cultural integration
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of Sindhi society. Farhana Ibrahim and Rita Kothari’s chapters also focus
on the theme of cultural integration. However, they focus on Sindhis
living in the Indian state of Gujarat. Ibrahim addresses the reception of
post-Partition Sindhis in Kutch. The Kutch region is often noted by
Sindhologists since, despite being in India, its mother tongue is a variation
of Sindhi. Ibrahim examines how, despite linguistic kinship, the people
of Kutch treat migrants from Sindh as ‘outsiders’. She invokes the idea of
Asmita, a local form of Hindutva, to explain this cultural disassociation.
Kothari focuses on Sindhis in Gujarat who live outside of Kutch. She
identifies Gujarat as the largest Sindhi cultural zone within India. She,
like Ibrahim, investigates negative stereotyping of Sindhis and explains
them within the larger cultural context of Gujarat and its politics.

Steven Ramey discusses religious practices and cultural identity in a
South Asian location that is distant both from Sindh and Gujarat. He
focuses on Lucknow to explore how new socio-cultural contexts shape
innovative religious practices among Sindhis. Ramey analyzes how saint-
movements impact cultural choices, as well as the different options
available in Lucknow to Sindhis for developing their religious heritage.
Maya Khemlani David takes us even further from the Indus River region
by focusing on Sindhis in Malaysia. She examines how Malaysian Sindhis
linguistically code switch within their community to communicate across
age and gender lines.

Michel Boivin’s contribution focuses this collection of essays back on
Sindh by historically analyzing the tradition of Pithoro Pir. He deciphers
how an upper caste, the Rajputs, succeeded in establishing their authority
over an outcaste community, the Menghwars, in the Sufi saint tradition
of Pithoro Pir. He questions how such a process can still be relevant in
Pakistani Sindh.

Matthew Cook’s chapter also analyzes Sindh’s past. In contrast to other
contributors, he addresses the themes of culture and migration by focusing
on Sindh’s pre-British past. Cook examines the case of the Lohanas of
Sindh, a community historically transformed by the cultural dynamics of
migration since the eighteenth century. He argues that the Sindhis who
fled Pakistan after Partition are largely part of a community which has
always been mobile, and that state disintegration and formation have
always played a major role in this mobility.

Contributors to this collection also analyze Sindh’s colonial period and
events after Partition. Paulo Lemos Horta traces how Richard Burton’s
mid-nineteenth century experience of Sindh’s religious fusion impacts his
conception of folklore, syncretism, and empire. Unlike other histories of
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Burton, Horta stresses how Sindh’s cultural life makes its way into this
author’s writings on literature, faith, and imperialism. Vazira Zamindar’s
contribution turns to a crucial moment in the history of Sindhis: the
exodus from Karachi in 1947. She critiques positions that consider exodus
as a natural post-Partition phenomena by examining its complex reasons
in light of re-making the subcontinent into a two state national order.
Oskar Verkaaik concludes the volume by focusing on Sindhi nationalist
discourse during the post-Partition period. He describes transformations
in Sindhi nationalism and how they relate to the writings of regional
saintly and political figures.

Conventional area studies approaches of South Asia bend regions and
their people upon themselves to analyze society and history.# In contrast,
this collection of essays treats Sindh and its people not as isolated entities,
but as comparative entries in a wider socio-historical web. Such an
approach does not treat history and society as particularly localized.* In
the comparative process, it celebrates rather than erases diverse cultural
faces from Sindh’s human tapestry. Through cross-disciplinary studies
from across the world, this collection challenges claims that the Sindhi
world is anything but complex. By exploring its socio-historical
complexity, this volume not only looks to illuminate details about Sindh
and its past, but provide insights into its people and the multi-faceted
worlds they inhabit.
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CHAPTER 1

Myths of Jhuley Lal: Deconstructing a Sindhi
Cultural Icon’

LATA PARWANI

He who invokes Jhuley Lal
Will find his desires fulfilled
Followers of Lal, call out
Jhuley Lal!

huley Lal is popularly regarded as the patron saint of Sindhi Hindus.
For millions of followers worldwide, this charismatic figure represents
the essence of Sindhiyat or ‘Sindhiness’. Intrinsically linked with this
‘personification of Sindhi culture is the notion of Jhuley Lal as a symbol
of what is typically described as a Sindhi Sufi identity. In speaking to
Sindhis today, one would be led to believe that the figure of Jhuley Lal
belongs to the immemorial past and has always played this essential role
in informing and shaping Sindhi imaginaries. A closer examination shows
that this has not been the case historically. This representation of Sindbiyar
is a conscious construct, an ‘invented tradition’,’? and the numerous
colonial era accounts of myths associated with a Sindhi river god have
been integral to this process of invention. In this context, these myths are
‘a coding device in which important information is conveyed...a discursive
act through which actors evoke the sentiments out of which society is
actively constructed’.?

A closer reading of the Jhuley Lal myths affords a deeper understanding
of Sindhi society and a study of their re-formulations is integral to
understanding contemporary representations of Sindhiyar. Building on the
notion of constructed traditions and expanding on the definition of myths
as a coding device and a discursive act, this chapter traces the evolution
of these myths, from their origins in the fishing villages of Sindh to their
present day global span. Contextualizing these accounts historically, this
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chapter analyzes various concerns—Orientalist, cultural, nationalistic,
ethnic, and diasporic—that have influenced and perpetuated multiple
interpretations of these myths. Finally, there is a consideration of Jhuley
Lal as a symbol of Sindhi culture and a representative of Sindhi
identity.

DOCUMENTING THE SINDHI RIVER GOD

Sindh was one of the last areas to be added to Britain’s Indian Empire.
The region first assumed geo-political importance for the British in the
early nineteenth century as the gateway to Afghanistan, which had come
to be seen as a crucial buffer against Russian expansion. After their
military debacle in Afghanistan, British officials in India sought to secure
the border and recover their military prestige by conquering Sindh in
February 1843. The introduction of colonial rule to the region marked
the beginning of a new chapter in Sindhi history, as for the first time in
centuries, the region was brought under non-Muslim rule. With its
subsequent 1847 annexation to the Bombay Presidency, Sindh’s
geographical, cultural, and political seclusion from the rest of India came
to an abrupt end. Its distance from imperial centres of power had allowed
the region to develop a distinct socio-cultural legacy—one that was
embodied in a fluid Sindhi identity, which articulated an accommodation
of Hindu, Muslim, and Sikh religious influences.

With the establishment of a permanent colonial presence, there was a
spate of Brifish officers and travellers writing about Sindh. These colonial
observers meticulously recorded the ethnic, caste, linguistic, and other
distinctions that constituted the social mosaic of Sindhi society. Their
accounts commented on the ‘openness’ of Sindhi culture and on the
absence of a ‘proper’ caste system among Sindhi Hindus.* Observing the
‘cultural media’,® they sought to understand the widespread Sindhi
participation in the worship of saints belonging to the ‘other’ community
and their enthusiastic involvement in each other’s religious festivals.
Confounded in the endeavour to slot Sindhis into tidy ‘Hindu’ and
‘Muslim’ categories, popular religious practices were typically described as
a concoction of various faiths. According to Richard Burton:

Hindoo religion is not to be found in a state of purity in Sindh... Hinduism
here is mixed up with the heterogeneous elements of Islam, and the faith of
Nanak Shah. A Hindoo will often become the Murid (follower) of a
Mussulman, and in some cases the contrary takes place...all great Pirs revered
by the Moslems have classical Hindoo names....From the Sikhs, the Sindh
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Hindoo has learned to simplify his faith: to believe in one God whom he calls
Khuda, Thakur and Bhagwan....The male and female [deities] are considered
by them as intercessors with the Deity, and hold the same position as the
Paighambar or Prophets of the Moslems....The Pirs and holy men are revered
as sub-intercessors, whose superogatory piety enables them to aid their fellow
creatures in a spiritual way.®

Writing in 1907, E.H. Aitken concurred: ‘“There is very little religion in
Sind that would be recognized as Hinduism in India...the prevailing
religion of [Hindus] is a blend of the two faiths in varying proportions’.”
In 1940, H.T. Sotley similarly commented: ‘“The complex religious history
of [Sindh has produced] a great accretion of superstitious practice in the
belief of multitude, and a common basis of understanding by Muslim and
Hindu alike’.?

As part of the effort to know and construct a Sindhi ‘other’, stories of
a religiously syncretic riverine cult garnered special attention from colonial
ethnographers. Even while declaring Sindhi Hindu religious practices to
be ‘so intermingled...that we can scarcely discern the line of demarcation’)’
they presented ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’ understandings of these myths.
Documented at great length, the legends of Udero Lal, Amar Lal, Zinda
Pir, Shaikh Tahir, and Khwajah Khizr featured prominently in accounts
of Sindh and a hitherto localized deity became emblematic of Sindhi
religious eclecticism.'

