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Abstract:   
 

Punjab, being a frontier zone of India, has witnessed movement of ideas and traditions. It 

is region dotted with varied traditions followed by different communities. The locale of 

various dargahs who existed on the fringes of dominant socio-religious structure has 

witnessed onslaught of dominant religious ideologies which are continuously trying to 

appropriate these local traditions/dargahs within their ambit. The situation becomes 

alarming because these dargahs of the marganalised has catered to the dalit community of 

Punjab. The region of Doaba (Bist Sutlej Doab) has recently seen dalit community 

asserting their identity and political aspiration through these dargahs. The violent clashed 

since 2000 in various religious places speaks volume about the dalit aspiration and coercion 

of the upper caste to suppress these voices of the marganalised on the name of dominant 

hegemonic traditions of religious identities i.e Hindu, Sikh and Muslims as constructed by 

the Colonialist regimes. The paper attempts to survey various issues which confront the 

dalits of the Doab and how one can perceive the relevance of these dargah  while linking 

it with dalit aspiration and assertion of the region.. 
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I. Introduction: 

Punjab, owning to its diverse socio-cultural spectrum, has a unique identity. Harjot Oberoi 

considers Punjab as a channel ‘to reach to Indian hinterland and its fluctuating political geography 

made it a region of social and cultural uncertainty’ (Oberoi: 1994). He studies how the religious, 

linguistic and cultural orientation of Punjab is influenced by their settlement across the doabs. He 

points towards the division of Majha (between rivers Ravi and Beas, Malwa (beyond river Sutlej) 

and Doaba (between rivers Beas and Sutlej) area and how these zones carry their own distinct 

traditions and history (Oberoi: 1994). The present paper attempts to study the region of Doaba 

with its unique caste structure and cultural milieu as a resistance against dominant hegemonic 

traditions of the region. The paper also highlights how the Sufi construct of local dargahs have 

contextualized Dalit assertion by giving it room and freedom to create cultural symbols of their 

own.    

The process of Punjab’s historical narration began with the establishment of British rule in 

1849. The colonial power affiliated the region with Sikhs in order to beget their support after the 

conquest of Khalsa Durbar (1849). Even modern scholars like H.R. Rose (1911), Hutchison and 

J.P. Vogel (1913) and Darlings (1925) constructed Punjab through the political-religious 

framework initiated by the colonial ideologues. Joseph Cunningham’s, A History of the Sikhs from 

Origin of the Nation to the Battles of the Satlej’ (1849), can be taken as the beginning of a historical 

perspective on the Sikh religious ethos. He used Sikh sources and made used of official as well as 

contemporary Persian sources to create the first history of Sikh religion. Another important and 

much debated religious yardstick on Punjab was provided by Max Arthur Macauliffe a Deputy 

Commissioner (1882) and later a Divisional Judge (1884) of Punjab. He wrote ‘The Sikh Religion: 

It’s Gurus, Sacred Writings and Authors’ (1909), he also translated a rendition of Guru Granth 

Sahib in English. The trend set by these colonial historiographers was followed by both nationalist 

historians like Indu Bushan Benrerjee (1896-1953), Hari Ram Gupta (1902-92) and Sikh scholars 

alike.1 The historical studies on Punjab are majorly dominated by the Sikh scholars who have 

                                                           
1 Indu Bushan Benrerjee wrote ‘Evolution of Khalsa’ in 2 volumes the work was primarily written to refute the claim 
of Macauliffe that Sikhism was a separate religion rather than a reformed sect of Hinduism. Benrerjee’s work is 
considered important in scholarly circle as it helps in understanding the region and its history. The Sikh scholar 
however considers his work as an attempt of Hindu nationalists to promote Hindu nationalism. 
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essayed Sikh philosophy and genesis of Sikh religion. The two earliest historians who explored 

the making of Sikh empire and its political significance were Ganda Singh and Fauja Singh.2  

Partition of Punjab (1947) and its reorganization (1966) converted it into Sikh homeland. 

Surinder Singh and Ishwar Dayal Gaur point out that dividing Punjab on linguistic basis had 

definitely brought gain for the political elites but it also accentuated linguistic and unsolved 

majority and minority tangles (Singh & Gaur:2009). The politico-religious framework has 

strengthened the hegemonic traditions by rejecting alternative paradigms of Punjab’s historical 

past. Doaba, as a result, has emerged as a region where varied upper and lower castes are in 

constant contest for the formation of their identities. According to the census 2011 Punjab has 32% 

of India’s Dalit population and Doaba alone constitutes 45% of this total number.  

