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Chinese Qadiriyya Sufism: Glimpses into a Syncretic 

Practice 

 

Tiffany Cone 
 

Dr Tiffany Cone is an Assistant Professor of Cultural Anthropology at Zayed University, Abu Dhabi. 

Her research focuses on psychological anthropology, visual anthropology and higher education and 

pedagogy. Prior to her current position, she was an Assistant Professor of Cultural Anthropology at the 

Asian University for Women in Chittagong, Bangladesh. 

 

Abstract: Guo Gongbei is a Chinese Sufi shrine site located in Linxia, Gansu 

Province, Northwest China. It belongs to the Qadiriyya Sufi order, one of four Sufi 

orders known to be practicing in China. Based on ethnographic fieldwork from 2011 

to 2012, this article provides a glimpse into the syncretic practices and architecture of 

this order. It also highlights the challenges faced by the broader Muslim community 

in China today and the potential impact of religious restrictions on Sufi practice.1 

 
1 Some material in this article is developed more fully in my book: Tiffany Cone, Cultivating 

Charismatic Power: Islamic Leadership in China. Cham, Switzerland: Springer/Palgrave, 2018. 

Access: https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-319-74763-7 

about:blank
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Introduction 

 

Sufism is said to have arrived in China in the late seventeenth century.2 Since that 

time, at least four important Sufi orders - the Qadiriyya, Jahriyya, Khufiyya 

and Kubrawiyya - developed in the country.3 The spiritual heart of these 

communities became the shrine sites of former Sufi teachers, called in Chinese 

gongbei (from the Persian word gunbad or gunbaz meaning ‘dome’). Within the 

Qadiriyya network there were (at last count) 35 gongbei sites in China: 16 in Linxia 

City and surrounding countryside (Gansu Province), 13 in Shaanxi Province, and 6 

in Sichuan Province.4 

 

In this article, I offer a glimpse into the world of Chinese Qadiriyya Sufi practice as 

it was in 2012. This account is based on ethnographic fieldwork from 2011 and 2012 

at one particular shrine site named Guo Gongbei in Linxia City. I focus in particular 

on the syncretic dimensions of this Sufi practice in terms of the architecture of the 

tomb itself as well as the nature of their spiritual path. This material is now - as with 

all ethnographic work - historical. It has also taken on added value due to a changing 

socio-political climate within China in the last ten years. It is now much more 

difficult for foreign scholars to conduct fieldwork in China, particularly in remote 

regions (such as Linxia in Gansu in the Northwest) amongst what appears to be an 

increasingly marginalised community. While this article can comment on a cultural 

practice as it was at one particular time, it provides no answer as to the future of this 

 
2 Dru C. Gladney, “Islam in China: Accommodation or Separatism”. Religion in China Today: The 

China Quarterly Special Issues New Series 3, 2003; p.454. 
3 Jonathan Lipman, “Hyphenated Chinese: Sino-Muslim Identity in Modern China”. In Remapping 

China : fissures in historical terrain, G. Hershatter, E. Honig, J. Lipman, and R. Stross (eds). Stanford, 

CA: Stanford University Press, 1996; p.105. 
4 Huizhen Wang, Linxia dagongbei menhuan xingcheng yu zuzhi yongxing yanjiu 

臨夏大拱北門宦形成與組織運行研究 [Organization and formation of Da Gongbei Menhuan in 

Linxia]. Masters Thesis. Lanzhou, China: Northwest Minorities University, 2009; p.12-13. 
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syncretic practice in an ever-changing China. It can offer only speculation as to what 

is happening there currently, based on a sample of secondary sources. 

            Guo Gongbei in Linxia City, Gansu Province, China (2011).  

                               (Photo by author) 

 

Qadiriyya Leadership 

 

 

Like nearly every Sufi order, whether Sunni or Shi’a, the Qadiriyya in China trace 

their saintly lineage to Muhammad through Ali (599-661 CE). From Ali the lineage 

extends to the order’s founder Abd Qadir al-Jilani, and then to two Central Asian 

Sufi practitioners who both preached in Linxia – Khoja Afaq (1626-1694) and Khoja 

Abdullah (1574-1689). These two teachers taught the saint who founded Qadiriyya 

Sufism in China – Qi Jingyi (1656-1719).
 
Qi Jingyi was a native of Linxia and when 

he died in 1719, he was buried in Linxia’s ‘great tomb’ (Da Gongbei) shrine complex. 

This site then became the spiritual centre of Qadiriyya Sufism in China and other 

gongbei were built around it in honour of subsequent masters. Guo Gongbei, the focus 

of my own ethnographic work, is in close proximity to Da Gongbei in the centre of Linxia 

City. It was built in honour of another Chinese Qadiriyya saint Chen Yiming (1646-
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1718). After Chen Yiming there were seven other masters before Ma Yufang, who 

was the master in 2012 during the time of fieldwork. 

  

In this lineage, the master is known as the dangjiaren, and his disciples are called 

chujiaren. Buddhist and Daoist monks are also called chujiaren. The taking of 

Buddhist vows removed the individuals from their original families (if they had one) 

and “affiliated them in perpetuity to the Buddhist clergy as monks and nuns”.5 

Similar to the rotation system within the Chinese Qadiriyya order, these “fully 

ordained clerics were permitted to change monasteries at will (in theory) and carried 

their ordination papers with them so that they could be fitted into monastic 

hierarchies wherever they went”.6 During fieldwork, Ma Yufang had 17 disciples. 

There were 5 disciples aged over 40 living in residence at the gongbei during my 

time there, and several disciples under the age of 20 were studying abroad in Iran or 

at an Islamic Studies College in Lanzhou. A number of others were assisting as 

teachers in Islamic schools in the region. As well as the celibate disciples, Guo 

Gongbei also ran a small school, which offered Persian and Arabic language classes 

to youth in the local community. They ran a class for 18 young Muslim students (15 

boys and three girls).  

 

Spiritual Cultivation and the Gongbei Space 

 

 

Since Sufi orders began in the twelfth century, disciples sought to receive the 

blessing or divine grace (baraka) of the Master, the product of his spiritual 

power.7 The leaders of the three other Sufi orders in China are able to have families 

and can generate succession based not only on religious cultivation of this spiritual 

 
5 David Jordan, The Traditional Chinese Family and Lineage. Electronic document 2005, 

http:// anthro.ucsd.edu/~dkjordan/chin/hbfamilism-u.html 
6 Ibid.  
7 Cyril Glassé, The Concise Encyclopedia of Islam. London: Stacey International, 1989; p.64. 

 

about:blank
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power, but also blood inheritance. The leaders and disciples of the Qadiriyya on 

the other hand do not have families, and succession therefore relies solely on 

religious merit. Accordingly, the successful embodiment of this baraka by disciples 

is even more crucial for the continued integrity of the order. For the Qadiriyya 

located in Linxia, this personal or spiritual power was known locally as ‘zhanguang’ 

– (literally to bask in the light, meaning reflected glory or to benefit from association 

with somebody or something) and sometimes as jixiang (blessing), and the capability 

of performing miracles such as seeing into the future, talking to animals and healing 

the ill, were seen as the most explicit evidence of this power. 

 

An important and foundational value in the cultivation of this power was purity of the 

body and spirit, and the space of the gongbei and surrounding areas was rich with 

signage and adornment that promoted this value. The enactment of the gongbei as a 

sacred space8 was crucial to the project of charismatic cultivation, and while this 

primarily occurred through bodily practice, it also relied upon architectural, material 

and textual elements. Next to the entrance of Guo Gongbei, a sign displayed the 

expected code of conduct: 

In front of the entrance to the shrine, it is strictly prohibited to smoke, 

consume alcohol, play chess, play card games, go to the toilet or make a 

loud disturbance. The shrine is a place to cultivate purity and cleanliness of 

the body. Please keep away from this area and thank you for your co-

operation. 

 

The material space of the gongbei, both inside and outside, was structured and 

decorated in such a way to reflect and encourage a certain vision or mental structure. 

This vision encompassed a set of values – purity, stillness, knowledge and sincerity. 

 
8 Julian Holloway, “Make-Believe: Spiritual Practice, Embodiment, and Sacred Space”. Environment 

and Planning A: Economy and Space 35/11 (2003); p.1963.  
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Guo Gongbei is divided into two main areas. The main entrance area is known as 

the residence yard. This area contains a collection of two-storey buildings, a 

large courtyard, parking space and a small garden. Meeting rooms, a kitchen, toilets, 

the master’s office and private quarters, and the official management headquarters 

for the gongbei are located on the ground floor. Dorm rooms are located on the 

second floor, where students and disciples are generally accommodated in shared 

rooms (depending on numbers). A large room located on the second floor is used as 

a classroom for students. An ornately decorated wall provides a boundary between 

this area and the highly sacralised area of the tomb site itself. This area is named 

Jingjing Yard (‘clean and quiet’ yard) and contained Chen Yiming’s tomb (Bagua) 

and a Book Reading Hall and Religious Service Room (Baoxia) that is attached to it. 

It also contains several storerooms, an enclosed area behind the main tomb that 

houses several other tombs of former disciples, and two large incense urns. 

 

When I visited, large amounts of incense were constantly burning within the Jingjing 

yard area of the gongbei, generating a fragrant and sweet smell. Adherents and 

disciples within the gongbei space told me that the tomb sites should always be clean 

and fragrant as this resembled Quranic paradise. This is similar to what Saniotis 

found in a Nizamuddin shrine complex in North India, where “scents of roses and 

incense, for example, are said to ‘be like the sweet odours of paradise’”.9 The incense 

was thus an important part of demarcating sacred bodies within the gongbei site itself, 

as an incense urn was always placed, and not placed anywhere else, outside the area 

of an entombed saint. The act of burning incense was also a connection between 

bodies – those of the living and those of the dead. Through offering up incense each 

 
9 Arthur Saniotis, “ Enchanted Landscapes: Sensuous Awareness as Mystical Practice among Sufis in 

North India”. Australian Journal of Anthropology 19/1 (2008); p.22. 
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time one performed a prayer in front of the tomb sites, disciples, students and 

adherents sought to overcome bodily, spatial and temporal separation with the saints. 

 

A curved entrance-way provided access between these two areas. It was ornately 

decorated with carved dragons, lotus flowers, grapes and picturesque scenes of 

lofty mountains and trees. On either side of the arched gate was a couplet. The first 

line read “to be pure is not easy, if one really wishes for it, you must be stainless.” 

The second line read “to be sincere is not easy (it is difficult), if one really wants to, 

in all cases one must be empty.” Here the values of purity, emptiness and sincerity 

were emphasised and framed by scenes of mountains. From very early times some 

mountains in China have been viewed as sacred and as the abode of immortals 

within Chinese mythology. 

 

The tomb of Chen Yiming was known as the Bagua or the ‘Eight Trigrams’. The 

Eight Trigrams (three-line diagrams) are from the Yijing (The Book of Changes - a 

foundational text in both Chinese Daoism and Confucianism) and combine to form 

the sixty-four hexagrams (six-line diagrams), believed to represent all possible 

changes and transformations (based on yin-yang interaction) in the cosmos. It is a 

correlative and holistic system used to understand and bring the ceaseless spiritual, 

emotional, and bodily changes of the individual into alignment with the ceaseless 

changes in the physical environment—that is, to achieve balance and harmony 

between the body and the cosmos. The eight trigrams thus correlate to the body.10 

Interestingly, the Eight Trigrams are still used during diagnostics in Chinese 

medicine and were used in internal alchemy (neidan) in early Daoist alchemy.11  

 
10 Fabrizio Pregadio, The Encyclopedia of Taoism (2 vols.). London: Routledge, 2013; p.1163. 
11 Louis Komjathy, Cultivating Perfection: Mysticism and Self-Transformation in Early Quanzhen 

Daoism. Leiden: Brill, 2007; p.435. 
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In analysing the Bagua one can easily see the absorption of Buddhist and Daoist 

innovations into Qadiriyya architecture and practices. Wang Huizhen has postulated 

that “By the time Islam spread to and developed in China and the al-Tariqah (Sufi 

orders) came into being, Buddhism had been well developed and gone though its 

own process of localisation. Therefore, Buddhism as it was found in China could 

easily mix with Islam. For example, most of the concepts of Qadiriyya feature 

detachment (chushi), which was easily in mutual identification with Buddhism in 

which detachment from the world (chushi) was a central idea”.12 The Bagua also 

calls to mind geometric patterns in Islamic architecture in which designs are based on 

overlapping circles (the perfect symbol of ‘Unity’), resulting in tessellations of regular 

hexagons: “Framing a pattern this way maintains a geometric elegance at the same 

time as clearly implying that it could repeat indefinitely, as it were, under its borders 

— the perfect visual solution to calling to mind the idea of infinity, and hence the 

Infinite, without any pretence of being able to truly capture such an enigmatic concept 

visually”.13  

 

In the context of the Chinese Qadiriyya saints, the Bagua as an architectural structure 

was a symbolic representation of the bodily and spiritual sophistication of the 

individual entombed inside (with eight representing the highest level). Zhao Yufang 

(a disciple who used to study at Da Gongbei but was now at Jiezisuma Gongbei 

outside of Linxia) explained that “the number of trigrams represents the level of 

religious practice of a person, the higher the level the more trigrams are represented. 