THE RIVER GOD AS A HINDU INCARNATION

In these versions, the river god is variously known as Udero Lal, Jhuley
Lal, Amar Lal, Darya Shah, and Zinda Pir. The most popular narrative is
set in the mid-tenth century, when Mirkh Shah was ruling over Thatta
with his tyrannical vizier Yusuf Ahio.!' Mirkh Shah believed that Islam
should be the only religion practiced in his realm and ordered all Hindus
to convert. This greatly distressed Hindu elders, who negotiated for a
reprieve. Mirkh Shah agreed to a brief respite, on the expiration of which
they would have to concede to his demand. At this difficult juncture,
the Hindus turned to Varuna (the river god) and prayed and fasted at the
banks of the Indus. Finally, Varuna emerged and promised that a divine
saviour would be born at Nasarpur to Ratan and Devki, an old childless
couple. ~

The baby was named Udero Lal at birth. The baby’s cradle swung by
itself; hence, he was also called Jhuley Lal. On being informed of this
development, Mirkh Shah sent his vizier, Ahio, to confirm the news. Ahio
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went to Nasarpur where he saw the baby in a cradle; within moments,
the baby transformed into a youth, a black-bearded man and an old white-
haired man. The astonished vizier asked Udero Lal to accompany him,
but the river god asked the vizier to proceed ahead of him. On reaching
Thatta, Ahio was shocked to see Udero Lal emerging from the river,
dressed as a warrior, and followed by a well-equipped army. A frightened
Ahio asked Udero Lal to come alone since the king did not intend to
engage in a battle with the Hindus. Udero Lal relented and went to visit
the king. Ahio reported the miracles to Mirkh Shah and introduced Udero
Lal as a god of the Hindus. Mirkh Shah asked him to convince the
Hindus to convert to Islam. Udero Lal engaged in an extended theological
debate with the king and using Quranic references explained that all were
creations of the same god hence equal. Mirkh Shah was almost convinced,
but Ahio advised him to stand firm. Swayed by the vizier, Mirkh Shah
ordered Udero Lal imprisoned. However, Udero Lal evaded capture by
transforming himself into wind and water. An enraged Mirkh Shah
decided to proceed with his plans of forced conversions. Angered, Udero
Lal commanded fire to destroy Thatta. Scared by the prospects of
economic loss and destruction, Mirkh Shah conceded defeat and sought
forgiveness. Udero Lal relented and Mirkh Shah instituted freedom of
worship in Sindh.

After some time, Udero Lal asked his cousin Pugar Thakur to found a
new cult called the Daryapanthi faith. Thakur consented and became
Udero Lal’s first disciple. Udero Lal travelled to Juhejo where he saw a
barren plot of land with a dry well, owned by a Muslim named Shaikh
Mamman. Udero Lal expressed interest in buying the land to establish a
temple there. Mamman went off to consult with his wife. Meanwhile,
Udero Lal struck his spear in the ground, a verdant tree sprung up and
the dry well was miraculously filled. On his return, the stunned owner
offered his land graris. Pleased, Udero Lal again struck his spear on the
ground and brought forth gems, which he presented to Mamman. The
astonished landowner fell to his knees and became a devotee. Soon after,
Udero Lal and his horse jumped into the well and disappeared. According
to some versions, Udero Lal disappeared into the earth while other
accounts mention him returning to the Indus. After the deity’s
disappearance, guided by a dream, Mirkh Shah ordered a shrine to be
built which would embody Udero Lal’s teachings and accommodate
religious practices of both communities. An eternal flame was also lit at
the spot to memorialize the deity. In the 1920 Gazerteer, ].W. Smyth
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reports that upwards of fifty thousand people attend the annual fair held
at this shrine.”?

Another widely circulated account situates Udero Lal in the mid to
late seventeenth century. Here, Mirkh Shah is presented as a Muslim kazi
with a similar agenda: to force conversion of Hindus.!> When Udero Lal
was five years of age, he went with other children to sell boiled grain in
adjacent villages. Every day he would stop by the river to pray and cast
his basket of rice as an offering to the river god. His basket was always
returned filled with ‘money, honey, and other delicacies’.’ In time, his
parents became suspicious. One day his father followed him to the river
and saw two men emerge from the water and take the boy with them.
The distraught fatherwas comforted when his son returned with the usual
gift-laden basket. Meanwhile the £azi’s vehemence towards non-Muslims
increased. Frightened Hindus pleaded to the river god and were informed
that Udero Lal was their divine protector. When this news reached the
kazi, he decided to persecute non-Muslims, beginning with their saviour.
The kazi met with the boy and forced him to convert to Islam. The youth
countered with his superior knowledge of Islamic teachings and Quranic
injunctions regarding forcible conversions. This debate moved from the
courthouse to the banks of the Indus. Here, the boy invited the £azi to
continue his arguments on the water, throwing down the gauntlet that if
the kazi had faith in his religion then he would not drown. The Aazi
agreed but soon started sinking; frightened he called out for assistance.
Udero Lal promised to help but only if the £azi stopped proselytizing and
promised freedom of worship. The chastised £azi repented and was

spared.

THE RIVER GOD AS A MUSLIM SAINT

In these versions, Jhuley Lal is variously described as Shaikh Tahir,
Khwajah Khizr, Zinda Pir, and Darya Pir. The earliest mention of this
saint (who is worshipped by members of both communities) is provided

by a local historian, Mir Shir Ali Qani:

Juhejo is well known for the shrine of Shaikh Tahir who is known as Udero
Lal by the Hindus. Intoxicated with the wine of Divinity he spent the early
part of his life roaming in the desert. One day when he was holding some seeds
in his hands to eat them, a camel, running away from its owner, appeared at
the doorstep of his humble abode. Observing the camel with his inner spiritual
eye he saw God residing in the camel. He addressed God and said: ‘Oh Lord,

since you have blessed me by appearing in front of me in this form, deign to
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share my food with me’. The camel would not stop to take this offering, but
the Shaikh persisted in following it, until he attained a high spiritual station.
After his death his sanctuary has become a pilgrimage centre for the masses.
Every year there is an unusual fair here, Hindu women gather from all over
Sindh and can be seen dancing through the streets of the village.'s

A later account, citing nineteenth century sources, provides more details.
According to Din Muhammad Vafai’s Tazkirah-i Mashabir-i Sindh, Shaikh
Tahir was a-Muslim convert from Hinduism and a devotee of Shaikh
Bahauddin Zakaria Multani.!® Vafai further adds that Shaikh Tahir’s
Hindu name was Udero Lal, son of Ratan Shah. Accounts by colonial
officers like Burton, Aitken, and Hughes also mention that the Hindu
river god Udero Lal is known to his Muslim followers as Shaikh Tahir."”

This duality is inscribed structurally as well: the fort-like shrine
complex at the village of Udero Lal (in Sindh, Pakistan) includes a domed
tomb and small temple for the eternal flame. Describing it as built in the
‘usual style of Mussalman tombs’, Smyth notes that, while it is known as
the shrine of Shaikh Tahir, an inscription on the building credits a Hindu,
Bedarang son of Shamdas Thakur, as having supervised the construction
of the tomb in ce 1634. Revenues from the annual fair are split between
Hindu caretakers, who look after the eternal flame, and Muslim shrine
attendants.!®

A different set of myths is associated with a small island shrine near
Rohri, in Sindh. Abbot writes that one night a shepherd, Baji, saw a bright
flame burning in the distance on the water. Thinking there were lost
travellers, he sent his wife after the light to help the travellers. However,
the closer she got the further the light moved away from her. On hearing
her account, her husband took her inability to get the light as a sign of
fear and went after it himself. Nonetheless, the light proved as elusive as
before. This filled him with awe and he erected a shrine and became a
devotee. Soon after that the Indus changed its course. Abandoning the
walls of Alor, it encircled the shrine built by Baji. In the colonial period,
this was known as the island of Khwajah Khizr.?

Another version credits a merchant, Shah Husain, as the builder of the
shrine. In the 1876 Gazetteer of the Province of Sind, AW. Hughes writes
that a Delhi merchant named Shah Husain reportedly built the shrine of
Khwajah Khizr in ce 925.2° One day Husain was travelling with his
daughter in a boat on the Indus to Makkah. On his arrival at Aror (also
Alor), Dalurai—the debauched Hindu king of that city—asked to marry
the merchant’s daughter. The merchant refused, saying a Muslim could
not marry a Hindu. The king was not swayed and plotted to kidnap the



Myths of Jhuley Lal: Deconstructing a Sindhi Cultural Icon 7

girl. The distraught girl prayed to Khwajah Khizr. The saint responded
and directed her father to loosen the boat. As soon as this was done, the
Indus changed its course and the boat was carried away to safety (while
the city of Aror was completely flooded). In gratitude, the merchant built
a shrine dedicated to the saint in Bakkhar. In his 1892 study of the Indus,
H.G. Raverty notes that in Sindh, Khizr (believed to have drunk the
waters of life and become immortal) is known as Zinda Pir and that
‘Muhammadans of Hind are in the habit of offering him oblations of
lamps and flowers’.2! Raverty further observes that the Hindus worship
Khizr as a river god under the name of Jinda Pir.

A related legend states that annually the palla fish, a species indigenous
to the Indus, ascends the river as far as Bakkhar. At Bakkhar, the fish
circumambulate the shrine and turn back, and thus never present their
tails to the hallowed abode. J. Abbot reports that it is popularly believed
that the palla are performing a pilgrimage to the shrine.?

