
 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

 

By 

 

Sundara Sreenivasa R Vadlamudi 

 

2010 

 



 

 

The Thesis Committee for Sundara Sreenivasa R Vadlamudi 

Certifies that this is the approved version of the following thesis: 

 

Daud Shah and Socio-religious reform among Muslims in the Madras Presidency 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPROVED BY 

SUPERVISING COMMITTEE 

 

Supervisor:     ______________________________ 

Gail Minault 

 

_____________________________ 

Cynthia Talbot 

 



 

Daud Shah and Socio-religious Reform among Muslims  

in the Madras Presidency 

 

by 

 

Sundara Sreenivasa R Vadlamudi, M.A. 

 

Thesis 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of 

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

 

Master of Arts 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 

May 2010



 

Dedication 

 

 

 

To my family 

For believing in me and my dreams 

 

 

 



 

 v 

 

Acknowledgements 

 

This work would not have been accomplished without the support and guidance of 

several people. Professor Gail Minault was a tremendous source of guidance and 

encouragement. Her interest and curiosity about Muslims in Tamil Nadu has greatly 

inspired me. Professor Cynthia Talbot patiently waited, read earlier drafts, and provided 

extremely useful comments. Marilyn Lehman uncomplainingly answered my questions 

and tolerated my requests regarding coursework and funding. I would like to thank 

members of the History Department’s Graduate Program Committee (GPC) for funding 

my research.   

 

I am extremely grateful to Qazi Zainul Abideen for providing me with copies of journals 

that are used in this thesis. He has become a good friend and I am glad to have met such a 

wonderful person.  I would also like to thank the staff of the Tamil Nadu State Archives 

for going the extra mile to retrieve dusty records without any complaints. In particular, I 

would like to thank V. Suresh and Subramanian for their assistance.   

 

My family has been a pillar of strength as I bounced across academic disciplines in 

search of a truly satisfying experience. Although they never completely understood my 

reasons for changing fields, they encouraged my pursuits and were a great source of 

support. I would like to thank members of Anindita’s family for their love, prayers, and 

concern as I worked long hours to finish this thesis. I am also grateful to my friends in 

India and the United States for all their support.     

 

Anindita stood by me and provided good cheer and support throughout. She patiently put 

up with my long periods of silence and was always there for me. 

 

May 3, 2010.  



 

 vi 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Daud Shah and Socio-religious Reform among Muslims in the Madras Presidency 

 

Sundara Vadlamudi, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

Supervisor: Gail Minault 

 

This thesis examines the reform ideas and efforts of Daud Shah, a Muslim socio-religious 

reformer in the Madras Presidency during the twentieth century. Shah published a 

journal, Dar ul-Islam (World of Islam), which he used as a medium to propagate his 

ideas and advocate reforms among Muslims. Socio-religious reform efforts among 

Muslims in the Madras Presidency have received very limited scholarly attention. But the 

purpose of this thesis goes beyond merely focusing on a neglected area of scholarship. 

Shah belonged to a small class of Western-educated Muslim professionals. This thesis 

will demonstrate how Shah’s reform efforts differed from those advocated by the 

aristocracy and the merchant elite. This thesis will analyze the relationship between Shah 

and the national-level reform movements among Muslims. Shah’s reform and fundraising 

efforts also reveal the close links between Muslims in Tamil Nadu and Southeast Asia. 

Finally, the thesis will show the influence of print technology on reform movements 

among Muslims. 
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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 

 

South Asia witnessed a large spurt in the formation of socio-religious reform movements 

during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Kenneth Jones aptly describes this period 

as “an age of definition and redefinition initiated by socio-religious movements,” and 

these reform movements sought to change the “social behavior, custom, structure or 

control” of their target communities.1 The major religious communities in South Asia, 

Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs, underwent changes that sought to address problems in their 

communities. It is difficult to identify a uniform organizing principle for examining the 

reform movements. Kenneth Jones divides reform movements into “transitional” and 

“acculturative” movements.2 Transitional movements, according to Jones, are those that 

originated in the pre-colonial world and developed with little influence from the colonial 

milieu. On the other hand, acculturative movements developed within the colonial milieu, 

and its leaders were products of cultural interactions that developed within the colonial 

milieu.3 Jones’s typology is extremely useful, but he himself admits to some of its 

limitations and states that the difference between the two types lay “primarily at their 

                                                
1 Kenneth W. Jones, Socio-Religious Reform Movements in British India (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989), p.1. 
2 Idem, p. 3. 
3 Idem, pp. 3-4. 
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point of origin.”4 To add more complexity to the issue, some of the advocates for change 

referred to themselves as “revivalists,” indicating a preference for merely rejuvenating 

certain forgotten beliefs and practices in their religious systems.5  

 

Scholars studying social and religious reform movements in South Asia, therefore, have 

focused on a combination of certain themes in their examination of movements and their 

leaders, rather than attempting to identify and locate a particular reform movement within 

an elusive all-encompassing typology.6 Some studies have examined the sources of 

authority of reformers: did the authority emanate from their religious knowledge? 

charisma? professional qualifications? or economic status? Another important approach 

has been to examine the issues that a movement and its leaders sought to change. Was it 

abolition of castes? women’s education? economic uplift? Another area of inquiry is the 

target of criticism of the reformers: internal practices and beliefs, external sources of 

corruption. On a related note, some studies have focused on the ideological sources for 

reform. Did the reformers develop ideas from indigenous scriptures and customs? or, did 

they develop their ideas from Western and/or Christian sources? Some studies focused on 

the debating techniques adopted by religious leaders during their debates with Christian 

missionaries and other religionists. Another line of approach has been to examine the 

                                                
4 Ibid. 
5 For a good discussion of conceptual issues regarding reform movement among Hindus, see Amiya P. Sen, 
Social and Religious Reform: The Hindus of British India, (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 
3-63. Some of the issues discussed by Sen, such as the difference between “reformers” and “revivalists”, 
can also be applied to other religious communities. 
6 The following themes were identified by me in order to better understand the studies on reform 
movements. I would like to thank members of the seminar on ‘”Religious and Social Reform Movements in 
Modern India” for their helpful comments. 
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mode of reform advocated by the reformers. Did they call for a top-down reform? or did 

they favor a bottom-up approach? 

 

Muslims in the Madras Presidency 

By 1931, Muslims in the Madras Presidency constituted between 5-7% of the total 

population. In the Tamil-speaking areas of the Presidency, there were about a million 

Urdu-speaking and Tamil-speaking Muslims. Urdu-speaking Muslims were usually 

concentrated in the northern parts of the Presidency in places, such as Madras, North 

Arcot, South Arcot, Chengelpet, Salem, and Tiruchirapalli (Trichy).7 And, Tamil-

speaking Muslims were usually in the southern coastal districts such as Thanjavur, 

Tirunelveli, and Madurai. In the Tamil-speaking areas of the Madras Presidency, Tamil-

speaking Muslims outnumbered Urdu-speaking Muslims by roughly three to one.8 

 

Among Muslims, there exist several subdivisions, such as Marakkayars, Lebbais, 

Rowthers, Navaiyats, Sayyids, Shaykhs, and Pathans. These divisions are based upon 

language, ethnicity, occupation, and allegiance to a particular school of Islamic 

jurisprudence.9 Fanselow claims that Muslims in the Madras Presidency are also 

differentiated by their affiliation to the Shafi’i and Hanafi legal schools. Certain 

                                                
7 S.M. Abdul Khader Fakhri, Dravidian Sahibs and Brahmin Maulanas: The Politics of the Muslims of 
Tamil Nadu, 1930-1967 (New Delhi: Manohar, 2008), p. 30. 
8 J.B.P. More, Political Evolution of Tamil Muslims in Tamil Nadu and Madras, 1930-47 (Hyderabad: 
Orient Longman, 1997), p. 9.  
9 Mattison Mines, “Muslim Social Stratification in India: The Basis for Variation,” Southwestern Journal of 
Anthropology, Vol 28, No. 4 (1972), pp. 333-349; Frank S. Fanselow, “Muslim Society in Tamil Nadu 
(India): An Historical Perspective,” Journal Institute of Muslim Minority Affairs, Vol. 10, No. 1 (January 
1989), pp. 264-289. Mines suggests using the term “subdivision” instead of “caste” to refer to the presence 
of various groups within Muslim communities. 
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subdivisions among Muslims, particularly the Marakkayars, follow the Shafi’i fiqh and 

they claim their adherence to be a marker of their Arab heritage.10 Other Muslims, such 

as the Rowthers, follow the Hanafi fiqh that is followed by Sunnis all over India.11 

Fanselow states that the Hanafi fiqh was introduced by Muslims from the North who 

settled in South India, beginning with the conquest of Madurai by Malik Kafur in 1311 

during the reign of Alauddin Khilji.12 Muslims from North India and the Deccan settled 

in large numbers between mid-eighteenth century and the early-nineteenth century when 

the Nawabs of Arcot ruled the Carnatic.  

 

Besides fiqh, Muslims are stratified by ethnicity. Marakkayars claim Arab descent based 

on the trade that existed between South India and the Arab world; Navaiyats point to their 

Persian ancestry; Pathans maintain their myths about origins in Afghanistan. Needless to 

say, there is confusion regarding these subdivisions. For instance, British census officials 

categorized all Tamil-speaking Muslims as Lebbais and all Urdu-speaking Muslims as 

Pattanis (Pathans).13 But, the category Lebbai itself has a problematic history. In addition 

to the use of the term to refer to the entire Tamil-speaking Muslim community, it was 

used by certain Tamil-speaking Muslims to refer to their Arabian ancestry and 

differentiate themselves from other Tamil-speaking Muslims.14  

                                                
10 Fanselow, “Muslims Society in Tamil Nadu,” pp. 265-270. 
11 Idem, p. 277; Fakhri, Dravidian Sahibs and Brahmin Maulanas, p. 31. 
12 Fanselow, “Muslims Society in Tamil Nadu,” pp. 270-73.  
13 Idem, p. 274.  
14 Jacob Pandian, “The Hindu Caste System and Muslim Ethnicity: The Lebbai of a Tamil Village in South 
India,” Ethnohistory. Vol. 25, No. 2 (Spring 1978), p. 145. Pandian argues that the category “Lebbai” 
meant several things in different sociopolitical contexts and that it was used differently in different parts of 
Tamil Nadu. Idem, p. 146. 
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Evaluating the historical truths of myths of origin and the methods of classification of 

Muslims is beyond the scope of this paper. For the purposes of this paper, it is sufficient 

to note that the British considered the Urdu-speaking Muslims to be “pure” and “real” 

Muslims, and the Tamil Muslims as low “convert” Muslims.15 As a result, the British 

treated Urdu–speaking Muslims as the true representatives of the entire Muslim populace 

in the Presidency and nominated them to leadership positions. Between 1863 and 1909, 

the British nominated descendants of Tipu Sultan or the Nawab of Carnatic, who were 

reduced to the status of British pensioners, as Muslim members in the Madras Legislative 

Council (MLC).16 Beginning in the early twentieth century, Tamil-speaking Muslims, 

primarily belonging to the merchant community, began to participate actively in politics 

in order to safeguard their economic interests.17 As a result, the leadership positions in the 

Muslim community in the Madras Presidency were primarily occupied either by 

members of the aristocracy or the merchants. 

 

Historiography 

In general, very few scholars have examined social and religious reform efforts among 

Muslims in the Madras Presidency. Most of the scholarship on reform movements in the 
                                                
15 Susan Bayly, Saints, Goddesses, and Kings: Muslims and Christians in South India Society, 1700-1900 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 99-100. 
16 Kenneth McPherson, “The Leadership of the Muslim Political Community in Madras, 1914-18,” in 
Explorations in History of South Asia: Essays in Honour of Dietmar Rothermund Georg Berkemer et al. 
(Eds.) (New Delhi: Manohar, 2001), p. 221. It is also possible that the British nominated these pensioners 
in order to have some form of control over the proceedings of the MLC. 
17 Perumal, Jamal Mohamed: A Biographical Record (Madras: Pushpam & Co, 1936), pp. 35-7; 
McPherson, “Muslims of Madras and Calcutta: Agitational Politics in the early 1920s,” South Asia Vol. 5, 
(Dec 1975), p. 43; McPherson, “Social Background and Politics of the Muslims in TN,” p. 390; Moore, 
Political Evolution of Muslims in Tamil Nadu and Madras, p. 121. 
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Madras Presidency has focused on the Hindu responses to the Christian missionaries, the 

Theosophical Society, and the Non-Brahmin Movement.18 Some scholars have focused 

on the rise of political consciousness among Muslims in the Madras Presidency and they 

have discussed reforms among Muslims. But, they have primarily dealt with the levels of 

Western education among Muslims and the participation of Muslims in the political 

arena. 19 

 

Fakhri and More have examined social and religious reform movements among Muslims 

in the Madras Presidency.20 More has examined the relationship between Muslims and 

the Self-Respect Movement, an anti-Brahmin reform movement that emerged during the 

1920s in the Madras Presidency. But, More’s primary focus is the emerging political 

consciousness among Muslims and therefore, he does not deal with the social and 

religious aspects of reform efforts among Muslims. In another work, More has discussed 

the development of print culture among Muslims in the Madras Presidency.21 In this 

work, he has provided information about the ways in which Muslims used the print media 

to advocate reforms and participate in the political process. But, in this work too, More is 

mainly interested in the relationship between Muslims and the Self-Respect Movement. 

                                                
18 See the section on reform movements in the South in Jones, Socio-Religious Reform Movements, pp. 
152-183. See also Dennis Hudson, “Arumuga Navalar and the Hindu Renaissance among the Tamils,” in 
Kenneth Jones, ed. Religious Controversy in British India: Dialogues in South Asian Languages (Albany, 
NY: State University of New York Press, 1992), pp. 27-51. 
19 R. Suntharalingam, Politics and Nationalist Awakening in South India (Tucson, Arizona: Arizona 
University Press, 1974); McPherson, “The Leadership of the Muslim Political Community in Madras, 
1914-18”, pp. 219-41; Idem, “Social Background and Politics of the Muslims in TN, 1901-37,” Indian 
Economic and Social History Review Vol. 6 (1969), pp. 381-402. 
20 More, Political Evolution of Tamil Muslims; Fakhri, Dravidian Sahibs and Brahmin Maulanas. 
21 J.B.P. More, Muslim Identity, Print Culture, and the Dravidian Factor in Tamil Nadu. (Hyderabad: 
Orient Longman, 2004). 
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Like More, Fakhri has also examined the relationship between Muslims and the Self-

Respect Movement. In addition, Fakhri has examined the ways in which Muslims 

responded to the Arya Samaj, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS: National 

Volunteers Association), and the Hindu Mahasabha (Hindu Assembly).22 Fakhri has also 

briefly described the formation of local branches of national-level Muslim reform 

movements, such as the Ahmadi movement and the Tablighi Jamaat (TJ: Society for 

Propagation of Islam).23  

 

Fakhri and More have briefly discussed Daud Shah in their works.24 Shah was a Muslim 

social and religious reformer in the Madras Presidency during the first half of the 

twentieth-century. Shah published a Tamil magazine Dar ul-Islam (World of Islam) 

through which he presented his ideas, and he advocated reform among Muslims. Both the 

authors provide rich details about the writings of Shah and the opposition he faced as a 

consequence of his reform efforts. But they do not provide a detailed examination of 

Shah’s writings and nor do they attempt to place Shah’s efforts within the wider context 

of a flowering of reform movements all over India. Shah’s reform efforts raise several 

questions for the historiography of reform movements in colonial India. How is Shah 

related to the reform strains at the national level? Is Shah a regional reformer or a 

                                                
22 Fakhri, Dravidian Sahibs and Brahmin Maulanas, pp. 45-136. 
23 Idem, pp. 137-150. 
24 More, Political Evolution of Tamil Muslims; Idem, Muslim Identity, Print Culture; Fakhri, Dravidian 
Sahibs and Brahmin Maulanas. In 2007, Ayub, a Tamil businessman in Hong Kong, published a 
hagiographical account of Shah’s life. See A. Ayub, Islamiya Periyar Daud Shah (Islam’s Periyar Daud 
Shah), (Chennai: Navamani Publishers, 2007). 
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regional component of a national reform movement? What were the sources of his reform 

ideology? Was Shah more concerned with local issues or national issues?  

 

Daud Shah grew up during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century. Shah was 

neither a merchant nor a member of the aristocracy. Shah worked in the British colonial 

administration and belonged to the professional class that was beginning to play a 

significant role in the organization of politics and social reform activities in colonial India 

during the early decades of the twentieth-century. Examining and understanding Shah’s 

socio-religious reform efforts is important for several reasons. First, it broadens our 

understanding of socio-religious reform movements among Muslims in the Tamil-

speaking areas of the Madras Presidency, an area that has not received much scholarly 

attention. Second, Shah belonged to a small class of Tamil-speaking Muslim 

professionals, and an analysis of reforms advocated by Shah will reveal the different 

perspectives on reforms held by the aristocracy, the merchant elite, and the professional 

class. Third, a study of Shah’s efforts will reveal any possible ideological and 

institutional links between reform movements among Muslims in the Madras Presidency 

and other parts of British India, and also the relationship to non-Muslim reform 

movements in the Madras Presidency. Fourth, an examination of Shah’s publishing and 

fund-raising efforts will reveal the close linkages between Tamil-speaking Muslims in 

South India and South-East Asia. Fifth, Shah’s publication of a journal and his use of 
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print technology can be examined as a case study of Francis Robinson’s thesis that the 

introduction of print ushered an era of challenge to religious authority.25 

 

Based on the research findings, this research paper will submit the following conclusions: 

First, Shah was a regional reformer who remained concerned primarily with what he 

identified as problems facing Tamil-speaking Muslims. Although Shah referred to 

Muslims without any qualification, he was particularly interested in the condition of 

Muslims in the Madras Presidency. Even further, it will be argued that Shah was more 

concerned with the Tamil-speaking Muslims in the Madras Presidency, Ceylon (presently 

Sri Lanka), Malaya (presently Malaysia), Singapore, and Burma (presently Myanmar). 

Second, Shah’s reform efforts were inspired and influenced by the Ahmadi movement26 

despite his rejection of any such links. In particular, Shah was influenced by Khwaja 

Kamal ud-Din and Maulana Muhammad Ali, two prominent leaders of the Lahore branch 

of the Ahmadi movement. Shah was an Ahmadi in terms of his intellectual borrowings. 

On at least one issue, however, his reform efforts differed from those of Kamal ud-Din 

and Muhammad Ali, which leads to the next conclusion. Third, Shah was primarily 

interested in internal reform of Tamil-speaking Muslims and he was not concerned with 
                                                
25 Francis Robinson, “Technology and Religious Change: Islam and the Impact of Print,” Modern Asian 
Studies, Vol. 27, No. 1 (Feb 1993), pp. 229-251. 
26 Mirza Ghulam Ahmad founded the Ahmadi movement in Punjab during the nineteenth-century. His 
teachings were opposed by Muslims since he questioned, among other things, the finality of Prophet 
Muhammad. Following his death, the movement underwent a split. One group led by Ghulam Ahmad’s son 
based themselves in Qadiyan and were called Qadiyanis. The other group, led by Khwaja Kamal ud-Din 
and Muhammad Ali, based themselves in Lahore, and were called Lahoris. The Lahore group rejected 
some of the controversial elements of Ghulam Ahmad’s teachings, such as his questioning of the finality of 
Prophet Muhammad and the death of Jesus Christ. For more details about the history of the Ahmadi 
movement, see Yohanan Friedman, Prophecy Continuous: Aspects of Ahmadi Religious Thought and Its 
Medieval Background (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989); Spencer Lavan, The Ahmadiyah 
movement; A history and perspective (New Delhi: Manohar Publishers, 1974). 
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proselytization. Fourth, examining Shah’s efforts reveals the importance of expatriate 

Tamil-speaking Muslims in Southeast Asia, both as a community in need of reform and a 

source of financial support. 

