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Abstract

This paper critically examines the historical narrative presented by the
renowned Islamic scholar Shaikh Ali al-Tantawi in his book Ahmad bin
‘Irfan al-Shahid regarding the armed movement of Syed Ahmad Shahid
Barelvi against the Sikh rule of Maharaja Ranjit Singh in northwestern
India. The study aims to identify and evaluate historical inaccuracies in al-
Tantawi’s account through a comparative analysis of primary and
secondary historical sources related to this important episode of South Asian
Islamic history. Ali al-Tantawi portrays Syed Ahmad as a leader who
largely avoided conflict with Muslim Pashtun tribes and achieved significant
military victories against the Sikh forces. However, a careful examination of
contemporary records and authoritative historical works reveals a different
picture. The evidence indicates that Syed Ahmad’s movement remained
engaged in prolonged conflicts with various Pashtun tribes for nearly five
vears, largely due to political, social, and religious disagreements.
Furthermore, contrary to claims of major victories over the Sikh military,
Syed Ahmad’s forces were generally unable to defeat the regular Sikh army
in decisive engagements or establish lasting control over major cities and
fortresses. The temporary occupation of Muzaffarabad stands as a limited
exception and did not result in sustained territorial authority.

The paper also highlights al-Tantawi’s failure to adequately investigate the
reasons behind the opposition of many Pashtuns Muslims to Syed Ahmad’s
movement. By reassessing these issues, the study contributes to a more
balanced and historically grounded understanding of Syed Ahmad Shahid’s
struggle and its complex regional dynamics.
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1. Introduction

Syed Ahmad Shahid Brailw1’s (1786-1831) campaign against the rule of Ranjit Singh
in India served as a significant inspiration for nearly all the subsequent Muslim religious-
political movements in the subcontinent, which aspired to revive the Muslim empire or
Khilafah.!

In his book Ahmad bin ‘Irfan al-Shahid, ‘Ali al-Tantawi® introduced Syed Ahmad
Shahid to the Arab world in a way that does not align with historical facts. This book, a part of
his I‘lam al-Tarikh series, was published by Dar al-Fikr, Damascus. The edition under review
was published in 1997

‘Ali al-Tantaw1 claims that Syed Ahmad avoided fighting the Pashtiins because they
were Muslims. Contrary to this, the fact is that Syed Ahmad declared the Pashtiins hypocrites
and rebels. He engaged with them in a five-year-long armed conflict, killing hundreds of them,
including some of their tribal leaders. Al-Tantawt attributed Syed Ahmad’s successes against
the Pashtiins to victories over the Sikh regime. The fact is, Syed Ahmad could never win against
the Sikh army, except for the city of Muzaffrabad which he took over only for a short while
and the Sikhs reclaimed it very soon. Furthermore, he made an erroneous statement regarding
the founder of Sikhism that Guru Nanak was a Magus (Zoroastrianism), whereas, he was a
Punjabi and belonged to a Hindu family.

2. A Brief Introduction to Syed Ahmad Brailwi (1786-1831)

The following account of Syed Ahmad Brailwi is derived from Sirat-e-Syed Ahmad
Shahid®, a key source for ‘Ali al-Tantaw1’s book, authored by Mawlana Abii al-Hasan ‘Ali al-
Nadawi. The historical records from this source are further verified through works like Syed
Ahmad Shahid4 by Ghulam Rasul Mehr5 (1895-1971) and A/miyah Tarikh6 by Dr. Mubarak
Ali7, a renowned Pakistani historian.

Syed Ahmad Brailwi was a mystic. He founded a group of religiously motivated
fighters (Mujahidin) and was their military and mystic leader. The armed movement of Syed
Ahmad was a blend of Sufism and Islamism. It was launched for the revival of Islamic
Khilafah, or the Kingdom of God, during the diminishing Muslim political power of
the Mughals in the subcontinent.

Syed Ahmad was born on November 29, 1786 CE, in the town Ra’ai Braili, situated in
Uttar Pradesh (UP), India, in a religious family of mystics. He came to Lucknow at around 17,
looking for a job, but was unsuccessful due to declining economic conditions. The weakening
of the Mughal Empire encouraged the local landlords and warlords to establish their
independent states and armies. That led to constant warfare in the land. These landlords and
warlords used to attack their neighboring states to extort money or extend their rule. The trade
was low and jobs were scarce. Syed Ahmad traveled to Delhi and became a disciple of Shah
‘Abdul ‘Aziz, the son of the renowned Islamic scholar of the 18" century, Shah Wali Uallah.
He stayed in his monastery from 1806 to 1811 CE3.

Syed Ahmad had a slim interest in religious education. He left his studies but continued
receiving spiritual training in Sufism, mainly, from Shah ‘Abdul Qadir, another son of Shah
Wali Uallah, for a brief period. Then, he returned home and got married.