READING THE RIVER . GOD MYTHS

This corpus is remarkable for a variety of reasons. Besides the fact that
they highlight Sindhi religious eclecticism, these myths are like a
palimpsest of Sindhi history and culture. They amplify the dominant role
of the Indus in determining the socio-economic fortunes of Sindhis, a
people who derive their name from an indigenized form of the river’s
name—the Sindhu. Since antiquity, Sindhis have worked as farmers,
fishermen, or tradesmen. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, river
routes connected merchants in Shikarpur, Sukkur, and Hyderabad with
commercial markets in the Persian Gulf, Middle East, and Central Asia.
Many Sindhi idioms highlight this maritime aspect of Sindhi culture as
well. For instance, Shala Bero Budeii! (may your boat sink!) is a popular
curse, Bera Bana Laeen (may you bring boats ashore safely) an oft-repeated
entreaty, and Shala Beri 1arayee (may your boat stay afloat) a frequently
expressed good luck wish.

These myths also successfully tap into ancient practices of river worship
in Sindh. U.T. Thakur notes that the Indus cult was the principal religion
of the early inhabitants of the region.?® G.E.L. Carter points to a fragment
of pottery with a fish painted on it found at the site of a fourth century
Buddhist Stupa near the banks of an old riverbed.* Sindhi literature is
replete with allusions and oblations to the river. Shah Abdul Latif Bhittai,
the premier Sindhi poet, highlights the central role of the Indus in the
daily lives of Sindhis. Dedicating Sur Samundi as an ode to the Indus,
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Bhittai’s verses speak of peasant women making offerings of ghee and rice,
as well as lighting oil lamps along riverbanks while praying to the Indus
to bring their seafaring men safely back home.?

It is suggested here that for early Sindhis this intimate relationship with
the Indus facilitated what A.R. Radcliffe-Brown calls the ‘personification
of a natural phenomenon’.2¢ Udero Lal is presented as an incarnation of
the river and his vehicle is the palla, a fish indigenous to the Indus. Its
peculiar moyements render it an appropriate companion for the incarnate
deity. Throughout the story, the connection to the river is continually
strengthened. Varuna emerges from the river. The swinging cradle is
reminiscent of the undulating waves of the Indus. The vizier sees Udero
Lal emerging from the river. The debate between the kazi and the boy
concludes when the Indus decides the validity of the £azis claims. When
the youth makes daily offerings to the river, his devotion is rewarded with
a basket filled with ‘money, honey, and other delicacies’,? all symbols of
prosperity. This then is the promise the river holds out—as long as
followers remain devoted—it will protect them. The identification with
the Indus is complete.

In the Khizr myths, the annual pilgrimage of the palla presents a
local reading of a natural phenomenon. It is understandable that a locale”
where the palla circumambulated would be considered sacred, the same
spot which bore the annual brunt of the Indus floods. Abbot points to
parables about saints like Pir Badar, Zinda Ghazi, and Ghazi Miyan, who
are similarly associated with dominion over waters and control over
storms. Abbott further suggests that it is very likely that, ‘such saints are
the transformation of old animistic spirits, perpetuating an ancient Nature
worship of daimonia [sic] and tutelary spirits’.® Subsequent transmutation
of this cult into a Hindu deity Udero Lal/Zinda Pir and a Muslim saint
Shaikh Tahir/Khwajah Khizr affords a deeper understanding of incoming
religious influences on modes of Sindhi worship. Given its geographical
position, at the confluence of the Indic and Iranian—Arab worlds, Sindh
has historically been a meeting place of distinct cultures and varied
religious traditions. Pottery fragments at various archaeological sites hint
at the influence exerted by the river during that period. While Buddhism
and Jainism eventually died out, Hinduism and Islam continued to
flourish and left discernable imprints on this cult.

In reading these myths, there is detectable evidence of accretions,
intermingling, and aggregation of rituals. The Udero Lal story begins with
invocations of the teachings of Bhagwad Gita and bears remarkable
similarities to the Krishna story. However, while the vocabulary is
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Hinduized, the rituals are those associated with the older cult of water
worship. Similarly, the language of the Khizr/Zinda Pir legends reflects a
thinly applied veneer of Islamic explanations to indigenous understandings
of the change in the flow of the Indus. The Sindhis recast the Quranic
figure of Khizr and moulded it to fit that of the river god. Khizr’s
association with water made him an obvious candidate for indigenization
by a culture that had worshiped the river since pre-historic times. John
Renard defines this as a process by which, ‘the receiving culture makes
acceptable to itself stories from other cultures.?” Thus, an originally
Islamic hero is seen to gradually take on the features of a local character
and participate in a process in which evolving local, social and political
structures cloak themselves in the authority, antiquity, and universal
claims of Islam.

Concurrently at work is the concept of ‘Islamization’, which Renard
explains as a process by which non-Islamic heroic figures take on a
distinctly Islamic religious cast® As the Vafai text suggests, a tentative
explanation for this could be that Shaikh Tahir is an Islamicized version
of the Udero Lal legend. When the local populace converted to Islam,
these figures, too, were gradually ‘converted’. By virtue of being
Islamicized, Shaikh Tahir participated in a ‘legitimation of Islam’, by
conferring on it the kind of credibility that an incoming religion needs
to take hold in a foreign culture. Islamization provided a means for the
recently converted Sindhis to recast their modes of worship in an Islamic
hue. As described by Qani, Shaikh Tahir’s spiritual capacity to see beyond
the externalities and see God in every living thing (even a camel) points
to the essence of the saint’s appeal: Wahdat-ul-Wujud (i.e., the Unity of
Being) or looking beyond the narrow confines of religion. This
rationalization of religious differences made it easier for recently converted
Sindhis to carry on with pre-Islamic practices of worship cloaked in an
Islamic understanding. Thus, the temple dedicated to the river god, Udero
Lal was designated as the shrine of Shaikh Tahir.?!

Co-existence of multiple versions of essentially the same myth points
to the integration of society and offers an insight into the ‘social
organization’ of Sindhi society. Robert Redfield uses this term to ‘account
for the choices and resolutions of difficulties and conflicts’ that occur in
a given context.”? Commenting on continued circulation of these myths,
Carter writes:

Think of the Hindus as worshipping the river and of the Mahomedans with
a veneer of Arabic learning, carrying on to the full all their, old customs and
folklore. The early years...gave the Sindhi much to think about and one result
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was the realization by both, the Hindus and the Mahomedans, thatboth could
worship at the same shrine and pray for help, for both worshipped the living
God....It seems indeed that the later invasions...must have hammered into
the understanding of the Sindhis, that Hindu or Mussalman, they were of the
same stock, supported by the same river and bound together by common
interests.>

Reading these myths, therefore, is akin to reading a social charter
legitimating the social structure of Sindhi society. These myths describe a
formative mément, in which enduring tensions threatened to divide the
two religious groups and where emphasis is placed on accommodating,
not erasing, religious differences. Beginning with communitarian conflict,
the story concludes with a negotiated resolution that alludes to a
pragmatic conciliation. It thus offers a valuable insight into the intricately
imbricated socio-economic relationship that had evolved over time
between the two communities.>* When the British arrived in Sindh,
relations between Sindhis were such that conflict and hostility mingled
easily with congenial amity, making for a layered social complexity that
defied easy categorizations. Moreover, the much-vaunted shared culture
was not always able to override differences, particularly over economic
matters.®> In the early twentieth century, even as colonial observers
continued to reify Sindhi religious culture, the shared icon was embroiled
in alegal battle. Dispute over the rights to collect revenues arose between
Hindu and Muslim attendants of the shrine, leading to a civil case
petitioning colonial courts to adjudicate whether Udero Lal was Hindu
or Muslim.%

Given the central importance accorded to the river god in colonial
accounts, it is noteworthy that while there is evidence of river worship in
the region, the figure of Jhuley Lal/Udero Lal/Tahir Shaikh/Zinda Pir is
remarkably absent from pre-modern sources, Sindhi or otherwise. Carter
reports that this cult of river worship was prevalent in areas of Lower and
Central Sindh.” In his recent study, Mark-Anthony Falzon notes that this
appears to have been a localized cult. Urbanized Sindhis and those living
away from riverine areas report unfamiliarity with these myths before their
migration to India. For those who worshiped the deity, the river god was
one of the many they revered.®

Nonetheless, Orientalist observers were attracted to these myths
because they offered a way of approaching and understanding the socio-
cultural interaction between Sindhis. Through publication of widely
circulated travelogues, gazetteers, and hagiographies, the fables/legends of
the River God were invested with authority and credibility that elevated
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them to the status of myths, thereby making these available as a means
with which new social forms could be constructed.®

POST-COLONIAL REPRESENTATIONS: INVENTING SINDHIYAT

In 1947, as the subcontinent was cleaved to create the nation-states of
Pakistan and India, the Muslim majority region of Sindh became a
constituent province in newly independent Pakistan. While Punjab saw
the worst of the bloodshed and brutality (compelling entire communities
to migrate), Sindh did not face similar levels of violence nor did it witness
comparable population transfers. Nevertheless, with increasing communal
rhetoric, equivocation of political leaders, and a steady influx of refugees,
the pragmatic communitarian accommodation that had been characteristic
of Sindh was severely jeopardized. Increasingly disenfranchised and fearful
for their lives, particularly after the riots of January 1948, the majority of
Hindus fled their homes and left Sindh. By August 1948, over a million
had migrated from Sindh. From there, many moved to South-East Asia,
Africa, Europe, Australia, and North America.