 

The rest of the research paper is divided into six chapters. Chapter two presents an 

overview of social reforms undertaken by Muslims in the Madras Presidency prior to 

Shah. Chapter three provides a biography of Shah. Chapter four describes Shah’s reform 

efforts. Chapter five examines the opposition faced by Shah. Chapter six describes Shah’s 

trip to Southeast Asia to raise funds and discusses links between Tamil-speaking Muslims 

in the Madras Presidency and Southeast Asia. Chapter seven examines Shah’s response 

to the Arya Samaj and the Self-Respect Movement (SRM). Finally, the conclusion 

attempts to answer the questions that were raised in the Introduction.    

 

Before proceeding to discuss the rest of the paper, a brief note on the sources. This paper 

will examine Shah’s Dar ul-Islam and other journals that were started to oppose him. 

Shah published his journal continuously from 1919-1957, except for a brief interruption 

during World War II. Unfortunately, only a few copies of the journal are available. I was 

able to gather some issues from the 1920s and from 1948-53. I was unable to track the 

remaining copies. Similarly, I was able to locate only a few copies of the journals that 

were started to oppose Shah. 
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 Chapter 2  

Early Reforms  

 

Information on socio-religious reform movements among Muslims in the Tamil-speaking 

areas of the Madras Presidency is scarce, and is usually found scattered within academic 

literature that discuss socio-religious reform movements among Hindus in the Madras 

Presidency, biographies of Muslim philanthropists, or among books and journal articles 

on political and social history of the Madras Presidency. 

 

One of the earliest Muslim reformers in Tamil Nadu was Shamu Shihabuddin Waliullah 

(d. 1709) and he lived in the coastal town of Kayalpattinam in Southern Tamil Nadu. 

Shihabuddin Waliullah composed poems criticizing the annual Kandhuri1 festivals 

celebrated in honor of Muslim Sufi saints, and he also opposed certain marriage customs, 

particularly the dowry system. He also opposed the ‘Ulama for not criticizing such 

practices. Shihabuddin  Waliullah also directed his criticism against traders who sold 

adulterated milk and rice.2 His criticism of dishonest trading practices was particularly 

relevant for the Muslim community that specialized in shipping and trading activities.  

 

                                                
1 Kandhuri festival refers to the annual Urs that take place at Sufi shrines. It is usually marked by 
celebrations over several days. 
2 J.B.P. More, Muslim Identity, Print Culture, and the Dravidian Factor in Tamil Nadu. (Hyderabad: Orient 
Longman, 2004), pp. 122-4. 
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Information on subsequent reform efforts during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

chiefly describes the philanthropic efforts of members of the Nawab of Arcot’s family 

and Muslim merchants in establishing educational institutions. As early as 1815, a 

philanthropist in Madurai collected money to open a school for Muslim girls, instructed 

by a Urdu teacher from Madras3, under the supervision of an American Christian 

mission. The school operated till 1825 and later became a religious institution till the 

twentieth century.4 In January 1875, Lady Hobart5 initiated efforts to open a school for 

Muslim girls in Madras that would teach them Arabic, Persian, Hindustani, needlework, 

and other industrial skills. The proposal included a plan to start a teacher’s training 

program at the school at a later date. The school, named after Lord Hobart, was opened in 

May 1875, and it received generous land grants and buildings from the Nawab of Arcot, 

Mir Humayun Jah Bahadur. Lady Hobart contributed Rs. 10,000 and the Princess of 

Thanjavur gave Rs. 7,000.6 

 

In the 1870s, Muslims in the Madras Presidency started organizing themselves for 

achieving specific social, economic, and political objectives. Some of the goals of these 

early efforts reflected the concerns of the Muslims about the global ‘Umma. In addition 

to their global concerns, these organizations were also deeply committed to improving 

                                                
3 Madras has been renamed as Chennai. I will use Madras and Chennai alternately, as used by the historical 
actors themselves. 
4 Sita Anantha Raman, Getting Girls to School: Social Reform in the Tamil Districts, 1870-1930 (Calcutta: 
Stree, 1996), p. 11. 
5 Wife of Lord Hobart, Governor of Madras (April 1872-May 1875). 
6 Anantha Raman, pp. 49-50. Earlier, in 1851, the Nawab of Arcot opened Madrasa-e-Azam for the benefit 
of the children of the members of his court. The British took over this school in 1859 and converted into an 
English school. J.B.P. More, Political Evolution of Tamil Muslims in Tamil Nadu and Madras, 1930-47 
(Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 1997), p. 53.  
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the socio-economic conditions of the Muslims, fostering better inter-communal relations 

as well as intra-communal understanding, imparting industrial education to Muslims, and 

representing Muslims to the British administration. Anjuman-i Islamia (AI: Society of 

Islam) was one of the first Muslim social organizations and it was established in 1876 to 

help Turkey in its war against Russia. It became inactive in 1878 and was revived in 

1881. In its renewed form, it focused on local issues such as representing Muslims, 

reforming the community, and maintaining good relationships among sects within Islam 

and between Muslims and other communities. It started two schools to educate Muslim 

youth up to Middle school level, and it also started the Urdu paper Ittifaq. In 1883, 

prominent Muslims formed the Madras branch of the Central National Muhammadan 

Association (CMNA). This organization was combined with the Anjuman-I Islamiyya in 

1886, and was called the Central Muhammadan Association (CMA). In October 1885, a 

third Muslim association called the Anjuman-i-Mufidi-Ahl-i-Islam (AMAI: Association 

for the Welfare of the People of Islam) was formed. This organization focused on 

promoting industrial education among Muslims by starting workshops for teaching crafts 

such as carpentry, tailoring, and embroidery.7 The Anjuman-i-Mufid-i-Ahl-i-Islam, a 

predominantly male technical school, had a section for girls.8 The leadership positions in 

these organizations were held by Urdu-speaking Muslims, who usually were either 

members of the court of Nawab of Arcot, or prominent Urdu-speaking merchants.9 

 

                                                
7 R. Suntharalingam, Politics and Nationalist Awakening in South India (Tucson, Arizona: Arizona 
University Press, 1974), pp. 250-3. 
8 Anantha Raman, Getting Girls to School, p. 67. 
9 Ibid. 
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Besides members of the Nawab’s court, several Tamil-speaking and Urdu-speaking 

Muslim philanthropists contributed generously for the welfare of their community. 

Several of these philanthropists were merchants. The prominent Urdu-speaking 

merchant-philanthropists included, Muhammad Quddus Padshah, Yakub Hasan Sait, 

Walji Lalji Sait, Ghulam Dastagir, and Abdul Hussein Shampasji.10 They participated in 

organizations, such as Anjuman-i-Islamiyya, Central National Muhammadan 

Association, and Anjuman-i-Mufid-i-Ahl-i-Islam.11 Similarly, there were several Tamil-

speaking merchant-philanthropists, and many of them were not from Chennai. Some of 

the prominent Tamil-speaking philanthropists included, P.R.M. Qasim Muhammad 

Marakkayar (Ramanathapuram), Kaja Mian Rowther (Trichy), Haji Karutha Rowther, 

M.N. Pir Muhammad Rowther (Madurai), Vappa Naina Marakkayar 

(Kulasekarapatnam), Jamal Mohiuddin Rowther and his son Jamal Muhammad 

(Ramanathapuram, Chennai), S.K.M. Shahul Hamid Marakkayar (Kayalpattinam), and 

V. Hamid Sultan Marakkayar (Thanjavur).12 Most of these Urdu-speaking and Tamil-

speaking philanthropists contributed generously towards opening madaris (singular: 

madrassa) that imparted religious education and taught Arabic and Persian.13 The 

increase in the establishment of the madaris took place in an environment of increased 

dissemination of religious knowledge among Muslims. Partly, this can be explained by 

the introduction of printing presses which led to a proliferation of production of religious 

                                                
10 More, Political Evolution of Tamil Muslims, pp. 33-4. 
11 Ibid. 
12 More, Political Evolution of Tamil Muslims, p. 43. 
13 For information on these Madrassas, see Ziyaud-Din A. Desai, Centres of Islamic Learning in India 
(New Delhi: Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Government of India, 1978), pp. 57-62; 
Muhammad Yusuf Kokan, Arabic and Persian in Carnatic, 1710-1960 (Chennai: Ameera & Co., 1974), 
pp. 517-561. 
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manuals, treatises, and literature.14 During the nineteenth century and the early decades of 

the twentieth-century, Muslim philanthropists rarely contributed to opening schools that 

imparted English education (see Table 1). Some Muslims, however, were influenced by 

growing concern among Muslims at the all-India level about the poor state of Muslims in 

the field of education, and attempted to remedy the situation.   

 

Table 115 

 
Name of the Institution (Location) 

 

 
Year of Foundation, Founder 

 
Madrasa-e-Sayeedia (Chennai) 
 
 
Madrasa Baqiyatus-Salihat (Vellore) 
 
 
Jamaliya Arabic College (Chennai) 
 
 
Darus-Salam (Oomerabad) 
 
 

 
1872(?), Haji Muhammad Basha 
(businessman) 
 
1883, Maulana Shah Abdul-Wahhab 
Qadiri 
 
1900, Jamal Mohiuddin Rowther 
(businessman) 
 
1924, Haji Kaka Muhammad Umar 
(businessman) 
  

 

 

In 1900, Indian Muslims held a nationwide conference in Allahabad to discuss the dismal 

state of education among Muslims. Following this meeting, there was great interest 

among Muslims in Salem and North Arcot (in Madras Presidency) to open educational 

                                                
14 More, Muslim Identity, Print culture. 
15 Kokan, Arabic and Persian in Carnatic, pp. 517-561; Desai, pp. 57-61. 
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institutions. North Arcot and Salem had a sizeable population of Tamil-speaking Muslims 

who were cloth merchants or were involved in the tanning and leather industry. In 1903, 

Haji Badr ud-Din, Malang Hayath Basha, and T. Ameen ud-Din established the 

Vaniyambadi Muslim Educational Society (VMES) to provide indigenous Islamic 

schools in Vaniyambadi and neighboring areas such as Ambur, which still remains as a 

center for leather industry. In 1905, VMES opened the first co-educational Muslim 

school, the Islamiya Elementary School, but boys outnumbered girls.16 Although these 

educational institutions introduced Western education in the curriculum, the number of 

such schools remained very few. At best, they represented some of the earliest responses 

of the Muslim community to the introduction of Western education by the British. 

 

During the late nineteenth-century and early years of the twentieth-century, the agenda 

for social and religious reforms in the Muslim community in the Madras Presidency was 

largely controlled by wealthy Muslim merchants and members of the Nawab’s court. 

They adopted a fairly conservative approach towards reforms, and their strategy consisted 

of opening several madaris to impart religious education to Muslims. It should be noted 

that there were no overarching organizations that coordinated such an approach. In each 

district and town, prominent Muslims donated generously towards the establishment of 

madaris. 

 

 

                                                
16 Anantha Raman, Getting Girls to School, p. 158. 
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Chapter 3  

Biography1 

 

Daud Shah was born on March 29, 1885 in Nachiarkovil (then known as Naraiyur) in 

Kumbakonam2 district in the Madras Presidency. Shah’s father Baba Rowther and his 

mother Kulsum Bibi were Tamil-speaking Muslims. Shah studied in a madrassa till 

1893, and then joined a local school, Aravamutha Iyengar School, where he completed 

First Form in 1898. He joined Second Form in Rao Bahadur S. Appu Shastriar Native 

High School, and he passed his Lower Secondary in 1900. Shah did not complete his 

Class X exams in his first attempt due to his father’s death. He passed it in his second 

attempt in 1904, and continued his studies in the Kumbakonam Government College. 

Shah demonstrated an early proficiency in Tamil, and he won an award from the Madurai 

Tamil Sangam (Madurai Tamil Association) for successfully completing an exam 

conducted by the organization in 1903. In the Kumbakonam Government College, he 

learned Tamil from M.V. Ramanujachariar, a renowned Tamil scholar who compiled the 

Tamil translation of the Mahabharata in the 1930s.  

 

In 1908, Shah married Sabura Bibi, daughter of a wealthy merchant in Chennai. 

According to Shah, Sabura Bibi knew Arabic, Persian, Urdu, and English. Shah failed to 
                                                
1 Unless otherwise stated, Shah’s biographical account is based on, “Daud Shah” in Abdur Raheem, 
Islamiya Kalai Kalanjiyam (Islamic Encyclopedia, 3rd volume) (Chennai: Universal Publishers, 2006), pp. 
528-30; A. Ayub, Islamiya Periyar Daud Shah (Islam’s Periyar Daud Shah), (Chennai: Navamani 
Publishers, 2007). Ayub’s biography also includes a summary of entries from Shah’s diary. 
2 Kumbakonam is located roughly 275 kilometers South of Chennai. 
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successfully clear his First Arts (F.A.) exams in 1906 and 1907. In December 1908, he 

passed his F.A. exams and credited his wife for his success. In 1909, Shah enrolled in the 

Madras Presidency College where he initially decided to pursue a degree in Chemistry. 

But disagreements with the Chemistry instructor forced him to change his subject to 

Philosophy and he studied under Dr. S. Radhakrishnan, a well-known scholar and 

philosopher who later became the second President of India. While in college, Shah 

learned Tamil under U.V. Swaminatha Iyer, a celebrated Tamil scholar who was 

instrumental in finding and publishing several works of Tamil classical literature. Shah 

wrote later in his diary that he long desired to study under U.V. Swaminatha Iyer, and 

that he was happy that his dream was fulfilled. Shah further developed his proficiency in 

Tamil and he won a gold medal from the Madurai Tamil Sangam in 1911.  

 

In 1912, Shah completed his B.A. exams with Second Class in Philosophy and Tamil. In 

his diary, Shah expresses some surprise at the result, since he must have expected a better 

result in Tamil exams. In July 1912, Shah’s first wife Sabura Bibi died; he had two 

daughters, Mahmuda and Mehbooba, from his first marriage. In the same year, Shah 

joined the British administrative service, and he expresses his gratitude to Collector 

Muhammad Aziz ud-Din Sahib for his help in getting the job. In the next two years, Shah 

gradually completed additional training and tests that facilitated his progress through the 

ranks of the colonial administration. Shah advanced through the bureaucracy and became 

a Sub-Magistrate in 1917. Earlier, in 1915, Shah had married his relative Maimum Bibi 
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and he noted that she knew to read and write in Tamil. They had four daughters and three 

sons. No additional details are available about Maimum Bibi.  

 

In 1915, Shah assumed leadership of a defunct civic organization in Nachiarkovil (his 

native village) and renamed it as “Muslim Sangam” (Muslim Association). He gave 

speeches on Islamic reform in Nachiarkovil and surrounding villages. Then in 1919, Shah 

compiled his reform ideas in a series called Kamalam3 (Flowering), and Marukamalam 

(Reflowering) in the following year.4 But entries from Shah’s diary indicate that he 

gravitated towards religious reform issues after reading Khwaja Kamal ud-Din’s articles 

in the Islamic Review5 that were published in 1916, and that he was also influenced by 

Maulana Muhammad Ali’s English translation of the Quran. As a result, Shah wrote, 

beginning in 1919, he began to publish his views in Kamalam and Marukamalam.6 It is 

quite probable that Shah started “Muslim Sangam” in 1915 and was not actively involved 

in propagating social reform ideas through that organization since he was still employed 

in the British colonial administration. He might have become more actively involved in 

expressing his ideas in 1919 only after reading the works published by Kamal ud-Din and 

Muhammad Ali. It should be pointed out that Shah was still working as a Sub-Magistrate 

when he published Kamalam and Marukamalam.  

 

                                                
3 Kamalam is usually used to refer to the Lotus flower. But in this context, it is better translated as 
flowering of ideas. 
4 Ayub, pp. 22-3. 
5 Islamic Review was an English journal published by the London branch of the Ahmadi Movement. This 
branch was based in a mosque in Woking (near London). Khwaja Kamal ud-Din and Maulana Muhammad 
Ali were two prominent leaders of the Ahmadi Movement. 
6 Ayub, p. 152. 
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In May 1921, Shah responded to Gandhi’s Non-Cooperation movement and quit his job. 

Shah admitted in his diary that his decision to quit was also influenced by his desire to 

get involved in preaching Islam. In the same year, Shah started to publish a journal called 

Thathuva Islam (Philosophical Islam) with the aim of removing superstitious belief and 

increasing religious knowledge among Muslims. Shah considered this journal to be a 

continuation of Kamalam and Marukamalam. In February 1922, Shah accompanied 

Khwaja Kamal ud-Din, a well known Ahmadi leader, on a year long trip to London to 

preach Islam. In London, Shah served as the co-Editor of Islamic Review. While in 

London, Shah changed the name of his journal from Thathuva Islam to Dar ul-Islam 

(World of Islam). His rationale was that he wished to expand beyond providing just 

philosophical principles in Islam, and that he wished to focus on stories and issues from 

the Muslim world. After a year, Shah returned to Chennai to continue his project to 

translate Maulana Muhammad Ali’s English translation of the Quran into Tamil. After 

returning to Madras, Shah translated some chapters of the Quran under the name 

“Jawahar ul-Islam” and this effort was severely criticized by certain ‘Ulama. After his 

return to Chennai, Shah continued to publish his journal Dar ul-Islam till 1957, except for 

a brief interruption during World War II. 

 

Shah joined the Indian National Congress, and he started a journal in 1934 called 

Desasevagan (Servant of the Nation). In 1937, he became a Congress Alderman in the 

Madras Municipality. Then in 1939, Shah joined the Madras Presidency Muslim League 
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(MPML) during the anti-Hindi agitation.7 He supported Jinnah’s demand for Pakistan and 

became known as “Tamil Nadu’s Jinnah” for his work in the Muslim League. 

 

In addition to editing journals and translating the Quran, Shah wrote more than 100 books 

on religious topics, short stories, a biography of Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan, translations 

of books such as Thousand and One Nights into Tamil, and a travel account of his Hajj 

pilgrimage. In 1963, the Tamil Writer’s Association honored his contribution to Tamil 

literature. Shah died on February 24, 1969. 

 

                                                
7 J.B.P. More, Political Evolution of Tamil Muslims in Tamil Nadu and Madras, 1930-47 (Hyderabad: 
Orient Longman, 1997), p. 160. 
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Chapter 4  

Shah’s Reforms 

 

In January 1929, Shah published his socio-religious reform achievements and objectives 

as “six tasks,” namely, destroy the dominance of purohits (‘Ulama), to communicate all 

Islamic concepts in Tamil, to ensure that the khutba (Friday sermons) are performed in 

Tamil, to provide education to Muslim women in Tamil and English, to provide rights 

and opportunities to Muslim women, and finally, to safeguard Muslim interests from 

Brahmins on national issues. This list of objectives and achievements was published in 

the tenth year issue of Dar ul-Islam.1 Most of the items included in Shah’s list are 

regional issues that only affect Tamil-speaking Muslims. In fact, Shah repeatedly 

compared the educational levels and religious consciousness of Tamil-speaking Muslims 

with those of Muslims in other parts of India, and lamented the dismal state of Tamil-

speaking Muslims. He was highly critical of the parochial view of the Tamil-speaking 

Muslims and their lack of knowledge of Islam. Shah’s concerns were not limited to the 

Muslims in the Madras Presidency, but extended to the Tamil-speaking Muslim 

communities in Burma, Singapore, Sri Lanka, and Malaya. This section will describe 

Shah’s conceptualization of religion and Islam, his views on the condition of Tamil-

                                                
1 A. Ayub, Islamiya Periyar Daud Shah (Islam’s Periyar Daud Shah), (Chennai: Navamani Publishers, 
2007), pp. 67-8. Shah included Kamalam, Marukamalam, and Thathuva Islam when calculating the number 
of issues of Dar ul-Islam. Kamalam was published in 1919. Therefore, 1929 was considered by Shah as the 
tenth year of issue of Dar ul-Islam.  
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speaking Muslims, his identification of sources of problems within Muslim communities 

and possible corrective measures, and intellectual influences on Shah’s ideas for reform. 