The number is determined by the master, and an apprentice cannot have more than 

the master. But Qi Jingyi is an exception, his trigrams were more than his master: he 

has eight trigrams, his master has four. But in his teacher’s tomb, there are four 

 
12 Wang, ibid.; p.22.   
13 Daud Sutton, Islamic Design: A Genius for Geometry. New York: Walker and Company, 2007; p.6. 
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sides outside, but inside eight. Qi Jingyi has eight sides because his teacher thought 

his level was very high, so he should have eight sides. The tomb of Chen Yiming in 

Guo Gongbei has four sides, indicating that his spiritual sophistication was not as 

exceptional as the founder of the Qadiriyya, Qi Jingyi.”  

 

The Three Vehicles 

 

 

During one afternoon conversation, I asked Ma Yufang if he believed in the 

existence of miracles. He replied, “Yes, I do. Miracles do exist.” I asked, “What 

causes miracles? What do you need to do?” He replied: “The miracles of the past 

dangjiaren are caused by gongxiu. If there is no gongxiu, there won’t be any 

miracles.” Gongxiu referred to ‘meritorious actions of cultivation’, what Ma Yufang 

described as a “study of souls.”
 

In this context, these actions were part of a 

graduated system of bodily and spiritual advancement known as the sancheng, or 

three vehicles. These three abstracted ‘stages’ were known as licheng (Shari’a), 

daocheng (Tariqah), and zhencheng (Haqiqah) and underpinned daily practice and 

intention for Ma and the other chujiaren at the gongbei.
 

A disciple referred me to 

the work of the Sino-Islamic scholar Liu Zhi in understanding the deeper meaning of 

these concepts. Liu Zhi produced two key works – Tianfang Xingli (The Philosophy 

of Islam) and Tianfang Dianli (The Rites of Islam). These were studied by some of 

the chujiaren, who were seen to be more ‘advanced’ in their knowledge. In Tianfang 

Xingli, Liu Zhi explains that human beings have three bodies — the bodily body 

(shenti), the heart body (xinti) and the nature body (xingti) — and these correspond to 

the three levels of cultivation available to every human being through their own 

personal journey of creative transformation. This is “the true practice of sage 

endeavour”, summarised as: 

The body is brought into harmony with the Real One (God or ultimate 

reality) through the Shariah (Property) [Jiaocheng / islam / li],  the heart 
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through the Tariqah (the Way) [Daocheng / iman / dao], and nature through 

the Haqiqah (the Real) [Zhencheng / ihsan / zhen].14     

 

Ma Yufang explained that these were “not only the principles for cultivating oneself, 

and bringing about the unity of man and nature, but also a way to temper oneself. It is 

not a single-handed practice but a consistent cultivation.” Licheng, referenced the 

commitment to the five pillars of Islam (wu gong, the ‘five meritorious works’: 

Shahadah, prayer, fasting, paying alms, and pilgrimage) and respecting the ‘Five 

Cardinal Relationships’ (wu dian). Liu Zhi’s use of cheng (vehicle) in this translation 

from Arabic into Chinese points directly to a “connection he recognized between 

Buddhist and Islamic religious ideas. The conventional Chinese translation of 

Mahayana, one of the central schools of Buddhism, is Dacheng, Great Vehicle. This 

paragraph explains Liu Zhi’s rendering of the conventional Sufi path – Shari’a, Tariqa, 

Haqiqa – into comprehensible Neo-Confucian Chinese”.15 The primary aim was to 

cultivate one’s moral character through qingzhen (pure and true) practice, or 

engagement of the body. An older disciple that I spoke with about the five pillars 

described the role of each pillar in the following way:   

Prayer (li) is about belonging (as an individual, to Allah and to a 

community); religious service (nian) helps you to understand the path 

of returning to Allah; fasting (zhai) makes you yearn for Allah; paying 

alms (shishe) enables one to sacrifice oneself for another, and pilgrimage 

(chao) means to restore oneself (to the source). Here not everyone can visit 

Mecca. So we say that visiting the tomb is equivalent to this.  

 
14 Sachiko Murata, William Chittick and Tu Weiming, The Sage Learning of Liu Zhi: Islamic thought 

in Confucian terms. Cambridge, MS: Harvard University, Asia Center for the Harvard-Yenching 

Institute, 2009; p.79. 
15 Jonathon Lipman, “Ma Tong: A Brief History of the Qadiriyya in China”, (translated from 

the Chinese and introduced by Jonathan Lipman). Journal of the History of Sufism, 1-2 (2000); p.562.  
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This stage also encompassed the development of a knowledge base of the Arabic 

and Persian languages, of the Quran, the Hadith, and the sayings of Ali. The 

‘second stage’, daocheng, aimed to reveal and mould an individual’s ‘inherent 

dispositions.’ Ma Yufang explained that the meaning of Dao here is different from 

Dao in Daoism, “What we mean here refers to the path that our saint followed, and 

the path we must follow in order to become a saint.” It was about faith, or 

engagement of the heart and mind. As such, the studying of texts (nianjing) on 

one’s own and with others, performing silent meditation (zuojing) and silent dhikr 

(recitation) were stressed as the most important activities. This stage also required 

a much greater degree of ascetic discipline, epitomised in what he described 

literally as a ‘code of conduct’ called the Eight Dimensions (Ba Wei): 

Ba Wei is a code of conduct to shape our practice. That is, to eat little, 

drink little, sleep little, speak little, always clean, always memorise (recite), 

always fast and always be quiet. 

 

Through dedication to this continued practice, Ma Yufang explained that one could 

reach the state of zhencheng, a state that aims to uncover the “highest nature,” and 

beyond that, “chaocheng” which is the ‘annihilation of the ego,’ where man and 

nature reach a state of complete integration. “The highest level of gongxiu 

(chaocheng) is invisible,” Ma explained: 

you begin by following steps, the first of which you can find in a  

 book (wu gong as described in Quran and Hadith). First thing is that you 

finish all the five requirements, and gradually you reach a state of 

quietness and forget everything. At that time you won’t feel anything – 

neither sadness nor joy, just peace. 
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An Uncertain Future 

 

 

The historian Jonathan Lipman wrote that Linxia City became the site where Sufi 

orders developed due to its geographic isolation from state apparatus and 

surveillance in Lanzhou, the capital of Gansu province (see map). He has argued 

that:  

Sufi orders, with their intercommunity networks and all-night chanting 

sessions, almost immediately drew the suspicion of the state because of 

their strong resemblance to heterodox Buddhist Daoist groups. In Lanzhou, 

with its ominous apparatus of state power, Muslims feared above all any 

accusations of heterodoxy or differentness, of anti-state plotting or 

association,  which might bring down the wrath of imperial officials on 

their heads.16  

 

Consequently, no Sufi orders established important mosques in Lanzhou in the 

nineteenth century. Despite the relative security in Linxia however, the Sufi gongbei 

(and mosques) were still not immune to socio-political tensions and conflicts that 

occurred in the twentieth century. Guo Gongbei was originally built in 1719 and it 

has since been destroyed and rebuilt twice. In 1928, it was destroyed as a result of 

local Muslim feuding, and in 1958 it was closed down and destroyed in the wake of 

Communist anti-feudal land reform policies. It was re-built in 1985, and in 2012 at 

the time of fieldwork it was very active. 

 

It would seem, however, that the activities of the gongbei today - in 2022 - are under 

threat once more. In the conclusion of The Sound of Salvation recently published by 

Guangtian Ha,17 the author states that “although Sufism continues to hold its appeal 

 
16 Jonathon Lipman, Familiar Strangers: a history of Muslims in Northwest China. Studies on ethnic 

groups in China. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1997; p.105. 
17 Guangtian Ha, The Sound of Salvation. New York: Columbia University Press, 2022; p.241. 
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among many Sino-Muslims, most Sufi orders are facing rapid decline”. While he 

does not specifically mention the Qadiriyya order, given the nature of both internal 

and external reporting on the general situation of religious tolerance towards Islam in 

China, it would seem this community too may be facing difficulties. A brief survey 

of newspaper articles published within the last three years support this view. David 

R Stroup (writing for The Conversation on September 28, 2021)18 describes the 

sinicisation of Islamic identity in various locations across China, including removing 

Arab-style minarets, loudspeaker mosque announcements and Arabic signage. This 

is further supported by a string of articles discussing a growing ‘intolerance for 

Islamic cultural expression’ and increasing restrictions on practitioners and scholars 

within the community.19  

 

In my book Cultivating Charismatic Power, I concluded with an open question: how 

will an increasing geo-political dependence and educational exchange with Iran and 

other countries in the Middle East impact the practice of Sufism in China?20 Writing 

now from the Middle East, ten years after I conducted the study, it would seem - 

based on the ethnographic and media sources reviewed briefly above - that rather 

than the expansion or flourishing of Sufi practice, we are witnessing a dampening. 

Only time will tell what long-term impacts broader controls will have on the Guo 

Gongbei community of Linxia and on Muslim practice across China more generally. 

 
18 David Stroup, China: removing ‘Arab-style’ features from country’s biggest mosques the latest move 

in campaign of Muslim assimilation. The Conversation, September 28, 

2021. https://theconversation.com/china-removing-arab-style-features-from-countrys-biggest-mosques-

the-latest-move-in-campaign-of-muslim-assimilation-168799. 
19 James Jennion, China’s Repression of the Hui: A Slow Boil. The Diplomat, 15 June 2021. 

https://thediplomat.com/2021/06/chinas-repression-of-the-hui-a-slow-boil/. Emily Feng, 'Afraid We 

Will Become The Next Xinjiang': China's Hui Muslims Face Crackdown. National Public Radio 26 

September 2019. https://www.npr.org/2019/09/26/763356996/afraid-we-will-become-the-next-

xinjiang-chinas-hui-muslims-face-crackdown. 

Emily Feng, China Targets Muslim Scholars And Writers With Increasingly Harsh Restrictions. 

National Public Radio 21 November 2020.https://www.npr.org/2020/11/21/932169863/china-targets-

muslim-scholars-and-writers-with-increasingly-harsh-restrictions 
20 Cone, ibid.; p.197. 

about:blank
about:blank
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The Whole Earth is a Mosque: A Theosophical 

Conception of Cosmopolitanism 

  

Carimo Mohomed 

Dr Mohomed is an independent researcher affiliated with the Catholic University of Portugal, Lisbon, 

Portugal. He graduated in History (1995) and obtained his doctorate in Political Theory and Analysis 

(2012). In between, he specialized in Library and Information Sciences (2004), and in Islamic Cultures, 

Civilisations and Religion (2006). His main areas of interest are the relationship between religion and 

politics in different cultural and civilizational contexts, past and present, which led him to the field of 

Political Theology, Political Philosophy and the History of Political Ideas, especially in the Islamic 

world, with a particular focus on different theories of justice, authority, and community. 

 

 

Abstract: In this article, by using the writings of Farīd ud-Dīn ‘Attār (1145-1221) 

and especially his work Mantiq-ut-Tair, I want to explore how they can help us to 

overcome some of the political problems that plague the world and the times in which 

we live: borders, territorial nationalism, forced migration, identity politics, and the 

nation-state. The concept of “cosmopolitanism” used here is in its original meaning, 

“citizen of the world”; and by “political theosophy” I mean something that is more 

than (political) theology and more than (political) philosophy, something which is a 

form of wisdom, a knowledge of the Divine Mysteries as the original meaning of this 

word implied, and as understood by different Sufi masters, before it became emptied 

of meaning by modern pseudo-spiritual movements. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 

“The earth has been made for me (and for my followers) a place for praying...” 

Bukhari, vol. 1, book 7, number 331.  

 

In 1930, while addressing the All-India Muslim League, Muhammad Iqbal (1877-

1938) explained that Islam was animated by an ethical ideal that saw man not as a 

creature rooted in earth, defined by this or that portion of land, but as a spiritual being 

understood in terms of social mechanism, and having rights and duties as a living 

factor in that mechanism

.1  

 

 
1 Muhammad Iqbal, Sir Muhammad Iqbal’s 1930 Presidential Address to the 25th Session of the All-

India Muslim League. Allahabad, 29 December. Available at 

http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00islamlinks/txt_iqbal_1930.html. 
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In the centre of Iqbal’s vision on Islam was the concept of Tawhid (Oneness), applied 

not only to God’s own nature but also in Its relationship with the world. Because God 

is an only creator, sustainer and judge of the universe, God’s will or law also governs 

all aspects of Its creation and should be realised in all areas of life. This belief was the 

base for Iqbal’s vision of the community as a religio-political state and for the 

supremacy of Islamic law in Muslim society. Basing himself on the prophetic 

tradition, which says that the “whole of the earth is a mosque”, and in the role of 

Muhammad as a leader of the state in Medina, Iqbal concluded that “all which is 

secular is for that reason sacred in the roots of its existence”,2 without separation of 

the spiritual and the temporal. 