In India, Bombay received the first wave of Sindhi immigrants. From
there, they were shuttled to refugee camps in Ulhasnagar, Ajmer, Marwar,
and Ahmedabad. Lack of housing and unfamiliar territory made it very
difficult for Sindhis to establish themselves. Added to this was the attitude
of the local population, who viewed them with varying degrees of
sympathy, apprehension, and antagonism. The government offered some
degree of help, but for the bulk of Sindhis, who had left behind thriving
businesses, life in overcrowded refugee camps was extremely difficult.
Nanik Motwane, a Sindhi refugee, wrote: “With tardy rations and
insufficient clothes, no one can say that the condition of the refugees is
as satisfactory as it should be. Most of them are found to be sleeping on
the ground huddled together’.* The Bombay Chronicle reported: ‘The
exodus of a large number of non-Muslims from Sind created a special
problem for the whole country and for the refugees themselves. . .there is
no place the Sind refugees could call their own’.#?> Describing the Sindhi
plight, Popati Hiranandani wrote: ‘Here, being a stateless Sindhi...you
are just like a tiny wave in an ocean, nay, a particle of salt and they use
you for the flavour of their dishes’ Sindhi religious practices were
perceived as not being ‘Hindu’ enough and ridiculed as ‘Islamic’. Faced
with such ‘subtle forms of discrimination and often pronounced hostility’,
Sindhis were often likened to tribes of wandering Jews in search of a
homeland.#
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During the 1950s, as Sindhis settled in, efforts were made to recreate
the cultural climate they had left behind in Sindh. Integrally tied to this
endeavour was the attempt to promote the language. Initially, Sindhi was
not recognized as an Indian national language by the 1950 Constitution
of India. After much debate it was included as one of the national
languages in 1966.# Concurrently, efforts were also made to preserve and
promote Sindhi culture. This was accomplished with renewed attention
towards an icon popularly associated with Sindhis, Jhuley Lal. Professor
Ram Panjwani (a Sindhi educator, writer, and singer who migrated to
India after Partition) is generally credited with the revival of Jhuley Lal.®
Baldev Gajra, a contemporary of Panjwani, notes that Panjwani’s efforts
were inspired by the institution of Ganesh Puja, founded by Lokmanya
Bal Gangadhar Tilak to bring the Maratha community on one platform.f
Gobind Malhi added: ‘[Panjwani] has rallied [Sindhis]...around the
community deity—Jhulelal—and has given them a slogan which has
unified them: Jeko chavando [hulelal, Tenhja thinda bera par (he who will
utter the name Jhulelal will find salvation)’.#” Panjwani himself said that,
‘Faith has established Jhule Lal as Asht Dev of Sindhis—Community God
of Sindhis...[he] inspires us to believe in unity and brotherhood of
mankind. He raises us above the differences and distinctions of caste,
colour and creed’.4

In order to spread his message, Panjwani travelled in India and around
the world wherever the Sindhis had settled. Drawing on the treasure trove
of myths circulated in the colonial period, he reached out to Sindhis and
reminded them of Sindh and Sindhi songs, their shared heritage, and,
above all, the figure of Jhuley Lal who had previously rescued oppressed
Sindhis and whom he urged them to invoke again as Sindhis began to
build new lives for themselves. Temples dedicated to this deity were built
in cities wherever there was a sizeable Sindhi population, thus adding
Jhuley Lal to the pantheon of Sindhi gods. Idols and pictures of Jhuley
Lal were soon to be found in Sindhi households. In this iconography, he
is generally seen seated cross-legged on a lotus placed on the back of the
palla, floating on the Indus with an indistinct waterfront shrine in the
background. He is depicted as an ascetic with a flowing white beard, a
sectarian mark on his forehead, holding a generic holy text. Occasionally
he is shown as a warrior astride a steed, sword in one hand and flag in
the other, highlighting his martial nature. A third rendition portrays him
standing on the palla holding a staff, portraying him as a leader of this
community. In rare representations, he is shown as sitting on a
crocodile.
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Using popular media to increase awareness, Panjwani produced and
starred in a Sindhi film /hooley Lal. He also recorded a number of
devotional songs, in praise of Jhuley Lal, sung by popular singer Bhagwanti
Navani. Given below is a sample:

My boat is in mid-stream

I entreat before Zinda Pir

Oh! Lal Udero! You of the eternal lights
Many supplicants come to your threshold
Your blessings are for rich and poor alike
I entreat....®

Invoking vivid images of women praying and lighting lamps on the
banks of the Indus, these songs were immensely popular as they fostered
a sense of community by stirring memories of a shared loss and evoking
nostalgia for a lost homeland and a rich cultural heritage.

Panjwani had astutely recognized the potential of myths for use as
crucial elements of cultural (re)production. Using discursive force, defined
by Bruce Lincoln as ‘the chief means whereby social borders, hierarchies,
institutional formations, and habituated patterns of behaviour are both
maintained and modified’,® these myths were simplified and revived:
Various epithets assigned to the river god were subsumed under one name:
Jhuley Lal. While earlier accounts generally end with Jhuley Lal
disappearing into the river, in post-colonial hagiographies this charismatic
figure is reported to have visited other Hindu pilgrimage centres in Sindh,
thus connecting disparate religious sites.® In colonial Sindh, this local
deity had been primarily worshipped by Daryapanthis, but in post-
Partition India Jhuley Lal was transformed into zbe Sindhi Hindu God
and elevated above social and caste distinctions. In this process of
construction, there is an almost complete erasure of the Islamic aspects of
the river god tales. Relevant facts, like his being revered as a Muslim saint
in Sindh or that the shrine at Udero Lal bore close resemblance to a Sufi
dargabh (unlike the temples built in India), were downplayed. However,
even as Jhuley Lal was valorized as the saffron flag-wielding saviour of
Hindus (& la Shivaji Maharaj for the Marathas and Guru Gobind Singh
for Sikhs),’? a concomitant emphasis was also placed on Sindhi Sufism
described as a “fusion of the stern monotheism of the Persian mind and
the deep philosophical thoughts of the Vedanta’.®* Panjwani elaborated:
‘A Sindhi is a Sufi, above all considerations of caste and creed. He does
not discriminate...[Sindhi] poets and saints have given us glimpses of the
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light that has lit up the soul of Sind. It matters not at all whether these
saints were Hindus or Muslims, for saints have no religion, or, rather they
are the essence of all religions’.** Such internally inconsistent articulations
are indicative of Sindhis’ ambivalent relationship with Muslims/Islam and
were a vital element in the development of a burgeoning Indian Sindhi
Hindu identity.

Evoking a sentimental response, these myths acted as a means of
standardization that helped Sindhis recognize that they broadly shared a
‘mindset’. These myths also aided in the construction of social borders.
By recollecting specific moments from the past, their oppression, and
subsequent triumphal deliverance (as well as their distinct cultural legacy),
Panjwani helped Sindhis recall their heritage. Deploying the past to shape
the present, invocation of the river god was a simultaneous evocation of
a co-related Sindhi community. In this act of memory, the Sindhis re-
defined themselves as a singular social group. In the colonial era, these
myths had been a means of understanding the pragmatic accommodation
of religious differences. However, in the post-1947 context they underlined
cultural distinction. ‘Every community’, Panjwani explained, ‘has its own
patron deity [and] Udero Lal is the patron god of Sindhis...[he] is their
presiding deity’.> This discourse, therefore, was a key element in the
‘creation of closures and in the constitution of collectivities...vital to the
establishment of coherence...and generally in making cosmos out of
chaos’.¢

In order for these myths to capture popular imagination, other
necessary components were required as well: ritual and symbol. ‘Myth’,
according to George Schopflin, ‘is the narrative, whereas ritual is the
acting out, the articulation of the myth; symbols are the building blocks
of myths and the acceptance or veneration of symbols is a significant
aspect of ritual’.>” As a part of this ongoing construction, the ritual of
babrano was popularized. In this ritual, rice, ghee, flowers, fruits, and
kneaded wheat flour are placed decoratively on a zha/ (a flat metal dish)
and ‘offered’ to the image of Jhuley Lal. This is accompanied by chbej, a
traditional dance in which the dancers’ undulating movements are
reminiscent of the waves of the Indus. The bahrano culminates in the form
of a procession leading to the water’s edge. On reaching the water’s edge,
amidst enthusiastic cries of ‘Jhuley Lal! Jhuley Lal’, offerings are immersed
in the water. The ritual of bahrano and the associated festival of Cheti
Chand, marking the beginning of the Sindhi New Year, are standard
features of Sindhi worship. In pre-Partition Sindh, Cheti Chand was a

localized festival but, thanks to Panjwani’s inspired efforts, it is now also
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known as Jhuley Lal Jayanti. On this occasion Sindhis organize festive
processions, complete with music and dancing. Elaborate idols of the river
god and decorated floats highlight different aspects of Sindhi culture.®
Public celebrations or ritual performances such as these are an authoritative
mode of symbolic discourse and powerful instruments for evoking
sentiments of affinity out of which society is constituted, maintained, and
expressed. For Sindhis, this public staging of collective activity became
the moment for anchoring Sindhiya:.