 

Religion and Islam 

Shah defined religion as a pure path that contains practices that will allow humans to lead 

a comfortable civilized life and realize their full capabilities in this world, and also 

guarantee complete happiness in the next world. He indicated that such a pure path must 

contain a set of beliefs that can be practiced and observed. Shah states that there are no 

benefits if a religion contains beliefs that cannot be practiced. For example, a true path 

cannot contain the belief that man can become God, since such a concept cannot be 

realized. Islam, according to Shah, is a true religion since it presents a pure path for 

humans to achieve success in this world as well as the next.2 

 

According to Shah, the Quran defined Islam as “total submission to the laws.” Shah 

pointed out that every object in the universe acts according to certain laws, and non-

conformity will lead to the destruction of that object. Therefore, Shah concluded, all 

objects in the universe follow Islam’s principles. He pointed out that the Quran cites 

examples of natural phenomena to explain the principles of Islam. Since all atoms follow 

the laws of nature decreed by God, humans naturally follow these laws since they are 

made up of millions of such atoms. Such a conceptualization led Shah to conclude that all 

humans are Muslims by birth, and that they choose different religions when they grow 

                                                
2 Daud Shah, Muslim Sangam Muthal Kamalam, January 1919. 
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up. He defined Islam as a “natural religion” that contains principles that are ideally suited 

for humans. Man, despite being born a Muslim, has a tendency to break laws due to 

circumstances. However, humans also possess the ability to realize their errors and return 

to the true path. Shah pointed out that Islam provides the opportunity for those who have 

strayed from the true path to correct themselves and return. According to Shah, the mark 

of a great religion is that it should provide the guidance for a person to follow its 

principles, and it should also allow a person who has left the true path to return to it. He 

stated that Islam possesses both these characteristics.3 

 

Shah admitted that he developed his ideas about religion and Islam from the ideas 

presented by Khwaja Kamal ud-Din, Maulana Muhammad Ali, and Moulvi Sadr ud-Din 

in the journal Islamic Review published by the London branch of the Ahmadi movement.4 

The London branch of the Ahmadi movement operated from the Woking mosque and 

was actively involved in preaching Islam in the West, and converting people to Islam. 

Under such an objective, the leaders of the London mission attempted to portray Islam as 

a natural religion that explained nature’s laws and also accepted people who strayed from 

the true path. It is interesting to note that Shah adopted such a conceptualization of Islam 

since his writings do not exhibit any keen interest in converting non-Muslims to Islam. 

However, Shah stressed the importance of preaching the true principles of Islam as a way 

to remove the problems that were affecting Muslim societies. 

 

                                                
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
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Problems in Muslim Societies 

Shah identified two problems in the attitudes of Muslims towards worldly life. First, a 

Muslim, on account of being a Muslim, thinks that he is a special beneficiary of Allah’s 

blessings. He thinks that he is Allah’s chosen child, and that Allah will bestow him with 

blessings, irrespective of his actions in this world. As a result, he solely relies on God to 

take care of his needs in this world and does not accomplish anything. Such a person 

thinks that God is answerable to all his life’s happenings. Even as he loses his status in 

this world, he continues to believe that he is Allah’s favorite child and that Allah will 

take care of his needs. They forget that the Quran says that Allah will bestow his 

blessings on other groups if Muslims do not do what is expected of them. Despite their 

failures, they keep on believing that Allah will come and save them, and believe that this 

reflects their pious nature.5 Second, Muslims firmly believe that their fate is determined 

by Allah, and that their life’s course is fully determined by Him. Despite Quranic 

injunctions to the contrary, they do not believe that a person’s actions determine his 

success or failure. As a result, they do not consider their wrongdoings as their mistakes, 

and hence do not adopt measures to correct them. Therefore, they accept, without any 

shame, any loss as “willed by fate.” Shah cautioned Muslims that they are not entitled to 

any special favors from God on account of their faith, and that they need to strive hard to 

achieve their own success. 

 

                                                
5 Daud Shah, “Key Faults among Muslims,” Dar ul-Islam, April 1925. 
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Another problem identified by Shah was the accretion of un-Islamic practices among 

Muslim communities. He said that it is quite possible that several of these practices and 

beliefs were added in good faith by well-meaning Muslims in the past. But he warned 

that such un-Islamic beliefs that do not have any proof will lead to problems in the 

present age. In the past, Shah said, people believed anything that was said. But in the 

present age, people are questioning the provenance of particular information, its author, 

and the intended audience. Shah cautioned that the existence of false claims and beliefs in 

a religion will lead to disbelief among its followers.6 Shah advised Muslims to read the 

Quran and determine for themselves whether a particular practice or belief is sanctioned 

in it. He cautioned Muslims against blindly trusting the Imams.7 

 

Shah’s emphasis that every Muslim must strive hard to achieve material and spiritual 

success is similar in certain ways to an article that he published in Islamic Review during 

his stay in London during 1922-23. Shah’s article was a summary of a sermon delivered 

by Kamal ud-Din on Easter Sunday. In that sermon, Kamal ud-Din stated that Christians 

cannot attain spiritual benefits by merely believing in the Resurrection of Christ. Rather, 

Christians must work hard to achieve spiritual progress, and that empty belief cannot 

guarantee spiritual rewards.8 The notion that every individual must strive for spiritual 

progress without depending on empty beliefs or other individuals is not unique either to 

Kamal ud-Din or to the Ahmadi movement. Metcalf, writing about criticisms against 

                                                
6 Daud Shah, “Purity of Religion,” Dar ul-Islam, May 1925. 
7 Ibid. Shah uses the terms “Imams,” “Alims,” “Mullas,” “Moulvis” interchangeably despite their different 
meanings. 
8 Daud Shah, “The Story of the Passion and its Date,” Islamic Review, Aug-Sept 1922, pp. 323-7. 
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customs among Muslims in the late nineteenth-century, notes that reformers tried to 

instruct Muslims to “take charge of their own well-being and salvation” by following 

scriptural sources of the faith.9 The reformers advised Muslims not to seek intermediaries 

such as Sufi pirs who would intercede on their behalf before God.10 Similarly, Shah 

criticized the practices of those Muslims who believe that they can get an “easy passport 

to heaven” by holding the hand of a certain Sufi pir and proclaiming allegiance to that 

pir. He pointed to the Quranic injunction that individual effort is the basis of Islam.11 The 

reformers discussed by Metcalf, who were primarily the ‘Ulama, recommended that 

common Muslims needed a guide, usually a reformer, who embodied the true principles 

of the faith.12 

 

Daud Shah also insisted that Muslims must work hard to attain spiritual progress, but he 

indicated that Muslims did not need a human guide to assist their efforts. Shah advised 

Muslims to read the scriptures themselves, and decide the right course of action on their 

own. In fact, Shah blamed the ‘Ulama for the presence of a large number of problems 

among Tamil-speaking Muslims. According to Shah, the lack of religious knowledge is 

one of the major problems confronting Muslims in general and Tamil-speaking Muslims 

in particular, and he blamed the ‘Ulama for this condition. He claimed that, 

Among the Muslims of the world, the Tamil Muslims know less about religion. The 
Tamil Muslims do not know anything more than some of the Arabic-Tamil books of such 
alims [sic] and their story-telling… Even the pesh Imam does not know what he is 

                                                
9 Barbara Daly Metcalf, “Islam and Custom in Nineteenth-Century India: The Reformist Strand of Maulana 
Thanawi’s Bihisti Zewar,” Contributions to Asian Studies, Vol. 17 (1983), p. 62.  
10 Idem, pp. 62-3. 
11 Daud Shah, “Islam’s Present Condition,” June 1925. 
12 Metcalf, “Islam and Custom in Nineteenth-Century India”, p. 63. 
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reading, leaving aside the listeners in the mosque, who just go to sleep… Is It enough to 
perform some rituals just for the sake of tradition? Why don’t the alims talk about the 
national problems in the mosques, as in the days of the first four Caliphs? The moulvis 
are responsible for keeping the Tamil Muslims in ignorance… Except for some (Tamil 
Muslims) who go to foreign countries, and those who do business, the rest are betel-nut 
growers and live very frugally...13 

 

Shah claimed that insufficient knowledge about Islam among Muslims produced in-

fighting and divisions among Muslims, caused communal tensions between Hindus and 

Muslims, and led Muslims to adopt un-Islamic practices.14 In an article titled “Muslims 

and Mullas,” the author, possibly Daud Shah, discussed Vivekananda’s criticism of 

Muslims. Vivekananda had pointed out that Muhammad preached monotheism, 

establishment of an egalitarian society, and the creation of a religion free from the 

influence of purohits.15 Vivekananda criticized Muslims for straying from all three 

principles enunciated by Muhammad. The article’s author conceded that Muslims 

worship several gods, observe caste differences, and accept the false stories of the 

purohits. The author described how Muslims worship the auliya in direct contradiction of 

Quranic principles. The author pointed to the presence of various caste divisions such as 

Marakkayars, Lebbais, Rowthers, Mapilla Muslims, Malay Muslims, Java Muslims, 

Dakhnis, Sayyids, Shaykhs, Shias, and Sunnis. The article also pointed out that Muslims 

have begun to blindly believe in the teachings of the purohits. These purohits portray 

themselves as brokers for entry into heaven and preach easy ways to reach heaven. 

Muslims, rather than striving hard to improve themselves, depend on these purohits for 

                                                
13 Daud Shah, Dar ul-Islam, January 1923. Quoted in More, Muslim Identity, Print Culture, and the 
Dravidian Factor, p. 129. 
14 Ayub, Islamiya Periyar Daud Shah, pp. 32-4. 
15 Shah often referred to the ‘Ulama as purohits, using the Sanskrit word for priest.  
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guidance. Shah used purohits to refer to both the Sufi pirs as well as the ‘Ulama. Shah’s 

use of a Sanskrit word that referred to Brahmin priests for labeling pirs and the ‘Ulama 

represents an attempt to appropriate the terminology used by the anti-Brahmin Self-

Respect Movement (SRM) that was prominent in the Madras Presidency at the same 

time.16 As a result, the article claimed, Muslims have begun to adopt several un-Islamic 

practices.17 The presence of communal tensions between Hindus and Muslims was also 

attributed to the lack of proper understanding of Islam by Muslims. A Hindu contributor 

to Dar ul-Islam expressed surprise at the possibility of Hindu-Muslim tensions in Tamil 

Nadu, and suggested that such differences arise since Muslims wrongly believe that they 

need to forcefully convert others to their religion. The author warned that certain news 

reports indicate that some moulvis and high-caste Hindus are creating Hindu-Muslim 

tensions. The author suggested that the only way to maintain Hindu-Muslim unity was for 

Hindus and Muslims to have a better knowledge of their respective religions.18 

 

Shah noted that several misconceptions exist about Islam and indicated that there are 

several reasons for such a condition. In the Christian colleges, several priests preach 

wrong notions of Islam, and Muslim students tend to believe such things and develop a 

false impression of their religion. Even more than the Christian priests, Shah blamed the 

Muslim spiritual teachers for the prevalence of these false notions of Islam.19 According 

to Shah, such spiritual leaders do not tolerate any other views that contradict their own. 

                                                
16 The relationship between Shah and the Self-Respect Movement will be discussed later. 
17 “Muslims and Mullas,” Dar ul-Islam, April 1953. 
18 R. Srinivasachariar, “Hindu-Muslim Differences in Tamil Nadu too?” Dar ul-Islam, April 1925. 
19 Daud Shah, “Islam’s Present Condition,” Dar ul-Islam, June 1925. 
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Anyone who holds a dissenting opinion to the view of these spiritual leaders is called a 

kafir and a fatwa is issued against that person. Such leaders, according to Shah, opined 

that Islam was spread by the sword and believed that Islam can regain its glory only if it 

is spread by the sword. Due to the teachings of such people, Islam is often viewed as an 

extremely violent religion. Shah indicated that these people’s conceptions about Islam are 

used by Islam’s enemies to denounce Islam.20 According to Shah, such spiritual leaders 

hid the true meaning of Quran, and impose their own views on others. These leaders 

claimed that only they can interpret the verses in the Quran and demanded special 

privileges similar to those experienced by the Christian clergy. They deny anyone else the 

opportunity to explain the Quran.21 

 

Shah claimed that these spiritual leaders propagate wrong ideas about Islam to Muslims 

also. As a result of their teachings, Shah indicated, Muslims have begun to consider Islam 

just as a ritual that involved the recitation of a jabamanthiram (magical prayer).22 

Muslims don’t think that Islam is applicable to their current life, and instead, they have 

begun to consider it as something that affected their past, or a principle that could help 

them in the next world. The obligations are just considered as means to accumulate 

benefits. As a result of the teachings of these spiritual leaders, Shah said, Muslims buy 

the Quran and keep it in the attic in order to accumulate benefits. The Quran mainly 

serves a non-religious purpose in their daily lives.23 

                                                
20 Daud Shah, “Islam’s Present Condition,” Dar ul-Islam, June 1925. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
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To sum up, Shah viewed Muslim societies to be in a state of decline. He was particularly 

concerned with the condition of Tamil-speaking Muslims in the Madras Presidency, Sri 

Lanka, Burma, Malaya, and Singapore. Shah identified several problems among 

Muslims: accretion of un-Islamic practices and beliefs, disunity among Muslims, Hindu-

Muslim differences, and slandering of Islam and Prophet Muhammad by non-Muslims. 

Shah identified the lack of religious knowledge among Muslims as one of the key sources 

for these troubles. Further, he blamed the ‘Ulama for insufficient knowledge of Islam 

among Muslims. The next section will examine the precise manner in which Shah 

mounted a criticism of the ‘Ulama. 
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Criticism of the ‘Ulama 

Shah directed criticism of the ‘Ulama on three fronts: poor knowledge of Tamil among 

the ‘Ulama, the status of curriculum in the Madaris, and the comfortable life-styles of the 

‘Ulama.  

 

Shah claimed that the Tamil-speaking Muslims did not possess proper knowledge about 

Islam since the ‘Ulama were unable to communicate correct Islamic concepts to the 

general Muslim populace since they lacked proper knowledge of Tamil, the spoken 

language of the large number of Muslims in the Madras Presidency. Shah advocated the 

use of Tamil when delivering the Khutba (Friday sermons) in mosques. He claimed that 

Muslims could not understand the Khutba if it was delivered in Arabic.24 Shah blamed 

the ‘Ulama for the absence of a Tamil translation of the Quran and claimed that it was 

distressing to note that a Hindu company, Sri Vali Nayan, had offered to publish a Tamil 

translation of the Quran. Shah believed that the ‘Ulama had not translated the Quran into 

Tamil for two reasons: they feared the loss of power that might arise as a result of 

translating the Quran, and they did not possess the necessary knowledge in Tamil to 

attempt such a translation.25 Shah wrote, 

these Alims [sic] do not know the fundamentals of Tamil. They do not try to learn 
this language of the kafirs. Such people knowing to speak some Tamil, and wanting 
to put their dirty kitchen Tamil in writing, have named it “Arabic-Tamil.” Such 
books written in Arabic-Tamil can be understood only if the authors were present. 
How can Moulvis, not knowing Tamil, teach about Islam to others? At the Majlis-
ul-’Ulama conference in Tamil Nadu, organized with the help of Tamil Muslim 
money, they spoke in English and Hindustani. In such meetings, some Alims dare to 

                                                
24 Ayub, Islamiya Periyar Daud Shah, p. 32. 
25 J.B.P. More, Muslim Identity, Print Culture, and the Dravidian Factor in Tamil Nadu. (Hyderabad: 
Orient Longman, 2004), p. 106.  
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speak in the Tamil of their houses. Only a few Alims really know to read and write 
in Tamil.26 

 

In order to remedy the absence of a Tamil translation of the Quran, Shah himself 

attempted to undertake such an effort.27 He also wrote a book that contained a series of 

Friday sermons in Tamil. 

 

Shah also claimed that Arabic colleges and madaris were only producing mendicants, 

and argued that they must also provide practical education. He said that Prophet 

Muhammad’s advice to gain knowledge in China meant practical education, and not 

religious education.28 Shah criticized the system of Arabic colleges and said that there is 

no system to evaluate the students who study in these institutions. Therefore, every 

student calls himself an Alim.29 Shah lamented that there is no way to measure the 

knowledge of these students who venture into the world and preach Islam to Muslims and 

non-Muslims. Shah said that any improvement in the condition of Muslim societies will 

only be possible if the madaris and Arabic colleges become comparable to English 

schools in their curriculum and evaluative standards. Shah suggested that classes should 

be created in madaris and evaluation criteria must be developed. Shah recommended that 

only those who pass the highest exam must be made moulvis. Moreover, Shah 

recommended that the students at these institutions must learn English and Tamil. Shah 

                                                
26 Idem. pp. 107-8. 
27 Shah’s efforts to translate the Quran into Tamil and the controversy surrounding it will be discussed in a 
later section. 
28 Ayub, Islamiya Periyar Daud Shah, pp. 32-3. 
29 Marukamalam, April 1920. 
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also warned that unless the scriptures in Islam are translated in to Tamil, Islam in South 

India will decline soon.30 

 

Shah also criticized the comfortable life-style adopted by the ‘Ulama and claimed that 

they collect money on behalf of the madrassa and lend the money on interest.31 Shah 

warned Muslims against donating money to the ‘Ulama. He says that some students enter 

the madaris with the sole intent to earn money in an easy manner. Such students proclaim 

themselves as an Alim without completing the necessary training. Then, these students 

seek donations from Muslims and attempt to lead a comfortable life without performing 

any hard labor.32 Shah also said that some Muslim philanthropists donate money to such 

dubious ‘Ulama since they are primarily concerned with improving their social standing 

in the Muslim community and gaining fame. Such philanthropists, according to Shah, are 

not interested in performing any true social service. Shah pointed out that the ‘Ulama will 

receive money from wealthy Muslims and praise them to as exemplary members of the 

society, irrespective of their true nature.33 

 

Shah claimed that some ‘Ulama collect money for preaching Islam and giving lectures. 

Usually, significant amounts of money are spent to lodge and feed these ‘Ulama. Shah 

indicated that these ‘Ulama undertake six-month long lecture tours to Singapore, Malaya, 

and Sri Lanka. According to Shah, the ‘Ulama collected somewhere between Rs. 4,000 

                                                
30 Marukamalam, April 1920. 
31 More, Muslim Identity, Print Culture, pp. 107-8. 
32 Marukamalam, July 1920. 
33 Ibid 
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and Rs. 5,000 on such tours. Shah stated that Muslims donate such large sums of money 

to the ‘Ulama expecting an easy passage to heaven or some form of divine favors. Shah 

indicated that the ‘Ulama sometimes seek money by falsely claiming that the donations 

will be used for building madaris.34 

 

Shah admitted that some ‘Ulama are truly performing a great service for Islam and stated 

that the efforts of such ‘Ulama must not be belittled. He agreed that Muslims must 

support the ‘Ulama through donations. But he cautioned that such contributions must be 

within certain limits. He suggested that unless the madrassa system is reformed, the 

students in those institutions will continue to desire the donations from wealthy Muslims 

and will not be interested in preaching the true principles of Islam. According to Shah, 

the desire to accumulate wealth and lead a comfortable lifestyle had made the ‘Ulama 

neglect their true responsibilities. He pointed out that the ‘Ulama have not made efforts 

to translate Islamic scriptures in to Tamil. Shah also accused the ‘Ulama of allowing the 

accretion of un-Islamic practices among Muslims.35 

 

An important point that must be understood in Shah’s criticism of the ‘Ulama is his 

emphasis on reforming the madrassa curriculum, and not on abolishing the entire system 

of training and producing learned Islamic scholars. In other words, Shah did not insist 

that there is no place for the ‘Ulama in Muslim communities. At the same time, Shah also 

did not believe that the ‘Ulama should act as intermediaries between Muslims and God. 

