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"The Muslim Heritage of Bengal is a multidimensional work. . . . I am sure this book will add to
the vista of knowledge in the field of Muslim history and heritage of Bengal. I recommend this
work."—Dr A. K. M. Yaqub Ali, Professor Emeritus, Islamic History & Culture, University of
Rajshahi"Khan's book provides invaluable information which will inspire present and future
generations."—Dr M. Abdul Jabbar Beg, former professor of Islamic History and Civilization,
National University of MalaysiaA popular history that covers eight hundred years of the history of
Islam in Bengal through the example of forty two inspirational men and women up until the
twentieth century. Written by the author of the bestselling The Muslim 100.Included are the
prominent figures Shah Jalal, Nawab Abdul Latif, Rt. Hon. Syed Ameer Ali, Sir Salimullah Khan
Bahadur, and Begum Rokeya.Muhammad Mojlum Khan was born in 1973 in Habiganj,
Bangladesh, and was educated in England. He is a teacher, author, literary critic, and research
scholar, and has published more than 150 essays and articles worldwide. He is the author of
The Muslim 100 (2008). He is a Fellow of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Director
of the Bengal Muslim Research Institute, United Kindgom. He lives in England with his family.

"informed, informative... very strongly recommended" ― Midwest Book Review"informed,
informative... very strongly recommended" — Midwest Book Review"easy to understand ... With
a straightforward and lucid style of language, the book is highly informative and beneficial to
students, general readers as well as to research scholars and academics."― Mohammad Irfan
Shah, Islam and Muslim Societies: A Social Science Journal--This text refers to the paperback
edition.About the AuthorMuhammad Mojlum Khan was born in 1973 in Habiganj, Bangladesh
and was educated in England. He is a teacher, author, literary critic and research scholar, and
has published more than 150 essays and articles worldwide. He is author The Muslim 100
(2008). He is a Fellow of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Director of the Bengal
Muslim Research Institute, UK. He lives in England with his family. --This text refers to the
paperback edition.
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MUHAMMAD MOJLUM KHANTHE MUSLIMHERITAGEOF BENGALThe Lives, Thoughts and
Achievements of Great Muslim Scholars, Writers and Reformers of Bangladesh and West
Bengal

This book is dedicated to:Muhtadi and Mustafa, who were born in, and are being brought up and
educated in, England.And to Shelly, who was born in, and brought up and educated in, Dhaka,
Bangladesh.May the East and the West continue to cooperate to promote knowledge and
understanding for the benefit of humanity.
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INTRODUCTIONTHE PIONEERING ROLE played by early Muslim rulers, scholars and masses
in promoting a culture of learning, exchange and understanding between the different
communities of Bengal—especially between the Muslims and Hindus—was nothing short of
remarkable. Yet, the majority of the Hindu and Western historians have failed to acknowledge
this fact in their works. Thanks to the remarkable efforts of Muslim scholars and historians,



however, this important chapter in the history of medieval Bengal has been carefully analysed
and preserved for the benefit of posterity.Soon after the publication of The Muslim 100 (2008) I
turned my attention to the Muslim history and heritage of Bengal. An awareness of the
increasing number of people of Bangladeshi origin in Europe, America and Canada, coupled
with the fact that the majority of these people (especially those born and being brought up in the
West) knew little about their family history, culture and heritage, prompted me to undertake this
research. The need for good quality literature on this subject that is written in a language and
format that is relevant and easy to understand has been felt for a long time. I have written this
book to fill that gap.Thanks to the success of The Muslim 100, the decision to write a book on
the Muslim history and heritage of Bengal was not a difficult one to make. However, I had no
intention of writing yet another standard, narrative political history of Bengal: for there is no
shortage of such books in Bengali. Instead, using the same approach as The Muslim 100, here I
have explored the Muslim history and culture of Bengal through the lives, thoughts and
achievements of 42 prominent Muslim scholars, writers and reformers of Bangladesh and the
Indian state of West Bengal, for the benefit of the present and future generations (especially
those living in the West).My approach to the subject is different from that pursued by the other
scholars and historians of the past and present. The existing literature on the Muslim history and
culture of Bengal has been written from secular, nationalist, sectarian or political perspectives,
or under the influence of an inherently partial—if not actually flawed—Orientalist theoretical
framework, which regards the history of the Muslims of Bengal as no more than a footnote to a
greater India-centric view of the subcontinent. This approach is not only reflected in the writings
of the Hindu historians (such as Sir Jadunath Sarkar and R. C. Majumdar), but also, to a lesser
extent, in the works of the Muslim historians (such as I. H. Qureshi and A. M. Zaidi). In contrast,
the members of the Dani School of History have made a concerted effort to move away from an
India-centric view of the subcontinent, only to embrace a narrow Pakistan-centric view. As a
result of these approaches, the Islamic approach to understanding and interpreting the Muslim
history of the subcontinent in general, and of Bengal in particular, has been overlooked, if not
deliberately ignored.In this book, I move beyond the prevailing ideological interpretations by
pursuing an Islamic approach to understanding the Muslim history and culture of Bengal. The
reason for this is that Bengali-speaking Muslims as a group consists of around 200 million
people, making it one of the largest linguistic groups in the Muslim world (second only to the
Arabs). Thus, although the Bengali-speaking people are a minority in the subcontinent, the
Muslims of Bengal are far from being a minority in the ummah (global Islamic community).
Accordingly, reasserting the Muslim-ness of their identity along with their Bengali-ness is the key
to defining their religious and cultural identity as one of the largest linguistic groups in the global
ummah. For this reason, there is an urgent need for pursuing a clear, unequivocal and
unapologetic Islamic approach to the history and culture of the Muslims of Bengal. This book is
a small step in that direction.However, selecting only 42 personalities from the Muslims who
lived from the beginning of the thirteenth to the early twentieth century was not an easy task, as I