Importantly, these myths and rituals succeeded because participation
did not presuppose the internalization of belief. The manner in which
these myths were re-articulated meant that they were stripped of their
original context and were no longer associated with the older practices of
river worship. Rather they were now primarily used to articulate culture.
As Panjwani asserted:

(Udero Lal] laid stress on unity...[and] to promote this unity, the Sindhis
celebrate...Cheti Chand and refer to it as ‘Sindhiat’ day....On this auspicious
day, fairs are organized all over the country, where people get together. They
sing and dance...they sing panjras...songs that express their love of, and praise
for, Udero Lal. But more [importantly] at these get-togethers, efforts are made
to popularise Sindhi art, literature and folklore.*

Even as Sindhiyar was being constructed, cultural entrepreneurs were
mindful that this public expression of affinity with a region now in
Pakistan could be construed as transgressing the boundaries of Indian
nationalism. Thus, Panjwani clarified: ‘Let no one fear or imagine that
Sindhiat, or the Sindhi way of life would dominate [other ways] of life.
You might as well fear that the river will swallow the ocean. The river,
after all merges in the sea becomes one with it... this is equally true of the
Sindhi culture of India’%® Accordingly, these myths and the associated
Sindhiyat allowed members to construct their identities as Sindhis while
simultaneously participating as members of a larger community. This
pragmatic approach helped Sindhis adapt to their environments, no
matter where they lived. As KR. Malkani notes: ‘[Sindhis] like to be
always “sugar-in-milk” with the locals....It is at once natural and
desirable’® Such vocabulary ‘provided a sustained way of imbuing
collective expressions of a relational community with a more ideological
and broad based definition of the collectivity.

With myth and ritual firmly in place, the figure of ]huley Lal was the
obvious symbol for articulating the nebulous Sindhiyar. Today, a mere
reference to Jhuley Lal is sufficient to convey the relevant information,
without recalling associated myths or returning to ritual. This network of
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symbols, rituals, and myth is a part of the web of communication shared
by the community and is more significant than language itself5? Jhuley
Lal is a profound symbol of Sindhiyar and Sindhi identity. There are
numerous websites dedicated to the legend of Jhuley Lal. In the recent
Bollywood blockbuster, Koi Mi Gaya, one of the characters is immediately
identifiable as a Sindhi because of his exasperated exclamations of ‘Jhuley

Lal' Jhuley Lal?

RE-IMAGINING JHULEY LAL

Panjwani and his associates were so successful in their endeavours to
restore a sense of belonging to Sindhi refugees that in less than fifty years
they were able to (re)invent what it meant to be Sindhi in a post-colonial
world. Integral to this invention of tradition were the river god myths.
‘Though Sindh is not on the map of Independent India’, said Panjwani,
‘Sindh is wherever Sindhis live [and] Udero Lal continues to be a bond
of unity between Sindhis all over and everywhere’.%® The crucial element
in this success seems to have been the use of emotionally and symbolically
charged, yet deliberately ambiguous, signs of what constituted Sindbiyat.
Sindbiyar invokes strong sentiments of kinship, strong enough to create
what Benedict Anderson calls a de-territorialized ‘imagined’ community.54
It is imagined, according to Falzon, in that in the imaginaries of Sindhis
that they are all connected via kinship and a nostalgic bond to the
homeland.® Hence, even as individual Sindhis remain largely unaware of
most of their fellow community members, each is intuitively aware of the
ties of Sindbiyar that bind him/her to the others. Sindhbiyat is intensified
with the help of symbolic rituals that help strengthen these imagined ties
with what Victor Turner calls the building up of ‘communitas’.¢¢ By
actively participating in symbolic activities, the individual member is
inextricably linked to all others who act likewise. At this moment of
communitas individual Sindhis become part of a larger Sindhi network,
both in India and abroad.

Sindhiyar thus created is being harnessed to bring about political
awareness of a Sindhi presence in the national arena. Cheti Chand
festivities present an appropriate occasion for marking a public presence.
Concerted efforts by community leaders have resulted in Cheti Chand
being included in the roster of Indian official holidays. Among the
diaspora, participation in ongoing cyber-efforts to protect and foster
Sindhiyat can be seen as an addition to the constellation of symbolic
rituals that affirm identity. In January 2005, Sanjeev Bhatnagar, a Delhi
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advocate, petitioned the Indian Supreme Court asking for the deletion of
the word ‘Sindh’ in the Indian national anthem. This anthem, written in
1911 by Rabindranath Tagore, highlights different regions of undivided
India, Sindh included. The crux of Bhatnagar’s complaint was that Sindhs
presence in the Indian anthem was a geographical anachronism and
should, therefore, be deleted. Generating spontaneous communitas, this
political issue served to bring cosmopolitan Sindhis together as no other
event had in recent times—here was an issue that directly threatened and
attacked their heritage. There was a tremendous outcry from Sindhis all
around the world. The Times of India highlighted Sindhi resentment on

this issue:

Once again, salt has been rubbed into an old wound. A dispossessed people,
torn from their homeland 57 years ago, now find themselves at the receiving
end of another emotional assault...the literalism of the stance has piqued
Sindhis who retort that Sindh is much more than a geo-political entity—it is
a people, a culture and a civilization, and deserves at least the dignity of a
name....Sindh is not a piece of territory—it has its own civilization. ..Sindhis
may be- stateless but they are still live representatives of this civilization. And
as far as the anthem is concerned, Sindhis glow with pride when they hear the
word ‘Sindh’ in the national anthem. Do you want to take that away too?¥’

In addition to print articles, cyber-Sindhi groups started e-petitions to
register their outrage. Numerous Sindhi websites helped create a global
awareness of the issue, seen as a direct attack on Sindhi identity. Here,
the role of the print and electronic media cannot be over emphasized.
After consulting with the Centre in New Delhi, the Supreme Court ruled
against the deletion. It noted that ‘Sindh’ referred to more than a region;
it referred to a civilization.® Mobilizing their shared imaginary, the
Sindhis had successfully rallied together as a community and staked their
claim to be counted politically.

In September 2005, Renuka Chowdhuri, Minister for Tourism, called
for renaming parts of the Indus, known regionally as Sindhu, which
flowed through Ladakh in India. She contended that the river was known
as the Sindhu River ‘only in Pakistan’ and should, therefore, be given the
local Buddhist name Singhe River. Accordingly, the offending word was
removed from the Sindhu Darshan programme by renaming it Singhe
Darshan. This was seen as yet another assault on Sindhi heritage.
Spearheaded by Sindhis in the US, another online protest was launched.
Not mincing words, the e-statement sternly stated:

(Sindhis realize that] people often made no effort to understand the sacrifices

made by Sindhi Hindus. [They] fought for India’s freedom right along side
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others. In the end it was the Sindhi[s] who were forced to make the ultimate
sacrifice vis-2-vis flee the land of their forefathers or be the victims of massacre
or religious conversion....Sindhis feel that all these endeavours are aimed at
dispossessing Sindhis of their memory, roots and heritage. [Sindhis are
distressed by] the Minister...who refers to Sindhu as the river known only in
Pakistan. [Tlhis shows [her] ignorance and lack of appreciation not only of
the very roots and heritage of India but of Vedic literature as well...the songs
of Rig Veda, composed from 4600 BCE, echo and resound as they chant with
ecstasy and delight in reverence and devotion of Sindhu River....%

Seen here is an endeavour to reaffirm Sindhis as belonging within the
broader context of the Indian state, shifting them from the margins and
placing them right at the centre of the nationalist discourse. There is an
explicit demand to be included, not as marginalized refugees, but as
legitimate citizens. This self-confident assertion is paralleled by efforts to
re-work the past. The invocation of the Rig Veda points to a need in the
present to (re)assert identity in terms of a primordial Hindu past by
establishing Sindhi Hindus as rightful inheritors of ancient Vedic heritage
and thus, the earliest citizens of Bharat Varsha. This move is tied to the
recent trends of saffronization. The rise of Hindutva, its promotion of
‘pure Hinduism’ and efforts to highlight the ‘Hindu’ heritage of India, all
play an important part in this development.”® At this juncture, political
exigency dictates that Sindhis articulate new ways of belonging. The vision
of a Sufi Sindhiyat, as outlined by Panjwani, is no longer deemed sufficient
to meet contemporary needs.