 

About four months before his death, Iqbal published a “new year” message on the 1st 

of January in 1938 and offered his own conception of what can be called 

Cosmopolitanism. Commenting on the condition of the modern age, he wrote that the 

pride of modern age was justified considering the immense progress in knowledge 

and matchless scientific developments. Yet, he added that the world was experiencing 

a “tyranny of imperialism” under the masks of democracy, socialism, nationalism, 

communism, and fascism, which Iqbal described as “the darkest period of human 

history” where “the spirit of freedom” and “the dignity of man” were being trampled. 

Looking at the year that had passed by, Iqbal saw nothing but misery all around the 

world, such as Abyssinia or Palestine, Spain, or China.3 In solving the problems of the 

world, Iqbal thought that a huge responsibility fell to the world leaders. Judging from 

the Great War and other conflicts taking place all around the world, Iqbal concluded 

that national unity that was based on blood, race, country, ethnicity, or language was 

not durable. Contrary to this, he argued that “only one unity is dependable, and that 

 
2 Ibid. 
3 References to the second Italo-Ethiopian war, which started after Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia in 1935, 

the Zionist encroachment in Palestine, the Civil War in Spain, which had started in 1936, and the 

second Sino-Japanese war, which started after Japan’s invasion of China in 1937. 
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unity is the brotherhood of man, which is above race, nationality, colour or language.” 

Accordingly, he believed that this “so called democracy”, and “this accursed 

nationalism” along with “this degraded imperialism” should be shattered, and 

distinctions of race and colour should be wiped out completely and mankind should 

demonstrate “by their actions that they believe that the whole world is the family of 

God.” Only then, Iqbal believed, would they “be able to lead a happy and contended 

life and the beautiful ideals of liberty, equality and fraternity will […] materialise”.4  

 

A Theosophical Conception of Cosmopolitanism 

           

The following years would prove that Iqbal was right, and after a brief euphoric 

moment in 1989, with the fall of the Berlin Wall and the disintegration of the Soviet 

Union, the world pursued its trajectory of divisions and exclusion of different kinds. 

By Cosmopolitanism I mean the original sense of the word “cosmopolitan”, which 

derives from the Greek word kosmopolitēs (“citizen of the world”), which has been 

used to describe a wide variety of important views in moral and socio-political 

philosophy. 

 

All cosmopolitan views assert the idea that all human beings, regardless of their 

political affiliation, are (or can and should be) citizens in a single community. 

Different versions of cosmopolitanism envision this community in different ways, 

some focusing on political institutions, others on moral norms or relationships, and 

still others focusing on shared markets or forms of cultural expression. In most 

versions of cosmopolitanism the universal community of world citizens functions as a 

positive ideal to be cultivated, but a few versions exist in which it serves primarily as 

a ground for denying the existence of special obligations to local forms of political 

organizations. Versions of cosmopolitanism also vary depending on the notion of 

 
4 Muhammad Iqbal, ‘New Year Message’, in Speeches, Writings and Statements of Iqbal, Latif Ahmed 

Sherwani (ed.). Lahore: Iqbal Academy Pakistan, 2009; pp. 298-300. 
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citizenship they employ, including whether they use the notion of “world citizenship” 

literally or metaphorically. The philosophical interest in cosmopolitanism lies in its 

challenge to commonly recognized attachments to fellow-citizens, the local state, 

parochially shared cultures, and the like. 

 

There is a wide variety of views that can be called cosmopolitan. Every cosmopolitan 

argues for some community among all human beings, regardless of social and 

political affiliation. For some, what should be shared is simply moral community, 

which means only that living a good human life requires serving the universal 

community by helping human beings as such, perhaps by promoting the realization of 

justice and the guarantee of human rights. Others conceptualize the universal 

community in terms of political institutions to be shared by all, in terms of cultural 

expressions that can be shared or appreciated by all, or in terms of economic markets 

that should be open to all. The most common cosmopolitanism –

 moral cosmopolitanism – does not always call itself such. But just as ancient 

cosmopolitanism was fundamentally a “moral” commitment to helping human beings 

as such, much contemporary moral philosophy insists on the duty to aid foreigners 

who are starving or otherwise suffering, or at least on the duty to respect and promote 

basic human rights and justice.5 

 

By using the writings of Farīd ud-Dīn ‘Attār (1145-1221), and especially his work 

Mantiq-ut-Tair, I want to explore how they can help us to overcome some of the 

 
5 I will not dwell on the different conceptions of Cosmopolitanism and the debates surrounding it, 

debates which can be sterile and barren. For those different conceptions, I recommend Gideon Baker 

and Jens Bartelson (eds.), The Future of Political Community. London and New York: Routledge, 

2009; especially Kimberly Hutchings, “Dream or nightmare? Thinking the future of world politics”, on 

pp. 15-35; Stan van Hooft and Wim Vandekerckhove (eds.), Questioning Cosmopolitanism. 

Dordrecht/New York: Springer (Studies in Global Justice 6), 2010; Pauline Kleingeld and Eric Brown, 

“Cosmopolitanism”. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Edward N. Zalta (ed.), 2019. Available 

at https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2019/entries/cosmopolitanism/; and the bibliography there 

indicated. For examples from the past in Muslim contexts, see Derryl N. MacLean and Sikeena 

Karmali Ahmed (eds.), Cosmopolitanisms in Muslim Contexts: Perspectives from the Past. Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 2012. 
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political problems that plague the world and the times in which we live: borders, 

territorial nationalism, forced migration, identity politics, and the nation-state. The 

concept of “cosmopolitanism” used here is in its original meaning, “citizen of the 

world”, and by “political theosophy” I mean something which is more than (political) 

theology and more than (political) philosophy, something which is a form of wisdom, 

a knowledge of the Divine Mysteries, as the original meaning of this word implied 

and as understood by different Sufi masters, before it became emptied of meaning by 

modern pseudo-spiritual movements.6  

 

In the Islamic tradition of discourse, the realms of ethics and spirituality are intimately 

connected. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the Sufi tradition, which is being 

increasingly and most aptly referred to as the iḥsānī tradition – understanding the 

word iḥsān (excellence, virtue, goodness) in the sense imparted to it by the Prophet 

Muhammad in a tradition of central importance as regards the three fundamental 

aspects of the Islamic way. It is known as “the ḥadīth of Gabriel”, for the questioner 

of the Prophet in this exchange, unbeknown to the Companions who were present, 

was the angel Gabriel, in human guise: “O Muḥammad, tell me about submission (al-

islām)”, the stranger asked. The Prophet replied, “Al-islām is to testify that there is no 

god but God and Muḥammad is the messenger of God, to perform the prayers, to pay 

the poor-due (al-zakāt), to fast in Ramaḍān, and to make the pilgrimage to the House 

if you are able to do so.” The narration continues: “He [Gabriel] said, ‘You have 

spoken truly’, and we [the Companions] were amazed at his asking him and saying 

that he had spoken truly. He said, ʿThen tell me about faith (al-īmān).’ He [the 

Prophet] said, ‘It is to believe in God, His angels, His books, His messengers, and the 

Last Day, and to believe in divine destiny, both the good and the evil thereof.’ He 

said, ‘You have spoken truly.’ He said, ‘Then tell me about virtue (al-iḥsān).’ He said, 

 
6 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Three Muslim Sages: Avicenna-Suhrawardi-Ibn Arabi. Delmar, New York: 

Caravan Books, 1997; p. 150, footnote 12 (Originally published in 1964, Harvard University Press). 
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‘It is to worship God as though you see Him, and if you see Him not, yet truly He sees 

you.’” The word iḥsān can also be literally translated as “doing what is beautiful”, the 

root of the word being related primarily to beauty, ḥusn; virtue and vice are often 

referred to in Islamic ethical discourse as ḥusn and qubḥ, literally beauty and ugliness. 

Ultimately, it is the vision of the divine beauty that inspires virtue, which is beauty of 

soul. It is thus not surprising to find that, generally speaking, while the specialists in 

the domain of outward action according to Islam have been the jurists, the fuqahāʾ, 

and the specialists in the domain of formal belief have been the theologians, it fell to 

the mystics to be the custodians of the domain of spiritual virtue, of “making 

beautiful”. Indeed, it is no coincidence that many artists in the Islamic world - 

calligraphers, painters, poets, musicians, etc. - have been practising Sufis. From the 

Prophet’s definition of iḥsān as “worshipping God as if one could see Him", one 

clearly sees the crucial relationship between worship and virtue, spirituality, and 

ethics, between devotion to the Creator and goodness to creatures; understanding this 

relationship takes us to the very heart of the spiritual tradition in Islam.7  

 

In his Mantiq al-Tayr (also known as Maqāmāt-e ṭoyūr),8 Farīd ud-Dīn ‘Attār tells the 

tale of the mystical journey of the birds through seven valleys in search of their 

mythical king, Simurgh, a cosmic bird of ancient Iranian lore, who turns out to be 

their real Self. The theme of the journey of the birds had been used long before ‘Attār 

as a symbol for the soul’s attempt to approach God in philosophical (Ibn Sina) and 

Sufi (al-Ghazali) literature; however, ‘Attār’s adaptation is by far the most poetic and 

mystical.9 

 
7 Reza Shah-Kazemi, Justice and Remembrance: Introducing the Spirituality of Imam ‘Ali. London, 

New York: I. B. Tauris/The Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2006; pp. 78-9. 
8 There have been several translations into European languages with different titles (The Conference of 

the Birds, The Language of the Birds, The Parliament of the Birds, The Logic of the Birds, Bird 

Parliament, etc.) and that is why I rather use here the original title in Persian. 
9 For further details on Farīd ud-Dīn ‘Attār and his work, see Hermann Landolt, “Farid al-Din ‘Attar”. 

Available at https://www.iis.ac.uk/farid-al-din-attar; C.S. Nott, The Conference of the Birds. London: 

Penguin Books, 1984; P. Avery (transl.), The Speech of the Birds: Concerning Migration to the Real. 
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It describes a quest by a group of birds to find Simurgh, their King, under the 

leadership of a hoopoe bird (also known as a green peafowl or lapwing). The Simurgh 

is an Iranian mytho-poetic bird that has existed in Persian literature since the time of 

Zoroaster. He is a representative of the Divine, both within and beyond the created 

order, and of death and rebirth, and is often identified with the phoenix.10 He is, of 

course, God, and the search for the Simurgh is the search for the Divine. 

 

In the poem, the birds of the world gather to decide who is to be their sovereign, as 

they have none. The hoopoe, the wisest of them all, suggests that they should find the 

legendary Simurgh. The hoopoe leads the birds, each of whom represents a human 

fault which prevents humankind from attaining enlightenment. The hoopoe tells the 

birds that they must cross seven valleys to reach the abode of Simurgh. The valleys 

are: 

1 - Valley of the Quest, where the Wayfarer begins by casting aside all dogma, belief, 

and unbelief; 

2 - Valley of Love, where reason is abandoned for the sake of love; 

3 - Valley of Knowledge, where worldly knowledge becomes utterly useless; 

4 - Valley of Detachment, where all desires and attachments to the world are given up 

– here, what is assumed to be “reality” vanishes; 

 
Complete prose translation by P. Avery. Cambridge, UK: Islamic Texts Society, 1998; Leonard 

Lewisohn and Christopher Shackle (eds.), ‘Attar and the Persian Sufi Tradition: The Art of Spiritual 

Flight. London: I.B. Tauris and The Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2006; B. Reinert, “‘Attar, Farid-al-

Din.” Encyclopedia Iranica III/1, 20-25. Available at http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/attar-farid-

al-din-poet; Hellmut Ritter, The Ocean of the Soul: Men, the World and God in the Stories of Farid al-

Din ‘Attar. Leiden: Brill, 2003; Gita Baxter-Tabriztchi, Farid ud-Din Attar’s The Conference of the 

Birds [Mantiq al-Tayr]: A Study in Sufi Psychology and Spirituality. Ph. D. Thesis. San Francisco: 

Argosy University, San Francisco Bay Area Campus, 2003; Afkham Darbandi and Dick Davis (trans.), 

The Conference of the Birds. By Farid ud-Din Attar. London: Penguin Books, 1984/2011; Edward 

Fitzgerald (trans.), Bird Parliament: By Farid ud-Din Attar. London: Macmillan, 1889; Fatemeh 

Tavakoli, Cultural Specification in Translation: Study of The Conference of the Birds. Master’s thesis. 