Following his interest in war or Jihad, as maintained by Abu al-Hasan ‘Ali al-Nadaw1
or because of the scarcity of jobs, as suggested by Dr Mubarak ‘Ali, he joined the army of the
Nawab Amir Khan, the ruler of Tonk, India, because this was the only reliable way to get some
livelihood. Nawab, like other warlords, used to attack his neighboring states to extort money
and feed his troops. He provided his service to Hindu Marahatas and Rajptts against their
rivals’. When the East India Company got a strong hold on India, it enforced peace in the land.
It compelled the warlords to stop their warfare. Nawab Amir Khan had to end his military
activities against a fixed stipend from EIC and downsize his army. Thousand soldiers were laid
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off including Syed Ahmad. However, according to al-Nadawi, he left Nawab’s army because
he disapproved of Nawab’s capitulation to EIC.!°

Syed Ahmad returned to Delhi to acquire further training in Sufism from the monastery
of Shah ‘Abdul ‘Aziz and started imparting it to other disciples of Sufism. Then, he made a
tour visiting different parts of India to disseminate religious teachings, and spiritual training to
purify the Muslims from the un-Islamic influences that they had received from Hinduism and
also from Shi’it'!.

He received acceptance and reverence from the masses. Then, he promulgated his
expedition to Makkah for the pilgrimage (Hajj). Hajj had not been in practice for some time in
India, because the Muslim scholars had exempted the Indian Muslims from going on
pilgrimage to Makkah for the odds and insecurity of the traveling. Syed Ahmad made his
journey from Ra’ai Brailt to Mirzapiir to Banaras to Calcutta (India), wherefrom he voyaged
to Makkah with a caravan of almost 800 Muslims.!?

Upon returning from Hajj, he initiated the promotion of the movement of Jihad (armed
struggle) against the Sikh regime of Maharaja Ranjit Singh of Punjab accusing him of
persecuting the Punjabi Muslims. However, historical evidence does not confirm such
persecution on a large scale. Maharaja Ranjit Singh was known for treating his subjects fairly,
regardless of religion

Syed Ahmad’s movement of armed struggle started in 1826. He traveled far and wide
in India to call the Muslims to join him as Mujahidin (the fighters in the name of God or
vigilante) of Islam. He traveled from Ra’ai Brailt to Marwar (Sindh, Pakistan) to Shikarpir to
Shal (Quetta, Baluchistan, Pakistan) and from there to Peshawar, (Khyber Pakhtunkhwa,
Pakistan). He visited a few cities in Afghanistan and finally arrived at Mansehra (Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan). Everywhere he received a warm welcome from the local people and
chieftains. However, he could bring only around 500 people from India with him. He was
expecting that the Pashttin tribal people, known for their warlike characteristics and enthusiasm
for religion, would join him. He made Peshawar and the Samah his military base camp.

Syed Ahmad declared Jihad against Maharaja Ranjit Singh, alleging him persecuting
Muslims. However, the alleged persecution is not confirmed by historians. The possibility of
transgressions by some Sikh soldiers is not ruled out but Maharaja was known for his fair
dealing with his subjects, irrespective of their religion. Muslims were employed in his army.
The army that came to fight Syed Ahmad included Punjabi Muslims.'* There is no record of
the migration of Punjabi Muslims from Punjab due to the alleged persecution of the Sikh
regime, nor did they rush to join Syed Ahmad who stood up in their neighborhood, to rescue
them from the persecution of Ranjit Singh. All his followers were from northern India.

Syed Ahmad arrived in Mansehra and challenged Ranjit Singh, without taking any
formal consent from the local tribal chieftains who were living under the regime of Ranjit
Singh. He wrote a warning letter to Maharaja, asking him to embrace Islam, if not, he had to
pay Jizyah (traditionally, a special tax levied on non-Muslims of an Islamic State) if not, then
he was invited to fight. After the expected turndown of his offers, he, with his 700 fighters
(including around 200 local participants), made a surprise raid at night on a Sikh troop of 7000
at the place of Akora. He succeeded in disrupting the Sikh army. !4