had already discovered while researching and writing The Muslim 100. In this book, I have
deliberately focused on those people who have, in one way or another, made substantial and
lasting contributions to the development, progress and regeneration of the Muslim community of
Bengal during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. As expected, the personalities from this
period feature prominently in this book. Of course, in the process many other notable political,
religious, intellectual and military figures have been left out. I do hope that this book will inspire
other writers and researchers to focus on the personalities not covered in this book.Readers will
notice, as they go through the book, that the families or the biographers of many of the
personalities covered in this volume trace their ancestry back to the Prophet of Islam or his
prominent Companions. I was unable to prove or disprove such claims, due to the lack of
authentic historical information, and therefore these claims need not necessarily be taken
seriously. All the entries in this book appear in a chronological order, and for the sake of
simplicity and brevity only the Gregorian dates have been used. I have attempted to present a
critical, balanced and non-partisan approach to analysis of the lives, thoughts and contributions
of all the personalities. However, some readers may wonder why only four women have been
included in this volume: especially given that women have played an important role in the
development and progress of the Muslim community of Bengal. Although Muslim women have
made substantial contributions, they often worked from behind the scenes, and for this reason
their efforts have remained unrecorded and unacknowledged. For this reason, reconstructing
their life and work is a difficult task, and is hampered by a lack of authentic information and data.
Hopefully the readers will understand the challenges that I encountered as they go through the
biographies of the four women that I have included in this volume. Furthermore, due to social,
cultural, geographical and historical overlaps, some repetition was unavoidable.Although this
book is aimed primarily at students and general readers, academics and scholars will also find it
useful and informative. I have used straightforward language throughout, and have avoided
unnecessary jargon and technical terms. Likewise, I have kept footnotes to a minimum, although
at the end of the book I have provided a list of further reading for those who wish to pursue
further study and research. In addition, I have included a select bibliography and a brief
chronology of the Islamic history of Bengal for the benefit of students, researchers and scholars
alike. In order to contextualise the personalities, each chapter begins with an introductory
statement that provides the historical, cultural or religious context in which the personality
concerned lived, worked and made their contribution.Islam is generally perceived to have first
entered the subcontinent during the beginning of the eighth century (in 711) under the
leadership of Muhammad ibn al-Qasim al-Thaqifi. However, this view is only accurate insofar as
the emergence of political Islam in the subcontinent is concerned: as a faith and culture, Islam
came into contact with the coastal regions of the subcontinent much earlier. According to some
historians, the Arabs had been travelling to Ceylon, Sumatra, Java, Malabar, Maldives and the
other coastal regions of India from the early days of Islam. Both Sayyid Sulaiman Nadwi, a
subcontinental Islamic scholar and author of A Geographical History of the Qur’an (Ard ul-



