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  Naqshandi Sufism has been the subject of numerous studies in different 
regional contexts. The role of the Indian Naqshandis, especially the Naqshbandiyya 
Mujaddidiya, the branch of the order associated with the seventeenth century Shaikh 
Ahmad of Sirhind, also known as the mujaddid-i alf-i thani ( ‘the renewer of the 
second [Islamic millennium]’) has been particularly well documented. This owes 
principally to the importance of the Naqshbandiyya Mujaddidiyya in Islamic 
scripturalist reformist and anti-colonial movements throughout large parts of Asia. 
This book looks at a hitherto unexamined aspect of the Naqshbandiyya Mujaddidiyya, 
the existence of a number of ‘Hindu’ groups, concentrated mainly in certain towns in 
eastern Uttar Pradesh, that claim to be followers of Shaikh Ahmad Sirhindi and his 
disciples. 
 

Shaikh Ahmad is said to have been a strict upholder of the shari’ah, insisting that 
salvation could be had only through Islam. At a time when the Mughal political 
authority in India was being increasingly challenged by Hindu groups, such as the 
Sikhs, Rajputs and Marathas, Shaikh Ahmad is said to have advocated harsh measures 
against the Hindus. Besides, he is also known for his heated polemics against the 
Shi’as, whom he considered in no uncertain terms as outside the pale of Islam. Yet, as 
this fascinating book tells us, a number of small ‘Hindu’ spiritual orders exist in India 
today that claim to be following in the Naqshandi Mujaddidi path and recognise 
Shaikh Ahmad as the qutb or the greatest spiritual master of his times. 

 
Tracing the evolution of the Naqshabandiyya Mujaddidiyya in India in the years 

after the death of Shaikh Ahmad, this *book shows how at least some leading masters 
of this order veered round to a more accommodative attitude towards the Hindus. A 
major shift can be observed in this regard with the eighteenth century Mirza Mazhar 
Jan-i Janan of Delhi, who, while a strict upholder of the shari ‘ah, adopted a somewhat 
less strict posture vis-a-vis the Hindus than Shaikh Ahmad. As Dahnhardt shows, he 
went so far as to accept the Hindu deities, Rama and Krishna, as prophets of God. He 
even argued that the Hindu practice of idol-worship was different from that of the pre-
Islamic Arabs. He equated the Hindu practice with the custom in some Sufi orders of 
concentrating on the mental image of the Sufi preceptor as a means to advance on the 
spiritual path. Yet, despite these apparent concessions to Hindu belief and practice, 
Mirza Mazhar insisted that following the advent of Muhammad, all previous religions 
had been effectively negated and that the only way to salvation was through Islam and 
by strictly following the shari’ah. 

 
Dahnhardt writes that in the decades after Mirza Mazhar Jan-i Janan’s death, at least 

some Sufi masters in his spiritual line established close relations with ‘Hindu’ mystics, 
particularly those associated with the ‘Nanakpanth’ and the ‘Kabirpanth’, traditions 
associated with the sant tradition of Indian mysticism. These orders preached a 
universal message transcending narrowly-inscribed religious boundaries, and had 
traditionally attracted both Hindus as well as Muslims, mostly from the ‘lower’ castes. 
They were fiercely opposed to what they saw as the soulless ritualism of the Brahmin 
priests and the ‘orthodox’ Muslim ‘ulama. 



Allowing their ‘Hindu’ disciples to follow Hindu customs in place of the shari’ah 
did, however, open the way to an more open embrace of the possibilities of salvation in 
traditions other than shari’ah-centric Islam over time. Thus, Dahnhardt tells us of Shah 
Fazl Ahmad Khan Raipuri (1838-1907), who accepted several Hindu disciples, 
specifically instructing them not to convert to Islam but to carry on with their Hindu 
practices.  Curious as this might seem for a Naqshbandi, Dahnhardt explains that this 
suggests a breath of vision that had transcended the external dimensions of both 
Hinduism and Islam in search of the common spiritual essence that was seen as 
infusing both, indeed all, genuine spiritual paths.  How Raipuri managed to reconcile 
this position with his standing as a Naqshbandi in the ‘orthodox’ tradition of Shaikh 
Ahmad is not clear, and Dahnhardt does not deal with this vital issue directly. 

 
The development of the ‘Hindu’ branch, if it may be so called, of the Naqshandiyya 

Mujaddidiyya, received a major boost with the initiation into the order of a certain 
Ramachandra (1873-1931), a Hindu from the Kayasth caste from a small town in what 
is now eastern Uttar Pradesh. The Kayasths had served in various Muslim courts as 
scribes and had imbibed many aspects of Muslim courtly culture. This, and 
Ramachandra’s previous association with the Kabirpanthis and other Bhakti sant 
traditions, may have facilitated his decision to take initiation into the Naqshbandiyya 
Mujaddidia, accepting Shah Fazl Ahmad Khan Raipuri as his spiritual guide (pir, 
guru). 

 
On joining the Naqshbandiyya Mujaddidiya, Ramachandra did not formally convert 

to the shari ‘ah-centric version or vision of Islam that Shaikh Ahmad is generally 
considered as having so ardently defended. At the same time, he is said to have held 
Shaikh Ahmad and the other Muslim mystics associated with the Naqshbandiyya 
Mujaddidiya in great reverence. Ramachandra soon emerged into a charismatic mystic 
in his own capacity. Acknowledging his debt to his Naqshabandi masters, including 
Shaikh Ahmad, he continued in the Naqshabndi spiritual tradition, using the particular 
meditational techniques associated with that order. In order to make them more 
appealing to a ‘Hindu’ audience, their overly ‘Muslim’ character, particularly in terms 
for mystical concepts, were replaced by ‘Hindu’ counterparts, drawn from the 
Vedantic, Tantrik, Vaishnavaite Bhakti, Kabirpanthi and Nanakpanthi traditions. 
Dahnhardt discusses in elaborate detail the close similarities in the teachings and 
techniques of Ramachandra and various ‘Muslim’ Naqshbandis. 

 
This suggests, once again, that Ramachandra and his Muslim spiritual master 

seemed to believe that the notion of ‘Hinduism’ and ‘Islam’ being two neatly separated 
religions was illusory, and that the spiritual adept needed to transcend this notion if he 
was to progress on the Sufi path. How this belief could be reconciled with the fervent 
belief of most Naqshbandi Mujaddidis in the superiority of Islam over ‘disbelief and 
their passionate advocacy of the shari ‘ah, is, however, left unexplained. 

 
After a lengthy chapter devoted to the doctrinal developments in Ramachandra’s 

‘Hindu’ Naqshbandi tradition, Dahnhardt discusses its social base, which he locates 
among certain Hindu families, mainly Kayasths, in certain towns in north India, 
particularly in what is now eastern Uttar Pradesh. Like many other such ‘liminal’ 
groups, the ‘Hindu’ branch of the Naqshbandiyya Mujaddidiya is today being 
increasingly sought to be shaped in a distinctly ‘Hindu’ indeed Brahminical, mould. 



Dahnhardt illustrates how after Ramachandra’s death the ‘Hindu’ Naqshbandis split 
into a number of different factions, most of whom now consciously deny or downplay 
their ‘Islamic’ past. Dahnhardt does not examine this in detail, mentioning this only in 
passing. The book focuses mainly on the doctrinal elaborations and developments 
among the ‘Muslim’ and the ‘Hindu’ Naqshbandis, based on an examination of the 
texts that they have produced. 
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