Change in Sindhi self-perception is discernable in representations of
Jhuley Lal as well. Sindhi cultural entrepreneurs are now actively
deconstructing earlier visions to reconstruct Sindhiyat by modifying details
in the narration of an established myth, ‘thereby changing the nature of
the sentiments (and the society) it evokes’.”! In this discourse, eclecticism
of Sindhi religion/culture is no longer highlighted. Rather, the past is re-
constructed in terms of simplistic Hindu/Muslim binaries. A perusal of
recently published versions of the Jhuley Lal myths reveals that, though
the basic plot remains the same, the narratives are vividly embellished.
‘Themes such as Muslim tyranny, the attempted genocide of Hindus, and
Hindus as victims of forced conversions are emphasized, garbed as history
and added to the shared memory of the community. A sampling of the
opening paragraphs of recent mass-market hagiographies illustrates this
point. In an English language monograph, the story begins with:

The early Muslim rule in Sindh has had a chequered history, for off and on

over the centuries of invasions also many times they were overpowered by the
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Hindu kings but they persisted in their attacks...whatever be the other
attributes of the different Muslim rulers, whatsoever the period of their
supremacy, in one respect they were all alike, they uniformly sought to spread
Islam, converting Hindus at the point of sword or various threats.... Thatta a
township in southern Sindh had fallen to a Muslim chieftain Makrabkhan, a
tyrant, who killed the invader king and himself took over the reins, changing
his name to Mirkshah. [He] was a fanatic and a tyrant and many-a-Muslim
fanatic sycophant surrounded him and instigated him against the Hindu
population. In tune with the Muslim belief, he also believed that only with
the spread of Islam will he be awarded jannat where he will be received by
heavenly hoors (beauties) and thus acquire eternal bliss after death.”

According to a Sindhi booklet:
Mirkh Shah had ruled for ten years when he decided to convert all Hindus of

Sindh to increase the influence of Islam. History is witness to the fact that
Muslims have spread Islam by might, money, force, and persecution...Mirkh
Shah ordered all Hindus be brought within the fold of Islam. Instead of their
own religious texts, they were to be compelled to read the Quran, and were to
either be forcibly converted or be beheaded by the sword. After this
proclamation, Mirkh Shah would partake his meals only after one and half
seers of Hindu j aneyos were collected and weighed in front of him daily. Young
girls were also victimized; some were forced to marry Muslims and others kept
as slaves.”

Another Sindhi hagiography historicizes the narrative:

In seventh century ap...India was ruled by [Muslim] Caliphs. They ruled over
much of India, most of which had been conquered by force. Whenever they
conquered a new region, the Caliphs would install a handpicked Nawab to
ensure proper governance and enable further expansion....Mirkh Shah Nawab
was the ruler of Thatta city, in the province of Sindh. In order to appease the
Caliph...he ordered his non-Muslim subjects to convert to Islam and to ensure
this he increased atrocities to such an extent that it became unbearable.
Violence was perpetuated on young and old, adults were killed, and mothers
and sisters molested, such that it became difficult to save the [Hindu] faith.
Raja Dahir Sen of Sindh also became a prisoner after being defeated.”

Along with inflammatory language, ‘Hindu’ elements of Jhuley Lals
identity are made more explicit. In a commemorative volume celebrating
the golden jubilee of a Jhuley Lal temple in Delhi, readers are informed
that, Amarlal sucked stepmother’s milk. This can be compared with Lord
Krishna doing similarly of Mata Yashoda....When the child grows older,

he is taken to a Vedic scholar and acquires worldly as well as spiritual
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knowledge and receives the Guru-Mantra of Alakh Niranjan...from Guru
Gorakhnath’.”

These modifications are visible in iconography also. A poster from
Ahmedabad depicts the river god as Vishnu, complete with all the
accoutrements associated with that deity. Though Jhuley Lal is portrayed
as standing on a palla, the waterfront scenery and the shrine in the
background are markedly absent. A mural in Mumbai depicts the deity
similarly. There is also an increase in the production of images showing
Jhuley Lal-4s a warrior, reflective of the increasingly militant religious
rhetoric. Jhuley Lal, once emblematic of the idealized social integration
of Sindhi society, today represents the move towards a self-conscious

Sindhi Hindu/Indian identity.

JHULEY LAL IN SINDH

Given the popular view of Jhuley Lal as the patron saint of Sindhis, those
familiar with these myths are generally surprised to find that the deity
does not play a similarly central role in shaping Sindhi imaginaries in
Pakistan as it does in India.”® Worship of the river god continues to remain
a localized practice. Unlike in India, there are very few temples dedicated
to Jhuley Lal. The main shrine, located at Udero Lal, near Hyderabad
(Sindh), was reportedly built around the seventeenth century. The shrine
complex is built like a fort; gates open into a spacious courtyard with
rooms lining its entire perimeter. The most important building within
this complex is the edifice that holds a Muslim style tomb (designated as
Udero Lal/Tahir Shaikh’s mazar) and a small temple. The temple consists
of a small room containing relics and images associated with Udero Lal.
Included among these are some pictures of the deity, a cradle and an oil
lamp that burns continuously. The temple, though clearly dedicated to a
Hindu deity, does not contain any idols or holy books. Festivals at this
shrine are attended by members of both communities. Importantly,
attendees do not see themselves as followers of the same deity. For Sindhi
Hindus this site is associated with the Hindu incarnation Udero Lal,
whereas for Sindhi Muslims, this is the burial place of the Sufi saint Tahir
Shaikh. Other religious sites, Sadhbela, Manora, and Robhri, associated
with Jhuley Lal by Sindhi Hindus in India and abroad, remain disparate
and unconnected with the shrine of Udero Lal/Tahir Shaikh.
Concomitantly, the river god is also described and visualized as a Muslim
saint. A poster entitled “The King of Waters: Hazrat Khwajah Khizr-ul

Islam’ transmutes one of the most popular images associated with Jhuley
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Lal, the deity floating on the Indus, into that of a Muslim saint reading
the Quran. Addition of iconography depicting Madinah and Makkah
makes the Islamic connection explicit.”

After Partition, along with the steady influx of refugees, Sindhis were
faced with a rapidly changing political scenario. Karachi became the
capital of Pakistan. Its designation as a ‘federal capital area’, followed by
the later implementation of the One Unit Scheme, meant that even
though they had not lost their homeland, Sindhi Muslims, too, faced a
marginalization similar to that faced by their Hindu compatriots in India.
Political sidelining was accompanied by denigration of Sindhi language
and culture evident at the highest levels of governance. For instance,
Liaquat Ali Khan remarked, “What is Sindhi culture, except driving
donkeys and camels?’”8

In fashioning a response to their changing socio-political circumstances,
Sindhi Muslims, too, looked to the past, where they sought and found
novel ways to agitate for change in the nature of existing social formations.
Whereas Sindhi Hindu narratives were employed to locate, legitimate, and
later consolidate Sindhi status within the discourse of Indian nationalism,
for Sindhi Muslims the river god myths bolstered the ethno-nationalist
challenge to the hegemonic discourse of Pakistani nationalism. A growing
sense of Sindhi deprivation led to the 1967 launch of the Jezy Sindh
movement spearheaded by G.M. Syed, who demanded autonomy from
the ‘Urdu imperialists who have pillaged the land of Sindh’” In 1972,
disillusioned with official efforts to mitigate Sindhi grievances, Syed called
for the creation of a Sindhu Desh. Calling the creation of Pakistan ‘a
mistake’ and sharply critical of the state-sponsored ideology of religious
nationalism, Syed’s counter-narrative argued that Sindh ‘has for a long
time been an independent and sovereign state’.®° Noting that the region’s
distinct identity lay in its tradition of Sufism, Syed explained:

An amalgam of different religions and philosophies took place here...Buddhism
was born in India, but it flourished here. When Islam appeared in Sindh,
Buddhism was still extant. Islam added a positive element to the teachings of
Buddha. Philosophies of Vedanta and the Unity of God (Wahdat-ul-Wajud)
first interacted on each other in this land. [This] influenced the thinking of
the Hindus, reducing their interest in idolatry...religious or sectarian
prejudices, caste differences and the impulse for violence are absent in this land
as perhaps nowhere else.®

In his manifesto, Sindhudesh: A Study in its Separate Identity through the
Ages, Syed drew the picture of an idyllic Sindhi milieu by glossing over
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the bitter acrimony of pre-Partition politics and the subsequent Sindhi
Hindu exodus:

[In Sindh] Hindus used to go the shrines of Muslims and asked for their

guidance...took education from Muslim saints and teachers...Muslim fakirs

and Sufis [visited Hindu] temples and religious places. [Muslims] used to listen

the teachings of Hindu Dervishes...several Muslims gave Hindu saints their

own Muslim names, as Jind Pir Rohri was Khawaja Khizir, Udero Lal was

called Shaikh Tahir. ..all this means that by adopting mixed traditional customs

and rituals; the people of Sindh showed religious broad-mindedness and sense -
of toleration.®

For Syed, these illustrations of Sindhi Sufism, which he equated with
secularism, constituted the essence of Sindhiyar. In this regard, the Jhuley
Lal myths, highlighting the saint’s dual nomenclature, were particularly
attractive. A related website entitled ‘SindhuDesh.com—The Sindh
Nation’s Story’ features a number of articles about the legend of

‘Thulelal—The Sindhi God’.®

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Today, Sindhis are easily identifiable by their greetings, rituals, festivals,
and slogans. Jhuley Lal is regarded as an immutable part of Sindhi
tradition and culture, a powerful symbol of Sindhi identity. Sindhis, both
Hindu and Muslim, speak warmly of the Sindhiyar ties that have
historically defined their culture and society. Nonetheless, Sindhiyat is not
a primordial entity, static and unchanging. Even as Sindhi Hindu and
Muslim discourses converge to define identity in terms of Sindhiyar by
locating and interrogating this notion as a historical entity, there are
conspicuous divergences. Invoked in response to radically different socio-
political concerns, Sindhiness was, and continues to be, a series of
imbricated identities that have emerged in interaction with and, at times,
overshadowed other forms of belonging, be they local, cultural, religious,
ethnic, or national. In this context, Jhuley Lal myths are the locus of a
‘management of meanings’ by which historically contingent understandings
are generated and maintained, transmitted and received, applied,
exhibited, and remembered.?