                                                
34 Ibid. 
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He did not clearly state what role he envisaged for the ‘Ulama. It is quite possible that he 

considered the ‘Ulama should act primarily as preachers. Such a conclusion can be drawn 

from the fact that Shah suggested preaching Islam as an effective solution to overcome 

the problems affecting Muslim societies. 

 

Shah considered that Muslim societies enjoyed a golden period of development when 

they were actively engaged in propagating Islam around the world. Muslim civilization 

fell into decline when Muslims stopped preaching Islam. Shah stated that Muslims in the 

past undertook jihad for Islam. He clarified that the meaning of jihad is not limited to 

waging war. He stated that preaching Islam is a greater form of jihad.36 He added that 

Muslims waged wars only as a form of self-defense. Shah pointed to the efforts of 

Khwaja Kamal ud-Din and Moulvi Sadr ud-Din in preaching Islam in London, and 

exhorted Muslims to follow their example and preach Islam in France, Russia, Germany, 

America, Australia, Japan, and other countries.37 Shah’s interpretation of jihad in 

peaceful terms, and his suggestion that preaching is a form of jihad closely matches the 

re-interpretation of jihad in Ahmadi thought.38 Ghulam Ahmad, founder of the Ahmadi 

movement, formulated a revised view of jihad that virtually abandoned the idea of 

military action in the modern period, and advocated the peaceful spread of Islam through 

active preaching efforts. Ahmad wrote that Muhammad advocated military action only as 

                                                
36 Daud Shah, Marukamalam, March 1920. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Yohanan Friedman, Prophecy Continuous: Aspects of Ahmadi Religious Thought and Its Medieval 
Background (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), pp. 172-80. 
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a form of self-defense.39 Ahmad’s emphasis on preaching Islam was adopted by both 

groups that emerged after a split occurred in the movement following his death. The two 

groups were commonly referred as Qadiyanis and Lahoris due to the location of their 

respective headquarters in Qadiyan (Punjab, Pakistan) and Lahore. The Woking Muslim 

mission in Britain was managed by members of the Lahore-based group of the Ahmadi 

movement. By 1920, Shah was already familiar with Islamic Review, the magazine 

produced by the Woking Muslim Mission. It is quite possible, therefore, that he adopted 

the interpretation of Ahmad that jihad meant peaceful preaching of Islam to both 

Muslims and non-Muslims alike. 

 

It is therefore quite likely that Shah intended to reform the madaris and the Arabic 

colleges in order to train students to become better preachers of Islam. Shah hoped that 

the ‘Ulama would help improve the religious knowledge of Muslims by becoming better 

preachers. Shah hoped that increased levels of knowledge among Muslims would help 

them to understand the true Islamic principles and act as perfect Muslims. Eventually, 

Shah hoped, Muslim societies would regain their lost status in the world.   

 

Shah’s criticism of the ‘Ulama for accumulating wealth and leading a comfortable 

lifestyle is also a pointed criticism of the Muslim philanthropists who donated money to 

them. It is also possible that Shah was commenting on the symbiotic relationship between 

the ‘Ulama and wealthy Muslims. As mentioned earlier, Shah did not belong to the 

                                                
39 Ibid. 
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Muslim aristocracy in the Madras Presidency, nor did he belong to the merchant 

community. He belonged to the newly emerging professional class of Muslims. Most of 

the prominent Muslims in the Madras Presidency supported the establishment of Arabic 

colleges and madaris, and provided support to these institutions. Shah could not limit his 

criticism to just the ‘Ulama. He also advised wealthy Muslims to avoid wasteful 

expenditure and suggested that they donate money towards improving the educational 

institutions for Muslims.40 

 

 

                                                
40 Shah, Marukamalam, March 1920. 
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Women’s issues 

Shah expressed serious concern over the status of Muslim women and sharply criticized 

Muslims for considering women as merely capable of producing children and performing 

household chores. Shah stressed that the Quran guaranteed equal rights for women, and 

pointed out that the Quranic injunction to seek knowledge even in China applied to 

women as well.41 He educated his four daughters till the Secondary School Leaving 

Certificate (SSLC) level and his first daughter, Rameeza Begum, served as an editor for a 

journal called Muslim Murasu (Muslim Drum).42 Shah bemoaned the lack of proper 

knowledge of Islam among women, and cautioned that a mere knowledge of the proper 

recitation of prayers or proficiency in Arabic-Tamil did not constitute a proper 

knowledge of Islam. Shah emphasized that women should be taught in Tamil and English 

so that they can gain a proper understanding of religion. Shah also criticized the dressing 

style of Muslim women and the practice of piercing a large number of big holes in the 

ears, and claimed that they represented Hindu customs. The Samuga Seer Thirutha Sabha 

(Association for Social Reform), another contemporary social reform organization 

located in Koothanallur, also criticized the practice of piercing large holes for holding 

jewelry, although on medical grounds. It claimed that the gold ornaments in the ears 

prevented girls from playing and made them physically weak. The Samuga Seer Thitutha 

Sabha also claimed that these holes carried the risk of becoming septic and causing 

deafness. Shah’s Dar ul-Islam published such views from other reform organizations. On 

                                                
41 Shah, Marukamalam, March 1920. 
42 Ayub, Islamiya Periyar Daud Shah, p. 105, 142. 
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the issue of child marriage, however, he requested the government to ensure that changes 

are in compliance with Shariat laws.43 

 

A contributor to Dar ul-Islam commented that she is not distressed that Muslim women 

are confined in their houses. But she stressed that women must definitely get an 

education. The author argued in the article that educated women will be able to support 

their husbands and also raise their children in a better fashion.44 Another contributor also 

provided similar reasons for educating women, and also described a plan to educate 

Muslim girls. The contributor suggested that Muslims should abolish the purdah system 

for young girls until they reach ten years of age. He indicated that this will enable 

Muslim girls to attend and complete through Class V. According to the contributor’s 

plan, purdah can be re-instated later.45 The point that women should be educated in order 

to be better wives was a standard argument emphasized by social reformers in colonial 

India from the mid-nineteenth century.46 

 

                                                
43 More, Muslim Identity, Print Culture. pp. 126-7. 
44 M. Kamalambal, “Women’s Education,” Dar ul-Islam, April 1925. 
45 S.G. Ramanujulu Naidu, “Girls Education,” Dar ul-Islam, October 1925. 
46 See Meredith Borthwick, The Changing Role of Women in Bengal, 1849-1905 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1984); For a detailed examination of this issue among Muslims, see Gail Minault, 
Secluded Scholars: Women’s Education and Muslims Social Reform in Colonial India (Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 1998) 
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Un-Islamic Practices 

Shah termed several Muslim rituals as un-Islamic and was highly critical of such 

practices. He criticized the worship of Sufi saints and the celebration of annual festivals 

(‘Urs) at the dargahs.47 He claimed that no contemporary records exist to validate the 

miracles supposedly performed by the Sufi saints.48 Shah was against the Kandhuri 

processions taken during the annual Urs festivals at Sufi shrines. Interestingly, journals 

that were started to counter Shah’s criticisms of the ‘Ulama also opposed the rituals at 

Sufi shrines. For example, Hifazat ul-Islam (Protection of Islam) claimed that a Kandhuri 

procession at a place called Koothanallur (in Thanjavur district) was cancelled due to the 

opposition of the journal’s supporters.49 Shah was particularly critical of the rituals 

conducted at the famed shrine of Hazrat Sayyid Abdul-Qadir in Nagore (Nagapattinam). 

He pointedly questioned whether Nagore is listed as a holy place in any Islamic 

scriptures, and commented that the ways in which rituals are conducted at the shrine do 

not happen in Mecca, Medina, or Baghdad.50 Occasionally, Dar ul-Islam published 

articles describing the rituals that took place at different Sufi shrines, along with a 

commentary that explained to the readers the various ways in which Islamic injunctions 

were violated. Typically, the violations of Islamic injunctions pointed out to the readers 

included acts, such as failure to pray five times daily, imbibing intoxicants, worshipping 

                                                
47 Ayub, Islamiya Periyar Daud Shah, p. 32. 
48 More, Muslim Identity, Print Culture. p. 117, 126. 
49 J.B.P. More, Political Evolution of Tamil Muslims in Tamil Nadu and Madras, 1930-47 (Hyderabad: 
Orient Longman, 1997), p. 115. 
50 Dar ul-Islam, February 1925. 
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various objects associated with the shrine, offering gifts to the pirs and seeking special 

favors from them.51 

 

In addition to Sufi practices, Shah also criticized some rituals, such as tying the black 

thread as a talisman to ward off evil spirits, ceremonial beating of neem leaves for health 

benefits, marking auspicious dates for ceremonies, naming ceremonies for infants, and 

piercing big holes in women’s ears. Shah termed these practices as accretions from 

Hinduism, and claimed that the Quran did not sanction such rituals.52 Shah also provided 

space for other reform organizations to publish their views. For example, the 

Koothanallur Social Reform Sabha contributed an article in Dar ul-Islam that criticized 

the wasteful expenditures by Muslims during marriage ceremonies.53 The article pointed 

to Turkey as a model where elaborate marriage rituals are not permitted. The article 

requested South Indian Muslims to avoid such unnecessary expenses, and avoid incurring 

huge debts. The article suggested that the money spent on such costly and un-Islamic 

rituals should instead be spent on providing education for Muslims.54 

 

Shah’s criticism of certain customs and rituals as being un-Islamic is similar to the efforts 

undertaken by reformers in late-nineteenth century North India. The reformers criticized 

the ceremonies that marked life-stages and other festivals in the calendrical year.55 These 

                                                
51 Meeran Lebbak Muallim, “Nagore Dargah Kandhuri Mahautsav,” Dar ul-Islam, May 1925; Idem, ar ul-
Islam, June 1925. 
52 More, Political Evolution of Tamil, p. 115; Ayub, p. 32. 
53 Dar ul-Islam, July 1925. 
54 Ibid. 
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reformers urged Muslims to consult the scriptures and practice adherence to true Islamic 

principles and practices. They also urged Muslims to follow a human guide who 

epitomized a true Muslim. As pointed out earlier, Shah differed from these reformers in 

that he pointed out to Muslims that they don’t need any human guides to become good 

Muslims. All that was needed was knowledge of Islamic scriptures which could be 

learned by every Muslim. In order for Tamil-speaking Muslims to have access to Islamic 

scriptures, Shah advocated that Friday sermons should be delivered in Tamil, and he 

published a booklet with a collection of sermons in Tamil. He published short 

biographies of Muhammad and the first four caliphs. He also published booklets on 

various topics relating to Islamic principles and practices. One of the major projects that 

Shah undertook was the translation of the Quran into Tamil. 

 

Shah’s Tamil Translation of the Quran 

Contrary to Shah’s claims that a Tamil translation of the Quran did not exist nor even 

attempted, there were some attempts to translate the Quran or to provide commentaries in 

Tamil. Mustafa Alim Hajiyar made the earliest attempt to translate the Quran into Tamil. 

It was published in 1873 in Bombay under the title Fath al-Rahman fi Tarjumat-I Tafsir 

al-Quran, and it contained a commentary on the last five parts of the Quran.56 In 1881, 

Nuh ‘Alim Sahib wrote a complete commentary on the Quran and it was published in 

1890 in Bombay. This was written in Arabic-Tamil, which Shah claimed was difficult to 

understand. In the twentieth century, two scholars from the famed Baqiyat al-Salihat 

                                                
56 Muhammad Yusuf Kokan, “The Holy Quran in Tamil Translation,” in Christian Troll (Ed), Islam in 
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madrassa and Arabic college in Vellore translated and interpreted the Quran into Tamil. 

S.S. Abdul Qadir Baqvi published a seven-volume Tafsir al-Hamid fi Tafsir-I Quran al-

Majid in 1937.57 He also served as the editor of Hifazat ul-Islam (Protection of Islam), a 

magazine that was started to counter Shah’s teachings and criticism of the ‘Ulama. 

Another scholar, A.K. Abdul Hameed Baqvi, translated the Quran and published it as 

Tarjumat al-Quran fi Altaf al-Bayan. This translation was approved and certified by the 

‘Ulama at Baqiyat al-Salihat.58 

 

Shah published his translation of the Quran in six volumes between 1962 and 1970. The 

seventh and final volume has not been published owing to Shah’s death in 1969. Shah’s 

translation project faced criticism from the ‘Ulama who accused Shah of simply 

translating Maulana Muhammad Ali’s English translation of the Quran into Tamil. In his 

diary, Shah claimed that his trip to London was for preaching Islam with Kamal ud-Din 

and to translate Muhammad Ali’s English translation of the Quran into Tamil. He 

admitted that he was unable to carry out his translation project in London, and that he 

decided to return home.59 Shah realized that a complete translation of the Quran along 

with a commentary would take a long time to complete. Therefore, he translated some 

portions of the Quran and published them in three parts between 1923 and 1931.60 Shah 

noted in his diary that he started his translation project in 1944 headed by Malang Ahmad 
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59 Ayub, Islamiya Periyar Daud Shah, p. 153. 
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Basha.61 Since Shah had already translated some portions of the Quran by 1931, it is 

possible that this entry implied the re-starting of the translation project in order to 

translate the remaining portions of the Quran and write a commentary. In another entry 

describing the completion of the project in 1961, Shah noted that he had earlier sent a 

copy of his Tamil translation to Muhammad Ali in Lahore, and noted that it was never 

published. It is unclear when Shah sent his translation to Lahore for publication. 

Muhammad Ali died in 1951. So, it is possible that Shah sent one of his earlier 

translations which he completed by 1931, or he sent whatever portion of the project was 

completed by 1951. Shah’s effort to translate the Quran was met with severe opposition 

from the ‘Ulama who opposed the translation of the Quran into a kafir language. In 

addition to opposing the translation of the Quran, the ‘Ulama accused Shah of preaching 

Ahmadi beliefs and started their own set of journals to counter his teachings in Dar ul-

Islam. The next section will describe the response to Shah’s reform efforts, and will focus 

on the activities of the ‘Ulama and their supporters. 
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Chapter 5  

Reactions to Shah’s efforts 

 

Beginning in the 1920s, the ‘Ulama, who were the main targets of Shah’s criticisms, 

countered Shah by calling him a heretic who belonged to the Ahmadi sect. The ‘Ulama 

and their supporters used four journals to counter Shah’s Dar ul-Islam, namely, Saif ul-

Islam (Sword of Islam, 1910, Madras), Al-Kalam (The Word, 1924, Madras), Musalmaan 

(Muslim, 1923, Tenkasi), and Taj ul-Islam (Crown of Islam, 1923, Erode).1 These 

journals claimed that they were working for social reform in Islam and accused Shah of 

working for the Qadiyani movement. The ‘Ulama prohibited people from reading Dar ul-

Islam and even issued a fatwa against reading it.2  

 

An organization called Hifazat ul-Islam (Protection of Islam) was created and a journal of 

the same name was published by the organization.3 The editor of Hifazat ul-Islam was 

Moulvi S.S. Muhammad Abdul Khader Baqvi, who had translated the Quran into Tamil 

in seven volumes, and he admitted that Hifazat ul-Islam was started to counter Shah’s 

                                                
1 A.M. Samy, Tamil Islamiya Ithalgal, Oor Aivu (Islamic Magazines in Tamil, A Survey) (Chennai: 
Navamani Pathippakam, 1997). 
2 A. Ayub, Islamiya Periyar Daud Shah (Islam’s Periyar Daud Shah), (Chennai: Navamani Publishers, 
2007), pp. 27, 36-7; S.M. Abdul Khader Fakhri, Dravidian Sahibs and Brahmin Maulanas: The Politics of 
the Muslims of Tamil Nadu, 1930-1967 (New Delhi: Manohar, 2008), p. 71. 
3 Ayub, Islamiya Periyar Daud Shah, pp. 36-7. 
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criticisms.4 The Hifazat ul-Islam journal described the rationale for founding the 

organization and the journal. The journal claimed in an article in February 1930 that the 

Qadiyani movement, led by Daud Shah, had begun to take hold in South India.5 The 

article claimed that Shah’s journal Thathuva Islam (Philosophical Islam) was published 

on behalf of the Woking Muslim Mission and that Kamal ud-Din was its co-Editor. 

Noting the hostile reaction of the ‘Ulama to Thathuva Islam, the article claimed, Shah 

removed any sign of his association with Kamal ud-Din, and changed the name of the 

magazine to Dar ul-Islam (World of Islam). The article also alleged that Shah’s 

translation of the Quran was based on Qadiyani beliefs, and that it was not based on the 

interpretations of Imams and Allamas. The article claimed that the ‘Ulama became 

concerned with these developments and were worried that Shah’s books might wrongly 

influence Muslim youth. An organization was considered necessary for several reasons: 

to oppose and eventually stop Shah’s teachings, warn people about the dangers present in 

Shah’s ideas as well as in the teachings of other co-religionists, and to remove irreligious 

practices that had begun to arise among Muslims.6 

 

The article claimed that Hifazat ul-Islam was created on September 13, 1929. The 

members of the organization were: 

                                                
4 Muhammad Yusuf Kokan, “The Holy Quran in Tamil Translation,” in Christian Troll (Ed), Islam in 
India: Studies and Commentaries . Vol. 1 (Delhi: Vikas Publishing House), “The Holy Quran in Tamil 
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President: Maulana Moulvi Haji Ziya ud-Din Muhammad Sahib (Nazir of Baqiyat 

us-Salihat in Vellore) 

Vice-Presidents: Maulana Moulvi Haji Muhammad Tamim, Maulana Haji 

Muhammad Bashir ud-Din (Qazi of Madras), M.K. Ahmad Salih Alim Sahib, S. 

Abdul Hakeem Sahib (Sheriff, Madras City) 

Organizers: Moulvi S.A. Muhammad Ali Sahib, Haji A.M.K. Muhammad Sharif 

Marakkayar, O.S. Sadak Thambi Marakkayar (Madras Presidency Magistrate) 

Treasurer: Haji S. Abdul Qadir Sahib.7 

 

The article proceeded to describe the objectives of the association:8 

• Oppose the introduction of a legislation banning child marriage. (This was called 

the Sarda Act, named after the sponsor of this bill Harbilas Sarda) 

• Publish the proceedings of the Jamiyat al-‘Ulama-e-Hind (Association of the 

‘Ulama of Hind) and cooperate with that organization. 

• Oppose the legislation to ban cow slaughter. 

• Coordinate with South Indian Railways to remove objectionable material of the 

Nagore Kandhuri festival that was printed in their magazine on religious travel. 

• Work with the editor of Amirthaguna Bodhini to remove false information on 

Prophet Muhammad written in that magazine. 

• Object to the portrayal of Islam in a recent play by Srinivasa Pillai and work to 

remove such objectionable material. 

                                                
7 Ibid. 
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• Oppose the issuance of license to sell alcohol in a certain locality. 