Qur’an), and Jurji Zaydan, an Arab Christian scholar and author of The History of Islamic
Civilization (Tarikh al-Tamaddun al-Islami), assert that the Arabs were navigating to distant lands
even during the pre-Islamic times. Following the advent of Islam in Arabia in the early part of the
seventh century, and the subsequent spread of the new faith in and around the Arabian
Peninsula, the early Muslims became more adventurous and daring in their pursuit of trade and
commerce to distant lands by sea. With the rapid expansion of the Islamic dominion under the
leadership of Caliph Umar ibn al-Khattab (r. 634–644), this process was intensified. Islam
expanded even further during the time of his successor, Caliph Uthman ibn Affan (r. 644–
656).Sayyid Sulaiman Nadwi and Jurji Zaydan (among others) argue that the Muslim expedition
to India did not take place only by land. Sulaiman, in The Arab Navigation (2006), argues that
the first Muslim contact with the coastal regions of India took place much earlier than is
commonly assumed, and that Muhammad ibn al-Qasim’s successful conquest of the Indian
province of Sind and its neighbouring territories in 711 was preceded by Muslim naval
expeditions to Debul during the time of Caliph Uthman in the mid-seventh century. According to
Muhammad Ishaq of Dhaka University, Arabs first came to India in 643, during the reign of
Caliph Umar, and successfully reached Thana, a seaport near Bombay. Another expedition
reached the coast of Gujarat, thus heralding the advent of the Sahabah (Companions of the
Prophet) in South India. Similar expeditions were sent against Barwas (or Broach) and to the gulf
of al-Daybul (Debul). Muhammad Ishaq came to this conclusion after carefully examining al-
Baladhuri and al-Tabari’s account of the advent of Islam in the subcontinent. This view is also
confirmed by the Chach Nama (another important early source regarding the early Arab
expedition to India), which states that the first naval attack against Debul took place prior to the
death of Caliph Umar in 644.1Tara Chand, a noted Hindu historian, similarly states that the ‘first
Muslim fleet appeared in Indian waters in 636 AD during the Caliphate of Umar, when Usman
Sakifi the Governor of Bahrain and Uman, sent an army across the sea to Tana.’2 However,
other historians (such as George Hourani) disagree with this view; instead they argue that the
pre-Islamic Persians of the Sassanian times were sailors and traders in the Persian Gulf and
Indian Ocean during the pre-Islamic and early Islamic eras. The Arabs neither built ships nor
used them as sailors or navigators until the Umayyad period, when some Arab governors
initiated shipbuilding in the Mediterranean coast of Syria (among other places). Accordingly,
these historians consider the accounts—supplied by al-Baladhuri, al-Tabari and even Ibn al-Athir
—of the arrival of Islam in the subcontinent during the time of Prophet and his immediate
Companions to be questionable, if not entirely legendary. This view is somewhat compromised,
however, as it does not take into account the evidence provided by the Chach Nama, an
important early source that corroborates the account of al-Baladhuri, al-Tabari and other
classical Islamic chroniclers concerning the advent of Islam in the Indian subcontinent (Bilad al-
Hind).Notably, it is not widely known that Islam had reached Bengal long before Ikhtiyar al-Din
Muhammad Bakhtiyar Khalji’s conquest of Bengal in the beginning of the thirteenth century.
Excavations carried out during the 1930s led to the discovery of two coins issued by the early



Abbasid Caliphs in Paharpur in Rajshahi and Mainamati in Comilla. The coin discovered in
Paharpur is dated 788 and was issued during the time of Harun al-Rashid, the famous Abbasid
Caliph who reigned from 786–809; the coin found in Mainamati was issued during the time of
Caliph Abu Ahmad Abdullah al-Muntasir Billah, who ruled from 861–862. The discovery of these
coins clearly showed that the Muslim traders and merchants had been visiting different parts of
Bengal during the eighth and ninth century, if not earlier.The early Muslim travellers came to
Bengal via the Persian Gulf and Tai’zz, a port in Yemen, and Thatta (or Debul), the port of Sind.
From there they moved to Gujarat, Calicut and Madras, before reaching the Bay of Bengal,
where Sylhet (known to them as Shilahat) became their main centre of activity, long before the
time of Shah Jalal, the patron saint of Sylhet; a similar process occured in Chittagong (which
was known to the early Muslim traders and businessmen as Sadjam). The arrival of these
Muslim traders to the coastal regions of the subcontinent in general, and Bengal in particular,
paved the way for the Sufis to move into different parts of Bengal in order to disseminate the
message of Islam in that region.Not surprisingly, the Muslims of Bengal are, in the words of Syed
Ali Ashraf, ‘The joint product of Muslim immigrants and local converts. Immigrants came mainly
from Turkey and the Turkistans including Mongolia and Arabia, Iran and Afghanistan.’3 As such,
the Muslims of Bengal hailed from a mixed racial and ethnic origin that was facilitated by
intermarriage. This helped to integrate the immigrants with the local converts. Although the
community began to emerge in Bengal long before the time of Muhammad Bakhtiyar Khalji, after
the Muslim conquest of Bengal in the beginning of thirteenth century a large number of Turks,
Afghans, Persians and Arabs arrived and settled there. A lesser flow of immigrants occured
during the Sultanate rule of Bengal (1350–1576), and after the Mughal conquest of Bengal in
1575 another wave of immigrants arrived, this time mainly from Iran.Mawlana Minhaj al-Din Siraj
(also known as Minhaj-i-Siraj), the classical historian of Muslim Bengal, points out Muhammad
Bakhtiyar Khalji’s conquest of Bengal in the early part of the thirteenth century was virtually
unopposed and, as a result, it completely transformed the history of that entire region.4 Even so,
there is considerable disagreement among historians concerning the exact date of Muhammad
Bakhtiyar Khalji’s conquest of Bengal: some say it took place in 1201, others have suggested
that it happened between 1202–1203, and yet others suggest that Bakhtiyar Khalji marched into
Bengal in 1204 or 1205. According to the majority of the historians, the Muslim conquest of
Bengal took place around 1203–1204 under Muhammad Bakhtiyar Khalji’s leadership.