After that, he declared himself divinely appointed Imam (the religious-political leader
of the Muslims). The chieftains of Pashtiin tribes pledged their allegiance to him in the hope of
getting rid of the Sikh rule. He was able to gather an army of around one hundred thousand.
But the Chief of the Durrant tribe, Yar Muhammad Khan betrayed him, poisoned him during
the battle of Shaidu, and retreated from the battlefield. Syed Ahmad survived the poison but
lost the battle. Later on, all his power was spent fighting with the local Pashtiin tribes, who
turned against him for many reasons: They feared retaliation from the Sikh regime of Ranyjit
Singh. Secondly, they did not like the declaration of Syed Ahmad as their Imam and ruler of
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the people without their consent. They considered him their warlord (Amir al-Jihad)."> The
Pashttin joined him hoping that with the help of Syed Ahmad, they would get rid of the rule of
Ranjit Sing. They did not like that another foreigner, Syed Ahamd, would rule them in the place
of Ranjit Singh. Thirdly, strict and sudden imposition of Shari‘ah by Syed Ahmad penalties and
punishments for not observing Islamic rituals and injunctions turned them against him. Many
of these measures imposed in the name of Shariah ran counter to their traditional and tribal
practices. Fourthly, due to sectarian differences between them and Syed Ahamd, they went
against him. Syed Ahmad and his followers had an inclination towards the Salafid school of
thought, which does not follow a single principal jurist or Imam, while Pashtiins were bigot
Hanafids, the followers of Imam Abi Hanifah. Further, the Brailw1 scholars opposed Syed
Ahmad and wrote letters to Pashtiins discrediting him in the eyes of local people and their
chieftains.

Apart from Syed Ahmad’s civil wars against the Pashtiin tribes, whenever Sikh regular
army came to attack him, he used guerrilla war style. His army would disperse in the hideouts
across the mountains, or erect a fence or dig a ditch to defend themselves, but they never came
in open to battle with them.

Syed Ahmad won Punjtar from Yar Muhammad Khan and killed him. He won the city
of Muzaffrabad from Sikhs only for a short while and had to withdraw his troops from the city
when the Sikh army came to reclaim it. He defeated Sultan Muhammad Khan and took
Peshawar from him, but he gave it back to him voluntarily. Sultan Muhammad Khan, with other
chiefs of tribes, conspired against him and assassinated the officials of Syed Ahamd from
Peshawar to Samah, the seat of Syed Ahmad. Then, Syed Ahmad decided to shift from Samah
to Hazarah and Kashmir. But his local opponents led the Sikh army to his camp at Balakot. The
Sikh army attacked them Syed Ahmad along with some of his fighters rushed into the marsh,
which he had prepared as a defense line against his enemy. It obstructed the movement and
performance of his fighters. A fierce battle started and Syed Ahmad along with almost all the
leadership lost their lives. This incident took place on 6 May 1831 at Balakot (Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan).'6

3. The Account of Syed Ahmad’s Armed Movement as told by ‘Ali al-Tantawi

‘Ali al-Tantawt presented quite a different picture of Syed Ahmad and his movement.
The major sources of his book are the books of his contemporary, Syed Abii al-Hasan al-
Nadaw1. Al-Tantawi mentioned only al-Nadawi’s book as his primary source and quoted
directly from his book. al-Nadaw1 is inspired by Ahmad. al-Nadaw1 was from the line of Syed
Ahmad and had a personal affiliation with him. This made him biased in favour of Syed Ahmad
as indicated by his contemporary, Mr. Mas‘ud ‘Alam al-Nadawi. He writes:

“Unfortunately, my dearest friend and sincere brother’s (Abu al-Hasan al-Nadawn1)
approach is purely reverential, and he tried to evade the errors and shortcomings of the elders
(Syed Ahmad and his fellows).!”

In his book, Ahmad bin Irfan al-Shahid’, ‘Ali al-Tantaw1, states that Syed Ahmad left
his hometown for Lucknow because he wanted to go beyond the confinement of his small
hometown as lava spews out from the volcano.'® While the fact, that al-Nadawi mentions in his
book is, he left his hometown in search of his livelihood.”

al-Tantaw1 writes that Syed Ahmad left the military job in the army of Amir Khan
because his warfare was not Jihad against non-Muslims but for the sack of booty and monetary
benefits.2” Amir Khan was no better than a warlord who invaded and threatened the states
around him to extortion but Syed Ahmad served him for around six years (according to al-
Nadawi?!) or seven (according to Dr Mubarak Ali*?) years. The question is why he took that
long to realize that his warfare was not Jihad but fasad (corruption in the land). On the contrary,
we find no evidence of his objection to the military expeditions of Amir Khan. He kept serving
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him until EIC forced him to stop his warfare and downsize his army. Later, we find him
following the pattern of Amir Khan by establishing his Private army of freelance fighters.
al-Tantwii wrongfully associates Sikhism with Zoroastrianism. He writes:
2 gus2 985l 5E Lolerrr sl e dislb (hand ) o) el s

Sikh is a sect of Magus (Zoroastrianism) and the founder of Sikhism, Guru Nanak was
a Magus.

