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 Muslim Culture and Reform in 18th Century

 South Asia

 JAMAL MALIK

 Usually the European perception of South Asia and, related to it, academic research
 into this region, is informed by specific, powerful images and metaphors that establish a

 dichotomisation of the world. The reasons for this development cannot be analysed in

 detail here. Suffice it to say, however, that this organisation and designation of the world

 has deep roots. Until the Reformation, Europe was basically perceived only in terms of
 geographical boundaries. But the dichotomy between "Europe" and "Asia" acquired a new
 dimension in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when, in the wake of a change of

 paradigm into modernity, European self-consciousness gradually developed into a sense of
 European intellectual superiority, just as a new form of collective identity had developed
 within the boundaries of Europe, based on the idea of "nation" in the late eighteenth
 century, and just as the members of the early nation-states forcibly dissociated themselves

 by definition from members of other societies in order to be able to establish their own

 identity1, now, with the same intention, though on a different level, Europeans dissociated
 themselves from "Asia", the "Orient" and "Islam". The political recollection of important

 master narratives kept the mythical fictions in mind and imbued the nation-building process

 with enormous real power. This development towards a modern European identity was
 based, as can be deduced from many travellers' testimonies, on the history of reception,
 reciprocal perceptions, and the development of enemy images. In this process, the Orient

 and the Orientals were also used by Europeans as a didactic background for the critique
 of their own (European) urban societies. The literary technique of contextual alienation
 and distancing, such as can be found in Montesquieu's "Persian Letters", was born in this

 period.2 These and following processes of projection were connected among others things
 with the fact that Europeans, as CDlonial masters, advanced to confront the world outside

 Europe. There they were faced wkh attitudes and norms that forced them to question their

 own perceptions. In doing so, they also tended to accept some of these strange and different

 ideas, and, thus, exposed themselves to cultural hybridisation which could then only be
 overcome by the reconstructing of their own culture as something "pure", in contrast to

 the "degenerate" culture of the cclonialised. In this way, collective antagonisms developed.

 Even the Oriental crusades that had been critically evaluated by European academicians,

 B. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflection on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London, 1983).
 J. Osterhammel, Die Entzauberung Asians. Europa und die asiatischen Reiche (Munich, 1998), pp. 68ff, 275?296

 et passim.
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 sorrows and fears."67 Similarly, the eighteenth century was the time when childhood began

 to emerge as a distinct and significant part of human life. Just recall the revealing passages

 in Mir Taqi Mir's autobiography, when he talks with his nurse and his father, or remembers

 his father's affectionate ways with him.68 This kind of reformism certainly underpins the
 emergence of individualism.

 The genre of shahr-dshub69 (shattering the city) was also a proven "medium of expression

 for feelings of sensitive human beings (hassds insdn)",70 especially since it was characterised

 by distinctions made along societal formations: while on the one hand the desolate situation

 of the urban aristocracy was deplored, on the other shahr-dshub portrayed the irresistible

 emergence of new urban formations.71 Another popular medium of emotional expression
 in the eighteenth century was wdsokht, in which the poet describes the unfaithfulness of his

 beloved. Notwithstanding the female emancipation process that may have found expression

 in this genre, the poet's separation from his beloved undoubtedly left him alone with himself
 in a world of sorrows, in a liminal state of mind.

 Interestingly the Naqshbandi mystics of that time may be considered the avant garde of
 these movements. A literary critical analysis of the - canonical - diaries, such as the four

 stylistically beautiful spiritual diaries of Mir Dard entitled Chahdr Risdla may substantiate

 this thesis.72 To the mystical poet Dard, poetry was "an expression of recent experiences
 that would move the heart of the poet. For him poetry meant, that the poet expresses his

 innermost feelings (wdriddt-e qalbiyah) and experiences in such a way that the verses engrave

 deeply into the heart of the listeners."73 Thus, this kind of poetry may well have been an

 inwardness based on subjective perceptions and their spiritual digestion.

 These publicly articulated ideas not only needed a specific medium, Urdu, but also
 corresponding institutions with specific identity and rituals that gave a sense of solidarity, and

 where economic, social and cultural capital was transmitted, in parallel with social ideals such

 as sociability and communality. Such an institution was the mushd Hrah (Arabic: mushdlara),

 literary salons with poetry competitions, which acquired a new societal meaning.74 Literary
 salons, sensitive circles of friendship as it were, were not infrequently centred around a

 woman - usually a courtesan.76 Because of their socially pluralistic character these salons
 were quite popular in residential cities such as Delhi and Lucknow, as well as in important
 garrison towns, the qasbahs.