Tartu: University of Tartu, 2014; Sholeh Wolpe (trans.), The Conference of the Birds: By Farid ud-Din 

Attar. New York: Norton, 2017; The Conference of the Birds. Bloomington: Wisdom Tales, 2012; and 

The Conference of the Birds: The Selected Sufi Poetry of Farid Ud-din Attar. Northampton, MA: 

Interlink Publishing Group, 2013. 
10 Gita Baxter-Tabriztchi, Farid ud-Din Attar’s The Conference of the Birds [Mantiq al-Tayr]: A Study 

in Sufi Psychology and Spirituality. Ph. D. Thesis. San Francisco: Argosy University, San Francisco 

Bay Area Campus, 2003, pp. 440-41. 
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5 - Valley of Unity, where the Wayfarer realizes that everything is connected and that 

the Beloved is beyond everything, including harmony, multiplicity, and eternity; 

6 - Valley of Wonderment, where, entranced by the beauty of the Beloved, the 

Wayfarer becomes perplexed and, steeped in awe, finds that he or she has never 

known or understood anything; and, finally, 

7 - Valley of Poverty and Annihilation, where the self disappears into the universe and 

the Wayfarer becomes timeless, existing in both the past and the future. 

 

ʿAṭṭār consummates the epic with an affirmation of his cherished belief that man will 

find the sought supreme being, within himself, and he expresses his meaning through 

an ingenious pun: the thirty birds (sī morḡ) find to their amazement that the Sīmorḡ is 

none other than their own selves. ʿAṭṭār’s birds are not an anonymous flock, but often 

come onto the scene as individuals concerned with problems of the venture. Their 

leader, the hoopoe, (mentioned in Quran 27:20 as Solomon’s messenger) is the 

moving spirit of the whole enterprise. There were thirty birds and in Persian 

“Simurgh” means exactly that, thirty birds. The truth is that “Simurgh was them, and 

they were Simurgh”.11 God is the only true reality; everything else reflects God. The 

birds do not become God - they are formed by God from the beginning. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Farīd ud-Dīn ‘Attār depicts a captivating story of birds in this epic poem, which starts 

with the conference of the all-world birds to find the king. The wisest bird, the 

hoopoe, proposes that they should discover the legendary bird Simurgh. The group of 

birds starts the journey to cross seven valleys of quest, love, understanding, 

detachment, unity, astonishment, and finally deprivation and death, one after the other 

to find Simurgh. Each bird is a moral symbol of human behaviour and has an 

 
11 Sholeh Wolpe (trans.), The Conference of the Birds: By Farid ud-Din Attar. New York: Norton, 

2017; p. 331. 
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associated literacy purpose. The guiding bird is the hoopoe, while the nightingale 

symbolizes the lover. The parrot is searching for the origin of eternity, and the “fallen 

soul”, who is in alliance with Satan, is symbolized by peacock. On the way to find the 

Simurgh, birds drop out of the journey one by one, claiming that they are not able to 

bear the journey or that the differences between them are too great to overcome. 

However, the hoopoe convinces those who persist to continue the journey by advising 

them to focus on their integrity and ignore the conflicts between them. In the end, 

only thirty birds stay in the group as they reach Qaf, the dwelling place of Simurgh. It 

is worth mentioning again that Simurgh [Si (thirty) + murgh (bird)] means “thirty 

birds” in Persian, referring to the number of birds that endured the journey. At the 

end, they all discover a water lake in which they see their own image and not the 

mythical Simurgh – what they were looking for exists within their collective self and 

in the totality of all things.12 

 

In their journey, there are no borders, each bird is a unique being having freedom, and 

together they form a community pursuing a common goal, which is to know their 

Sovereign. All they discover is a water lake in which they see their own image and not 

the mythical Simurgh: what they were looking for exists within their collective self 

and in the totality of all things.  

 

 

 

 

 
12 M. R. Saebipour, M. Zare, K. Ghaemi, and M. T. Joghataie, “The Conference of the Birds: An Old 

Artistic Concept Making Sense in Modern Sciences”. Basic and clinical neuroscience, 9(4), 2018; pp. 

297–305. https://doi.org/10.32598/bcn.9.4.297. For a detailed analysis, see Sobharani Basu, Mystical 

Doctrines of Farid-ud-Din Attar (based on his Mantiq-ut-Tair). Ph. D. Thesis. Durham: Durham 

University Press, 1966. Available at Durham E-Theses Online: http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/8076/. 
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Abstract: This article attempts to place the presence of the Muslim minority and its 

religiosity within the context of New Zealand’s state dogma – a proxy expression in 

the absence of a written constitution. The policies that derive from it under 

government aegis are based on concepts like pluralism, multiculturalism, secularism, 

biculturalism, integration etc. This essay briefly brings them – and especially the 

much-vaunted diversity and inclusivity – into a discursive relationship with Islam, its 

doctrines and its mandated way of life. In this study’s pro-diversity perspective the 

topic of multiculturalism is approached not from a political theory angle, but from a 

cultural study position. New Zealand’s version of multiculturalism is supposed to be 

nation-building, but not intercultural.1 Importantly, it is based on the secularist, 

religion-neutral stance of the state.  Majoritarian-guided governmental aegis elevates 

minority rights, religious freedom and aspirational concepts of social cohesion and 

inclusivity to great importance. However, by the fact that biculturalism is trumping 

multiculturalism inclusivity may intrinsically become controversial. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 

In a country of ethnic, cultural and religious diversity and a liberal (mainly skill-

based) immigration policy such as New Zealand,2 there are not only many tangibly 

different ethno-religious minority groups, but their relationship with state and 

majoritarian society poses important questions. One of them refers to the state of 

integration of such profound plurality under the umbrella of an inclusive socio-

political system, and to the desirability of social cohesion within nationhood. To 

facilitate religious freedom and to have minority cultural requirements met are 

important responsibilities of the liberal-democratic state and challenge its duty to 

 
 
1 Tariq Modood, ‘Can interculturalism complement multiculturalism?’ Multicultural Education Review 

13/4, 2021.   
2 The main legal pillar seems to be the Race Relations Act 1971, which guarantees equal opportunity 

and treatment, and racial equality regardless of colour, race, ethnicity and national origin. 
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shape state dogma accordingly. Thus it is important that integration happens under a 

constitutional aegis of individual freedom, democracy and human rights and under the 

overseeing control of the state’s religious neutrality.  

 

New Zealand’s pragmatic multiculturalism is a variant Modood and Sealy3 have 

termed multiculturalised secularism – ideally, it is a respectful recognition of lawful 

diversity based on a non-religious liberalism. In a socio-political sense, it allows the 

relatively harmonious coexistence of ethno-religious identities and guarantees their 

equality in a jurisprudential sense. Dismantling strong nationalist-colonialist tropes, 

including Christian ones, to offer a “shop-front” of multicultural liberties has 

succeeded in overcoming the narcissism of small differences for the sake of national 

identity building. So far, it has worked reasonably well. The state’s secularist 

neutrality together with political liberalism have guaranteed, among other things, 

freedom of religion in terms of belief and exercise, albeit within the bounds of 

existing secular laws.4 While doctrinally there may be some difficulties for practising 

Muslims participating in a liberal democracy, in a pragmatic sense this state dogma 

has worked to engender a peaceful condition.5  

 

New Zealand’s governance of religious diversity is characterised by particular 

positions along a manifold vector.6 National identity is not founded on religion; its 

political secularism and the idea of religious freedom have developed out of a colonial 

past of global reach and the ideological pragmatism it demanded (in accepting 

minorities as the legacy of imperialism). In the West in general, the renunciation of 

 
3 Tariq Modood and Thomas Sealy, “Freedom of Religion and the Accommodation of religious 

Diversity: Multiculturalising Secularism”. Religions (2021),(October 2021) online. 
4 A completely free society could not protect its people against religiously motivated assault like 

carrying out a particular version of jihad, nor can it do anything legally about blasphemous insult. 

Hardly anything could be done pre-emptively against terror attacks like Christchurch 2019. 
5 I am not discussing here charges of systemic or individual discrimination in daily life or extra-judicial 

violence. My focus is on state dogma. 
6 See Thomas Sealy & Tariq Modood, Diversities and dynamics in the governance of religion: inter-

regional comparative themes, Religion, State & Society, 50:4 (2022). Although New Zealand is not 

mentioned it clearly belongs into the taxonomic category of “Western Europe and Australia”. 
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religion in the public space is no great sacrifice by majoritarian society in the post-

Christian era. In New Zealand, the expression of the idea of the church-state 

separation follows the model that is strongest represented in the north-western 

European nations, rather than the US, southern and eastern Europe.  

 

The state, representing the political manifestation of the dominant culture, under 

“normal” conditions unavoidably promotes certain cultural identities and 

disadvantages others.7 This practically means, by using democratic rules, it seeks to 

keep minorities in a condition of cultural dependency. This power-inequality in a 

liberal state is largely sought to be balanced out by the state’s religion-neutrality and 

assurances of freedom of religion. A condition of unusual iniquity begins when one 

minority is co-opted into the hegemonic position being able now to impress its 

cultural-religious forms on the whole society. It negates the rules derived from 

democratic principles; viz., which would give measured hegemonic dominance to the 

majority culture in a situation of cultural diversity. Secular liberalism then is expected 

to mitigate critical religious differences, if there are any. By using examples from 

Europe, Thompson and Modood argue that the state can recognise and discharge its 

duties towards different religions in “multidimensional” ways, i.e. by granting 

different rights to different religions.8 This applies to New Zealand insofar as the state 

reduces official recognition of Christianity to satisfy its mantra of religious neutrality, 

while it concomitantly elevates the profile and influence of Maori “spirituality” 

(wairuatanga). Through osmosis, contact and contiguity much of Tikanga (Maori 

culture) has been absorbed, formally and informally, by New Zealand law, life and 

world view. In more recent years, this is to be structurally strengthened by 

 
7 (Will Kymlicka, Multicultural citizenship: A Liberal Theory of Minority Rights. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1995; p.108; quoted in Modood and Sealy, 2021; p.5). Kymlicka (ed.), The Rights of 

Minority Cultures. Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 1995. 
8 Simon Thompson and Tariq Modood, “The multidimensional recognition of religion”. Central 

Review of International Social and Political Philosophy, online September 2022. 
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government decree. The declared aim is to transform New Zealand into a Pacific 

nation with the name of Aotearoa. In particular, a government-commissioned report9 

outlines this policy directive in an aspirational manner; yet several of its objectives are 

already in progress or have already been achieved. Its overall goal is revealed in a 

quasi-Orwellian statement:  by 2040 “all New Zealanders will embrace and respect 

the Maori culture as an integral part of national identity”. The national identity, as 

mandated, is the crucial concept insofar as its draws together worldview, culture, and 

religion as essential components of self-understanding.  

 

New Zealand’s multiculturalism has its origin in the colonialist origin of the 

Leitkultur (leading culture),10 imperialism gradually changing into increasingly liberal 

immigration policies and lawful egalitarianism. This Leitkultur has attracted other 

identity groups into the country, interpreted the unwritten constitution in a culturally 

liberal way to accommodate these groups as accepted minorities, and integrated them 

– though with a degree of orchestrated assimilatory pressure – into the economy, 

labour force and wider society.11 (Some scholars see the relationship of Leitkultur and 

“client culture” in a positive light, like Bassam Tibi, while others claim 

multiculturalism, infused with the imperatives of the dominant culture, acts as the 

agent of surreptitious and undesired assimilation.)12 Awarding citizenship and 

residency has been divorced from religious consideration. The requirement, however, 

is the unconditional acceptance in the public discourse of the dominant culture’s 

concept of what constitutes “religion”.13 In the case of Islam, from a fundamentalist 

 
9 He Puapua 2022; available online under this title. 
10 This concept was propagated by the Syrian-German scholar Bassam Tibi (Europa ohne Identität. 

Munich: Bertelsmann, 1998). 
11 Tibi holds multiculturalism and a state of aegis under a Leitkultur as opposites (see e.g., Political 

Islam, World Politics and Europe. London: Routledge, 2008.) In the West at least, even if there were 

intercultural ambitions, the absence of a European Leitkultur is not realistically conceivable for the 

coexistence with a Euro-Islam. 
12 Kenan Malik (Foreign Affairs, March/April 2015) ‘The Failure of Multiculturalism’. 
13 In terms of separation of church and state and the submission of canonical law to secular state law. 
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perspective, this requires concessions in life style and a reduction in the strict 

observance of doctrinal decrees. 

 

This is the background for the presence of Muslims in New Zealand since the 

beginning of colonisation in the 19th century. On democratic principles the majority – 

paraphrased sometimes as “the tyranny of the majority” – impresses its cultural stamp 

on law, social and political structure, public religion and ideology, cultural 

symbolisms and aesthetics. With the intensification of liberalism and secularism in 

recent years incrementally systemic discrimination to a large part has been purged of 

religious and cultural impediments for Muslims. Despite a large body of literature by 

Muslim researchers decrying ongoing systemic and individual discrimination, 

political circumstances have allowed a certain flow of Muslim immigration and the 

demographic growth of this minority.14  

 

Islam’s Acceptance and Social Cohesion 

 

 

New Zealand’s acceptance of Islam under liberal state supervision can be gleaned in 

the daily scene: relevant signals are hijabs – even niqabs – in the street scene, 

religious structures of mosques and minarets, protest demonstrations about blasphemy 

(Rushdie and Danish cartoon affairs), Islamic schools, Islamic funeral rites and 

graveyards, halal butcheries and increasing Muslim demographic statistics.15 Da’wah 

(promulgation of Islam) can be freely performed. While these phenomena 

unmistakeably signal the presence of Muslims and the relatively unhindered pursuit of 

the Islamic faith, the state concomitantly has reduced Christian symbolism in the 

public space to curb its intrusiveness and avoid signalling the intolerant dominance of 

 
14 Unfortunately, as a “byproduct” of liberalism and the democratic preservation of free expression, this 

has seen not only the rise of legitimate pluralism, but also of “racist” and Islamophobic phenomena. 