THE PIONEERING ROLE played by early Muslim rulers, scholars and masses in promoting a
culture of learning, exchange and understanding between the different communities of Bengal—
especially between the Muslims and Hindus—was nothing short of remarkable. Yet, the majority
of the Hindu and Western historians have failed to acknowledge this fact in their works. Thanks
to the remarkable efforts of Muslim scholars and historians, however, this important chapter in
the history of medieval Bengal has been carefully analysed and preserved for the benefit of
posterity.Soon after the publication of The Muslim 100 (2008) I turned my attention to the Muslim



history and heritage of Bengal. An awareness of the increasing number of people of
Bangladeshi origin in Europe, America and Canada, coupled with the fact that the majority of
these people (especially those born and being brought up in the West) knew little about their
family history, culture and heritage, prompted me to undertake this research. The need for good
quality literature on this subject that is written in a language and format that is relevant and easy
to understand has been felt for a long time. I have written this book to fill that gap.Thanks to the
success of The Muslim 100, the decision to write a book on the Muslim history and heritage of
Bengal was not a difficult one to make. However, I had no intention of writing yet another
standard, narrative political history of Bengal: for there is no shortage of such books in Bengali.
Instead, using the same approach as The Muslim 100, here I have explored the Muslim history
and culture of Bengal through the lives, thoughts and achievements of 42 prominent Muslim
scholars, writers and reformers of Bangladesh and the Indian state of West Bengal, for the
benefit of the present and future generations (especially those living in the West).My approach
to the subject is different from that pursued by the other scholars and historians of the past and
present. The existing literature on the Muslim history and culture of Bengal has been written
from secular, nationalist, sectarian or political perspectives, or under the influence of an
inherently partial—if not actually flawed—Orientalist theoretical framework, which regards the
history of the Muslims of Bengal as no more than a footnote to a greater India-centric view of the
subcontinent. This approach is not only reflected in the writings of the Hindu historians (such as
Sir Jadunath Sarkar and R. C. Majumdar), but also, to a lesser extent, in the works of the Muslim
historians (such as I. H. Qureshi and A. M. Zaidi). In contrast, the members of the Dani School of
History have made a concerted effort to move away from an India-centric view of the
subcontinent, only to embrace a narrow Pakistan-centric view. As a result of these approaches,
the Islamic approach to understanding and interpreting the Muslim history of the subcontinent in
general, and of Bengal in particular, has been overlooked, if not deliberately ignored.In this
book, I move beyond the prevailing ideological interpretations by pursuing an Islamic approach
to understanding the Muslim history and culture of Bengal. The reason for this is that Bengali-
speaking Muslims as a group consists of around 200 million people, making it one of the largest
linguistic groups in the Muslim world (second only to the Arabs). Thus, although the Bengali-
speaking people are a minority in the subcontinent, the Muslims of Bengal are far from being a
minority in the ummah (global Islamic community). Accordingly, reasserting the Muslim-ness of
their identity along with their Bengali-ness is the key to defining their religious and cultural
identity as one of the largest linguistic groups in the global ummah. For this reason, there is an
urgent need for pursuing a clear, unequivocal and unapologetic Islamic approach to the history
and culture of the Muslims of Bengal. This book is a small step in that direction.However,
selecting only 42 personalities from the Muslims who lived from the beginning of the thirteenth to
the early twentieth century was not an easy task, as I had already discovered while researching
and writing The Muslim 100. In this book, I have deliberately focused on those people who have,
in one way or another, made substantial and lasting contributions to the development, progress



and regeneration of the Muslim community of Bengal during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. As expected, the personalities from this period feature prominently in this book. Of
course, in the process many other notable political, religious, intellectual and military figures
have been left out. I do hope that this book will inspire other writers and researchers to focus on
the personalities not covered in this book.Readers will notice, as they go through the book, that
the families or the biographers of many of the personalities covered in this volume trace their
ancestry back to the Prophet of Islam or his prominent Companions. I was unable to prove or
disprove such claims, due to the lack of authentic historical information, and therefore these
claims need not necessarily be taken seriously. All the entries in this book appear in a
chronological order, and for the sake of simplicity and brevity only the Gregorian dates have
been used. I have attempted to present a critical, balanced and non-partisan approach to
analysis of the lives, thoughts and contributions of all the personalities. However, some readers
may wonder why only four women have been included in this volume: especially given that
women have played an important role in the development and progress of the Muslim
community of Bengal. Although Muslim women have made substantial contributions, they often
worked from behind the scenes, and for this reason their efforts have remained unrecorded and
unacknowledged. For this reason, reconstructing their life and work is a difficult task, and is
hampered by a lack of authentic information and data. Hopefully the readers will understand the
challenges that I encountered as they go through the biographies of the four women that I have
included in this volume. Furthermore, due to social, cultural, geographical and historical
overlaps, some repetition was unavoidable.Although this book is aimed primarily at students and
general readers, academics and scholars will also find it useful and informative. I have used
straightforward language throughout, and have avoided unnecessary jargon and technical
terms. Likewise, I have kept footnotes to a minimum, although at the end of the book I have
provided a list of further reading for those who wish to pursue further study and research. In
addition, I have included a select bibliography and a brief chronology of the Islamic history of
Bengal for the benefit of students, researchers and scholars alike. In order to contextualise the
personalities, each chapter begins with an introductory statement that provides the historical,
cultural or religious context in which the personality concerned lived, worked and made their
contribution.Islam is generally perceived to have first entered the subcontinent during the
beginning of the eighth century (in 711) under the leadership of Muhammad ibn al-Qasim al-
Thaqifi. However, this view is only accurate insofar as the emergence of political Islam in the
subcontinent is concerned: as a faith and culture, Islam came into contact with the coastal
regions of the subcontinent much earlier. According to some historians, the Arabs had been
travelling to Ceylon, Sumatra, Java, Malabar, Maldives and the other coastal regions of India
from the early days of Islam. Both Sayyid Sulaiman Nadwi, a subcontinental Islamic scholar and
author of A Geographical History of the Qur’an (Ard ul-Qur’an), and Jurji Zaydan, an Arab
Christian scholar and author of The History of Islamic Civilization (Tarikh al-Tamaddun al-Islami),
assert that the Arabs were navigating to distant lands even during the pre-Islamic times.