 

Hifazat ul-Islam also formed a review committee9 to examine Shah’s publications and 

find out if they contained any un-Islamic content. The article claimed that the committee 

was formed after Shah indicated his willingness to debate with his opponents regarding 

his publications. The committee compiled a dossier on un-Islamic content in Shah’s work 

and invited Shah to a debate. The article claimed that Shah declined to attend the debate, 

and appointed a mulla as the Chief Editor of Dar ul-Islam to placate his critics.10 

 

The association published pamphlets as well as articles in magazines such as Saif ul-

Islam countering Shah and Dar ul-Islam. The article claimed that Muslims in the Madras 

Presidency and other countries, notably in S.E. Asia, urged the association to publish a 

magazine. As a result, the association began to publish a magazine called Hifazat ul-

Islam. The stated aim of the magazine was to clearly explain the principles of Islam, 

protect Islam, and improve the condition of Muslim society.11  

 

Hifazat ul-Islam and other magazines that were begun to counter Shah and Dar ul-Islam 

condemned his efforts to translate the Quran into Tamil, a “kafir” language. The basis for 

such a criticism is unclear since the editor of Hifazat ul-Islam, Moulvi S.S. Muhammad 

                                                
9 The members of the committee included, Maulana Moulvi Muhammad Tamim, Maulana Moulvi Ahmad 
Sayyid Sahib (editor of Saif ul-Islam), Maulana Moulvi S.A. Muhammad Ali Sahib, M.A. Malik Sahib, 
M.K. Ahmad Salih Alim Sahib, A.M.K. Muhammad Sharif Marakkayar, A.M. Muhammad Sahrif Alim, 
O.S. Sadak Thambi Marakkayar, J.M. Haji Muhammad Ismail Sahib & Co (Saigon) 
10 Ibid. 
11 Muhammad Ali Sahib, “Association for Protection of Islam” 
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Abdul Khader Baqvi, had translated the Quran in to Tamil. The articles in these 

magazines had also pointed to mistakes in Shah’s interpretation of Quranic verses. 

Mostly, they stated that Shah had adopted Muhammad Ali’s rationalist interpretation of 

the Quran. An article in Hifazat ul-Islam by A.A. Abdul Kareem (Baqvi12) claimed that 

Shah’s translation contained a wrong interpretation of an incident in the Quran.13 The 

incident involved Moses finding water for the twelve tribes of Israelites in the desert. 

According to Shah, God did not create the streams magically; rather, the twelve tribes of 

Israelites found the water after they were led to the mountain by Allah. Abdul Kareem 

condemned this interpretation, and claimed that it did not sufficiently attribute the 

miracle of finding water to Allah. He claimed that Shah cleverly used the translation of 

religious scholars, but he used Muhammad Ali’s interpretation without quoting him.14 In 

a similar fashion, Abdul Kareem also pointed out mistakes in Shah’s knowledge of 

Arabic grammar and interpretation of Quranic verses in other issues of Hifazat ul-Islam. 

He stated that Shah’s explanations of the words “Maliki” and “Maaliki” were wrong in 

one issue and he attributed Shah’s mistake to his lack of knowledge of Arabic.15 In 

another issue of Hifazat ul-Islam, Abdul Kareem criticized Shah’s interpretation of 

Heaven and Hell.16 He pointed out that Shah had wrongly interpreted Heaven and Hell as 

states, rather than actual physical places. In addition, Shah had presented Islam, Allah, 

and Muhammad as knowledge, which, according to Abdul Kareem, created an artificial 

                                                
12 Graduates of the Baqiyat ul-Salihat often were addressed as “Baqvi” 
13 Hifazat ul-Islam, March 1930. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Hifazat ul-Islam, April 1930. 
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equality among them. Abdul Kareem attributed such interpretations to the influences of 

European Rationalists.17  

 

Besides accusing Shah of wrongly interpreting Quranic verses, the editor of Hifazat ul-

Islam also alleged that Shah had plagiarized. The magazine published details of a court 

case against Shah in which Longmans Green & Co, a publishing company, filed a case 

against Shah in the Madras High Court in 1930 alleging that Shah’s books on Prophet 

Muhammad and Abu Baqr Siddiq (the first Caliph) were completely based on the books 

published by that company.18 

 

The editor of Hifazat ul-Islam also criticized Shah for blaming the ‘Ulama for every fault 

that existed within the Muslim community.19 Some articles explained the superiority of 

religious education, and the high place accorded to the ‘Ulama in Muslim societies. The 

article added that some modern reformers are irreverently criticizing the ‘Ulama.20 In 

addition, Hifazat ul-Islam also responded to some reform issues discussed in Dar ul-

Islam. Two particular issues that were addressed in a number of issues were the questions 

of women’s education and the purdah system. An article by Mufti Ghulam Rusul Sahib 

strongly criticized those who claimed that Islam did not sanction purdah, and presented 

evidence from the Quran and other Islamic scriptures to prove that it was an Islamic 

                                                
17 Ibid. 
18 Hifazat ul-Islam, January 1931, February 1931. The judge asked Shah to pay Rs. 1015 as damages to 
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19 Hifazat ul-Islam, June 1930. 
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practice.21 In another article, the author, Maulana Muhammad Abdul Tawwab, 

acknowledged that women need education, and pointed out that the level of education 

needed for women can be provided at home. He cited Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s opinion 

of women’s education to emphasize his point.22 The author utilized Sir Sayyid’s 

reputation as a Muslim reformer who started the Anglo-Muhammadan Oriental College 

in Aligarh to suggest that even a prominent reformer had opposed educating women in 

schools. Sir Sayyid opposed women’s education although he emphasized his mother’s 

(and grandfather’s) role in shaping his views on public service and educational reform.23 

He opined that it is more urgent to educate Muslim males and he believed that advocates 

for Muslim women’s education are “greatly mistaken.”24 According to Sir Sayyid, the 

extent of education given to women in their homes was “enough for domestic 

happiness.”25 

 

Another contributor, Sarasvati Devi, a Hindu woman, stated that the purdah system was 

needed to preserve four qualities in women: timidity, simplicity, shyness, and modesty. 

The author pointed out that non-observance of purdah by American and European 

women had damaged their societies since it resulted in a large number of divorces and 

women seeking multiple partners.26 These articles were simply responding to arguments 

                                                
21 Mufti Ghulam Rusul Sahib, “Islam and Purdah,” Hifazat ul-Islam, December 1930. 
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made in Dar ul-Islam and by other reformers for abolishing purdah and promoting 

women’s education. The articles in Hifazat ul-Islam portrayed purdah as an Islamic 

practice and presented the dangers that might arise from abolishing it. The articles 

supported women’s education, but opposed sending girls to schools for fear of risking 

exposure. It should be noted that the articles in Dar ul-Islam that promoted the case for 

women’s education also suggested methods to educate women without compromising the 

principle of seclusion that underlay purdah practice. 

  

Hifazat ul-Islam also published articles portraying its success in preventing certain rituals 

that were considered as un-Islamic. The editor claimed that members of the Hifazat ul-

Islam organization played an important role in preventing the celebration of a Santhana 

koodu27 festival in Koothanallur.28 In another article, the author, Abdur Rahman Sahib, 

condemned the practice of worshipping multiple gods and asked that wealthy Muslims 

make an attempt to stop un-Islamic festivals that take place in their neighborhoods. He 

stated that the responsibility to stop these festivals also fell on the wealthy Muslims, and 

not just on the ‘Ulama. Abdur Rahman added that the ‘Ulama should not be blamed if 

Muslims forget the true Islamic principles taught by the ‘Ulama.29 In another article the 

editor requested Muslims to celebrate Muhammad’s birthday and announced that a Tamil 

translation of Muhammad’s biography is available to read.30 These efforts to stop un-

                                                
27 Santhana Koodu procession is a part of Kandhuri celebrations that take place during the Urs at Sufi 
shrines. Santhana Koodu literally means Sandal Cage. It involves taking out a procession during a certain 
day of the Kandhuri festival towards the Sufi shrine. 
28 “Muslim News,” Hifazat ul-Islam, February 1930. 
29 K. Abdur Rahman Sahib, “Panja Festival,” Hifazat ul-Islam, June 1930. 
30 Hifazat ul-Islam, July 1930.  
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Islamic rituals and publish religious materials in Tamil represent an attempt by Shah’s 

critics to respond to his criticism. At the same time, the ‘Ulama did not completely agree 

with his reform ideas. As seen above, on issues relating to women’s education and the 

abolition of purdah, the ‘Ulama remained opposed to the views of Shah and other 

reformers with similar ideas. 

 

Besides countering Shah and Dar ul-Islam in the magazine, Hifazat ul-Islam also 

published a book called Sathya Pracharam (Qadiyani Kandanam) (True Preaching, 

Condemnation of Qadiyanis) in 1934. This book described the efforts of a group of 

Hifazat ul-Islam members who formed a group of ‘Ulama called Hizballah (Party of 

God), and preached against Shah and the Ahmadi movement in Thanjavur district.31 The 

publication of the book was made possible by donations made by Ali Janab U. Rahman 

Sahib, a prominent merchant in Thanjavur with businesses in Singapore and Johor 

(Malaya).32 Besides Sathya Pracharam, other books were also published to counter what 

was perceived as growing Ahmadi preaching. A translation of fatwas issued in North 

India against the Ahmadi movement was published using the donations of a wealthy 

                                                
31 Sathyapracharam (Qadiyani Kandanam) (Madras: Hifazat ul-Islam, 1934). Members of the group: 
Maulana Moulvi Sayyid Murtaza Sahib Bahadur, Maulana Moulvi Mufti Shaykh Azim Sahib Baqvi, 
Maulana Moulvi Sayyid Muhammad Sharif ud-Din Sahib, Maulana Moulvi S.S. Ahmad Sayyid Sahib, 
Maulana Moulvi Haji S.A. Muhammad Ali Sahib, Maulana Moulvi S.K. Muhammad Sharif ud-Din Sahib, 
Maulana Moulvi S.S. Muhammad Abdul Qadir Sahib, Maulana Moulvi A.M.R. Abdur Rahman Sahib, 
Maulana Moulvi N. Abdul Wahhab Sahib, Maulana Moulvi T.M. Sultan Muhammad Alim Sahib, Maulana 
Moulvi Muhammad Sayyid Sahib Baqvi, Maulana Moulvi S.S. Muhammad Qasim Sahib, Maulana Moulvi 
Abdul Majeed Sahib Baqvi, Moulvi Abdul Hameed Sahib Noori, Haji A.M. Abdullah Sahib (merchant), 
P.N. Muhammad Miskeen Rowther (mirasidar), S.K. Muhammad Ai Rowther (merchant), Haji J.M. 
Muhammad Ismail Rowther (mirasidar). Mirasidar is the owner of a mirasi, i.e., the person is a village 
share-holder. 
32 Ibid. 
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merchant in Kelang (Malaya).33 These examples demonstrate that the campaign against 

the Ahmadi movement in Tamil Nadu and against Shah, in particular, were generously 

aided by wealthy Muslim merchants, both in Tamil Nadu and in other countries such as 

Singapore and Malaya. 

 

Shah’s criticism of the ‘Ulama and the response to Shah’s criticism demonstrates the role 

of the print media in initiating reforms in the Muslim society.34 Both sides used the print 

media to propagate their views and subvert the efforts of their opponents. The use of 

printing allowed Shah to publish and widely distribute his journals and other material, 

such as biographies of Prophet Muhammad, translations of the Quran, the Caliphs, and 

Friday sermons in Tamil. The print medium allowed Shah to create an alternate source of 

knowledge for Tamil-speaking Muslims so that they are not completely dependent on the 

‘Ulama for their religious knowledge. Shah not only used the print medium to create an 

alternate source of transmission of knowledge, but he also used it to challenge the 

authority of the ‘Ulama. 

 

Shah’s opponents also used the print medium to counter his criticism. The print medium 

was not only used to criticize Shah. It was also used by the ‘Ulama to preach what they 

believed to be the true principles of Islam. The ‘Ulama published translations of the 

Quran, biographies of historical figures in Islamic history, and booklets explaining 
                                                
33 Qadiyani Mathasthargaludan Othulayamai Yennum Matha Court Sattam. (The ruling of a religious court 
prohibiting cooperation with Qadiyanis) 
34 Francis Robinson makes this argument in his celebrated essay. Francis Robinson, “Technology and 
Religious Change: Islam and the Impact of Print,” Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 27, No. 1 (Feb 1993), pp. 
229-251.  
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Islamic principles. The print medium, therefore, became a key tool in the struggle over 

reforms in the Muslim community.               

 

Shah and the Ahmadi Movement 

Mirza Ghulam Ahmad founded the Ahmadi movement in Punjab during the nineteenth-

century. He outlined his teachings in the 1880s through a series of volumes called 

Barahin-i-Ahmadiyya (Proofs of the Ahmadiyya). The two major controversial elements 

in his teachings were his claims about the death of Jesus Christ and his questioning of the 

finality of Prophet Muhammad. As a result, his teachings were opposed by non-Ahmadi 

Muslims. Following his death, the movement underwent a split. One group led by 

Ghulam Ahmad’s son based themselves in Qadiyan and were called Qadiyanis. The other 

group, led by Khwaja Kamal ud-Din and Muhammad Ali, based themselves in Lahore, 

and were called Lahoris. The Lahore group rejected some of the controversial elements of 

Ghulam Ahmad’s teachings, such as his questioning of the finality of Prophet 

Muhammad and the death of Jesus Christ.35 On several occasions, Shah stated that he did 

not pledge allegiance to Ghulam Ahmad and that he believed in the finality of Prophet 

Muhammad. 

 

Daud Shah denied allegations of his Ahmadi affiliations and publicly claimed in Dar ul-

Islam that he did not accept Mirza Ghulam Ahmad as his Prophet. Shah also claimed that 

                                                
35 Yohanan Friedman, Prophecy Continuous: Aspects of Ahmadi Religious Thought and Its Medieval 
Background (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989); Spencer Lavan, The Ahmadiyah movement; 
A history and perspective (New Delhi: Manohar Publishers, 1974). 
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he had rejected an offer from Ahmadis to sponsor his Tamil translation of the Quran.36 

He stated that he started working on translating the Quran on his own and did not 

represent the Ahmadi organization after differences developed between him and the 

Ahmadi association.37 Shah denied several times that he was a member of any Qadiyani 

or Ahmadi organization, and requested his critics not to portray him as an Ahmadi.38 

Such statements of denial by Shah from the mid-1920s onwards do not accurately depict 

his association with the Lahore branch of the Ahmadi movement and the Woking Muslim 

mission. Shah’s opponents published excerpts from Thathuva Islam and Dar ul-Islam 

showing that Shah actually worked as a missionary for Kamal ud-Din during the early 

1920s. 

 

In Sathya Pracharam, Shah’s critics published an excerpt from Thathuva Islam that was a 

translation of Kamal ud-Din’s article about Daud Shah that was earlier published in the 

August 1921 issue of Ishate Islam, a magazine published by the Lahore branch of the 

Ahmadi movement. In that article Kamal ud-Din expressed his gratitude to a donor from 

Burma who promised to send Rs. 450 per month for a period of three years for the 

Woking mission. Kamal ud-Din had written that the donation would help him to employ 

three missionaries in London. He added that Shah was the first person employed using 

the money from the donation.39 Kamal ud-Din went on to describe the process by which 

he came to know Shah. According to him, Shah had written to him in July 1919 stating 
                                                
36 Ayub. Islamiya Periyar Daud Shah (Islam’s Periyar Daud Shah), (Chennai: Navamani Publishers, 2007) 
pp. 36-7. 
37 Daud Shah, Dar ul-Islam, November 1925. 
38 Idem, “Dar ul-Islam,” Dar ul-Islam, December 1925. 
39 Thathuva Islam, Vol. 3, Issue. 5 (n.d). cited in Sathyapracharam, p. 32. 
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that he was influenced by Kamal ud-Din’s writings in Islamic Review, and that he wished 

to work for the cause of Islam. Sathyapracharam  published another excerpt from the 

January 1926 issue of Dar ul-Islam in which Shah indicated that his desire to work for 

the Woking mission began in 1916 and that he despaired whether he will have an 

opportunity to realize his wish.40 Shah wrote that Kamal ud-Din was touring Malaya  and 

Singapore, and that he was requested to find someone to translate Muhammad Ali’s 

English translation of the Quran into Tamil. Kamal ud-Din, therefore, asked Shah to 

accompany him to London to work on translating the Quran.41 Shah also announced that 

he possessed the copyrights for the Tamil translation of Muhammad Ali’s work and 

warned that anyone violating the copyright must pay damages.42 

 

Shah went to London in February 1922. Shah wrote that he was unable to work on the 

translation project in London due to the losses suffered by businessmen around the world 

as a result of World War I.43 It is probable that the Muslim donor in Burma, who had 

promised to send Rs. 450 each month to Kamal ud-Din, suffered business losses and 

Shah, therefore, was unable to stay in London. According to the manager of Dar ul-

Islam, Daud Shah was paid Rs. 200 every month for his missionary efforts.44 As 

mentioned earlier, Shah had indicated that he left London after differences developed 

between him and the Ahmadi movement.45 The manager of Dar ul-Islam wrote that Shah 

                                                
40 Dar ul-Islam, January 1926. Cited in Sathyapracharam, pp. 33-4. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Thathuva Islam, Vol. 4, Issue, 10 (n.d). Cited in Sathyapracharam, p. 35. 
43 Dar ul-Islam, January 1926. Cited in Sathyapracharam, p. 34. 
44 Dar ul-Islam, August 1929. Cited in Sathyapracharam, p. 36. 
45 Idem, November 1925. 
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refused to act as a missionary of the Ahmadi group in 1924 (after Shah’s return from 

London), and that he stopped receiving his monthly income of Rs. 200.46 Shah’s 

disassociation of any links with the Lahore branch of the Ahmadi movement is evident 

from a letter exchange he had with the editor of The Light, a publication of the Lahore 

Ahmadi organization. In a letter Shah objected to an announcement made in the January 

1926 issue of The Light that included Dar ul-Islam as a journal published by the Ahmadi 

organization. Shah clarified that Dar ul-Islam was his own publication and that it did not 

have any links with the Ahmadi organization. In his reply, the editor of The Light 

clarified that not all of the magazines listed in the announcement were publications of the 

Ahmadi organization.47 

 

From the available evidence it is possible to conclude that Shah was indeed a member of 

the Lahore branch of the Ahmadi movement. He was influenced by Kamal ud-Din and 

Muhammad Ali, and he worked in the Woking Muslim Mission. He went to London to 

translate Muhammad Ali’s English translation of the Quran into Tamil. But he was 

unable to work on the project in London. He returned to India and moved to Madras from 

his native town to publish his journal. Shah developed differences with the Ahmadi 

movement and disassociated himself from the organization. However, he continued to 

translate articles by Kamal ud-Din and Muhammad Ali, and publish them in Dar ul-

Islam. Shah, despite the break of his link with the Ahmadi organization, continued his 

                                                
46 Idem, August 1929. 
47 The letter exchange was published in Sathyapracharam to show links between Shah and the Ahmadi 
movement. See Sathyapracharam, pp. 36-7. 



 

 60 

intellectual association with the teachings of Kamal ud-Din and Muhammad Ali. With 

this understanding of the relationship between Shah and the Ahmadi movement, we can 

now examine the precise ways in which Shah’s reform ideas and efforts were influenced 

by the Ahmadi movement.   