Historically, it is seen that the notion of Jhuley Lal as a representation
of Sindhiyat is not the original product of Sindhi imaginaries, rather it
draws quite heavily on pre-existing colonial discourse. Extensive
documentation of the river god in Orientalist accounts imparts an
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apparent historic legitimacy to these myths. It renders them suitable for
adaptation in the post-colonial period. Responding in very different ways
to the ideological demands of state-sponsored nationalism, Sindhi
communities on both sides of the border have appropriated and selectively
modified these myths. Struggling to adapt in a new environment, Sindhi
Hindus were able to lose their immediate past and creatively reconcile
their present with an appropriate vision of a distant past. Sindhi Muslims,
on the other hand, sought an idyllic future based on lessons learned from
a ‘secular Sufi’ past. However, contrary to (re)constructions that took place
in the post-independence era, a close reading has shown that rather than
painting either a rosy or an antagonistic picture of relations between
religious communities, these myths highlight the nuanced manner in
which complex socio-economic relations made for pragmatic
communitarian accommodations in pre-colonial and colonial Sindh.

Today, Jhuley Lal and his myths wield the most influence among
Sindhi Hindus. The reason being that this invention of tradition grew out
of a crisis in their lives at a time when being Sindhi was akin to a social
stigma. Jhuley Lal myths were integral to concerted efforts that led to the
creation of Sindbiyar. The intrinsic value of these myths (and the secret
of their success) lies in their construction of coherence. With time, as
Sindhis have settled in India, their lives have changed. Though the
original concerns for invoking these myths no longer remain relevant, they
continue to shape and inform Sindhi imaginaries. Even as culture is
viewed as stable and possibly static, these myths are continually being
reproduced and are thus perpetually re-created in the present. The original
group of marginalized refugee mythmakers has been replaced by a new
generation of more confident cultural entrepreneurs. Change is also
evidenced in the discourse of recently published hagiographies of Jhuley
Lal. It reveals a pernicious trend: a move toward the articulation of a
rigidly defined ‘Hindu’ identity. The polemic portrayals, provocative
vocabulary, and extensive reworking of the past shows that even while
Sindh continues to be popularly designated as ‘the cradle of Sufism, which
(has] distilled the essence of many religions [and the Sindhi Sufi outlook]
is synonymous with India’s secularism’, there are noticeable slippages in
this rhetoric.®
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CHAPTER 2

Mobility, Territory, and Authenticity: Sindhi
Hindus in Kutch, Gujarat'

FARHANA IBRAHIM

INTRODUCTION
In 2002-2003 I was living in Bhuj, capital of Kutch District in the

Indian state of Gujarat, just beginning my dissertation fieldwork.

During this time, I found few overt traces of Sindh, a province that
lies about 85 miles away from the town centre across an international
border, in Pakistan. Over the course of my fieldwork, I had become
interested in purchasing some recorded /afis, a poetic genre from Sindh
popular among the Muslim pastoralists of northern Kutch. A #afi is a
form of metered verse, usually in four-line sequence, set to classical ragas
or sung w folk tunes and having rich narrative content. It is a style of
folk music that is popular in Sindh. The most famous regional exponent
of this genre of poetic narrative was Shah Abdul Latif of Bhit in Sindh,’
circa ce 1689-1752.2 I had grown to enjoy these haunting tunes, sung in
the wide expanses of the Rann of Kutch. A much favoured way of passing
the time of day, as the pastoralists have wandered in groups with their
animals through the centuries, these oral narratives are also a rich source
of regional history for Kutch and Sindh.

I browsed through all the music shops in Bhuj. None of the wide
variety of well-stocked shops had what I was looking for, until I was finally
directed to my source. Tucked away behind the main market street of
Bhuj—at that time also the city’s primary thoroughfare, subsequently
much changed in the town planning initiatives undertaken after an
earthquake in 2001 nearly decimated large swathes of the city—was a’
parallel narrow lane of stalls. It is almost hidden from view as it lies
behind the constant din and bustle of the central bus station. I had walked
by here innumerable times, but had little idea of the veritable treasure-
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trove of goods that lay obscured from view until I found myself in their
midst. Smuggled and second-hand goods thrive here: leather and
electronic items, Islamic literature, cassettes of music and religious
discourses, cloth, and a myriad other sundries. Here, I finally found what
I was looking for. Amid tall stacks of cheap copies of music cassettes from
popular Indian films, I found an equally large selection of music from
‘across ithe border’; popular Pakistani singers singing in Urdu and in
Sindhi (some of whom were born in Kutch, the shop owners told me with
pride). This narrow row of shops, glittering well into the night in the
heart of Bhuj and yet somewhat hidden, is a transformed space. Kutch is
here no longer insulated from its neighbour across the border; Sindh
thrives here, most notably in its folk music. But you will not stumble
upon these stalls unbidden; you have to look long and hard, or know the
right people, before you can find them.?

For all its proximity in space, I found during my research that there
was a remarkable lack of reference to Sindh in Kutch. Certainly, political
rhetoric in Gujarat made reference to Pakistan regularly. But it was a
generalizing rhetorical reference one used to extract political mileage by
advocates of right-wing Hindu nationalism, such as the representation of
Islam, Pakistan, and by extension Indian Muslims in general, as isomorphic
and therefore ‘other’.# Reference to cultural traits shared by Sindh and
Kutch such as language, clothing, and music, tended to be conspicuously
absent in such rhetoric.

It is not too difficult to speculate on the reasons for this absence.
Modern territorial nation-states are ideologically invested in imagining
themselves to be, at the level of nationalist discourse at least, territorially
discrete and internally homogenous entities.’ After the creation of Pakistan
as a separate nation-state in 1947 for the Muslim majority areas of British
India, Kutch gained a new significance as a strategic border territory; it
lay on a newly defined boundary that needed to be naturalized and
legitimized politically and socially. In Kutch, and Gujarat more generally,
this has been produced through a relatively consistent othering of Pakistan
and Muslims within Gujarat.’ This generates a peculiar ambivalence in
the relationship between the adjacent spaces of Kutch and Sindh; they are
immediate neighbours and they share close historical and cultural ties but
they lie across a problematic boundary.
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EXPERIENCING A REGION

In this chapter I attempt to examine this ambivalent relationship between
the adjacent territories of Kutch and Sindh in order to be able to reflect
critically on how regions are imagined and counter-imagined. In speaking
of a region as an analytical concept, I refer not only to its geographical,
political, or legal referents but also to the subjective and affective
dimension of how regions are experienced and inhabited by their
occupants-In an early essay, Bernard Cohn pointed: out some of the
complexities inherent in the use of the term ‘region’ or ‘regionalism’. He
argued that ‘regions are far from fixed, enduring things, especially if any
historical perspective is taken. They are not absolutes and they are
difficult, if not impossible, to define by objective criteria’.” He proposed
a typology of regions that went beyond a physical sense of space; for
Cohn, regions were best understood as historical, linguistic, cultural, or
structural. Inherent in each of these types is a subjective element in the
making of a region. Following the manner in which I invoke the concept
here, how a region is experienced and where its boundaries are placed
depends clearly on who is doing the outlining. Thus, as E. Valentine
Daniel remarked in his study of the cultural construction of space, the
culturally more significant conception of territory is not concerned with
boundary lines as much as it is concerned with what lies within.®? The
cultural construction of territory is thus a subjective enterprise; one that
engages with varyingcriteria that contains within it room for disagreement
and one that is concerned with notions of compatibility between
inhabitants and territory. Of course, this point must be exercised
judiciously, for taken to an extreme it may become a politically dangerous
argument positing an essentialized relationship between persons and
territory based on an imagined shared substance. But I find Daniel’s point
useful to think about the subjective construction of territoriality. Instead
of a fixed and immutable space, the meaning ascribed to place can
perceivably morph and change depending on one’s perspective. While this
is not in itself a problematic assertion, it is also clear that subjectively
experienced aspects of territory, space, or region must contend also with
their political and legal counterparts. Even though Daniel suggests that it
may be more rewarding for anthropologists ‘to turn away from the notion
of boundaries to that of the centres of regions’, the physical and legal
aspects of boundaries continue to present real constraints for those who
live straddling such divides’
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In what follows, I suggest that within such political and legal
constraints, a region (i.e., its borders as well as its centre) is experienced
rather than encountered & priori. Therefore, I attempt an unsettling of the
fixity of the concept of region in its political and legal referents, in order
to engage the uncertainty and fluidity of the concept when viewed as a
subjectively experienced category. On the one hand, Kutch is legally a
constituent of the state of Gujarat. In this capacity, officially, it lies
squarely within the space of the Indian nation-state, a district in one of
its provincial units. Sindh is, from this perspective, an ‘outside’. But it is
an ambivalent ‘outside’ as the following anecdote reveals.