II. Dalits Assertion in Doaba: 

 Doaba in the history of Punjab is perceived as the birth place of Dalit consciousness and a land 

where radical voices of Dalit emancipation echoed. The beginning of 20th century saw the 

surfacing of Ad-Dharam movement of Babu Mangu Ram of Hoshiarpur. The movement organized 

the Dalit community with such a rapid speed that 4 lakh people registered themselves as Ad-

Dharmis in the census of 1931 (Ronki Ram:2017). Ronki Ram in his article highlights that Ad-

Dharmis were lynched and subjected to physical violence both by Hindus and Sikhs, they were 

barred from village common lands their meetings were hounded for the reason that they chose to 

register themselves as ad dharma (Ram :2017). Doaba, with passage of time, has thus evolved as 

the focal point of Dalit assertion against the hegemonic traditions of Hinduism, Sikhism and Islam. 

In June 2003 a violent clash broke out in Talhan a village in Jalandhar district over a local shrine 

called Baba Nihal Singh Gurudawara (Louis and Jodka: 2003). Nihal Singh, a Ramgardiya Sikh 

and pulley mender represent the folk voice Punjab’s popular culture. The shrine in Talhan signifies 

how social groups construct cultural symbols through oral traditions and legend. These symbols 

generate space for these social groups in a stratified caste hierarchy, Baba Nihal Singh shrine 

                                                           
2 Ganda Singh wrote, ‘Life of Banda Singh Bahadur’, ‘A Short History of Sikhs 1469-1765’, ‘Kukiyan Di Vitha’, 
‘Singh Sabha and other Socio-Religious Movements in Punjab 1850-1925’. His journal ‘Punjab, Past and Present’ 
have complied some fine narrations of Sikh ethos and political ideology. While Fauja Singh’s edited work ‘Historians 
and Historiography of the Sikhs’ is a useful work to understand the academic trends on Sikh studies and Punjab. He 
also wrote the political history of Ranjit Singh in, ‘Some Aspects of State and Society under Ranjit Singh’ published 
in 1981. He also produced ‘The Military Service of the Sikhs 1799-1849’ in 1964. 
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proved to be one such space for Ad-Dharmi who constituted 62% of Talhan’s population. The 

shrine however managed by the minority of Jat-Sikh (37%), the dispute began when Ad-Dharmis 

demanded a representation in the management of shrine pointing towards corruption and misuse 

of shrine funds. The Jat dismissed the demand saying only Khalsa Sikh could run the management, 

they also refuted Ad-Dharmi claim that Nihal Singh shrine was not a proper Gurudawara (Jodhka: 

2003). The matter took a serious turn when Ad-Dharmis obtained court permission to remain 

present during the election of management committee. In January 2003 Jats called police to prevent 

Ad-Dharmi from attending management election, and also imposed social boycott on the Ad-

Dharmi community. The Dalit of the region were appalled by the segregation and took to writing 

in progressive platforms. No political party like it was Congress or BSP intervene in the matter 

though the Akalis gave statements against the boycott but did nothing effective. The district 

administration with difficulty brought the two parties at a temporary compromise in which Jat 

agreed to add two members of ad dharma on the committee. Two days later during the annual fair 

of Peer Fateh Ali Shah Qadiri the Jats and Ad-Dharmi involved in a violent brawl. The riots broke 

out and kept on going for 18 days until the Jats accepted Ad-Dharmi to join management 

committee only if they agreed to attain Sikh saroop (Ronki Ram: 2007). The dargah of Qadiri 

saint Fateh Ali Shah where the clash took place is also under exclusive control of the Jats of village.   

The confrontation between Khalsa and caste identity reached another level in the year 

2009, when two Sants of Dera Sachkhand Ballan were attacked in Vienna. Massive riots broke out 

in Doaba Punjab which is considered as the strongest hold of Ravidasi community. The region saw 

violence and burning of public transportation, there were also incidents of clashes between Dalits 

and Jat-Sikhs. The aggression of 2009 had made it clear to the Dalit that no hegemonic religious 

ideology can emancipate or protect them from continuous social apartheid.  In 2010 Ravidasis 

community created a separate religious identity called Ravidasis Dharma, Shri Guru Ravidass 

Amritbani as their holy book and a separate slogan for their new found religion.3 It must be noticed 