Extremism seems to be a corollary of diversity.  
15 There are some restrictions on public Islam; e.g., the public call to prayer (adhan). With present 

technology this restriction can be mitigated with iPhone Apps. Gender relations, polygamy and 

cliterodectomy remain as shadowy conflict areas on the margins of legality.  
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the majoritarian faith.16 Secularisation provides a natural attrition, but Christianity’s 

dwindling public significance is supported by the official religiously neutral stance of 

the state.  

 

Given the relatively small number of New Zealanders identifying at present as 

Muslim  – around 60,000 – there is no notion of urgency to pay particular attention to 

their presence in society, nor does it trigger the same degree of alertness as in Europe. 

This at least was the case before the Christchurch massacre in March 2019. Now 

perhaps more attention is paid when some outstandingly repulsive expressions of 

ethno-religious prejudice occur, such as racist confrontations, experiences with hateful 

Islamophobia and negative stereotyping in the every-day social discourse.17 If and 

when a debate about diversity integration does pop up in the public debate it is in the 

context of outbursts of conspicuous majoritarian exclusivity and, tragically, when 

phenomena of extremism and terrorism (of whatever ideological orientation) disrupt 

the imagined social harmony. Especially the Christchurch attack18 should have 

demonstrated the urgency of actively rethinking the mechanisms of integration and 

their performative requirements. Government attempts to make believe the successful 

integration of Muslims into mainstream New Zealand society with emotional appeals 

to observe cohesiveness (manifested by the entreating slogan “they are us” referring 

to Muslims resident in New Zealand) failed to convince beyond making obvious the 

officialdom’s good intentions.  

 

Expressed by this appeal to inclusivity is a precarious sense of wishful thinking, its 

reality contradicted by the empirically-based research literature. Especially, the 

 
16 Secularisation provides natural attrition in adherence numbers of mainstream churches, which is only 

partly balanced by Pacific island immigration and the rise of so-called fringe churches. Islam, 

Hinduism and Buddhism are ascending in numbers through immigration. 
17 Ideologies like White supremacy, racist nativism, and white identitarianism are the main culprits in 

expressing Islamophobia, but not only these.  
18 The shooting attack on two Christchurch mosques on 15 March 2019 by a white supremacist, which 

resulted in 51 dead and 40 injured.  
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Muslim-led research literature makes the absence of socio-cultural integration – and 

therefore the absence of social cohesiveness – very obvious. The initial rush to 

address this problem on a judicial front by changing laws and limiting free speech not 

only seemed ethically flawed in its intent, it is also likely to miss its target: namely the 

elimination of expressions of ethno-religiously motivated hate.19 More specifically, it 

is doubtful that such measures will manage to eradicate manifestations of 

Islamophobia in the social discourse, let alone change hidden inner attitudes. Any 

reduction of freedoms that had previously been normalised, is fraught with 

difficulties.  

 

Stated government policy especially in the last two legislative periods has emphasised 

the need for social cohesion.20 To achieve cohesiveness of New Zealand society – 

despite diversity that is sanctioned by officially declared multiculturalism and 

underwritten by state-supported plurality – so as to live up to the ideal of e pluribus 

unum, is not an easy task in a socio-political liberal democracy bound to the idea of 

individual freedom and aligned to human rights conventions and laws (e.g. the Bill of 

Rights Act 1990 and the Human Rights Act 1993). In the absence of a written 

constitution, the Bill of Rights Act in particular has to suffice as the principal 

guarantor of a certain degree of multiculturalist freedom, together with the political 

value of inclusivity. Any notion of cultural freedom clearly eliminates the possibility 

of enforced assimilation, socially, religiously or in any other way. Only the lawful 

conduct according to New Zealand law code is enforceable, even though limited 

concessions to accommodate cultural difference can be and have been made.  

 

 
19 It appears the Human Rights Act revision will include religion (or religious communities) under 

protected groups. To what extent this will criminalise criticism or even legitimate blasphemy 

complaints remains to be seen. 
20 Based on a degree of value consensus. See Michael Mann, “The Social Cohesion of Liberal 

Democracy”. American Sociological Review 35/3 (1970). Nils Holtung and Andrew Mann, 

“Introduction: Immigration, diversity and social cohesion”. Ethnicities 10/4 (2010); and other papers in 

this edition. 
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Immigrants, regardless of religious background, are mandated in public to act in a 

religiously neutral, non-intrusive or inconspicuous manner.21 The state expects 

residents to practise religion privately and to forego any demands for public 

recognition of their religious beliefs and their religiously derived needs that would 

impact negatively on the public. However, religious beliefs do not need to be hidden 

and their expression is allowed within boundaries set by civil and criminal law. In 

other words, religious beliefs can be manifest within the Western classification of 

religion and the concept of religious freedom. In return the state guarantees all the 

rights and privileges due every citizen and legal resident. 

 

Reduced to a minimalist understanding, multiculturalism requires a debate on what it 

means “meeting in the middle”. Both sides have to make concessions to achieve 

cohesion and integration on the basis of this policy. A principal problem within this 

debate is the adjustment of Islam to the Western concept of religion as a belief 

system, aspirational values, and ideal life styles that are only loosely connected with 

socio-political conduct and allow a greater degree of flexibility in normalising various 

social norms. Or sliced differently: a problem derives from religion-specific doctrinal 

requisites the religionist has to commit to, that create differential degrees of 

adaptability. On the Muslim side the preservation of authentic identity requires 

continued observance of Sharia, which, superseding mere inner belief, is closely 

linked with behaviour. Faithfulness to religious dogma reaches more deeply into 

social conduct than the Western concept of religion permits. Depending on individual 

views on how to satisfy the doctrinal commands of Sharia, not only does the church-

state separation becomes a problem in a hypothetical sense, but also individual 

interpretations of the required Sharia-conform personal conduct. Practically, 

multiculturalism’s success or failure is decided by whether the entire burden of proof 

 
21 Exceptions are events like celebrating the Chinese New Year and the Holi festival. 
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of lawful conduct is put down to the (generalised) attitude of the host society or 

placed on the minority’s behaviour and how strictly, or otherwise, it conforms to 

majority rules and norms.  In theory, multiculturalism does not hinge on one or the 

other alone, but on a compromise.  

In this situation Islam per se gives the legitimate option of activating its (loosely 

defined) doctrine that a Muslim in a foreign (non-Muslim) land should strive to live 

by its rules and mandates.22 The other option is exemplified by the agency of al-

muhajirun, the return to Muslim lands to escape the domination by infidels.23 The 

third option, only diffusely expressed in the sacred scripts. tafsir (exegesis) and other 

interpretations is active or passive opposition. Even in the first option, concessions 

that are believed to impinge on Islamic faith are not allowed. (Fatwahs and the 

literature are full of advice what kind of adjustments Muslims are allowed to make 

and still remain loyal to their faith. May Muslims join in the Christmas festive mood, 

may they participate in elections, or is the enjoyment of fireworks allowed, are 

examples of such issues arising from the Muslim diaspora.)24  As mentioned below, 

well-meaning labels for diasporic conditions have been devised by Muslim scholars to 

legitimate adaptations.   

On closer look at the New Zealand state dogma there are executive initiatives whose 

performative work exacerbates the difficulties of implementing multiculturist policies 

and facilitate compromise. In effect they are contrary either to the aspiration of 

cohesiveness or to freedom of expressing difference. In other words, the national 

model of integration, unsurprisingly, holds unresolved contradictions. One of the 

contradictions discussed here is caused by the coexistence of biculturalism and 

 
22 Quran 4/60. A country that guarantees religious freedom is owed loyalty. 
23 Views about the finer defining points of these two basic options are very diverse and cannot be 

discussed in this context. 
24 See, for instance, Lale Yalcin-Heckmann, “Are fireworks Islamic?”. In Syncretism/Anti-Syncretism: 

The politics of religious synthesis, Charles Stewart and Rosalind Shaw (eds.). Routledge: London, 

1994. 
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political secularism, aggregated around two mutually exclusive aspirations. Such 

contradictions exist despite expressions of solidarity by Muslims with the (alleged) 

colonialist oppression of the indigenous identity.25 This is not too unusual as a sense 

of victimhood tends to unite – to a more or less superficial degree – ethno-religious 

minorities living within so-called host societies. Simultaneously, minority solidarity 

expresses distance from the dominant majoritarian society.26  

 

Cohesion and Integration  

 

 

These two concepts stand under the shadow of Robert Putnam’s sociological dictum 

that pluralist communities lack cohesiveness.27 

 

In the West in recent years (especially in Europe) due to an enormously increased 

immigration of cultural and religious Other, integration has become a vitally 

important and oft-debated factor.28 Modelling the integration of the Muslims is 

considered significant in view of the populist perception that Muslims are integration-

resistant. Islamic extremism is taken as the prime evidence for both the view that 

Muslims are either unwilling, or are constrained by their religion, to make the 

necessary adjustment to the normative requirements of the West. 

 

With regard to notions of inclusivity – despite this being an aspirational policy slogan 

– New Zealand public opinion seems to waver. When individual Muslims show signs 

of extremism, engage in active terrorism (which happened only once in a conspicuous 

manner) or try to join Isis, public opinion leans towards the view that integration is a 

 
25 See, for instance, Khairiah Rahman, “News media and the Muslim Identity after the Christchurch 

mosque massacres”. Kotuitui 15/2, 2020, online. 
26 Fiji in the recent past has demonstrated tensions that can arise between indigeneity that is the host 

society and ethnic immigrant minority. 
27 “E Pluribus Unum: Diversity and community in the twenty-first century”. Scandinavian Political 

Studies 30/2 (2007). 
28 Plurality by definition cannot be cohesive, was Putnam’d (ibid.) verdict – wrongly I suppose. Among 

the plethora of literature see, e.g., Why Muslim Integration Fails in Christian-Heritage Societies, Claire 

Adida, David Laitin and Marie-Anne Valfort. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2016. 
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problem both for and with Muslims – in terms of their adjustment, rapprochement and 

assimilatory effort. In such cases Muslims are usually taken en bloc; that is to say the 

perception of this minority is essentialised with a condemnatory outcome. Often it is 

events overseas of Muslim aggression that influences the perception in New 

Zealand.29 However, when the news report the successes of individual Muslims – in 

news programmes such as about the Tampa refugees, who have made good30 – the 

mood swings the other way.  

 

The two concepts (cohesion and integration) that relate closely to the question of 

inclusivity, are often understood to be either performatively and functionally closely 

interrelated or even used interchangeably.31 However, semantically, they do refer to 

different conditions. Cohesion is a state of being on an emotion vector; it relates to 

shared values and aspirations bringing into existence “imagined communities”.32 

Integration refers to the existence of a system; it relates to issues of legal equality and 

interactionism, reciprocal relations and socio-political policy condition. Emotion-

based integration, which is based on shared values and beliefs, produces cohesiveness. 

Usually integration is debated within a Durkheimian framework of performative 

functions. 33 Residential separation (ghettoisation), separatist education systems, lack 

of economic participation, exclusion from the labour market, avoidance of democratic 

functions like participatory democracy and other segregationist phenomena of social 

fragmentation are criteria of measurement. The charge of a minority forming a 

“parallel society” is a signal of systemic failure and affirms the absence of integration. 

 
29 For instance, recently the attack on Salman Rushdie in New York in August 2022, a reminder of the 

value of free speech. 
30 Recently, for instance, the publication of the autobiographic book by Abbas Nazari, After the Tampa: 

from Afghanistan to New Zealand. Auckland: Allen & Unwin, 2021. The Christchurch massacre (15 

March 2019) also elicited a wave of sympathy. 
31 Noah Friedkin, “Social cohesion”. Review in Advance; online 30 March 2004. 

Nils Holtung and Andrew Mason,  “Introduction: immigration, diversity and social cohesion”. 

Ethnicities 10/4 (2010). 
32 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities. London: Verso, 1983. 
33 Gerard Boucher, “ European social cohesions”. Patterns of Prejudice 47/3 (2013). 
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Part of the negative perception of Muslims derives from the fear that they are forming 

a separate sub-society within a nation, and thus, in further consequence, do not share 

in the national identity or in participatory national action and are more or less 

detached from a nation’s mainstream, its values and norms. Thus this minority falls 

prey to the suspicion of being a seedbed of extremism. 