Following the advent of Islam in Arabia in the early part of the seventh century, and the
subsequent spread of the new faith in and around the Arabian Peninsula, the early Muslims
became more adventurous and daring in their pursuit of trade and commerce to distant lands by
sea. With the rapid expansion of the Islamic dominion under the leadership of Caliph Umar ibn
al-Khattab (r. 634–644), this process was intensified. Islam expanded even further during the
time of his successor, Caliph Uthman ibn Affan (r. 644–656).Sayyid Sulaiman Nadwi and Jurji
Zaydan (among others) argue that the Muslim expedition to India did not take place only by land.
Sulaiman, in The Arab Navigation (2006), argues that the first Muslim contact with the coastal
regions of India took place much earlier than is commonly assumed, and that Muhammad ibn al-
Qasim’s successful conquest of the Indian province of Sind and its neighbouring territories in
711 was preceded by Muslim naval expeditions to Debul during the time of Caliph Uthman in the
mid-seventh century. According to Muhammad Ishaq of Dhaka University, Arabs first came to
India in 643, during the reign of Caliph Umar, and successfully reached Thana, a seaport near
Bombay. Another expedition reached the coast of Gujarat, thus heralding the advent of the
Sahabah (Companions of the Prophet) in South India. Similar expeditions were sent against
Barwas (or Broach) and to the gulf of al-Daybul (Debul). Muhammad Ishaq came to this
conclusion after carefully examining al-Baladhuri and al-Tabari’s account of the advent of Islam
in the subcontinent. This view is also confirmed by the Chach Nama (another important early
source regarding the early Arab expedition to India), which states that the first naval attack
against Debul took place prior to the death of Caliph Umar in 644.1Tara Chand, a noted Hindu
historian, similarly states that the ‘first Muslim fleet appeared in Indian waters in 636 AD during
the Caliphate of Umar, when Usman Sakifi the Governor of Bahrain and Uman, sent an army
across the sea to Tana.’2 However, other historians (such as George Hourani) disagree with this
view; instead they argue that the pre-Islamic Persians of the Sassanian times were sailors and
traders in the Persian Gulf and Indian Ocean during the pre-Islamic and early Islamic eras. The
Arabs neither built ships nor used them as sailors or navigators until the Umayyad period, when
some Arab governors initiated shipbuilding in the Mediterranean coast of Syria (among other
places). Accordingly, these historians consider the accounts—supplied by al-Baladhuri, al-
Tabari and even Ibn al-Athir—of the arrival of Islam in the subcontinent during the time of
Prophet and his immediate Companions to be questionable, if not entirely legendary. This view
is somewhat compromised, however, as it does not take into account the evidence provided by
the Chach Nama, an important early source that corroborates the account of al-Baladhuri, al-
Tabari and other classical Islamic chroniclers concerning the advent of Islam in the Indian
subcontinent (Bilad al-Hind).Notably, it is not widely known that Islam had reached Bengal long
before Ikhtiyar al-Din Muhammad Bakhtiyar Khalji’s conquest of Bengal in the beginning of the
thirteenth century. Excavations carried out during the 1930s led to the discovery of two coins
issued by the early Abbasid Caliphs in Paharpur in Rajshahi and Mainamati in Comilla. The coin
discovered in Paharpur is dated 788 and was issued during the time of Harun al-Rashid, the
famous Abbasid Caliph who reigned from 786–809; the coin found in Mainamati was issued