                                                           
3 It must be noticed that Ravidasis formed the major part of Dalit Diaspora of Punjab; the NRI Ravidasis not only fund 
the Ravidas Deras but they also are instrumental in asserting their separate Ravidas identity. Ronki Ram, ‘The 
Genealogy of a Dalit faith: The Ravidassia Dharm and Caste conflicts in contemporary Punjab’, in Journal 
Contributions to Indian Sociology, vol.51 Sage Publications, Los Angeles, 2017, pp.52-78:  Ronki Ram quote a 
Punjabi Dalit girl of California who obtained the number for her car as ‘Chamari No. 1’ and asserted that her education, 
earning and social standing is equal to the so called upper caste therefore she is not shy to proudly claim her caste 
identity. This trend in Doaba  have gained popularity, Dalit youth now pin their caste identity as stickers on their cars, 
motorbikes and even celebrate it through their songs. 18 years old Dalit singers of Doaba Ginni Mahi have recently 
got popular for her song ‘danger chamar’ and ‘babasaheb’. Ravidasis Dalits of Punjab have gained economic 

Suraj Punj Journal For Multidisciplinary Research

Volume 8, Issue 12, 2018

ISSN NO: 2394-2886

Page No: 218



 
 

that Ravidasis formed the major part of Dalit Diaspora of Punjab. Ravidasis, who have migrated 

abroad and have witnessed prosperity, not only fund the Ravidas Deras but they are instrumental 

in asserting their separate Ravidas identity. Ronki Ram quotes a Punjabi Dalit girl of California 

who obtained the number for her car as ‘Chamari No. 1’ and asserted that her education, earning 

and social standing is equal to the so called upper caste therefore she is not shy to proudly claim 

her caste identity (Ronki Ram: 2017). This trend in Doaba  have gained popularity, Dalit youth 

now pin their caste identity as stickers on their cars, motorbikes and even celebrate it through their 

songs. 18 years old Dalit singers of Doaba Ginni Mahi have recently got popular for her song 

‘danger chamar’ and ‘babasaheb’. Ravidasis Dalits of Punjab have gained economic affluence 

and have used the education opportunities provided by reservation. The establishment of a separate 

religion by the Ravidasis has given them not only an identity but a scope to assert their separate 

identity coupled with their own traditions.    

The researcher also wishes to draw attention to another paradigm of Dalit quest for identity 

which remains ignored in academic discussions. The hegemonic great traditions keep adjusting, 

appropriating and accommodating traditions which find popular support and in the process create 

complex layers within the popular movement. The Dalit assertion in recent past displays the 

segregation of economically sound literate Dalit and profession bound low caste Dalits. The 

Balmiki community and the Mehjabi Sikhs of rural area are still locked inside the universe of 

social apartheid and caste bound stigmatization. Educational and acquiring respectable career for 

their children is yet a faraway dream but nevertheless they are responding to the new age ideas of 

asserting their identity with limited success.  The two communities have found a scope of 

constructing their own history and narration in localized obscure Dargahs. These communities 

tilted away from Brahmanical and Sikh traditions and created a fluid association with a new form 

of Sufism. The idea can better be understood through the case study of a small village called Sofi 

Pind in Jalandhar district. 

 

 

                                                           
affluence and have used the education opportunities provided by reservation, the establishment of a separate religion 
by the Ravidasis have given them not only an identity but a scope to create their own hegemonic greater traditions.    
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III. The Deras of the Marginalized: 

A Dalit Sufi Pir Bibi Channi Shah claimed lineage to the Chishti-Sabri tradition. Initially Channi 

Shah was questioned and opposed on account of her relationship with her master Pritam Dass. She 

later inherited the gaddi of her Pir and made followers of her own. She remained an authoritative 

figure among the village society. The ground realities of late however have changed drastically. 

The researchers visit her Dera and witnessed the harsh realities of caste oriented patriarchal 

society.   

The Dera is built close to the village burial ground; it was empty save few sewadaars some 

of them are companions of Channi Shah. The Dera is decorated with the picture of Hindu deities 

like Durga and Shiva, a framed image of Guru Nanak also hung on the wall. The tomb of pritam 

Dass is enshrined in a closed and low chamber with green chaddars. Sant Pritam Dass was the 

disciple of famous Dalit Sufi of Phillaur Sant Braham Dass.  Pritam Dass Ratan hailed from Sofi 

Pind and was known as a progressive Dalit thinker. Bibi Channi Shah a low caste Dalit woman of 

a nearby village began visiting the Dera for the cure of some illness. The spiritual connection 

between Channi shah and her master made her leave her family and joined his muridi. In the 

documentary movie ‘kitte mil ve mahi’ Channi Shah explains that her journey was tough as she 

faced the two stereotypes of social structure she was a woman and she was a Dalit.  