 

In the December 1916 issue of Islamic Review, Kamal ud-Din described the successes 

achieved by the journal in correcting some of the existing misconceptions about Islam 

among the people in Britain. He also exhorted Muslims “to work for Islam” and indicated 

that “the spread of Islam is the only thing which will do to you that everlasting good 

which you cannot achieve through your activities in other avenues.” Kamal ud-Din 

claimed that there is an urgent need to circulate “healthy Islamic literature in desirable 

circles” and stressed that the new campaign should produce biographies of great 

personalities in Islam, translation from the Hadeeth, little booklets on various topics in 

Islam, and accounts from Prophet Muhammad’s life. Kamal ud-Din stressed that these 

booklets should be produced at nominal prices so that they are easily accessible to the 

people.48  

 

Echoing similar concerns, Shah wrote in March 1920 that it is necessary to propagate 

Islam in other countries and not only in England.49 Besides translating the Quran, Shah 

also wrote books in Tamil describing incidents from Muhammad’s life, teachings of 

                                                
48 Khwaja Kamal ud-Din, “To My Brethren in Islam”. Islamic Review, December 1916, pp. 576-7. 
49 Daud Shah, Marukamalam, March 1920. 
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Muhammad, and a book on Islam.50 Some ‘Ulama opposed the publication of a book on 

Islam with pictures and filed a case against Shah. But a court dismissed the case.51 While 

Shah was campaigning for delivering the Friday sermons in Tamil, he published a book 

with 54 sermons in Tamil at the affordable price of Rs. 1.50.52 Shah’s biographer also 

describes another incident in which Shah refused a huge monetary offer of Rs. 100,000 

from a Muslim merchant in Malaysia to publish a portion of his Tamil translation of the 

Quran. Shah, according to the biographer, explained his rejection of the offer saying that 

the merchant might be forced to sell the translation at a high price in order to recoup his 

costs. Shah is believed to have published the book independently and sold it for Rs. 6 per 

copy. Shah’s selection of topics and his efforts to sell the books at low prices seem to be 

influenced by Kamal ud-Din’s initiative to spread knowledge of Islam through nominally 

priced booklets written in a simple to understand language.  

 

Shah wrote two articles for the Islamic Review during his year-long stay in London 

accompanying Khwaja Kamal ud-Din. The first article appeared in the August-September 

1922 issue and was merely a summary of Kamal ud-Din’s sermon at the Woking mosque 

on Easter Sunday.53 The second article appeared in the December 1922 issue and 

discussed the superiority of Islam over Christianity and Judaism.54 The Ahmadi journal 

The Light, made an announcement in its August 1923 issue regarding Shah’s decision to 

                                                
50 M. Abdul Kareem, Islamum Tamilum (Islam and Tamil). (Chennai: South Indian Saiva Siddhanta 
Publication Society, 1982), p. 255;  
51 Ayub, Islamiya Periyar Daud Shah, pp. 97-8, 113. 
52 Idem, p. 47. 
53 Daud Shah, “The Story of the Passion and Its Date.” Islamic Review, August-September 1922, pp. 323-7.  
54 Idem, “Final Revelation a Necessity,” Islamic Review, December 1922, pp. 522-32. 
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translate the Quran into Tamil. The announcement claimed that “the 25 lacs Muslims in 

Southern India … lack religious education and are only nominal Muslims” and also 

indicated that the Ahmadis were planning to start a mission in Madras.55 

  

The ‘Ulama, besides urging people to boycott Dar ul-Islam, also ordered wealthy Muslim 

merchants not to sponsor Shah’s journals and other projects, such as the Tamil translation 

of the Quran.56 As a result of ‘Ulama’s campaign or for other reasons, Shah was not able 

to raise large sums of money in Tamil Nadu.57 Shah published books with his own 

money. In order to support his reform efforts, Shah also opened a book store and 

published a leisure magazine called Ranjitha Manjeri (Pleasant Flower cluster). As a 

result, Shah undertook overseas trips to gather funds for his social and religious reform 

projects. In 1925, Shah went on a fund-raising trip to Penang, Malacca, Kelong, Kuala 

Lumpur, and Singapore. In his diary, Shah notes dejectedly that he faced stiff opposition 

from the ‘Ulama during his trip and that he had to return home empty-handed.58 

Members of the ‘Ulama had followed Shah on this fundraising trip and asked the wealthy 

businessmen not to support Shah since he was an Ahmadi.  

 

                                                
55 The Light, August 16, 1923. p. 2. 
56 Ayub, Islamiya Periyar Daud Shah, p. 113. 
57 Shah went on a trip to Thoothukudi (Southern Tamil Nadu) to raise funds for translating the Quran. He 
was able to raise only Rs. 864. Some of the contributors included Hindus also. The complete list of 
contributors is, A.M.O.K. Khader Mohideen Taraganar (Rs. 151); S.K.M.A. Muhammad Malikkap Pillai 
Tarakanar (Rs. 151); A.M.N.M. Muhammad Ghani Tarakanar (Rs. 151); S.K.M.G. Khader Mohideen 
Tarakanar (Rs. 151); S.M.K. Khader Mastan Lebbai (Rs. 50); A.M.K.M. Muhammad Mohideen Lebbau 
(Rs. 35); K.M.S. Sheikh Abdul Qader Lebbai (Rs. 25); N.K.M.A. Muhammad Asanar Tarakanar (Rs. 50); 
K.M. Aliyar Tarakanar (Rs. 50); S.O.K. Uthuman Tarakanar (Rs. 15); T. S. Shanmuga Moopanar (Rs. 25); 
S. V. P. Brahmanayaga Chettiar (Rs. 10). Taraganar usually refers to a broker. 
58 Ayub, Islamiya Periyar Daud Shah, pp. 27, 113-4, 153-4. 
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Shah’s decision to travel to Southeast Asia to raise funds is an indication of the close 

affinity Shah felt towards Tamil-speaking Muslims in Southeast Asia. As a result of 

extensive trading activities over several centuries, Tamil-speaking Muslims migrated to 

Singapore, Malaya, and other parts of Southeast Asia. People from South India and other 

parts of India went to Southeast Asia to work in the rubber plantations also. This 

migration occurred during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century.  The next 

section will examine Shah’s trip to Southeast Asia and his activities there. 
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Chapter 6  

Tamil-speaking Muslims in Southeast Asia 

 

Shah departed on his trip to Southeast Asia in February 1925 and returned in June. The 

nature of Shah’s association with Tamil-speaking Muslims in Southeast Asia was not just 

limited to raising funds for his projects. The articles in Dar ul-Islam addressed the 

conditions of Muslims going overseas. A series of articles discussed the problems faced 

by Muslim men who go to Southeast Asia without their families. The author argued that 

Muslim men must take their wives and children with them, and pointed to the examples 

of other trading communities, such as marwaris, who take their families with them.1 The 

author rejected the notion that people might forget their homeland if they take their 

families with them. He also rejected the idea that children might acquire bad habits or 

contract new diseases in foreign countries. He stated that Muslim men must convince the 

women to go with them since women might not want to live in foreign countries where 

they might not know the language. He suggested that women take a female companion 

for support. He pointed out that neither government nor religion prohibits Muslim men 

from taking their families with them. He mentioned that Muslim men might be forced to 

visit prostitution houses in the absence of their families.2  

 

                                                
1 Muhammad Ibrahim Marakkayar, “The Hardship of Living without family in Foreign Country,” Dar ul-
Islam, April 1925. It is unclear whether marwaris took their families with them. But the author’s intent was 
to demonstrate that men from other communities facing a similar situation took their family with them. 
2 Ibid. 



 

 65 

The article discussed above reveals the issues faced by a community whose members 

frequently went overseas for employment and business activities. The article reflects the 

author’s worry that frequent long absences from the family might have a harmful effect 

on families in the homeland. It also betrays the author’s fear that Muslim men might 

marry women in foreign countries and ignore their wives in India. Similar concerns and 

others were expressed by Shah in a set of speeches during his trip to Malaya and 

Singapore. Shah’s speeches expressed distress over the status of Indians, and were not 

limited to a discussion of Tamil-speaking Muslims in Southeast Asia. It should also be 

noted that when Shah discussed issues relating to Indian Muslims, he mostly meant 

Tamil-speaking Muslims or Muslims from Tamil Nadu.    

 

Shah in South-east Asia 

Shah addressed a number of meetings and spoke on a variety of issues during his trip to 

Southeast Asia (see Table 2). The titles of Shah’s speeches and the venues in which he 

spoke indicate that Shah was not aiming to solely speak to a Muslim audience and seek 

financial assistance. During this time period, Shah was involved in the nationalist 

movement and was a member of the Indian National Congress (INC). Shah’s speeches, 

therefore, addressed nationalist concerns among the expatriate community as well. In a 

series of articles written after his return to Madras, Shah lamented the absence of any 

active movement among Indians in Malaya and Singapore to spread the use of khadi 

cloth.3 Shah’s speech titles indicate his attempts to spread awareness about the need for 

                                                
3 Daud Shah, “My Malay Experience,” Dar ul-Islam, July 1925. 
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education, benefits of forming political and trade associations, and performing social 

service. His speeches on Islam reflect an attempt to highlight the problems facing 

Muslims, provide solutions, remind Muslims of their duties, and expatiate upon the 

relevance of Islam for present-day problems.  

 

Table 2: Shah’s speeches in Malaya and Singapore4 

Date Location Speech title (language) 
(1925) 
February 23 
 
 
February 27 
 
March 1 
 
 
March 10 
 
 
March 11 
 
 
March 12 
 
 
March 13 
 
 
 
 
 
March 14 
 
March 15 
 

 
Indian Association (Penang) 
 
 
Penang Traders Association 
 
Young Muslim Union 
(Penang) 
 
Coastal Indian Association 
(Kelang) 
 
Coastal Indian Association 
(Kelang) 
 
Selangor Indian Association 
Hall 
 
Kuala Lumpur Indian 
Muslim Mosque 
 
Kuala Lumpur Vivekananda 
Ashram 
 
Selangor Indian Association 
 
Kuala Lumpur Indian 
Association 

 
“Good news for Indians in Penang” 
(Tamil) 
 
“Islam’s present condition” (Tamil) 
 
“Islam and other religions” (English) 
 
 
“Education and its benefits” (Tamil) 
 
 
“Advancement of the soul” (English) 
 
 
“Association and social unity” (Tamil) 
 
 
“Islam and khutba sequence” (Tamil) 
 
 
“Islam’s liberal beliefs” (Tamil) 
 
 
“Unity and Social Progress” (English) 
 
“Islam-Religion of equality” (English) 
 

                                                
4 The details are taken from a set of articles describing Shah’s trip to Southeast Asia. Dar ul-Islam, April 
1925, May 1925, June 1925, July 1925. 
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March 20 
 
 
March 21 
 
March 22 
 
March 25 
 
March 26 
 
March 27 
 
 
April 24 
 
April 25 
 
 
May 1 
 
May 6 

 
A mosque in Malacca 
 
 
Malacca Science Club 
 
Malacca Science Club 
 
Indian Association (Taiping) 
 
Indian Association (Taiping) 
 
Hindu Youth Association 
School (Taiping) 
 
Singapore  
 
Indian Elementary School 
(Singapore) 
 
Singapore 
 
Victoria Theater Hall 
(Singapore) 

 
“Condition of Islam and Duties of 
Muslims” (Tamil) 
 
“Education” (English) 
 
“Service” (Tamil) 
 
“Social Service” (NA) 
 
“Islam is the world’s religion” (NA) 
 
“Eradicating untouchability” (NA) 
 
 
“Greatness of Islam” (NA) 
 
“Love” (NA) 
 
 
“What Muslims must do?” (NA) 
 
“Islam is the religion for humanity” 
(English) 

Table 2 contd. 

 

Shah described his experiences after his return from the trip. He wrote that Indians went 

to Malaya primarily to earn money and he described the ways in which gullible villagers 

are tricked into working in the plantations by the kanganis5 and he described the horrible 

travel and work conditions experienced by Indian laborers.6 He pointed out that the 

conditions for women laborers are much worse since there is no guarantee for their 

physical safety. He deplored the poor health and sanitary conditions and sub-standard 

                                                
5 Kanganis are Indian middlemen who recruited labor from India and sent them to work in the plantations 
in Malaya and other countries. 
6 Daud Shah, “My Malay Experience,” Dar ul-Islam, August 1925. 
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levels of medical assistance provided for Indians in the plantations. He also lamented the 

lack of even minimal educational facilities for Indian children.7 

 

Shah also expressed deep concern over the decline in the moral standards of Indian 

Muslims and their troubles in Malaya. He noted that Indian Muslims leave their family 

behind and suffer greatly during their stay overseas.8 He criticized the practice of certain 

Muslim traders who married Malay women or had mistresses. He pointed out that some 

Muslim traders are solely guided by a desire to make money, and sell pork and alcohol to 

plantation owners. This might be the use of an extreme example by Shah to illustrate the 

point that Muslim traders were not honest in their businesses. Shah also commented on 

the involvement of Malay Muslim women in prostitution. He pointed out that the levels 

of education among Indian and Malay Muslims is very low.  

 

Shah also wrote on the lack of unity among Indians in Malaya. A point made by Shah 

was the absence of any association among Indian traders, and he stated that Chinese and 

European traders have trade associations.9 On a related note, he pointed out that Tamil-

speakers constitute the majority among Indians in Malaya and that there is a lack of unity 

among them. As a result, the Malay government did not allow schools to provide 

education in Tamil.10 

 

                                                
7 Ibid. 
8 Daud Shah, “My Malay Experience,” Dar ul-Islam, July 1925. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
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Opposition to Shah in Southeast Asia 

Shah’s trip to Southeast Asia reveals details about the networks of support that existed for 

Shah and his opponents. Minault discusses “networks of reform” that existed among 

Muslim social reformers throughout Northern India and Deccan. These networks were 

based upon language (Urdu), common sources of patronage, and interlocking directorates 

of the social reform organizations.11 These networks served a variety of purposes: raising 

funds, exchanging reform ideas, and debating issues.12 In a similar fashion, Tamil-

speaking Muslims in South India and in other countries such as Malaya, Singapore, 

Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Burma (Myanmar) viewed themselves as belonging to a community 

despite being dispersed across several countries. Examining such networks of support 

will provide a better understanding of a sense of community that existed among Tamil-

speaking Muslims in South India and Southeast Asia. Shah viewed these expatriate 

communities as much in need of reform as Muslims in South India. Similarly, Shah’s 

opponents considered it to be their responsibility to safeguard these communities from 

Shah’s alleged Ahmadi teachings. Sectarian disputes from one country were carried over 

to other countries. Both Shah and his opponents considered Tamil-speaking Muslim 

communities outside South India as sources of financial support, through donations as 

well as subscriptions of their respective magazines. 

 

                                                
11 Gail Minault, Secluded Scholars: Women’s Education and Muslim Social Reform in Colonial India 
(Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 158. For more on the activities of such “networks of reform” see 
chapter. 4 in idem. 
12 Ibid. 
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In Kelang (Port Swetenham), Shah was hosted by the owner of a big general merchant 

store. Shah claimed that this owner was a business opponent of R.E. Muhammad Qasim, 

who was one of the main contributors to Saif ul-Islam, a magazine that was started to 

oppose Shah, and a friend of that journal’s editor Ahmad Sayid Alim Sahib.13 Shah 

blamed Muhammad Qasim for the opposition that he faced in Kelang. Shah used 

Muhammad Qasim as an example and criticized wealthy Muslims for plainly believing 

whatever is preached by the “mullahs.”14 In Kuala Lumpur, Kamal ud-Din, Shah’s 

childhood friend and different from the Ahmadi leader Khwaja Kamal ud-Din, hosted 

Shah. In Malaya, Shah was hosted by persons he knew from his childhood, such as 

Cholapuram15 Sheikalai Hajiyar and K.E. Muhammad Hussain.16 The importance of 

personal connections is revealed by these details. Some of the people hosting Shah did 

not do it for ideological reasons. Rather, they knew Shah personally and extended their 

assistance on the basis of such personal connections. 

 

Shah faced opposition at several places and he claimed that it was coordinated by three 

‘Ulama from Tamil Nadu. Shah claimed that Muhammad Sharifuddin (Vellore), 

Muhammad Abdur Rahman (Tenkasi), and Muhammd Usman Sahib (Yenangudi, 

Thanjavur zilla) landed in Singapore to stir up opposition against him.17 Shah points out 

that the three members were there also for collecting funds.18 Muhammad Sharifuddin 

                                                
13 Dar ul-Islam, August 1952. 
14 Idem, August 1952.. 
15 Cholapuram is a town close to Kumbakonam. Shah’s hometown is in Kumbakonam district. 
16 Dar ul-Islam, August 1952.. 
17 Daud Shah, “Full details regarding my translation of Quran Al-Majeed,” Dar ul-Islam, June 1952. 
18 Ibid. 
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was the editor of Saif ul-Islam, a magazine that was started to oppose Shah. According to 

Shah, Sharifuddin’s efforts led to the spread of opposition to Shah. Shah noted that 

several letters were sent from Koothanallur (Thanjavur district) asking Muslims in 

Malaya to boycott Shah’s speeches, thereby indicating the extent to which Muslims in 

Tamil Nadu were interested in the events occurring in Malaya.19 From Shah’s own 

comments, it is evident that the efforts to stir up opposition created problems for his fund 

raising efforts. In one instance, Shah wrote that a person, a cloth merchant, who had 

earlier agreed to host Shah in Penang reneged on his promise, and informed Shah that he 

feared that he would suffer business losses if he went against the general consensus 

among the merchant community and hosted Shah.20 

 

The criticism by Shah’s opponents that he was a Qadiyani is not completely without 

basis. Shah himself traced the reasons for the opposition that he faced to an earlier visit 

by Khwaja Kamal ud-Din to Malaya and Singapore in 1921. Shah mentioned that Kamal 

ud-Din faced a lot of opposition and he expressed his disappointment that people did not 

understand the huge service that Kamal ud-Din was performing for Islam through the 

Woking mission in London.21 Shah also admitted that he gave a speech in Singapore that 

was based on the knowledge he had gained from Kamal ud-Din. This meeting was 

presided over by Hafiz Ghulam Sarwar, a judge in Singapore, and the President of 

Anjuman Islam, an organization that was suspected of having links to the Woking 

                                                
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Idem, November 1952 
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Muslim Mission. According to Shah, Sarwar commented to Shah that his speech was 

similar to that of Kamal ud-Din.   

  

The struggle between Shah and the ‘Ulama during Shah’s trip to Singapore 1925 resulted 

in a court case between the supporters and opponents of Shah. Shah’s supporters Meeran 

Lebbaik Muslim and K.C. Marican filed a libel case against J. Ismail Marican and the 

Straits Printing Works for calling them kafirs and Ahmadis. Meeran Labbaik Muslim was 

an employee in the Singapore Department of Labor and K.C. Marican was a merchant. 

The defendant Ismail Marican was also a merchant. The case revolved around a pamphlet 

that was circulated during Shah’s visit to Singapore in which Shah and his supporters 

were termed kafirs and Ahmadis. The main issue before the judge was to decide whether 

the defendant was correct in calling the plaintiffs kafirs and Ahmadis. But for the purpose 

of this paper, it is useful to examine the pamphlet that was circulated in Singapore in 

which Shah and his supporters were called kafirs and Ahmadis. 