during the time of Caliph Abu Ahmad Abdullah al-Muntasir Billah, who ruled from 861–862. The
discovery of these coins clearly showed that the Muslim traders and merchants had been
visiting different parts of Bengal during the eighth and ninth century, if not earlier.The early
Muslim travellers came to Bengal via the Persian Gulf and Tai’zz, a port in Yemen, and Thatta (or
Debul), the port of Sind. From there they moved to Gujarat, Calicut and Madras, before reaching
the Bay of Bengal, where Sylhet (known to them as Shilahat) became their main centre of
activity, long before the time of Shah Jalal, the patron saint of Sylhet; a similar process occured
in Chittagong (which was known to the early Muslim traders and businessmen as Sadjam). The
arrival of these Muslim traders to the coastal regions of the subcontinent in general, and Bengal
in particular, paved the way for the Sufis to move into different parts of Bengal in order to
disseminate the message of Islam in that region.Not surprisingly, the Muslims of Bengal are, in
the words of Syed Ali Ashraf, ‘The joint product of Muslim immigrants and local converts.
Immigrants came mainly from Turkey and the Turkistans including Mongolia and Arabia, Iran and
Afghanistan.’3 As such, the Muslims of Bengal hailed from a mixed racial and ethnic origin that
was facilitated by intermarriage. This helped to integrate the immigrants with the local converts.
Although the community began to emerge in Bengal long before the time of Muhammad
Bakhtiyar Khalji, after the Muslim conquest of Bengal in the beginning of thirteenth century a
large number of Turks, Afghans, Persians and Arabs arrived and settled there. A lesser flow of
immigrants occured during the Sultanate rule of Bengal (1350–1576), and after the Mughal
conquest of Bengal in 1575 another wave of immigrants arrived, this time mainly from
Iran.Mawlana Minhaj al-Din Siraj (also known as Minhaj-i-Siraj), the classical historian of Muslim
Bengal, points out Muhammad Bakhtiyar Khalji’s conquest of Bengal in the early part of the
thirteenth century was virtually unopposed and, as a result, it completely transformed the history
of that entire region.4 Even so, there is considerable disagreement among historians concerning
the exact date of Muhammad Bakhtiyar Khalji’s conquest of Bengal: some say it took place in
1201, others have suggested that it happened between 1202–1203, and yet others suggest that
Bakhtiyar Khalji marched into Bengal in 1204 or 1205. According to the majority of the historians,
the Muslim conquest of Bengal took place around 1203–1204 under Muhammad Bakhtiyar
Khalji’s leadership.This raises an important question: namely, what does the word ‘Bengal’
denote? In a historical sense, Bengal (Arabic ‘Bangalah’, Persian ‘Bangal’, Bengali ‘Bangla’ and
Sanskrit ‘Vanga’) primarily consisted of the territory that today encompasses Bangladesh and
West Bengal; although Orissa, Bihar and Assam also formed a part of Bengal at various times.
Collectively, these territories became known as Suba-i-Bangalah (the province of Bengal) or
Bilad al-Bangalah (the territory of Bengal), however, for the purpose of this book, Bengal refers
to the territories that consist of present-day Bangladesh and the Indian state of West Bengal.
This was a necessary decision, as it is not always possible to identify the exact origin,
connotation and the territorial meaning of the word Bengal.A. K. M. Yaqub Ali, a leading scholar
of medieval Bengal, argues that the name Bengal, as the Arabic Bangalah, was coined much
later than it is generally assumed. As such, the Palas, Senas or the Muslims did not ascribe the



name Bangalah to the region. Although the name ‘Bang’ (or ‘Vanga’) appeared in epigraphy and
literature prior to the advent of the Muslims, the name ‘Bangalah’ or ‘Bengal’ was most probably
coined by Sultan Shams al-Din Ilyas Shah, who reigned between 1339 and 1358. As expected,
modern historians have advanced conflicting views on this issue. Thus, H. C. Ray-Choudhury
admits that it was the Muslims who had popularised the name Bangalah, while tracing its origin
to the Pala period. Likewise, R. C. Majumdar argues that Bangalah as a country originated
during the time of the Palas, but that the term later referred to Bengal as a whole. However, A. H.
Dani argues that Sultan Shams al-Din Ilyas Shah united Lakhnawati, Satgaon and Sonargoan
into one coutry that became known as Bangalah or Bengal.5The most authoritative view is that
the name Bangalah arose—as Yaqub Ali suggests—during Sultan Shams al-Din Ilyas Shah’s
reign, rather than Pala’s: during the reign of the latter Bengal was divided into five principalities
(namely Bang, Barendra, Radha, Bagdi and Mithila). That is why both the Pala and Sena rulers
proudly assumed the title of Gaudesvar; unlike Sultan Shams al-Din Ilyas Shah, who by virtue of
being able to unify the different principalities into one territorial unit was hailed as the Shah-i-
Bangalah. Needless to say, this would not have been possible without the remarkable and
lasting military conquest that was first initiated by Muhammad Bakhtiyar Khalji around a 150
years before Sultan Ilyas Shah’s reign. For this reason, the credit for laying the foundation of
Muslim rule in Bengal must go firstly to Muhammad Bakhtiyar Khalji and thereafter to Sultan
Ilyas Shah for his efforts to unify Bengal which, at the time extended, in the words of Yaqub Ali
(1988), from ‘Teliagarhi in the west to Chittagong in the east, and from the foot of the Himalayas
in the north to the Bay of Bengal in the south.’6Historians often divide the pre-modern history of
Muslim rule in Bengal into three periods: the early phase, the Sultanate, and the Mughal periods.
The early phase was initiated by the conquest of Muhammad Bakhtiyar Khalji in the beginning of
the thirteenth century and it ended with the suppression of Mughith al-Din Tughral in 1281. This
paved the way for the Sultanate period, which endured for nearly three centuries before the
Mughals conquered Bengal in 1576. The Mughal rule of Bengal, in turn, endured until the death
of Emperor Awrangzeb, the last of the great Mughal rulers. Following the death of Emperor
Awrangzeb in 1707, Bengal formally became independent, until the British defeated Siraj al-
Dawlah, the Nawab of Bengal in 1757. The defeat of the latter at the hands of Robert Clive of the
East India Company marked the end of Muslim rule of Bengal and the beginning of British
domination of the subcontinent. For the next century, Bengal remained firmly under the control of
the British East India Company, until the Sepoy revolt broke out in 1857, which prompted the
British government to intervene and formally establish their control of India. This led to the exile
of Bahadur Shah Zafar II, the last of the Mughals, in 1858. Nearly three decades later, the
National Indian Congress was formed under the auspices of leading Indian Hindu leaders and
exactly two decades later, in 1905, Bengal was formally partitioned by the British Viceroy, Lord
Curzon: thus creating the predominantly Muslim province of Eastern Bengal and Assam, and the
Hindu-dominated West Bengal. A year after the partition of Bengal some of India’s leading
Muslim scholars and leaders met in Dhaka, where, under the leadership of Sir Salimullah Khan