The Dera of Channi Shah is not affluent like the Dera of Braham Dass at Phillaur, no 

dignitary visit her and the annual mela is attended by few Dalit families of the village, yet it has 

built a character of its own. The structure reminds one of several feature of popular cults of Punjab, 

it has a marhi with burning earthen, cooked food is offered to the spirit of saint by pouring ghee 

on burnt coal. The tradition is followed in lowest section of Dalit community where patron deities 

are invoked for blessing. The mela at the Dera draw on the imagery of Islam, Hinduism (lord 

Krishna, Ganesha,) while asserting its Dalit inheritance through the image of Mahrishi Balmiki. 

The Dera of Channi shah has given a context to the Balmiki community of Sofi Pind is targeted 

by the upper class in past few months. In January 2018 police removed the nishan sahihb from the 

local primary school where the Balmikis were given land to construct a temple. The Balmiki 

community claims that every caste group has its religious place but they are not allowed to 

construct one for themselves even on the land allotted to them.  
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The clashes between Sikh hegemonic traditions and little traditions have grown in past few 

decades. Perhaps, Dalit assertion for separate identities have jeopardize Sikh claim of a casteless 

society. The building of new narratives and alternative dialogues by shared sacred spaces has 

enabled different communities to create flexible syncretic identities for themselves.  The mention 

must be made of another popular dargah in Nur Mahal in district Jalandhar. 

According to the census reports Nur Mahal was an ancient town called Kot Kahlur. The 

economic affluence of the town made both Nadir Shah (1738-39) and Ahmad Shah Abdali (1756) 

demand heavy ransom for its safety (Punjab District Gazetteer, Jullandhar: 1904). The town 

remains significant to the Lahore darbar before it came under the jurisdiction of colonial rule. The 

region has a mixed religious heritage and its location on the imperial road made it an attraction for 

the wandering darwesh and jogis. Both the census records and historical documents talk about the 

influence of Sufism on the region. The town since 16th century had been the seat of Chishti-Qadiri 

Sufi Shah Fateh Ali Shah, historical records do not speak much about his lineage and life but his 

popularity can be accessed from the fact that his tomb structure is replicated at a number of places 

in Doaba. Colonial records especially the district Gazetteer of the region found his shrine to be 

popular among local Hindu, Muslim and Sikh masses. The district gazetteer also informs that Fateh 

Ali Shah belonged to a place Saisand in Phagwara, his tomb existed in Nur Mahal for last 250 

years (Punjab District Gazetteer, Jullandhar: 1904).  In the year 2003 when Doaba was already 

recovering caste violence of Talhan, another confrontation of popular tradition and hegemonic 

tradition took place in Nur Mahal. It is believed that seventh Sikh Guru Har Rai wandered around 

this area and during one of his travel he met Shah Fateh Ali Shah. The Sikh traditions claim that 

Shah Fateh Ali Shah asked Har Rai several questions and was impressed by his wisdom that he 

bowed before him. The traditions claims that before leaving Nur Mahal, Sikh Guru asked Shah 

Fateh Ali Shah a construct a dharamsaal (inn), which was happily given and a Gurudwara in the 

memory of Har Rai came into existence. The tomb shrine and the Gurudwara existed side by side 

for centuries until 2000, when SGPC raised question on the rituals performed on the dargah 

claiming the same against the Sikh rahit (code of conduct). The SGPC claimed that Gurudwara is 

a historical place and has been managed by SGPC for a long time which give it right to interfere 

in matter which would harm Sikh maryada. In November 2001 during the weekly festivities of 

dargah, few followers of Gurudawara came and objected on beating of dhol, dancing and singing 

qawalis at the dargah as it was against Sikh traditions. The followers of dargah refused to suspend 
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their activities and objected on Gurudawara interference into their ritual practices. The fight 

erupted between the two groups which soon turn into stone throwing and verbal accusation. The 

police was called and DSP had to call the meeting of both groups while the resident of the town 

maintained bandh and criticized police for favoring the stone palters (The Tribune: 2001). The 

Gurudawara Committee in the wake of agitation of residents banned the entry of the Muslim in 

the premises and stopped them from performing any ritual at the shrine. Mia Shah Fateh Ali 

Committee (MSAC) demanded the state government to intervene in the matter but without any 

success. In January 2004 the situation went to a serious level when the Sikh jathas began to get 

involved in aggressive feud with the dargah committee. 