 

The pamphlet listed several reasons for calling someone a kafir and among them it states 

that anyone “who slights the ‘Ulama who having studied Arabic lore according to the 

recognized system” can be called a kafir.22 Anyone who “objects to the creed and other 

laws ratified by the Quran, Traditions and the majority of the Ulamas [sic] shall become a 

kafir”.23 Anyone who preached his own interpretation of Islam to ignorant people and 

                                                
22 Bashir A. Mallal Ed., Trial of Muslim Libel Case. (Singapore: C.A. Ribeiro & Co, 1928), p. 5. It should 
be pointed out that Mallal, the editor of this book, was also named in the pamphlet as one of Shah’s 
supporters. 
23 Ibid. 
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claimed that to be the truth was labeled as an inveterate kafir (Zindik).24 The pamphlet 

defined someone as a kafir if that person “is in harmony with one who without conviction 

in the Islamic creed keeps on confuting and distorting it.”25 This is most likely a reference 

to Ghulam Ahmad, founder of the Ahmadi movement, whom the ‘Ulama considered a 

kafir for his distortion of central Islamic tenets, such as the finality of the Prophet. Since 

the ‘Ulama and their supporters believed that Shah was a follower of Ghulam Ahmad, he 

also became a kafir. The pamphlet went on to claim Arabic as God’s language and stated 

that no one except the ‘Ulama, who are proficient in Arabic, can be called a moulvi. The 

pamphlet also stated that it is forbidden to transcribe Islamic scriptures into non-Arabic 

languages. It claimed that the presence of commentaries in Arabic-Tamil obviated the 

need for commentaries in Tamil. The pamphlet also claimed that Shah and his supporters, 

with their knowledge of English, deceived people with their “scientific clever and glossy 

prose style.”26  

 

The defendant claimed that the pamphlet’s text was provided to him by three moulvis 

from Madras, namely, Sharifuddin, M. Osman, and Abdul Rahman. Sharifuddin was 

described as the editor of Saif ul-Islam and Secretary of the Majlis ul-’Ulama based in 

                                                
24 Ibid. The Encyclopedia of Islam defines “zindik” as a term used in Muslim criminal law to describe the 
heretic whose teachings have become a danger to the state. 
25 Ibid.  
26 Mallal, pp. 5-7. It should be pointed out that Mallal, the editor of this book, was also named in the 
pamphlet as one of Shah’s supporters. 
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Trichy, a city in the Madras Presidency.27 The Majlis ul-’Ulama was mainly sponsored 

by Jamal Muhammad, an important Tamil-speaking merchant based in Madras.28 

 

The pamphlet and the people associated with its circulation reveal, to a small degree, the 

concerns of the ‘Ulama and their supporters regarding Shah. The ‘Ulama were mainly 

concerned with Shah’s questioning of their religious authority and his opposition to 

Arabic and Arabic-Tamil, and by the same token, they criticized the use of English by 

Shah and his supporters in religious texts.29 It also reveals the networks of support that 

existed for the opposing camps, and how ideological conflicts in India were transported 

to expatriate communities. The court, in its judgment, asked the defendant to pay $5,000 

to the plaintiffs.30 According to Shah, the court’s judgment was not accepted by his 

opponents in Chennai. The editor of Saif ul-Islam stated that only Muslims can pass 

judgments on issues relating to Islam and that the ruling of a Christian court cannot be 

accepted by Muslims.31 

 

As the editor of Saif ul-Islam indicated, opposition to Shah did not stop after the 

Singapore court passed its judgment. The case was a moral victory for Daud Shah, but he 

did not benefit from the court’s judgment. It is unclear whether Shah’s supporters 

donated to him any of the money that was granted to them by the court. 

                                                
27 Idem, p. 121, 126. 
28 J.B.P. More, Political Evolution of Tamil Muslims in Tamil Nadu and Madras, 1930-47 (Hyderabad: 
Orient Longman, 1997), p. 116. 
29 It is quite probable that the use of English for religious purposes is a reference to the English translation 
of the Quran by Maulana Muhammad Ali.  
30 Ayub, Islamiya Periyar Daud Shah, p. 38. 
31 Daud Shah, Dar ul-Islam, January 1953. 
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Chapter 7  

Defending Islam 

 

Although Shah was primarily concerned with the internal reform of Tamil-speaking 

Muslims, he led attacks against the Arya Samaj and the Self-Respect Movement (SRM). 

He criticized both the movements for their attitudes towards Islam. He cited the threats 

posed by these two movements as a justification for implementing his reform ideas 

among Muslims. The two movements posed different sets of challenges to Shah. In the 

case of the Arya Samaj, Shah did not face any challenge in explaining the threat posed by 

the movement to Muslims. It was very much evident for all Muslims. Shah’s challenge 

lay in placating his critics who claimed that his response to the Arya Samaj resembled 

that of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad. In his campaign against the Arya Samaj, an organization 

with branches in several parts of India, Shah was responding to events occurring across 

India. Even so, Shah was concerned in developing ways through which Muslims in South 

India, by which Shah meant the Madras Presidency, could respond to the organization.  

 

In the case of the Self-Respect Movement (SRM), Shah’s challenge lay in actually 

demonstrating how the movement posed a threat to Muslims. As described below, 

Periyar, the founder of the SRM, claimed Islam to be ideal for removing social 

inequalities, and he advocated conversion to Islam as a way to remove untouchability. 

Therefore, Shah had to contend against other Muslims who supported Periyar and joined 
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the SRM. Shah’s criticism of the Self-Respect Movement demonstrates the extent to 

which Shah was primarily concerned with local and regional issues.  

 

Shah and the Self-Respect Movement 

Beginning in the 1920s, a social reform movement emerged in the Madras Presidency 

that claimed to fight for the self-respect of non-Brahmins and dalits. This movement, 

called the Self-Respect Movement, was started by E.V. Ramaswamy Naicker, commonly 

known as Periyar. In the 1940s, it evolved into a political party, the Dravida Kazhagam 

(DK). Among its major goals, the Self-Respect Movement claimed to fight for the 

abolition of untouchability, and Periyar advocated conversion to Islam to dalits as an 

effective way to get rid of their untouchable status. 

 

Religion according to Periyar 

On several occasions Periyar defined religion as a set of guiding principles designed to 

regulate a person’s life in this world. Just like any civic association or a reading hall or a 

lawyer’s association used a set of rules to manage their proceedings, Periyar observed, 

human societies also needed a set of guiding principles to regulate their behavior and 

interactions.1 Periyar noted that he would not oppose religion if it helped create social 

unity, regulate human conduct and character, and helped to differentiate human behavior 

from that of other creatures. On the other hand, Periyar expressed his opposition to 

religion if it was purely concerned with the life in the Upper world, the soul of a person 

                                                
1 “Only Islam ended Untouchability!” Kudiarasu, August 2, 1931. 
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rather than his five senses and his physical existence, and a person’s relation with God.2 

Periyar was keen that religion should promote social unity and he indicated that the Self-

Respect Movement would support any religion that promoted good social relations 

among humans. Periyar claimed that he would oppose any religion that diminished self-

dignity of humans, introduced social differences, obstructed progress and liberty of the 

people.3 He considered human actions to be determined by factors such as time and place. 

Therefore, Periyar reasoned, religious principles must also undergo change in order to 

reflect changes in society. 4 

 

Periyar blamed religion for the social and economic troubles in the society. He blamed 

religion for suppressing reason and destroying social unity, and for forcing men to think 

that they belonged to separate communities.5 According to Periyar, all religions including 

Islam, Christianity, Saivism, and Vaishnavism, added rules instead of providing practical 

benefits to humans. As a result, Periyar contended, being religious had become an act of 

following rules and conventions rather than understanding the true spirit of that religion. 

Periyar claimed that most people followed a religion because their ancestors had followed 

that same religion.6 Periyar insisted that religions should act as mechanisms for 

promoting social unity and equality. He criticized religions for not promoting the idea of 

social service and said that any religion which contained principles contrary to human 

                                                
2 “Why should Religion be abolished?” Pakutharivu, September 9, 1934; “Religious Conversion,” 
Kudiarasu, October 20, 1929. 
3 “What is Religion,” Kudiarasu, December 19, 1937. 
4 “Only Islam ended Untouchability!” 
5 “Why should Religion be abolished?” 
6 “Religion is the cause of injustices in the world,” Kudiarasu, April 15, 1928. 
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nature should be discarded. Periyar condemned religion for encouraging social evils such 

as drinking, debauchery, theft, and falsehood.7 

 

Periyar also argued that religion allowed a small group of people to exploit others and 

stated that such religions should be “buried deep in the earth.”8 Periyar claimed that the 

lower castes toil their entire life and do not experience the benefits of their labor, whereas 

groups such as the Brahmins, who consider it sinful to perform hard labor enjoy benefits 

throughout their life.9 This exploitative group, in turn, blamed the government and the 

British for the poor state of the Indian economy, whereas, according to Periyar, the true 

culprit was religion which sanctioned such abuses.10 For Periyar, therefore, religion 

meant a set of flexible guiding principles to regulate human behavior and promote social 

unity and equality. 

 

Periyar claimed that Islam possessed several positive characteristics. First, Periyar 

claimed that Muhammad is greater than other religious leaders since Islam is the most 

recent religion, and that it does not contain faults found in other religions. According to 

Periyar, Buddha and Christ removed some of the abhorrent practices found in the ancient 

Aryan religion, and Muhammad cleansed the remaining faults and formulated an ideal 

religion.11 By this observation, Periyar revealed his notion that world religions developed 

                                                
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 “What is Religion?” Periyar blamed the existence of poverty in India, despite its wealth, on God, 
Religion, and the concept of re-birth. See Kudiarasu, January 18, 1931. 
10 Ibid. 
11 “Reformative Principles in Islam.” 
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as successive waves of reform efforts. Second, Periyar noted that Islam is a religion based 

on equality, brotherhood, and love in which differences based on wealth, education, and 

strength are absent.12  Third, Periyar asserted that Islam gave women the right to own 

property, right to seek divorce, and also permitted remarriage for widows. Periyar agreed 

that the purdah system is objectionable but noted that the practice is slowly disappearing. 

He pointed to the example of women in Turkey and Afghanistan where women were 

going to study in foreign countries and seeking employment.13 Fourth, there is only one 

formless God in Islam and He does not have wives and children. In addition, Islam 

abolished idol worship. So, Muslims do not have huge expenditures on clothes and jewels 

during festivals and rituals.14 Fifth, Periyar claimed that Islam infused Muslims with a 

fighting spirit which allows them to fight for their rights. As a result, other communities 

fear them and do not consider them as untouchables.15 Finally, Periyar noted that 

Muhammad asked his followers to analyze his teachings in a rational way if the meaning 

is unclear.16 Periyar considered this as a very important aspect of Islam since he was a 

vocal promoter of rationalist ideology. 

 

Conversion to Islam 

By presenting an egalitarian image of Islam, Periyar appealed to the lower-castes to 

redress their pitiable social and economic condition by converting to Islam. Periyar 

                                                
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 “Only Islam Condemns Idol Worship,” Kudiarasu, December 21-22, 1953; “Reformative Principles in 
Islam”; “Only Islam ended Untouchability!”. 
15 “Religious Conversion.” 
16 “Only Islam Condemns Idol Worship” 



 

 80 

informed his audiences that a way to get rid of the untouchable status is to convert to 

Islam. He disagreed with others who claimed that it is possible to end untouchability by 

destroying Hinduism. Periyar admitted to his own belief in such a strategy in the early 

years of his struggle to end untouchability. But in the later years, Periyar stated, he 

realized the futility of that effort since Hinduism is an ancient religion and is deeply 

rooted in the society.17 Periyar claimed that there are other strategies to end 

untouchability such as passing legislation and organizing Satyagrahas. The results of 

such efforts, according to Periyar, are uncertain and it might be very difficult to achieve 

the desired results. On the other hand, Periyar argued, religious conversion is an easy way 

to end untouchability without depending on anyone, and also without causing much 

trouble to anyone.18 Periyar pointed to the economic and political advantages such as 

political representations and job quotas that could be gained by converting to Islam.19 In 

his speeches, Periyar made it clear that his prescription of conversion to Islam is not for 

the purpose of attaining religious salvation. Rather, his only desire was to enable the 

lower-castes to cast away their degrading status as an untouchable, and achieve social, 

economic, and political progress.20 Periyar even hinted that a convert to Islam can re-

convert to Hinduism after attaining economic progress.21 

 

At the same time, Periyar was also not completely uncritical of certain practices in Islam. 

He claimed that certain Hindu practices such as superstition and blind beliefs are also 
                                                
17 “To Remove Untouchability Religious Conversion is Necessary,” Viduthalai, June 20, 1943. 
18 “Only Islam ended Untouchability!” 
19 G. Aloysius, Periyar on Islam. (New Delhi: Critical Quest, 2004), p. 19. 
20 “Religious Conversion.” 
21 “To Remove Untouchability Religious Conversion is Necessary” 
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present in Islam. Just like Hindus, some Muslims also worship at tombs, offer Pujas, and 

give offerings. Similar to the Mariamman22 festival, Muslims also celebrate the Allasamy 

(Muharram) festival by carrying out processions. Periyar noted that in pilgrimage centers 

such as Nagore,23 Muslims perform rituals such as fire-walking and sandhana koondu.24 

Periyar pointed out to the Muslims that they can claim to have abolished superstition only 

by withdrawing from such practices.25 Periyar was also critical of Muslims who claimed 

that the tenets of Islam should remain unchanged, since they could be applied to the 

present age. Periyar rejected such notions as backward and asked Muslim reformers who 

claimed Islam to be a natural and rational religion to offer new interpretations of Islam 

which are better suited to modern day needs.26 Periyar also criticized Muslims for 

ridiculing Hindus for undertaking long pilgrimages to Varanasi and Rameswaram, 

whereas they also visit holy sites in Nagore, Muthupettai, and Mecca.27 

 

Several Muslims broadly supported Periyar’s interpretations of Islam. Daud Shah, 

however, opposed Periyar’s interpretation of Islam and even claimed that Periyar was 

Islam’s “enemy no 1.”28 Before examining Shah’s opposition to Periyar it is important to 

note that Shah had actually contributed an article in Kudiarasu (Republic) praising 

Periyar’s efforts to reform Hinduism. Shah wrote that article after the Self-Respect 

                                                
22 A hugely popular goddess of rain and disease in Tamil Nadu.  
23 The site of a famous Sufi shrine dedicated to Abdul Qadir Shahul Hameed. It is located in the southern 
coast of Tamil Nadu. 
24 Sandhana Koondu, literally meaning sandal nest, is a ritual that takes place during the Urs of Sufi saints.  
25 “Only Islam ended Untouchability!” 
26 “Islam is most appropriate for Tamil people.” 
27 Quoted in S.M. Abdul Khader Fakhri, Dravidian Sahibs and Brahmin Maulanas: The Politics of the 
Muslims of Tamil Nadu, 1930-1967 (New Delhi: Manohar, 2008), p. 53. 
28 Daud Shah, “Ramasamy Naicker Islam’s Enemy No. 1,” Dar ul-Islam, July 1952. 
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Movement held its first convention in 1929, and in it he congratulated the movement for 

its achievements. Shah noted that the movement strove to abolish certain practices in 

Hinduism such as superstitious beliefs, control of Brahmins over the society, and the 

celebration of elaborate rituals. Shah also pointed out that the movement advocated the 

use of reason and had urged Hindus to follow the principles enunciated by one’s own 

God, and not to rely on others to guide them. In that article, Shah went on to lament the 

absence of similar reform efforts among Muslims. Shah complained that, despite his 

efforts to educate the Muslim youth to avoid falling into the trap of purohits and his 

exhortations to them to use their own reason, the youth repeatedly followed the teachings 

of the purohits. Shah wrote that Muslims continued to rely on the advice of Sufi pirs 

despite his assertion that such practices are forbidden in Islam. Shah wrote that the Hindu 

non-Brahmins have awakened whereas the Muslim non-Brahmins are still repeating their 

mistakes. He claimed that the rule of purohits is declining in Hinduism whereas it is still 

strong in Islam. The way forward, Shah suggested, is for Muslims to get educated.29 

 

Shah and Periyar shared several reform goals. Periyar wanted to remove social and 

economic inequalities among Hindus. He identified Brahmins and Hindu scriptures as the 

source of all evils among Hindus. He claimed that Brahmins used their knowledge of 

scriptures to control the rest of the population. He claimed that common people did not 

understand Sanskrit used in various rituals by the Brahmin priests. He also condemned 

the money spent on rituals and suggested that such wealth should instead be used for 

                                                
29 Daud Shah, “Islam and Self-Respect Movement,” Kudiarasu, March 3, 1929. 
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educating non-Brahmin Hindus. In a similar way, Shah identified the ‘Ulama as one of 

the key causes for the decline of Muslims. He claimed that the ‘Ulama had not educated 

Muslims about the true principles of Islam since they wished to keep them ignorant so 

that they can maintain control over them. Shah often used the term purohit to criticize the 

‘Ulama. Shah’s use of the Sanskrit word for Hindu priests to refer to a class of learned 

Muslims who interpreted the Quran reflects an attempt to incorporate the terminology 

used by the SRM. The SRM used purohit to refer to Brahmins. By doing so, the SRM 

tried to associate Brahmins with Sanskrit, a language that was pointed out by SRM 

leaders to be alien among Tamil-speaking people. By such associations, the SRM 

attempted to prove that both the Brahmins and Sanskrit were aliens among Tamil-

speaking non-Brahmins. As mentioned above, Shah clearly equated Brahmins with the 

‘Ulama. And, he compared the plight of non-Brahmin Hindus with those of common 

Muslims. 

 

Shah and Periyar also found common ground in their use of reason to understand 

religion. Shah claimed that religious texts should be constantly interpreted to understand 

their relevance for a particular age. He criticized the notion that Muslims must follow the 

centuries-old interpretations of Islamic texts made by scholars. In a similar fashion, 

Periyar claimed that only those religious principles that stand the test of reason should be 

followed. Other principles, he suggested, must be discarded. Periyar viewed religion as a 

set of guiding principles needed to regulate human behavior and promote unity among 
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humans. Echoing similar concerns, Shah considered religion as a set of principles that 

would allow humans to lead a civilized life and find happiness in the next life.    

 

Despite the presence of such common ground, Shah and his journal became skeptical 

regarding Periyar and the SRM in the next two years. In October 1932, an article 

appeared in Kudiarasu asking Shah and the readers of Dar ul-Islam to reconsider their 

opposition to the Self-Respect Movement. The author of the article, A. Raghavan, noted 

that certain contributors to Dar ul-Islam had expressed their opposition to the resolution 

passed at the recent Self-Respect Movement’s convention which indicated that all 

religions should be destroyed. Raghavan pointed out that the resolution was only aimed at 

religions that promoted vice and superstitions. Raghavan noted that the SRM will oppose 

any religion that creates social and economic differences among humans, subjugates 

women, and increases religious differences. Raghavan pointed out that the SRM would 

not oppose any religion that is based on reason.30 

 

Despite such appeals by prominent members of the SRM, Shah continued his opposition 

to the movement and published articles penned by him and others that questioned the 

motives of the SRM on several fronts. A question that was repeatedly raised by Shah and 

other contributors to Dar ul-Islam concerned the refusal of Periyar to convert to Islam, 

despite his exhortations to others to convert.31 Shah indicated that Periyar’s motives 

                                                
30 A. Raghavan, “Self-Respect Movement, Religions: Dar ul-Islam’s mistaken opinion,” Kudiarasu, 
October 23, 1932. 
31 Dar ul-Islam, August 1948; Idem, November 1948. 
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towards Muslims will remain unclear until he converted to Islam. Shah also criticized the 

practice of Muslims of inviting Periyar and members of the SRM to give speeches at 

religious events, such as the celebration of Prophet Muhammad’s birthday.32 Shah 

considered such efforts to invite SRM leaders to speak at religious events as mere 

attempts to draw large crowds to these gatherings.33 By extending such invitations, Shah 

claimed, SRM leaders had created the impression that Muslims gained knowledge about 

Islam only through their speeches.34 

 

Shah’s son claimed that the SRM was destroying Islam.35 He claimed that the SRM had 

adopted a four-phased strategy to destroy Islam. In the first phase, SRM leaders criticized 

Hinduism. In the second phase, SRM leaders praised Islam deceptively. In the third 

phase, according to Shah’s son, SRM leaders had embarked upon a strategy to destroy all 

religions in Dravidanaadu.36 In this phase, the SRM co-opted Muslims who did not know 

Islam and made them write articles and books about Islam. In the final phase, the 

Muslims who became followers of Periyar were asked to criticize Islam through books 

and journals.37 Shah’s son, by attributing such a strategy to the SRM, was attempting to 

respond to a barrage of criticism that was leveled at Islam by Muslims writing in the 

magazines published by the SRM. Periyar, interestingly, never strongly criticized Islam. 