 67 Jalibi, Tdrikh, II, p. 476, also p. 631.
 68 C. M. Nairn, ed. and transl., Zikr-i Mir. The Autobiography of the Eighteenth-Century Mughal Poet Mir Muhammad

 Taqi "Mir" (1723-1810) (Delhi, 2000).
 69 See Sadiq, History, pp. 117_F.
 70 Jalibi, Tdrikh, II, p. 484.
 71 See for example the poet Hatim (died 1781) quoted in Sadiq, History, pp. I04f.
 72 Mir Dard, Chahdr Risdla (Bhopal 1310/1892-93).
 73 Jalibi, Tdrikh, II, p. 472.
 74 For this see C. M. Nairn, 'Poet-audience interaction at Urdu musha'iras', in Shackle, ed., Urdu and Muslims,

 pp. 167?173; cAli Jawwad Zaidi, Tdrikh-e musha'irah (Delhi, 1989); B. Q. Silver, 'The Urdu Musha'irah', in A.
 Giese and J. C. Biirgel, eds., Gott ist schon und Er liebt die Schonheit (Bern, 1994), pp. 363-375; Farhatullah Baig, The
 Last Musha'irah of Delhi, transl. with an Introduction, Notes, Glossary and Bibliography by Akhtar Qamber (New Delhi,
 1979). An academic work on this complex issue of musha 'ira as a cultural and social institution has still to be written.
 75 For the conceptual views that follow I have borrowed much from P. Seibert, Der literarische Salon: Literatur und

 Gesellschaft zwischen Aufklarung und Vormdrz (Stuttgart, 1993).
 The importance of courtesans for the development of Urdu in the eighteenth century has not been looked at

 so far.
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 The Naqshbandi Mir Dard is considered the first poet to restore the popularity of
 musha'irah'. "It seems that the institution of musha'ira ... was developed during Dard's
 lifetime."77 He elevated tenderness as a leitmotif for the ideal behavioural codex, a codex
 that combined sensuality with virtue and rationality. Considering these literary works, one

 may ask whether a new stylistic ideal was developed that might correspond to the emotional

 cult and how far immediacy, naturalness, emotional expression, etc. were reflected in new

 linguistic forms of articulation, and how far the specific experiential space of sensitivity was

 discussed and made a topic of discourse.
 In the musha'irah it was not only "a middle class who was interested in Persian and

 Urdu poetry and literature and among whom one could count representatives of military,

 administration as well as notables and traders" that participated.78 These new public spaces
 also provided a gregarious forum for communication and the perennial co-option of new
 members from the lower classes, including barbers, soldiers, perfume vendors, masons,

 weavers, tailors and carpenters,79 presupposed permanent social openness. The equal status
 of those present in the literary salons ideally allowed dialogue and so made possible a new
 level of interpersonal relationship and disclosure. All this implied social equality. In such
 an environment the participants could articulate their interests freely so that these literary

 circles potentially provided an egalitarian arena for communication. And precisely because

 of the heterogeneous status and intellectual heterogeneity of the participants, these fora of

 exchange and expression, which also contributed to the processes of consensus forming and

 group building, gave rise to a new trend in taste and the formation of a moral institution

 alternative to the court. In these gatherings, which were structured according to rules (dddb),

 religion and politics were left aside, so that confessional and political conflicts could be
 minimised. Emotion and sensitivity were of prime concern. The postulate of individuality
 and personality development, and hence of the ego, was pre-eminent. And because of the
 emphasis on self-definition and self-discovery, individual deficiencies could also be articulated

 as individually accountable human weaknesses, and so these poetry meetings could become

 the scene of polemics and did lead to real quarrels. The visibility of these publicly assessable
 spaces was a common feature with other institutions such as libraries, coffee houses, and

 baths,80 the number of which increased rapidly during this period.81 In these places, "the

 nobles, irrespective of their status are unable to suppress their desire of taking a stroll here."82

 It is no wonder, therefore, that contemporary Indian travellers to Europe, such as Abu Talib

 al-Isfahani or Dean Mahomet, could perceive similar institutions in Europe within their own

 cultural categories.83

 77 Schimmel, Urdu Literature, p. 171; Zaidi, Mushd'irah, pp. 75ff.
 78 Zaidi, Mushd'irah, pp. I09ff.
 79 Compare Mohammad Umar, 'Literature of a Declining Empire - Urdu Poetry in the Eighteenth Century',

 presented at the 52nd Session of the Indian History Congress, New Delhi, 1992.
 80 For coffee houses, see for example Khan, Muraqqa'-e Dehli, pp. 25, et passim.
 81 It would be worthwhile to enquire into this aspect of material culture with the tools of urban anthropology

 and urban geography.
 82 Khan, Muraqqa'-e Dehli, p. 25
 83 See the reciprocal perception in the case of Mirza Abu Talib Khan Isfahani, Masir-e Tdlibi fi hildd-e afranji,

 completed in 1219 AH /1804-05 AD, edited by Mirza Husain cAli and Mir Qudrat cAli (Calcutta, 1812), reprint
 edition with introduction by Husain Khadivjam (Tehran, 1352 AH), here pp. 18iff, 303ff, 355ff; transl. C. Stewart,
 Travels of Mirza Abu Taleh Khan in Asia, Africa and Europe During the Years 1797 to 1803, 2 Vols. (London, 1811,
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