This is not true. It is well known that Guru Nanak was a Panjabi and belonged to a
Hindu family, and Sikhism has no connection with Zoroastrianism.

al-TantwT writes that Syed Ahmad’s a good number of people pledged him for Jihad**
but the actual number of people who accompanied him to the Northwestern tribal areas was
only around 500%°.

al-Tantw1 writes at page 30 of his book:

8Lkl P acz 03 ssualand) sty sy oS s S8 s A1 g e JaS s e A5V sunl 6
264 and) gl sl | gl B it L 0 iy | o015 L o233 5 SCe sz L)

(Although) the enemy (Sikh regime of Ranjit Singh of Punjab) was more powerful in
terms of numbers, far well equipped with arms, and more skilled in warfare, but they were not
supported by Allah, rather, the Mujahidin were supported by Allah. Mujahidin defeated the
forces of transgressors and wrongdoers and occupied their lands and their castles fell to their
hands one by one until they conquered the great city of Peshawar.

This never happened. Syed Ahmad He never defeated a regular Sikh army. All his
achievements were his surprise night attacks and hit-and-run ventures against the Sikh troops.
Whenever he had to face a regular Sikh army, his humble force of a few hundred fought behind
a fence, dug a ditch, or dispersed in the mountains.?’” He could never stand against the regular
Sikh army. The cities or castles he won were from the Pashtiin chieftains, many of them were
killed in fighting against him. As mentioned above, he won Punjtar from Yar Muhammad Khan,
a Muslim Pashtun chief of Durrant tribe, after killing him in the battle. He won the city of
Peshawar from another Muslim Pashtiin chief, Sultan Muhammad Khan, not from Sikhs as
claimed by al-Tantwi. He did win the city of Muzaffarabad from the Sikhs, but only for a short
while, he had to leave it as soon as the Sikh army came to reclaim it.

‘Ali al-Tantaw1 never mentions his battles with Muslim Pashtiin tribes, rather he
negates the fact that he fought against them. He states that the Afghan warriors were motivated
against Syed Ahmad’s officials to assassinate them.?® This is not true. His officials were not
killed by Aghans, but they were killed by the Pashtiins whom he was trying to rule. His officials
were assassination by Sultan Muhammad Khan from Peshawar and by the chieftains of Samah.

In this perspective of his fights with the Pashtiins, read the following statement of ‘Ali
al-Tantaw1. He writes on page number 33 that when the tribal Muslim chiefs went against him
and killed his 150 officials®’, he decided to leave the place to avoid fighting and killing the
Muslims, as it was not lawful for him to fight Muslims. His actual words go:

Uit o sl o8 oguisV e 52 o) s ot o B Yl (greere s s Lowluad suar e 51,0
30 WL bt e

When Sheikh Ahmad, Sheikh Ismail, and those with them saw that they had no strength
to face them, they did not permit themselves to kill Muslims, for they had only set out to fight
the oppressive disbelievers.

This is quite an alteration of the historical facts. Syed Ahmad had declared the local
Pashtiins his rebel. He and his disciple Shah Ismail had issued the religious verdict (Fatwa) that
the tribal Muslims were hypocrites and their blood was lawful to be shed.’! He fought against
them for five years and killed hundreds of them including their chieftains.
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4. Conclusion:

‘Allama ’Ali al-Tantaw1 misrepresented the historical facts about the armed movement
of Syed Ahmad of India. He maintains that Syed Ahmad left his hometown because his spirit
could not stay confined to his small town, but he never mentions that he left his hometown in
search of his livelihood. He admits that Syed Ahmad left Nawab Amir Khan because his
warfare was not for Islam but for booty and extortion of money from other states, but he never
criticizes him for being in the service of Non-Muslim states for six or seven years, participating
in his wrongful activities. He gives the impression that several people from India gave their
pledge to Syed Ahmad for Jihad, while the fact is that only around 500 people accompanied
him from India for Jihad. al-Tantawi skips the whole episode of Syed Ahmad’s five-year-long
civil war against the Muslim Pashttins tribes in which hundreds of Pashtins were killed.
Furthermore, he gives the impression that he avoided fighting Muslims. He says that Syed
Ahmad defeated Sikhs and won their cities and castle, this is incorrect. All his achievements
were against Muslim Pashtiin tribes, which al-Tantw1 replaced with Sikhs. He writes that
Afghan fighters came to kill his 150 officials. This is not true. Those were the same Pashtiin
whom he was trying to rule. They assassinated his officials. He never mentions why the Muslim
Pashtiin tribes who welcomed him warmly in the beginning and participated in the first battle
under his leadership against Sikhs, turned so vehemently against him. He writes that Sikhism
is a branch of Zoroastrianism and the Guru Nanak was a magus. This is not true. Guru Nanak
was a Punjabi and belonged to a Hindu family and Sikhism has no connection with
Zoroastrianism. The alleged persecution of Maharaja Ranjit Singh is not proven. Several
Muslims were employed in his army. No Punjabi Muslim joined Syed Ahmad nor do we find
migration of the Punjabi Muslims from Punjab because of the alleged persecution during the
Ranjit Singh regime.
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