In 2005 a piece published in Frontline, ‘Sufi Resurgence’ informed that dargah belonging 

to Shah Fateh Ali Shah was demolished on the claim that it was built on the site of a Gurudawara. 

The story also claimed that a portion of land was let out to shopkeepers for commercial use whereas 

only a mattress was left where the tomb of Shah Fateh Ali shah once stood (Zaidi: 2005).   

In May 2018 during a visit to Nur Mahal, the researcher found the dargah complex missing 

while the Gurdawara building was under extensive construction. There was a small room adjutant 

to the Gurudawara where the dargah of Shah Fateh Ali shah existed. Guurudawara organize a 

small fair on the first Thursday of June to continue the tradition of dargah but it is executed strictly 

according to Sikh rahat. Nur Mahal is typical case of how hegemonic traditions monopolize the 

popular little tradition, but the interference e of state agencies in such cases is more alarming. Sikh 

normative ideas have been in a constant conflict against the sectarian movements within Sikhism 

like sehajdari and udaasis. The Sikh authorities have monopolized their claim on the shrines of 

these sects in a significant way.  

Another striking case of grater traditions taking over the popular ideas took place in Meham 

a village in Jalandhar district of Doaba in 2003. Meham according to census has a total 45 % of 

Dalit and majority of them belong to Balmiki community while ad dharma constitute a total of 

20% of the population. Ronki Ram emphasize that the Dalit of Meham majorly belonged to non-

cultivable profession which has both liberated them from Jat domination and from the clutches of 

their caste based profession. The social mobility however for these castes group is yet not available 

without assertion and protest. Meham have religious spaces for all caste and communities but the 

Dera Khazan Singh Udassi is a disputed space, the Dera belonged to udassi sampardhya and has 
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been taken care by the Ad-Dharmis of the village for sixty years. The Dera attracted an extensive 

following among the lower caste masses and as the Ad Dharmi claim that the Dera enjoy rich 

offering from some NRI followers and the rich flow of money actually got the Jat Sikh of the 

village interested. According to a report of ‘outlook’ in September 2005 claimed that some Sikh 

NRI youth have got hall constructed in the Dera where the Jat of Meham had placed Guru Granth 

Sahib in 2003 (Dogra: 2005).4 They removed all udassi symbols and forcefully took control of the 

Dera from Dalit, offering of liquor as sacramental food on the shrine was objected by the traditional 

religious bodies. The Ad Dharmi protested that offering of the liquor on the samdh had been a long 

established tradition and it was not an insult to any religious sentiment. 

IV Conclusions: 

The article attempts to highlight the stratified social context of contemporary Doaba and how the 

hegemonic traditions strengthen this stratification by imposing its own symbols, rituals and belief 

system. The hegemonic culture drive its validity from texts, priests and preachers, it owns its sacred 

space and evolve it around its sacred symbols. The popular or little tradition however lack this 

specified and exclusive identities, it mainly depends upon hegemonic culture for its belief and 

rituals. The Dalits for a long time have attempted to seek acceptance in the religious precinct of 

greater traditions. They have been adopting their symbols, images and even interpreting the sacred 

hegemonic text in their own language, but nothing has resolved the conflict and brought liberation 

from social humiliation and marginalization. The popular and localized dargahs and deras 

however have given them a context to fight their battle and form their identity. It must be 

remembered that the Sufi construct of these deras in the form of tomb culture and piri-muridi gives 

them adequate environment to evolve new set of cultural symbols. These dargahs are not following 

the normative silsila traditions of medieval time rather these dargahs strived on the non-conformist 

and assimilative nature of Sufi masters of Punjab. Hartosh Singh Bal in one of his blog post 

commented that, ‘Punjab’s Sufi soul now rests with its Dalit’ (Bal: 2012). The existence of these 

obscure dargah of the marginalized in a rigidly divided society not only proves his statement but 

also hints that finally the message of Sufis have found its takers.        

 
 

                                                           
4 https://www.outlookindia.com/magazine/story/up-the-ante/228630 
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