 

Islam and Other Religions in One Political System 

 

 

In Durkheimian terms of an interactionist model of society, the Muslim minority in 

New Zealand is sufficiently well integrated, but national cohesion remains a problem. 

Emotion-based integration – the basis for cohesiveness34 – rests on sharing of core 

values and beliefs, which are to some extent conveyed by religion. In this regard 

political Islam and its doctrines, as a society-structuring ideology, offers a sensitive 

condition. 

 

In Islamic doctrine religious difference has fundamental importance and, through the 

Sharia, potentially is all-pervading in the social discourse.35 Islamic creed imposes a 

social hierarchy that openly or subliminally affects socio-politics. The notion of 

religious equality in all traditional religiosity is a problem, but tends to recede 

concomitantly with the rise of secularisation. However, religious inequality remains 

emphatically expressed in conservative forms of Islam. Religiously intolerant 

sensitivities still tend to be socio-politically expressed. Very narrow definitions of 

acceptance of religious difference shows, for instance, in the nomenclature used for 

non-Muslims: kuffar, mushrikun, harbi and other terms which express disrespect. The 

Quranic decree (2/256) “there is no compulsion in religion” does not rule out 

contempt nor does it equate with tolerance for non-Islamic beliefs. Generally speaking 

 
34 It is also inherent in Durkheim’s model of society, but usually not put in the foreground. 
35 The Quran leaves no doubt about the repulsiveness of religions other than Islam (e.g,, 5/51, 3/85, 

8/39, 9/29 etc.). Khaled Abu el Fadl, The Place of Tolerance in Islam. Boston: Beacon Press, 2002. 
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though, Islam is more accommodating towards monotheistic religions (Ahl al-kitab),36 

which when seen in reverse tends to facilitate Muslims living as minority in the West. 

However, Islam’s doctrinally strict rejection of non-Abrahamic religions is well 

known and to this day is clearly expressed in political Islam, in particular its extremist 

version.37  

 

Tolerance of Abrahamic religions (Christians, Jews and Sabians) is specifically 

anchored in the sacred scriptures (Quran 2/62, 5/82-85). Where the placatory 

doctrines seem to refer to all religions, admonishing to respect all religions, (e.g., 

Quran 6/108 and hadiths), it implicitly or explicitly refers to Abrahamic or 

monotheistic religions (29/46). Any dialogical assumption of Islam’s profound, all-

encompassing and doctrinally anchored religious tolerance is also contradicted by the 

proselytising history and mercurial nature of the Islamic message. Equipped with the 

commands of jihad and da’wah, past missionary strategy clearly overruled the passing 

advice (6/112) to leave abject non-believers (followers of shaitan’s and jinns’ 

“delusions”) alone. In more recent times the large variety of Islam-based sects, 

denominations, syncretisms and pragmatic adaptations makes it impossible to detect 

an underlying attitudinal uniformity, but taking the global dominance of Wahhabism 

as a generalised guideline the Quranic exclusionary interpretation of religious 

diversity seems to define the rule.38  

 
36 Ahl al-kitab (people of a divinely instigated, revelatory book) is often conceptually opposed to 

dahriyah (a specific category of unbeliever: atheists, agnostics, materialists and in a philosophical 

sense extreme empiricists and positivists who deny or ignore the existence of a divine, supernatural 

realm and afterlife). While synonymous with “unbeliever” and “infidel”, dahriyah semantically 

expresses contrast to Muslimness on a more philosophical, less abrasive level. 
37 Definitions of what is monotheism vary: For instance, in the Pancasila, Indonesia’s informal 

constitution, monotheism is prescribed for citizens. Reflecting the presence of minority religions, it 

counts not only Christianity (divided into Catholicism and Protestantism), but also Hinduism and 

Buddhism as monotheistic religions and though not quite the equals of Islam then at least as acceptable; 

while animism and spirit-worship (both represented in abanganisme) remain under a constitutional 

cloud.  
38 All in all, it would be a difficult exegesis to argue cogently that Islam is an instantiation of religious 

tolerance, given for instance the many “sword verses” – exhortations to fight the “pagans” and 

unbelievers (9/5, 2/191-3, etc.) – culminating in the edict” … fight the unbelievers until there is no 

more fitnah (disbelief, unrest)”. 
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The classical paragon of Islamic religion-based social order was the class system of 

Dhimmiyah. Classifying non-Muslims as “tolerated minorities”, it distinguished 

religious classes and like a feudal system arranged them in a hierarchical order of 

rights. Social actors according to their religious affiliation were denied equal status to 

interact on one social level.39 Social cohesion depended on acceptance of inequality – 

and various aspects of discrimination – as unavoidable or God-given on Islam’s terms. 

The Dhimmi system was totally religion-based, i.e. the classes of believers and non-

believers (but still monotheists) were separated yet joined together. Non-monotheists 

were outside the system and were either isolated or persecuted.40 

 

The concept of daula (state) is not mentioned in the Quran, as this political entity did 

not exist at the time. However, governance of whatever kind should lie in the hands of 

Muslim authorities, as non-Muslims should not hold authority over Muslims.41 In 

modern Western conditions, to avoid ideological conflict an in-between realm situated 

between the realm of Islam and the realm of non-believers has been conjured up and 

variously named, Dar-ul-ahd, -aman, -dawah, or -sulh , where traditional religious 

conflict is suspended and Muslims can live in peace under an aegis of religious 

freedom.  

 

The modern world-wide Muslim diaspora has not fundamentally changed perceptions 

of socio-politics through the lens of traditional belief as expressed in the political 

 
39 Sects and religious denominations deviating from majority faith are not treated as equal by collective 

standards. In some Muslim-majority countries non-Muslims may not possess full citizenship. Religious 

affiliation is more important than nationality. 
40 Discrimination may even become pogrom-like. A crass case in recent history was Isis’ treatment of 

the Yazidi, who were called devil-worshippers and considered good enough only for enslavement or 

death. In many Muslim-majority countries non-Muslims remain second-class citizens and in a few 

cases this has led to political schismatic phenomena (e.g., Sudan, Yemen). 
41 For a broad discussion of this topic see Bernard Lewis, “Legal and Historical reflections on the 

position of Muslim populations under non-Muslim rule”. In Muslims in Europe, B.Lewis and D. 

Schnapper. London, New York: Pinter, 1994. 
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philosophy of such classical scholars as Sayyid Qutb and A’la al-Mawdudi.42 Where 

Muslims constitute a minority Islamic religion-based sensibilities cannot be openly 

expressed in the socio-political arena, although they may be still present in the 

subliminal stratum of tacit inclinations.43 Western liberal states by and large offer 

religion-neutrality that avoids confronting Muslims with an intensive display of 

religious symbolism and restrictions in daily life, which is helping in building cross-

religious solidarity.  

 

In this sense the close coexistence of religious groups touches on conservative Islamic 

sensitivities; it invites to take a closer look at the relationship between Islamic 

sensibilities and biculturalism as an important part of the state’s hegemony in New 

Zealand. 

 

The Religious Effect of Biculturalism and the National Identity  

 

 

In New Zealand, given that since the 1980s there is a considerable indigenisation 

agenda being rolled out by successive governments and is being intensified by the 

current government, there is a quasi-constitutional shift happening. Te Ao Maori44 is 

incorporated into the state dogma with the stated aim of changing the national 

identity. The hegemony of the traditional Leitkultur is derided now as colonialist, both 

in origin and enduring effect, and becomes incrementally undermined and in effect 

diminished in its national significance. The national narrative so far was almost 

exclusively supplied by the cultural traditions of this medium, which is now replaced 

by a political programme of biculturalism As the secularist state dogma is intermixed 

with matauranga (indigenous knowledge), kaitiakitanga (guardianship of nature), 

 
42 I cannot go into the many lines of exegesis that political Islam has spawned to make the diaspora 

religiously acceptable. 
43 The West’s response, crudely, is to treat Muslim minorities as security risk. Charles Husband and 

Yunis Alam, Social Cohesion and Counter Terrorism. Bristol: Policy Press, 2011. 
44 This is a wide ranging political concept meaning “the world of Maori” and embracing worldview, 

values and cultural perspectives and practices, metaphorically referring to mentally residing in a 

“Maori world”. 
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tikanga (culture, custom) and te reo Maori (language), and official ceremonial state 

functions contain Maori ritual elements,45 all of which contains religious and mythical 

ingredients, political secularism is being challenged. As a consequence, the conditions 

of multiculturalism also change in character. While it does not seem conceivable that 

New Zealand and its biculturalism will introduce an ethno-religious nationalist 

condition resembling Modi’s India, a brief reflection on the principles involved may 

be useful.  

 

In various ways biculturalism pursues an agenda of changing the national identity to a 

hybrid condition in which indigeneity occupies a place equal to the cultural and socio-

political position that so far has been monopolised by Pakeha culture (tantamount to 

Western culture). The process of change started in the 1980s through jurisprudential 

recognition of the enduring validity of the Treaty of Waitangi, and given practical 

gravity in various pieces of legislation, which require “treaty-compliance”. Started 

some decades ago, it is being intensified through new initiatives. The decline of 

secularism happens by a process of undeclared incorporation of indigenous religion 

into state dogma. It challenges the traditional secularist neutrality of the state and 

requires a rethink of the multiculturalist framework.46 

 

The assumption about the intent of this political process is supported by various 

official and semi-official utterances.47 While the hitherto hegemonic culture through 

the adoption of political secularism has abrogated its powers to exercise religious 

dominance– in the attempt of seeking to enfranchise ethno-religious minorities – it 

has now consented to the elevation of a minority culture’s religious components to a 

 
45 Since 2022, for instance, Matariki, the celebration of the beginning of the Maori lunar calendar has 

become a public holiday. 
46 Muslims being in dire need of social enfranchisement are in no position to publicly express  – 

individually or collectively – rejection of te Ao Maori as a guiding exemplary. 
47 E.g., the He Puapua report, which declares the goals more openly. He Puapua is not policy directive, 

but a think-piece that has the purpose of outlining and stimulating a policy direction. 
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position of co-determination of state dogma. Achieving this goal can be relatively 

easily put into effect as there is no written constitution that would need to be amended 

or re-written. Instead two juridical documents of  different age have become elevated 

to prime importance to justify this move: the Treaty of Waitangi/Te Tiriti o Waitangi 

of 1840 and the UN Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), 

which New Zealand signed in 2011.48  

 

The new national identity being constructed with the aim of shared dominance, seems 

to omit reference to the multicultural condition of the country thus increasing the 

distance between the hybrid Leitkultur and ethno-religious minorities.  This has the 

effect of further entrenching whatever ideological division existed before between 

hegemonic Leitkultur and non-indigenous religiosity.49  

 

The Change in State Dogma and the post-Secular Order 

 

 

Hegemonic hybridisation comes about as the indigenous minority is refusing to join 

the Pakeha hegemonic Leitkultur, even though this path has been open to it. Instead it 

collectively opted for emphasising a separate cultural identity that demands official 

recognition as an equal partner. Partnership is understood to mean, among other 

things, the official adoption of cultural symbolisms and their inherent epistemology as 

equal into state dogma. Some elements of this body of knowledge are 

epistemologically religious in nature and begin to be considered normative. 

 

New Zealand’s multiculturalism is supposed to further cohesion by way of a 

multiculturalised nationalism – and not by way of a more diffuse intercultural 

 
48 As a declaration the UN document has no legal validity, strictly speaking, until enacted in domestic 

law. The Treaty too is of a validity that is much in dispute. 
49 By comparison Europe declared multiculturalism a failed enterprise and attempts to neutralise the 

presence of cultural others, partly by placing greater emphasis than before on assimilation over 

unassimilated integration. 
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awareness that aims at generating a globalised identity.50 The cohesiveness to be 

achieved is not understood in this essay in terms of normative rules of citizenship, 

which are defined by law, but in terms of shared core values and worldviews.  

 

Through the concept of equal partnership the ideological secularist environment has 

fundamentally changed. Claims have been made that matauranga is en par with 

science, but so far the fact that it contains also distinctly theological aspects (whose 

axiomatic nature would make it anathema to scientific methodology) has been 

ignored.51 By introducing matauranga into the obligatory school curriculum and into 

the tertiary education sphere it signals the abandonment of religion-neutral secular 

liberalism and the introduction of a public religion. The new component often is 

referred to as “Maori spirituality” to make a classificatory distinction between it and 

formal religious systems; but functionally matauranga is a knowledge system that is 

primarily a belief system of a religious nature and morphologically contains 

supernatural and supra-empirical assumptions, mythical narratives etc..52 It is a 

epistemological way of knowing that makes no reference to methodical and critical 

search for truth although it has random elements of empirical observations, 

experientality, hypothetication and rational inferences that appear to some 

epistemologist scholars to justify the whole knowledge system to be seen as scientific 

(but more appropriately should be called proto-scientific).53  Contained in matauranga 

are symbolisms and ritual elements that arise ab initio from religious beliefs and 

 
50 See e.g., Riva Kastoryano, “Multiculturalism and interculturalism: redefining nationhood and 

solidarity”. Comparative Migration Studies  6/17 (2018); Tariq Modood, “Must interculturalists 

misrepresent multiculturalism?”. Comparative Migration Studies 5 (2017). Eleonore Kofman, 

“Citizenship, Migration and the reassertion of National identity”. Citizenship Studies 9/5 (2005). 
51 The era of New Age provided proof that “tribal” belief systems and isolated belief elements, 

unrelated to existing creeds, could easily come to function as “religion”. 
52 Chris van der Krogt, “New Zealand: Religion as culture in a secular state and a pluralist society”. 