In 2004, an Indian scientist filed a Public Interest Litigation (PIL) with
the nation’s Supreme Court, petitioning for the removal of the word
‘Sindh’ from the Indian National Anthem. A respected English language
daily, The Hindu, reported:

The petitioner...approached the court stating that the recitation of Sindh in
the National Anthem was an infringement on the sovereignty of Pakistan. Such
singing for the last 54 years and eight months was also hurting the feelings of
more than 100-crore [one billion] people in India. He said the petition was to
avoid any international diSpute as such flaws in the National Anthem could
bring dishonour and disrespect to the hation. He sought a direction for
deletion of the word ‘Sindh’ and substituting it with the word Kashmir.*

Some months later, the Supreme Court dismissed the petition. The same
newspaper reported: '

The judges said a national anthem was a hymn or song expressing patriotic
sentiments. ‘It is not a chronicle which defines the territory of the nation
which has adopted the anthem....Nor is it necessary that the structure of the
national anthem should go on changing as and when the territories in the
internal distribution of geographical regions or provinces undergo changes’.!*

The court then fined the petitioner Rs 10,000 (approximately $230) for
‘wasting its time’ over this matter and closed the issue. While the
petitioner was acting upon a widely-held popular notion of territorial
sovereignty, asking for the deletion of Sindh (now in Pakistan) and the
inclusion of Kashmir (part of which is still contested territory between
India and Pakistan and a symbol of popular nationalism on both sides of
the border), the court’s pronouncement radically challenges any organic
relationship between territory and nationalism. It does so partly to prevent
a precedent for amending the anthem to continually reflect the provincial
re-organization of the nation-state, but also because of the vastly
complicated relationship between Sindh and the Indian nation. This was
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alluded to in an earlier response to the petitioner, when the Home
Ministry of the Government of India declared:

The word ‘Sindh’ refers not merely to the province of Sindh but also to the
Sindhi culture, which is an inalienable part of the rich and diverse culture of
India. Moreover, the contribution of Sindhi people in the making of modern
India has been extremely noteworthy and cannot be overlooked. It may not,
therefore, be appropriate to delete the word ‘Sindh’ from the National
Anthem.’?

The above statement hints in part at the anxiety that surrounds the
relationship between the Indian nation and the Pakistani province of
Sindh. Even though Sindh is now territorially a part of Pakistan, a separate
nation-state, large numbers of Sindhis live in India where they moved
after the Partition of British India in 1947. Their territorial affinities and
ties are bound to be more complicated than what is presented on a
physical territorial map of the subcontinent. Further, unlike the two other
provinces directly affected by Partition—Bengal and Punjab—Sindh was
not bifurcated between India and Pakistan, so that migrants to either
India or Pakistan still were able to participate in their regional cultures,
broadly defined, if they were Punjabis or Bengalis. For Sindhis coming
into India, all of Sindh was left behind in another nation-state.

Given this background, I will now proceed to discuss some of the
tensions that inevitably arise between the political and legal iterations of
‘region’ or ‘community’ and counter-perspectives to these official
definitions. For every ‘legitimate’ definition of these concepts there must
be alternative imaginations that are, for a variety of reasons, not
represented in the official discourse. An ethnographic analysis located
among Sindhi communities in Kutch provides a privileged vantage point
to explore some of the means—both rhetorical and practical—through
which boundaries (whether they are perceived as territorial, religious, or
linguistic) are produced, and then how these boundaries in turn create
competing cultural subjectivities of space, region, religion, language, and
community. I underscore that these boundaries are contingent and
subjective; the definitions of ‘inside’ and ‘outside’, ‘inclusion’ and
‘exclusion’ are neither finite nor natural but are produced as a dialectical
relationship among competing cultural discourses of place making,
sovereignty, and belonging. In the following sections, I provide a quick
overview of some historical entanglements that have contributed to the
ambivalent nature of the relationship between the adjacent territories of
Sindh and Kutch today. I am arguing here that from the perspective of
many people who circulated between Kutch andSindhprior to the merger
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of the princely state of Kutch with the Indian Union in 1948 and before
the emergence of the province of Gujarat as a distinct entity in 1960, one
could, arguably, say that Kutch and Sindh constituted—from the
perspective of those who circulated between these areas—a region, even
though they did not share the same political system. After 1960, Kutch
became a constituent unit of the province of Gujarat and its relationship
with Sindh became an ambivalent factor in the official discourse of
Gujarat, which strove to render itself as a discrete and homogenous unit.
Sindh was clearly on the ‘outside’ and every attempt was made to
incorporate Kutch into its officially legitimate regional identity—one that
lay within a larger Gujarati identity.

PERSPECTIVES ON A REGION: MODERN GUJARAT AND ITS
ASMITA

In this section, I engage critically with Gujarat’s contemporary official
self-image, formulated in the idea of Gujarati asmita (pride or glory). The
notion of Gujarati asmita goes back in time to long before the creation
of Gujarat as a separate provincial unit within India in 1960. During the
nineteenth century, questions on what constituted ‘Gujarat’ and ‘Gujarati’
were frequent subjects of intellectual debate and discussion. During the
period of my research in Kutch during 2001-2004, it had become a
regional Variation of right-wing Hindu nationalist ideology based on a
selective erasure of Muslims in the region. In this discourse, Pakistan is a
Muslim state and a cultural and political ‘other’ for the region’s self image.
Cross-border relationships with Sindh occupy an uncomfortable position
within a regional imagination that seeks to contain Gujarat within the
idiom of its asmita, in this instance, premised on the celebration of a
Hindu past.!?

Modern Gujarat emerged in its contemporary territorial configuration
on 1 May 1960 following an administrative reorganization of Indian
states. The then bilingual state of Bombay was bifurcated into two
states—Gujarat for predominantly Gujarati speaking sections and
Maharashtra for the Marathi speaking areas. The modern state of Gujarat
consists of three broadly identifiable divisions—a strip of ‘mainland’
Gujarat, the peninsula of Saurashtra, and the western arm of Kutch.!
These three sub-units have unique cultural traits and historical
antecedents. Through my ethnographic research in Kutch, I have
attempted to examine the tensions that underlie the incorporation of these
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diverse territories into a homogenous and singular regional identity that
is expressed in the contemporary idea of a Gujarati asmiza.

I now examine the manner in which regimes of contemporary historical
consciousness, (1) construct a Gujarati regional identity through asmita,
and (2) what this historiography means for Kutch as it re-aligns Sindh as
a cultural and territorial ‘outside’ for the region as a whole. As a frontier
area between mainland Gujarat and Sindh, Kutch shares deep historical,
cultural, and_sociological ties with Sindh. Before it joined the state of
Gujarat, Kutch was an independent princely state that had a long tradition
of circulatory movement encompassing Sindh. In contrast with this
former close relationship between these two regions, the terms in which
the relationship between Kutch and Sindh is articulated from the
perspective of a greater Gujarati nationalism in contemporary times is
rather different.

In examining regimes of contemporary historical consciousness, I have
isolated two key strands of historiography that correspond to the two
points raised above. On the one hand, I shall analyze the writings of
certain key Gujarati nationalist authors and historians who have written
extensively on Gujarati history. Some of these writings are closely tied up
with the movement for the state of Gujarat as they form the ideological
justification for a separate state based on a distinct linguistic and cultural
identity for Gujarat. These histories form the authoritative version of
historical writing on Gujarat (in the absence of a more ‘secular’ corpus)
and these nationalist histories are largely influential for the ways in which
history is taught and internalized in contemporary Gujarat. I probe these
histories for their stand on Gujarati regional patriotism and their
perspective on Kutch as a unit within Gujarat.

Second, I examine officially canonized historical memory in Kutch for
the ways in which it represents the relationship between the adjacent
territories of Kutch and Sindh and of Kutch as a nested identity within
Gujarat. In the following analysis of these two types of historiographical
constructions (i.e., nationalist writings and oral histories), I follow the
maxim that ‘it is often in the process of delineating the past that societies
construct their identities’ in the present.’> An analysis of both these sets
of historical arguments reveals that the nationalist impulse is to seek to
anchor territory in an imagined mythico-historical past. I argue that the
core ambivalence that the Kutch-Sindh issue poses to Gujarati asmita is
the latter’s nationalist investment in the idea of an anchored and bounded
territory. What are the implications of this investment in rootedness for
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a place like Kutch that has been articulated through mobility and cultural
flows?

NATIONALIST HISTORIES

Although formally constituted in 1960, the ideological foundations for
the Gujarat state go back many years before that. The movement for the
creation of a separate Gujarat state derived a special boost from the
writings of K.M. Munshi, a prolific Gujarati language writer and novelist
who was also a prominent Hindu nationalist ideologue in post-
Independence India. In 1955, he wrote that there were two ways in which
Gujarat could be understood:

In one, it denotes the mainland between Mount Abu and the river Daman-
ganga, distinguishing it from Kutch or Saurashtra on the one side and Marwad
and Malava on the other. In the second and wider sense it connotes the much
larger linguistic zone in which the language known as Modern Gujarati is
spoken at the present time. The boundary of this Gujarati speaking area
touches Sirohi 