Bahadur, the influential Nawab of Dhaka, they inaugurated the All-India Muslim
League.7According to Matiur Rahman, the formation of All-India Muslim League at Dhaka (in
December 1906) marked the beginning of a new era in the history of Muslims of India, because
it helped the entire community to rally under the banner of one political organisation, thus
strengthening the Muslims’ claim to a separate identity as one people.8 This, in turn, enabled
the community to express its hopes, desires and aspirations in a powerful and effective way.
Barely five years after the formation of the league, the Province of Eastern Bengal and Assam
was formally abolished, and this represented another wake-up call for Muslims of India in
general, and for Bengal in particular. This forced the Muslim masses and the leadership to
engage in a long period of soul-searching, and they eventually gave their full backing to the
concept of a separate homeland for the Muslims of the subcontinent. This concept later took the
form of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan.From the remarkable military conquests of Muhammad
Bakhtiyar Khalji in the beginning of the thirteenth century to the formation of the All-India Muslim
League during the early years of the twentieth century, and from the unification of Bengal under
the leadership of Sultan Shams al-Din Ilyas Shah in the mid-fourteenth century to the
establishment of Pakistan in 1947, the Muslims of Bengal had played an influential role in the
political history of the subcontinent. Likewise, the pioneering social, cultural, religious and
educational activities of Mawlana Karamat Ali Jaunpuri, Haji Muhammad Muhsin, Nawab Abdul
Latif, Rt. Hon. Justice Syed Ameer Ali, Sir Abdur Rahim, Mawlana Muhammad Akram Khan and
Nawab Sir Salimullah Khan Bahadur, among others, have contributed substantially to the
development and progress of the Muslim culture and heritage in Bengal and throughout the
entire subcontinent. However, the remarkable contributions made by the Muslims of Bengal in
the political, social, cultural, religious, educational and intellectual history of the subcontinent is,
for some reason, not widely known in Bangladesh and West Bengal or in the Western world.
That is very unfortunate, given the fact that the Muslims of Bengal had played an importnant role
in shaping the history of the subcontinent and of Bengal in particular.Muhammad Abdur Rahim,
a leading historian of Bengal, argues that the Muslim conquest was a blessing for Bengal
because it led to the political unification of Bengali people, and because it was during this period
that the Muslim rulers actively promoted Bengali language and literature. In other words, without
the patronage of the Muslim rulers, Bengali language would have remained unnoticed, if not
forgotten. In addition, Rahim suggests that Muslims enriched Bengali literature by introducing
new traditions, themes and vocabularies from other languages including Arabic, Persian and
Turkish. It is worth pointing out that the Muslim rulers also became generous patrons of Sanskrit.
Not surprisingly, Navadvip became a prominent centre for the study of Sanskrit during the
Muslim rule. Relieved of the oppressive rule of the Senas, the Bengali people, Muslims and
Hindus alike, made considerable social, political and economic progress, not to mention
important literary and intellectual contributions to society, thanks to the generosity and support
of the Muslim rulers of Bengal.9Although I was born in Bangladesh, I was brought up and
educated in England. Keen to explore my family history, culture and religious heritage, I began to