Studies in Interreligious Dialogue 25/1 (2015): p.83-84. 
53 A lively debate erupted in The Listener (31 July 2021 and subsequent ) about the coequality between 

what was dubbed “Western science” and “Maori science” and the attempt to attribute to them a status 

of epistemological co-equality.  
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religious veneration of superior and supernatural beings, usually classed as ancestor 

worship and polytheistic belief. 

 

On local and regional government level, the incorporation of “ethnic minority” 

religious elements is not unusual. Local councils not unusually permit now Maori 

“cultural” ceremonial expressions like karakia (traditional Maori prayer recitations) to 

open council meetings and other formal gatherings (now frequently termed hui, the 

traditional Maori language term). 54 Sometimes there is recognition that this is not just 

“folklore”, but that seemingly ceremonial decorum has a religious essence. 

 

The significance attributed to kaitiakitanga (stewardship of nature and the 

autochthonous environment) is based not only on mysticism, but clearly has animistic 

and pantheistic undertones (mauri). Even when calling it folklore it cannot disguise its 

religious purpose (kaupapa). These are belief systems, which commonly fall under the 

rubric of religion. When they are referred to by the state as Maori spirituality and 

treated as aspects of secular “culture”, it cannot conceal the fact that they were once 

sincerely held transcendental beliefs that met the functional definition of a religion.55 

Labelling expressions of matauranga “folklore” barely disguises its religious 

function. (Among them are the beliefs in divinities, atua, and ancestor worship, 

tupuna.) When taking Maori traditions and Maori epistemological categories 

seriously, they reveal the characteristics of a religious system.56 

 

 
54 On a few occasions even Islamic and other religious prayers have been invited, in apparent 

recognition of New Zealand society’s multicultural status. Rather unusually, as the News services 

reported on 30/12/22, the mayor of Kaipara, a North Island council, refused to allow the recitation of a 

karanga, stating that “I intend to run a secular council”. https://www.nzherald.co.nz/kahu/new-kaipara-

mayor-shuts-down-karakia-at-first-council-hui/CFDCR422NJBHLM6VVEVDOOXCDE/ 
55 As van der Krogt (ibid. p.84) says: they “ … come disconcertingly close to state-sponsored religion”. 
56 An example is Gavin Bishop’s award-winning book Atua: Maori Gods and Heroes, in the genre of 

children’s and young adults literature. It is a catechism of traditional Maori religiosity, functionally 

comparable to illustrated bible stories. As a relevant blurb, putting the contents into perspective, 

admonishes: the book is recommended for “its validation of matauranga and te ao Maori truths [!]”. 

(Stuff 12/8/22: “Author Gavin Bishop wins another New Zealand best children’s book award for Atua: 

Maori Gods and Heroes”.) 

about:blank
about:blank
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This sets a binding legal-existential framework for all sectors of society. It raises the 

probability that for practising Muslims the need to act within the boundaries of the 

Western concept of a legitimate religion may be problematic despite the state’s 

professed religious neutrality, and thus act as an integration impediment.57 

This is not to say that Muslims through current ideological changes will find 

themselves suddenly in a kind of Vatican City, where a non-Islamic theocratic law 

reigns supreme and makes their participatory existence emotionally difficult. But 

through the incremental infusion of changes that influence the nation’s religious 

character and as New Zealand’s official culture drifts away from religious neutrality 

the potential increases to create further ideological and emotional distance and thus 

entrench alienation. Islamic conservatism, and especially its fundamentalist and 

salafist versions, can be expected to react by bringing to the surface an innate 

disinclination to develop loyalty to a state dogma that is saturated with non-

monotheistic religious symbolisms of a kind that traditionally is regarded as 

unacceptable.58 A culture steeped in monotheistic values will find much of 

Maoridom’s religious symbolisms difficult to embrace.59 Or phrased differently: 

Muslims’ level of solidarity with a national dogma that privileges “tribal” ritual and 

polytheistic and animistic belief elements over monotheistic thought, predictably is 

bound to remain low. On the basis of Islam’s normative response, inclusivity, 

experienced from the Muslims’ side, may turn out to be rather elusive. 

 

Ethical disclaimer: 

 
57 In a somewhat different vein, Abdullah Drury (e.g., in “Comfortably Numb: A Short History of New 

Zealand Muslim Discourse and Thought“. American Journal of Islam and Society 38/1-2 (2021)) points 

to New Zealand Muslims’ adaptability, adjusting Islamic practice rather than resisting pragmatic 

adaptation. 
58 Saudi-Arabian Wahhabist jurisdiction potentially proposes the death penalty or other severe 

consequences for performing African tribal voodoo-related ritualistic acts (labeled witchcraft and 

sorcery) or other religious acts deemed un-Islamic. This seems to affect primarily and usually foreign 

domestic workers. 
59 Comparable to the zeal expressed by missionaries in the early days of colonisation to degrade Maori 

culture, even in a very physical manifestation. Expressing their displeasure they knocked off sexual 

attributes on Maori anthropomorphic carvings and consigned Maori beliefs to the rubric of superstition. 
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In the current ideological climate where a plethora of conspiracy theories, streams of 

misinformation and disinformation have infiltrated Western and also New Zealand 

political thinking, it needs to be said that the argument presented here does not 

advocate the view that an orchestrated religious conversion campaign by the New 

Zealand government is to be held responsible. Although the influence of subliminality 

cannot be denied, the argument as presented simply intends dispassionately to point 

out the unintended consequences of government policies. The study does not reflect 

the author’s personal party-political or religious interests. It also declines the intention 

to presage a real-time reaction by Muslim residents in the country. Doctrinal 

antagonism does not necessarily directly translate into real life personal or collective 

attitudes.60 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
60 As a PS: The hate speech law reform (2022), which is intended to protect the sensitivities of religious 

communities, may make it difficult in future to criticise government policy on indigenous religion. 

(The reform adds the category of “religion” to the group protected under the Human Rights Act.) On 

the reverse, it may be used in support of Islamic blasphemy sensitivities. 
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Abstract: This paper discusses how Zinat-ul Masjid, constructed by the sixth Mughal 

emperor Aurangzeb’s (1658-1707) daughter Zinat-un Nisa at her expense, shaped the 

popular memory of people in Delhi till the late nineteenth century. This mosque, 

which was built in 1710, became the site of contestation between the Muslim 

population of Delhi and the British colonial state when the former was presumed to 

be involved in a revolt against the latter in 1857, generally known as the Indian 

mutiny. The destruction of this mosque did leave a drastic impact on the minds of the 

people for whom this monument was the symbol of piety, authority and moral 

prestige. 

 

Introduction 

 

 

Buildings are only regarded as works of art if they have some sort of symbolic 

significance, meaning, or reference. Normally they don't describe or portray anything 

and aren't narratives or sketches. However, some of the architectural works become 

manifestations of the ideology of the agencies that build them. The buildings, 

religious and secular, commissioned by kings and aristocratic classes become 

expressions of their imperial ideology in a significant way. In some instances, a 

structure may serve as an example, or an expression, of particular qualities, regardless 

of what it represents. For example, according to William H. Jordy, “the Dutch 

 
1 Court dancers. The Nautch was a popular court dance performed by girls in India during the Mughal 

Empire (ed.). 
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architect Gerrit Rietveld fragmented architecture into primal linear elements 

(coloumns, beams and framing elements for openings) and planes (wall increments) in 

order to make visible the ‘build’ of the building”.2 

 

A building alters our environment physically, unlike other works of art, but it also has 

the potential, as a work of art, to enlighten and restructure our entire experience 

through a variety of possible meanings. Like other works of art – and like scientific 

theories, too – it can give new insight, advance understanding, participate in our 

continual remaking of a world.3 

 

The key thing to remember in this case is that any structure should not just be studied 

in terms of its architecture or practicality, but also in light of the political contexts that 

determined its very survival and development throughout history. First, it's crucial to 

realise that each building is simply an artistic combination of bricks, mortar, and 

sandstone when viewed in its material terms. However, how various societies perceive 

and interpret these structures over time gives them significance and longevity in 

popular cultures. 

 

The perceptions, notions and emotions that are attached to them in the course of time 

and the human reaction that these buildings can generate are all marked by the 

historical and political occurrences. They are culturally constructed, bearing direct 

interference from the contemporary state and power centres. As the centres of power 

shift from one regime to another regime, these perceptions also change.  The very idea 

of the construction of the mosque in Islamic architecture is marked by the ideals of 

devotion and piety throughout the Islamic world. Mosques generate respect and 

 
2 Wiiliam H. Jordy, ‘Aedicular Modern: The Architecture of Michael Graves’, New Criterion 2 (0ct. 

1983), p.46. 
3 Nelson Goodman, ‘How Buildings Mean’, Critical Inquiry (University of Chicago Press), June 1985; 

pp. 642-653. 
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eventually become the centres of local authority. These perceptions transform and 

undergo a shift when a change in the political power takes place. 

 

Mosques and the ‘Community Life’ of Muslims in India 

 

India from the very beginning enjoyed the diversity of people, religions, languages, 

cultures etc. and has been known for its diversity throughout several centuries. 

Different religions existed and Islam is one of the religions which expanded in the 

Indian subcontinent within a short span of time and with a fast pace. Islam came to 

India after the establishment of the Turkish rule in India in 12th century. Sufi saints 

from Central Asia also established their khanqahs (hospices) in India after the 

establishment of Muslim rule in 12th century. The coming of the Muslim rulers and 

the endeavours of Sufi saints in India led to the establishment of many mosques and 

khanqah complexes in India from 12th century onwards. The tradition of building 

mosques by the rulers, nobles, aristocratic classes and also women of some authority 

was widely in practice throughout the medieval period in India, i.e. from 12th to 19th 

century.  

 

The forces of the Mongols, Turks and Afghans entered India through the Khyber Pass 

on the north-west frontier, which has always been an open door to any invader who 

had the daring to lead his army through it. These armies came to India not only to 

establish an empire or to build palaces and forts, but they also came to establish the 

new religious faith they brought with them. Apart from this route there were two other 

routes through which Muslims entered India – a land route and a sea route. These 

three routes served the invaders as an open door to India through which the warriors 

and traders, the learned and the pious, the Arabs, the Persians, the Turks and the 

Mongols entered into India to establish their rule.  Historically speaking, the new 
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religious faith of Islam in the Indian subcontinent started properly with the conquest 

of Sind in 711-12 CE, and from that time India was never without Muslim influence.4 

 

After the conquest of any city, the first duty and responsibility of the conqueror was to 

arrange the organization of the local congregation and also mandate to see that 

wherever there was an ancient place or famous city, mosques and pulpits should be 

erected.5 Wherever these early Muslim rulers went, they established small colonies in 

cities and constructed the religious buildings and institutions on the land they 

conquered. The task of construction of a mosque or a religious institution was not 

only accomplished by the people of the ruling and aristocratic classes, but also by 

ordinary people who possessed some wealth. The mosques were usually built bearing 

the name of their patron, who fulfilled their religious obligation by constructing the 

mosque and then also become renowned for posterity. The only initial requirement of 

a mosque was a large space which could accommodate a large section of people from 

the city. Many of the magnificent mosques in India have been built from the funds 

and treasuries of the emperors such as the Quwwat ul Islam mosque at the Qutb Minar 

complex and Jama Masjid of Delhi, Moti Masjid of Agra etc. The masjids were built 

not only for the purpose of worship but also to attract Arab merchants in order to 

expand trade with overseas.  

 

The emergence of various mosques in the Malabar region as early as the eighth 

century was a result of the cultural influence of the Arab merchants in the Indian 

Ocean region. These trans-continental trade networks facilitated the establishment of 

the mosques and shrines in the Malabar and Coromandel coastal areas. By the twelfth 

century, the establishment of the Turkish rule in India further consolidated the 

 
4 Annemarie Schimmel, Islamic Calligraphy. Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1970; p. 44. 
5 Murray T. Titus, Indian Islam: A Religious History of Islam in India. Munshiram Manoharlal 

Publishers: Delhi, 1979; p. 64. 
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establishment of Muslim culture in northern India leading to the construction of 

several prominent mosques from Ajmer to Bengal. Alongside the mosques, several 

Sufi saints also established their hospices (khanqahs) in various parts of the upper 

Gangetic valley throughout the medieval period. Hence, a refined Muslim culture 

flourished in the Indian subcontinent and dissemination of Islamic culture also 

continued through the holy structures like mosques and Sufi shrines throughout this 

period.  