His criticism was primarily on the accretion of Hindu practices and the purdah among 

                                                
32 Dar ul-Islam, February 1951. 
33 Dar ul-Islam, January 1954. 
34 Dar ul-Islam, November 1952. 
35 Dar ul-Islam, August 1952. 
36 Dravidanaadu was the geographical term used by Periyar and his followers to refer to South India. Later, 
this term was increasingly used to refer to the Tamil-speaking regions in South India.  
37 Dar ul-Islam, August 1952. 
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Muslim women. So, Shah’s son attempted to explain why a large number of Muslims 

criticized Islam, although Periyar himself never adopted an extremely critical attitude 

towards Islam. 

 

In his study on print culture among Tamil Muslims, More notes that Muslims’ support for 

Periyar began to wane during the 1940s when Periyar actively began to campaign for a 

separate Dravidian nation. In addition, More notes, Periyar’s pronouncements on the 

primacy of a Dravidian religion made several Muslims wary of Periyar’s goals. Shah, 

according to More, was very active in criticizing Periyar and his followers for their 

perceived attacks on Islam.38 Although, More rightly traces an increase in the criticism of 

Periyar in the late 1940s, he does not explain Shah’s criticism of Periyar as early as the 

1930s when Periyar did not demand a separate Dravidian nation nor did he espouse the 

primacy of a Dravidian religion. 

 

Shah’s criticism of Periyar and the Self-Respect Movement can be partly explained by 

the fact that Shah did not approve of Periyar’s efforts to frame religion as a set of 

principles for regulating human behavior without any role for God. He condemned the 

SRM and its Muslim followers for their disbelief in God.39 In addition, Shah also did not 

agree with the criticism of certain principles in Islam such as zakat which were criticized 

by Muslims writing in the Self-Respect Movement’s journals.40   

                                                
38 J.B.P. More, Muslim Identity, Print Culture, and the Dravidian Factor in Tamil Nadu. (Hyderabad: 
Orient Longman, 2004), pp. 157-194. 
39 Daud Shah, “Atheism has been crushed,” Dar ul-Islam, June 1952. 
40 Daud Shah, Dar ul-Islam, July 1952. 
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Shah and the Arya Samaj 

Shah did not focus much on the activities of the Arya Samaj during the first four years 

(1922-26) after he began to publish Dar ul-Islam. The Arya Samaj and its conflict with 

various Hindu groups and other religious communities were considered by Shah to be a 

North Indian phenomenon.41 Shah, however, began to actively oppose the Arya Samaj 

after the translation of Satyarth Prakash (The Light of Truth) into Tamil during 1925-6. 

Arya Samajis considered the Satyarth Prakash, written by the movement’s founder 

Swami Dayanand Sarasvati, to be a book of religion and a set of ethical guidelines for the 

conduct of the Aryan people.42 Beginning in 1927, Shah began to write articles that 

contained several themes: calls for preserving unity among Muslims, defending Islam 

against external enemies, and educating and reforming Muslims. 

 

A branch of Arya Samaj was formed in Madras in 1911 under Swami Madhavanand and 

a school was established for teaching Hindi. A second branch was established in Madurai 

in 1915.43 The Arya Samaj did not achieve much success among Hindus in the Tamil-

speaking areas of the Madras Presidency for several reasons. Brahmin orthodoxy was a 

                                                
41 For a fuller discussion of conflict between Arya Samaj and other religious groups, see Kenneth Jones, 
“Communalism in the Punjab: The Arya Samaj Contribution,” The Journal of Asian Studies, Vol, 28, No. 1 
(Nov. 1968), pp. 39-54.  
42 Anshu Malhotra, “The Moral Woman and the Urban Punjabi Society of the Late Nineteenth Century,” 
Social Scientist, Vol. 20, No. 5/6 (May-Jun 1992), p. 34. 
43 Fakhri, Dravidian Sahibs and Brahmin Maulanas, pp. 107-9. 
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strong force in South India and it opposed the “reformist” stance of Arya Samaj.44 South 

India also did not possess significant populations of Muslims or Sikhs.45 And, the Arya 

Samaj was considered a North Indian movement.46 It gained supporters among merchant 

communities that had migrated from North India and Western India.47 During the early 

1920s, confrontation between Arya Samaj and other religious groups in the Madras 

Presidency was related to Shuddhi rituals, in which Arya Samajis converted non-Hindus 

to Hinduism.48 Confrontation between Muslims and Arya Samajis intensified with the 

publication of the Tamil translation of Satyarth Prakash by M.R. Jambunatha Iyer in two 

parts in 1925-26.49 In 1927, tensions between Muslims and the Arya Samaj worsened 

over the publication of an offensive pamphlet, Rangeela Rusul (Frolicsome Prophet), by a 

member of the Arya Samaj.50 It is in this context that Daud Shah confronted the Arya 

Samaj. 

 

In 1927, Shah published Ariyarukku Oru Vedikundu (A Bomb for the Aryans) that 

offered a chapter by chapter critique of Satyarth Prakash.51 In the preface, Shah wrote 

that Hindus and Muslims maintained good relations in the Madras Presidency prior to the 

                                                
44 Reid Graham, “The Arya Samaj as a reformation in Hinduism with Special Reference to Caste,” 
Unpublished PhD dissertation, Yale University, 1942. Cited in Fakhri, Dravidian Sahibs and Brahmin 
Maulanas, p. 107. 
45 Fakhri, Dravidian Sahibs and Brahmin Maulanas, p. 107. 
46 Idem, pp. 107-8. 
47 Idem, p. 108. Fakhri wrongly notes Saurashtrans as a merchant community from North India, whereas 
they migrated from present-day Gujarat in Western India. 
48 Idem, p. 112. 
49 Idem, p. 113. 
50 Muslims filed a case against the author of the pamphlet, but the court overthrew the case. Then, the editor 
of a Muslim magazine, Muslim Outlook, criticized the court’s decision, for which he was arrested and his 
press confiscated. These set of events triggered large protests by Muslims all over India. 
51 Daud Shah, Ariyarukku oru vedikundu (Madras: Dar ul-Islam Publications, 1927). 
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publication of the Tamil translation of Satyarth Prakash. He wrote that, as a good 

Muslim, he was forced to offer a response and point out the depraved nature of the Vedas 

and Hindu religious leaders. He requested his Sanatana Dharma Hindu friends to forgive 

his remarks against the Vedas and said that they were necessitated by similar derogatory 

comments made against Islam and Prophet Muhammad in Satyarth Prakash.52 Shah’s 

remarks represent a conscious attempt to avoid antagonizing Hindus. Prior to his 

response to Satyarth Prakash, Shah did not strongly criticize Hindu scriptures. Some of 

the contributors in his journal were Hindus who wrote about maintaining Hindu-Muslim 

unity.   

 

Shah questioned Dayanand’s competence in writing about Islam. Dayanand had 

mentioned that the Quran was translated in Urdu and Hindi. Shah attacked Dayanand for 

not mentioning the authors of translations of the Quran in his work. He questioned 

whether an Arabic scholar had reviewed the translation of the Quran into Urdu and 

Hindi.53 It is worth pointing out that Shah himself faced criticism for translating the 

Quran into Tamil, and one of the arguments leveled against Shah was that he did not 

know Arabic. Shah pointed to several facts in the Vedas that contradicted Dayanand’s 

own interpretation of them. For example, Shah pointed to references of animal sacrifices 

in the Vedas whereas Dayanand had stated that Hindu gods did not condone the killing of 

animals.54 Shah challenged several of Dayanand’s statements about and criticism of 

                                                
52 Daud Shah, Ariyarukku oru vedikundu, p. viii. 
53 Idem, p. xv. 
54 Idem, p. xvii. 
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Islam. He demanded proof for Dayanand’s statement that the Quran commanded 

Muslims to kill all non-Muslims.55  He wrote that it was in fact Christianity that was 

spread through the sword. Shah cited examples of massacres of Muslims, Jews, and 

Protestants in Europe during the Inquisition.56 Shah responded to Dayanand’s criticism 

that the Quran was written in Arabic by pointing out that the Vedas were written in 

Sanskrit, a dead language that is not understood by many and a language that does not 

possess any country.57  It is worth noting that Shah had expressed opposition to the use of 

Arabic by the ‘Ulama while preaching to the Tamil-speaking Muslims on the grounds 

that their Arabic sermons were incomprehensible to people who didn’t know Arabic. 

Dayanand had ridiculed the notion that martyrs in Islam would be rewarded with many 

women in the heaven. In response, Shah devoted an entire chapter on Dayanand’s 

concept of niyog or levirate marriage and said that it introduced prostitution and 

promiscuity within Hindu society.58 

 

Shah’s book was called an Ahmadi text by his opponents. Shah criticized his opponents 

for terming his book an Ahmadi text and pointed out that the same Muslims considered 

Sanaullah’s Haq Prakash to be a proper response to Satyarth Prakash. According to 

Shah, Muslims wrongly believe that Sanaullah’s book Haq Prakash and his journal Ahl-

e-Hadeeth are true guides for the society.59 Shah asked the editors of the magazines that 

opposed him to join him in his efforts to defend Islam against attacks by the Arya 
                                                
55 Idem, p. xviii. 
56 See ch. 1 in Idem. 
57 Shah, Ariyarukku oru vedikundu, p. xxi. 
58 Idem, pp. xxvii-xxviii, ch. 5. 
59 “Editor’s Note,” Dar ul-Islam, April 1927. 
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Samaj.60 According to Fakhri, a scholar of Muslim politics in the twentieth century, 

Shah’s criticism of Satyarth Prakash on issues such as gender, widow-remarriage, and 

sexual relationships resembled the manner in which Mirza Ghulam Ahmad criticized 

Dayanand.61 Shah published a second edition of his book in 1928. Despite comments by 

his opponents that the first edition of the book was an Ahmadi text, Shah included an 

appendix in the second edition which contained Muhammad Ali’s writings on threats 

facing Islam.62 Shah, quite understandably, did not acknowledge Ghulam Ahmad as a 

source for this work. He, however, mentioned that he borrowed from anti-Arya Samaj 

literature written in other parts of India. In particular, he expressed gratitude to Maulana 

Moulvi Hafiz A.N. Muhammad Yusuf (Baqvi), who worked as an associate editor for 

Dar ul-Islam. 

 

Shah’s criticism of the Arya Samaj and his defense of Muslim interests increased in 1927 

as a result of the Rangila Rusul incident. In 1924, an Arya Samaj activist, Pandit 

Chamupati, a high ranking Arya Samaj activist, published an offensive pamphlet, Rangila 

Rusul (The Merry Prophet), about Prophet Muhammad. The pamphlet poked fun at 

Muhammad’s numerous wives and questioned his teachings. It was published by a 

Lahore book-seller, Rajpal. Following Muslim protests, Rajpal was arrested and put on 

trial. After a lengthy trial, Rajpal was acquitted in 1927. In 1929, Rajpal was assasinated 

                                                
60 “Aryan Conference,” Dar ul-Islam, January 1927. 
61 Fakhri, Dravidian Sahibs and Brahmin Maulanas, p. 152, n. 55. 
62 Idem, p. 152, n. 55. 
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by a Muslim.63 In another targeted killing of Arya Samaj activists, a Muslim zealot, 

Rashid, killed Swamy Shraddhanad in December 1926. Swamy Shraddhanad was a 

controversial Arya Samaj leader who was involved in the Shuddhi movement, that re-

converted Christians and Muslims to Hinduism.64    

 

Shah deplored violence as a means to retaliate against the Arya Samajis. He condemned 

the killing of Swamy Shraddhanand by a Muslim. He said that Arya Samajis would 

become more active, and pointed out that the killing of Pandit Lekh Ram, another Arya 

Samaj activist, by a Muslim more than thirty years earlier only made the Arya Samajis 

more committed to spreading their teachings and opposing Muslims. Shah opined that 

Lekh Ram’s killing had inspired Shraddhanand to set up a school to train Arya Samajis to 

debate with other religious missionaries.65 Shah commented that the funds raised 

following Shraddhanand’s death will be used for Shuddhi rituals.  

 

Shah used the conflict between Muslims and Arya Samajis to highlight the need for 

reforms among Muslims.66 He said that unless Muslims undertook reforms, they will be 

unable to respond to Arya Samajis in an effective manner. He questioned whether the 

courses taught at the madaris are sufficient to enable Muslims to argue effectively against 

the Arya Samajis. According to Shah, graduates of the madaris do not possess knowledge 

                                                
63 For more details about the Rangila Rusul incident, see G.R. Thursby, Hindu-Muslim Relations in British 
India (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1975), pp. 40-48; N. Gerald Barrier, Banned Controversial Literature and 
Political Control in British India, 1907-1947 (Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 1974), pp. 99-101. 
64 Barrier, Banned Controversial Literature and Political Control in British India, p. 99. 
65 Pandit Chamupati was a teacher in Swamy Shraddhanand’s school (Gurukul) in Kangri, near Hardwar. 
See Thursby, Hindu-Muslim Relations in British India, p. 43. 
66 Daud Shah, “Arya Samajis and Muslims,” Dar ul-Islam, January 1927. 
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about other religions and are not proficient in Tamil and English.67 Shah was primarily 

focused on a non-violent response to the Arya Samaj. He envisaged a response through 

debates and articles.68 Shah stressed the need to make Dar ul-Islam a weekly magazine in 

order to defend Islam.69 He said that the main threat to Muslims came from Hindus and 

the Arya Samajis. The primary duty for Muslims, according to Shah, was to defend Islam 

and he claimed that the national struggle came second.70 As a result of heightened 

tensions between Arya Samajis and Muslims in North India, Shah began to criticize what 

he perceived as the dominance of Hindus towards Muslims.71 He claimed that Hindus 

dominated Muslims in the colonial administration. Hindu money-lenders, according to 

Shah, fleeced Muslims; and, Hindu employers discriminated against Muslim employees. 

During this phase, Shah began to adopt the stance of Muslim leaders who expressed 

concerns about the influence of the Hindu majority on Muslims. In his campaign against 

the Arya Samaj, Shah was responding to events that took place in North India, such as the 

Rangila Rusul incident, and the impact of those events was felt across Muslim 

communities in India. Shah’s response was guided by the idea that the effective way to 

counter the influence of Arya Samajis was by educating Muslims about the true 

principles of Islam. He emphasized that unity among Muslims is necessary for 

responding to the Arya Samaj. 

                                                
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid. 
69 “Editor’s Note,” Dar ul-Islam, January 1927. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Daud Shah, “War of faith till the end,” Dar ul-Islam, September 1927. 
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Conclusion 

 

This research paper set out to examine the socio-religious reform efforts of Daud Shah. In 

doing so, this research focused attention on the reform efforts of a Muslim reformer in the 

Madras Presidency. Current scholarship on socio-religious reform movements in the 

Madras Presidency have focused on the activities of the Christian missionaries, responses 

by Hindu groups to the Christian missionaries, the non-Brahmin movement, and the 

Theosophical society. Information on the reform efforts among Muslims in the Madras 

Presidency is largely absent in the historiography of socio-religious reform movements in 

colonial India. But the aims of this study go beyond focusing on a neglected area of 

scholarship. The study examined Daud Shah’s reform efforts within the framework 

adopted by scholars who had studied socio-religious reform movements in other parts of 

India. By doing so, the study attempted to relate Shah’s reform efforts to wider reform 

efforts in India. We can now return to the original set of questions posed at the beginning 

of the paper. 

 

What were the sources of Shah’s authority? Shah was neither a religious figure nor a 

member of the landed wealthy elite or the merchant class. He did not achieve prominence 

in the colonial bureaucracy. Initially, Shah’s source of authority emerged from his 

association with the Ahmadi movement. Through this association, Shah acquired a core 

set of beliefs as well as recognition. He achieved prominence from working at the 



 

 95 

Woking Muslim mission. But his lack of wealth or religious authority plagued Shah’s 

reform efforts. Shah’s lack of knowledge of Arabic and proper religious education 

allowed his opponents to question his authority to preach on religious issues. Shah’s lack 

of wealth stymied his publication efforts.  

 

Shah’s primary concern was to improve the condition of Muslims, chiefly Tamil-

speaking Muslims. Shah identified the lack of religious knowledge among Muslims as 

the primary reason for the decline in the social and economic condition of Muslims. 

Since Muslims lacked proper religious knowledge, Shah reasoned, they had adopted un-

Islamic practices and beliefs. Shah directed his criticism at the ‘Ulama, whom he blamed 

for not properly educating Muslims. He claimed that the ‘Ulama purposely did not 

educate common Muslims since they realized that they would lose control if they taught 

the true principles of Islam. Shah also claimed that the ‘Ulama are incapable of properly 

educating Tamil-speaking Muslims since they did not possess proper knowledge of 

Tamil. 

 

Shah was concerned with internal reform of Muslims and he identified the sources of 

problems as existing within the Muslim society itself. Therefore, he did not adopt a 

virulent opposing stance towards other religions. In certain instances, Shah strongly 

criticized other religious communities or particular leaders of those communities. As 

discussed previously, Shah strongly criticized Dayanand and the activities of the Arya 

Samaj. In the case of Christian missionaries, Shah responded to a caricature of the 
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Prophet Muhammad in a Sri Lankan newspaper, and criticized the Christian missionaries 

as well as the weak government response to such provocative acts.1 

 

Shah’s reform ideology was influenced by Khwaja Kamal ud-Din and Muhammad Ali, 

two prominent leaders of the Lahore branch of the Ahmadi movement. Shah worked for 

the Ahmadi movement in London till 1924. Later, he disassociated himself from the 

movement. But he continued to translate and publish articles written by Kamal ud-Din 

and Muhammad Ali. He also published articles from the Islamic Review, a journal of the 

Woking Muslim mission. Unlike the Woking mission, Shah was not interested in 

proselytization. 

 

So, how best can we view Shah’s efforts within the context of wider socio-religious 

reform movements in India? One way to answer this question is to place his efforts 

within the context of Ahmadi and anti-Ahmadi debates. This would allow us to portray 

Shah as an Ahmadi who faced stiff opposition from Muslim orthodoxy over his Ahmadi 

beliefs. In this fashion, Shah’s struggles can be placed within the context of the 

opposition and discrimination faced by Ahmadis all over India (and worldwide). But 

viewing Shah’s efforts within this context would ignore Shah’s own statements denying 

his connections to the Ahmadi movement. During his association with the Woking 

mission, Shah had publicly announced such links. So, there is no reason to believe that 

Shah hid his links with the Ahmadi movement later in his career out of fear. Shah 

                                                
1 J.B.P. More, Political Evolution of Tamil Muslims in Tamil Nadu and Madras, 1930-47 (Hyderabad: 
Orient Longman, 1997), p. 97. 
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disassociated himself from the Ahmadi organization. But he still borrowed intellectually 

from Kamal ud-Din and Muhammad Ali.        

 

Thus, Shah was a regional reformer who drew inspiration from the reform ideals of a 

“national” reform movement. But the issues that concerned Shah were local and regional 

issues. The Ahmadi movement, which emerged in Punjab, contended with the Arya 

Samajis, Christian missionaries, and other Muslim groups. Shah, on the other hand, 

campaigned against the Self-Respect Movement and Muslim orthodoxy. Shah’s 

campaign against the Arya Samaj was a brief episode. Shah was forced to respond to the 

emerging Arya Samaj activities in the Madras Presidency. He did not campaign against 

the Arya Samaj until a Tamil translation of Satyarth Prakash was published in Madras. 

 

Shah’s reform efforts present an ideal case for proving Robinson’s thesis that the 

introduction of print ushered an era of challenge to religious authority. He blamed the 

‘Ulama for the lack of religious knowledge among Muslims. Shah set out to correct this 

situation by publishing and distributing texts about Islamic scriptures, Muhammad, and 

his Companions.  He did not establish organizations to implement reforms. Shah 

appealed to the educated Muslims through his publications. Shah used the print medium 

to express his challenge to religious authority. Shah’s opponents countered his efforts 

through a set of their own publications. The important point to note is the use of print 

medium to debate issues of religious reform.  
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