 

Meaning of Mosque and its Use 

 

Masjid (mosque) is an Arabic word which frequently appears in the Quran, and which 

technically means ‘place of prostration.’ It is the place where Muslims bow their 

heads to the ground in respect for God, which is also an important act required in the 

everyday ritual of prayer namaz in order to express the faith. The presence of masjids 

in the traditional Islamic world largely is the outcome of the conquest of different 

lands, which led Muslims to build their own space for worship. These masjids 

emerged as individualized and separate buildings during the first century of Islam 

with an architectural typology of its own and with a set of technical requirements 

peculiar to it.6 For Muslims the Quran represented a comprehensive revolution of their 

history, society and intellect and hence for that they established a particular formal 

system of worship and gave it the shape of a mosque.  

 

During the time of the Prophet Muhammad the place where namaz was held was not 

much of a religious space restricted to the Muslim community. The space later 

evolved as a sacred space because namaz was being held there, but simultaneously 

also acquired a communitarian purpose and used for occasions such as swearing of 

 
6 Jale Nejdet Erzen, ‘Reading Mosques: Meaning and Architecture in Islam’, The Journal of Aesthetics 

and Art Criticism, Vol. 69, No. 1, Special Issue: The Aesthetics of Architecture: Philosophical 

Investigations into the Art of Building (Winter 2011); pp. 125-131. 
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allegiance to rulers and their representatives, teaching (including Quranic literature, 

astronomy and other sciences, etc.), tax collection, all sorts of announcements, as well 

as a meeting place for other social and political events.7 The masjid also served as a 

court where legal contretemps and moral questions were settled in accord with Islamic 

teaching.8 Consequently, the mosque is considered as an ideal place where all tensions 

are harmonized. Also, in early Islam the treasury of the Muslim community was kept 

in the mosque; for instance, in Damascus, where the treasury is a domed octagon, set 

on columns.  

 

Markus Hattstein mentioned that the building and upkeep of mosques was the 

responsibility of the state, because its primary motive was the maintenance of the 

cohesion of the community of the faithful.9 With this motif and with the emergence of 

new Muslim lands, the mosques flourished beyond being mere places of worship. The 

ideological backing behind this was the state’s new cultural and political foundation 

in the form of Islam. Hence, they began to be used as schools (maktabs and 

madrasas), places for gathering for the exchange of ideas, for strengthening of the 

communitarian ties, for legal works and consultations, and eventually also became 

libraries for the various scholars of the world.10  

 

Brief Description of Shahjahanabad (Capital City of the Fifth Mughal Emperor 

Shahjahan) 

 

Shahjahanabad was the last of the seven cities of Delhi which was planned and 

executed by the fifth Mughal Emperor Shahjahan after the commencement of his rule 

in 1628. Massive walls encircled the newly constructed imperial metropolis, and 

gigantic gates were positioned at key intersections and routes leading to the newly 

 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid., p. 126. 
9 Markus Hattstein, Islam: Art and Architecture.  Konemann Verlagsgesellschaft mbH, France, 2000, 

pg. 39. 
10Ibid, p. 40. 
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established Mughal imperial capital. Rigorous architectural planning was involved in 

the making of this new capital city of the mighty Mughal Empire and the Red Fort 

(Lal Qila) was situated at the most strategic position of this new city. Masjid-e 

Jahanuma (Jama Masjid) was the imperial mosque and was situated in close proximity 

of the Red Fort.  

 

These mosques became an important part and played an important role in the city of 

Shahjahanabad. They did not only play a religious role as places for prayer, but also 

formed the locus of urban community life of Shahjahanabad. They were the place for 

meetings; relationships could get cemented within and through these structures. 

Equally important were its political functions as places where the khutba was read and 

legitimacy was accorded to the ruling power. The imperial mosques were naturally 

under the custodianship of the Mughal emperor till 1857, when the Mughal empire 

collapsed. When the British colonial state firmly established its rule over 

Shahjahanabad, new committees were appointed to govern the management of the 

imperial mosques of the city. While the custodianship of non-imperial mosques 

remained with the local population of that particular area.  

 

In this paper, I would like to examine the condition of the remarkable masjid Zinat-ul-

Masjid, which left a great impact on the cultural and political situation of the city. I 

would like to examine the deplorable and constricting condition that this masjid 

witnessed in (and after) the uprising of 1857 through the British policies, which 

considered Muslims and their Ulema the main culprits and conspirators of the 

uprising.  
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Zinat-ul-Masjid 

 

Zinat-ul-Masjid, literally meaning ‘Ornament of Mosques’, situated in the Daryaganj 

area11, was constructed by the sixth Mughal emperor Aurangzeb’s daughter Zinat-un 

Nisa at her expense in 1710 CE. During the revolt of 1857, along with the Jama 

Masjid (congregational mosque), other imperial and smaller masjids of the city, 

including Zinat-ul-Masjid, were confiscated and used by the British for their own 

purposes. After the revolt was over and the city returned to its normal business, the 

Muslim inhabitants of the city became anxious for the restoration of Zinat-ul-Masjid 

again for the purpose of worship, as the masjid was being used as a bakery by the 

Commissariat Department since 1857. The use of the masjid as a bakery went on for 

several years. 

 

The Muslims’ anxieties and fears are reflected in the series of correspondences and 

petitions exchanged between the inhabitants of the city and the colonial 

administration. In one of the letters from E.F. Cunningham, a British Army engineer, 

to the officer commanding the station at Delhi, dated 1st February 1872, it is stated 

that a resident of Delhi named Qutub Uddin had made a proposal in reference to the 

Zinat-ul-Masjid (which at that time was still used as the Commissariat bakery) that he 

would supply funds for the construction of a new bakery to the Government – if the 

Government on its part would cancel the confiscation under which the mosque had 

become governmental property, and would hand over the masjid to him. He intimated 

that as the Government had only a particular practical use as a bakery for the masjid, 

he offered a new bakery at his own expense.12 

 

 
11 A neighbourhood in Old Delhi (ed.). 
12Delhi State Archive, Miscellaneous Documents/ Residency Records, 1872, 25, ‘Masjid used as 

Bakery’.   
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In another correspondence from the Secretary of Punjab Government to the 

Commissioner of Delhi, dated 6th April 1874, he communicated the remarks of the 

Lieutenant Governor regarding several masjids including Zinat-ul Masjid. His 

remarks showed the attitude of contempt with which the authorities and especially the 

military authorities dealt with the masjids confiscated during the revolt. The 

Lieutenant Governor wished that this masjid be closed and also recommended the 

removal of the bakery, as was also recommended by the military authorities. He 

further mentioned the remarks made by the Deputy Commissioner of Delhi regarding 

this masjid:  

 “..the Occupation of this masjid as a bakery is no doubt an offence to devout                          

Muhammadans and it might with advantage be vacated. The military 

authorities would object to its use for religious purposes as it was situated in 

the midst of cantonment”.13 

 

The Commissioner of Delhi, after analysing the situation and the demand of the 

Muslim inhabitants for restoration of this masjid to them, recommended that this 

masjid should be closed and that the bakery be removed to another building. This 

matter was taken into consideration and consequently the bakery was removed from 

the masjid, which can be gleaned from a correspondence from the Quarter Master 

General in India to the Secretary of Punjab Government military department in the 

year 1874, in which it is stated that this masjid has been vacated by the local military 

authorities and a new bakery has been constructed in the Delhi Fort. It also stated that 

the Commander in Chief in India decreed that the masjid would be closed after it had 

been vacated and would not be used again for religious purposes.14 

 

 
13Delhi State Archive, Miscellaneous Documents/ Residency Records, 1875, 29, ‘Masjid used as 

Bakery was confiscated’.  
14Delhi State Archive, Deputy Commissioner Records, 1875, 1, ‘Restoration of Zinat-ul Masjid in 

Daryaganj to Muhammadans’.  
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Towards the end of 1876, however, a positive change occurred when the 

Commissioner of Delhi wrote to the Secretary of the Punjab Government regarding 

the restoration of the Zinat-ul-Masjid to the “Muhammadans”. He stated that the 

Muslim inhabitants were very anxious for the restoration of the masjid and he himself 

had no objection to its restoration or to the withdrawal “of the prohibition against its 

use for religious purposes as it was an unfrequented part of the cantonments; 

practically it would be very little used as it is so far from the Muhammadan part of the 

City”.15 

 

In another letter from the Quarter Master General in India to the Commissioner of 

Delhi, he informed that the Commander in Chief in India too had no objection to the 

restoration of the Zinat-ul-Masjid to the “Muhammadans” on the understanding that 

large crowds should, by command, not be allowed to assemble therein for religious 

prayers. The Commissioner of Delhi had mentioned that he had arranged with Colonel 

Angelo, who was then commanding the troops at Delhi, that there should be no 

restriction on the free use of the masjid except the one that the “Muhammadans” were 

required to give notice to the military authorities whenever there was a probability of 

a large crowd assembling for public worship. The masjid was handed over to 

‘Anjuman Islamia Delhi’16  in 1877 on the occasion of the Imperial assemblage17  and 

was placed on the register of buildings under the charge of the Executive Engineer in 

Delhi.  

 

 
15 Ibid., 
16  A trust that was formed with an objective for education and social progress of the Muslim 

community in India. 
17  Lord Lytton, the then Viceroy, organised the Imperial Assemblage as a means of publicly 

announcing Your Majesty’s present title to the chiefs and princes of India with the utmost pomp and 

magnificence. 
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This restriction worked smoothly until 19th August 1887, when further restrictions 

were imposed. One of the restrictions was: “No religious discussion is allowed in the 

Masjid nor is any assemblage allowed. Also, preaching in the Masjid is forbidden”.  

 

The further restrictions imposed on the use of the Zinat-ul-Masjid were not favourably 

received by the Muslim inhabitants and they requested to remove them. This can be 

evidenced by the letter from the officer commanding at Delhi to the Deputy 

Commissioner, which quoted a letter of the representative of the Muslim community, 

dated 22nd March 1888, saying that “Muhammadans” continued their prayers and 

azan (call for the prayers) till 19th August 1887, when the masjid was closed by order 

of the Cantonment Committee. The letter requested that the prohibition should be 

removed and the ‘Musalmans’ (Muslims) be permitted to continue their prayers and 

azan (call for prayers) as before.18   

 

In reply to this communication the Secretary wrote to the Cantonment Committee the 

new restrictions, which were imposed on the masjid, were that only the 

Muhammadans of Daryaganj and the Faiz Bazaar would be permitted to repair to the 

masjid and that azan could only be repeated twice a day, first in the morning and 

second in the evening.19 He further stated that these restrictions were necessary on 

account of the size of the Cantonment and in order that there might be no complaint 

about noise and mismanagement from the inhabitants. He also added that if the masjid 

should be extensively used it would be an intolerable nuisance to the inhabitants in the 

neighbourhood and also where the mess house of the Native Infantry Regiment was 

located. For this reason and also because the “Muhammadan” community retained the 

privileges which was granted to them in 1876, he considered the maintenance of the 

restrictions necessary.  

 
18 Ibid., 
19 Ibid., Commanding Officer at Delhi, quoting letter of the Secretary to the Cantonment Committee, 

dated 1st January 1890 to the Deputy Commissioner of Delhi. 



 

 58 

The new restrictions became mandatory for the people to use masjid for prayers. The 

Cantonment committee had a strong position in the Daryaganj area and the nearby 

areas including the area of Zinat-ul-Masjid as phsyically seen it was only ten yards 

away from the residence of the Cantonment Committee. The Muslim inhabitants of 

the city were not able to use Zinat-ul-Masjid freely for the purpose of worship as they 

failed to get rid of the restrictions.  

 

Later after several petitions and court cases by the Muslim inhabitants of the city, the 

masjid was handed over to them and the conditions which were imposed on them 

were rejected. Now Muslims use this masjid freely for the purpose of worship without 

any restrictions.   

 

Figure 1. Seven Cities of Delhi. Courtesy: Soft copies acquired from Delhi State 

Archives 
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Figure 2: Map of Shahjahanabad showing Muhammadan and Hindu Monuments. 

Courtesy: Soft copies acquired from Delhi State Archives 
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Figure 3: The City of Delhi before the Siege, 1857. Courtesy: Soft copies acquired 

from Delhi State Archives  

 

 



 

 61 

 
 Figure 4: Map showing war of 1857. Courtesy: Soft copies acquired from Delhi State 

Archives  
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Figure 5: Zinat-ul-Masjid in 1858, Courtesy: Historical India, Delhi Pics 

 

 
Figure 6: Present day Zinat-ul-Masjid, Courtesy: Delhi State Archives 
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Figure 7: Inside view of Zinat-ul-Masjid 

Courtesy: Delhi State Archives 

 

 
Figure 8: Image showing people worshipping in Zinat-ul-Masjid 

Courtesy: Delhi State Archives 

 

 

 