collect books on the Muslim culture and heritage of Bengal in both Bengali and English. During
the course of my research, it became clear to me that there were very few good quality books
available on the subject, in either Bengali or English. The only exceptions to this rule were the
writings of the members of—what I prefer to call—the Dani School of History. Ahmad Hasan
Dani was born in 1920 in Raipur (Central India) and was trained in archaeology and history in
India and Britain. He subsequently became one of the subcontinent’s leading authorities on
South and Central Asian archaeology and history. Author of 30 books, he was also proficient in
more than half a dozen languages including Persian, Sanskrit, Urdu, Arabic and Turkish. From
1950 to 1962, Dani served as a superintendent of Archaeology, a professor of History at Dhaka
University and a curator at Dhaka Museum. During his time at Dhaka University Dani worked
with a group of young scholars who subsequently became some of Bengal’s most gifted and
outstanding Muslim historians in modern times. These include Muhammad Abdur Rahim, Abdul
Karim, Muhammad Mohar Ali and Mu‘in-ud-Din Ahmad Khan, among others.Muhammad Abdur
Rahim was born in 1921 in Chandpur District (located in present-day Bangladesh) and was
educated at Dhaka and London Universities, obtaining his doctorate in Indian history. He served
as a professor of history at Karachi and Dhaka Universities, and subsequently established his
reputation as a researcher and historian with the publication of The Social and Cultural History
of Bengal (two volumes published in 1963 and 1967), The Muslim Society and Politics in
Bengal, AD 1757–1947 (1978) and The History of the University of Dacca (1981).Abdul Karim
was born in 1928 in Chittagong and was educated at Dhaka and London Universities,
specialising in the history of Bengal. He is the author of more than 20 books on the history and
culture of the Muslims of Bengal and taught at Dhaka, Rajshahi and Chittagong Universities,
eventually serving as the Vice-Chancellor of Chittagong University from 1975 to 1981. Some of
his important literary contributions include The Social History of the Muslims in Bengal
(reprinted 1985), Corpus of the Muslim Coins of Bengal (1960), Murshid Quli Khan and His
Times (1963), Banglar Itihas (Sultani Amal) (reprinted 1987), Banglar Itihas (Mughal Amal)
(1992), Dhaka: The Mughal Capital (1964) and Corpus of the Arabic and Persian Inscriptions of
Bengal (1992).Like Abdul Karim, Muhammad Mohar Ali was born in 1928 and was educated at
Dhaka and London Universities, where he specialised in the cultural history of Bengal. He taught
at Dhaka, Imam Muhammad ibn Saud and Madinah Islamic Universities. He wrote prolifically on
history and Islamic topics, establishing his reputation as a researcher, translator and historian.
His Bengali Reaction to Christian Missionary Activities 1833–1857 (1965) and History of the
Muslims of Bengal (3 volumes published in 1985 and 1988) have been critically
acclaimed.Mu‘in-ud-Din Ahmad Khan was born in 1926 in Chittagong and was educated in
history and Islamic studies at Dhaka and McGill Universities (Montreal), where he specialised in
general history. He taught at Karachi, Chittagong and Southern Universities, serving as the Vice-
Chancellor of the latter. He is the author of more than a dozen books on history, Muslim freedom
movements and contemporary topics. His major publications include History of the Fara’idi
Movement in Bengal (1965), Titu Mir and His Followers in British Indian Records, 1831–1833 AD



(1980), Muslim Struggle for Freedom in Bengal (1961), Social History of the Muslims of
Bangladesh Under the British Rule (1992) and A Bibliographical Introduction to Modern Islamic
Developments in India and Pakistan 1700–1965 (1959).With the support and encouragement of
Ahmad Hasan Dani and his colleagues, these scholars and historians pursued extensive and
original research into various aspects of Muslim history and heritage of Bengal. Aiming to
investigate and rectify the prevailing misconceptions and misinterpretation, the members of the
Dani School of History pursued a critical, evidence-based approach to the Muslim history and
heritage of Bengal. They achieved this by collecting original historical documents,
archaeological evidence and by analysing Arabic and Persian epigraphs relating to the history
and culture of the Muslims of Bengal. Accordingly, they critiqued and re-evaluated the existing
literature on the subject, which, in turn, enabled them to correct prevailing misconceptions and
misinterpretations.10Compared to the writings of the majority of contemporary Bangladeshi
academics and researchers on the Muslim history and culture of Bengal, the intellectual
honesty, originality and high quality of works produced by the members of the Dani School of
History captured my attention. Study of their works clarified my many historical, cultural and
religious misconceptions on the subject. Even so—as I subsequently discovered—their works
are not free from error and misinterpretation either. For this reason, it was important to maintain a
critical, impartial and detached approach to the subject in the course of the study, research and
inquiry that led to this book.Needless to say, combining full-time work and family life with writing
and research is never an easy task. For this reason, I cannot thank my wife enough for her
patience, understanding and tolerance during the course of my research for and writing of this
book. Without her constant encouragement and unstinting support, it would not have been
possible for me to complete this work. Also, my two young sons—Muhtadi and Mustafa—
patiently tolerated my long hours of research and writing. I pray for their continued happiness,
prosperity and success. During our visit to Dhaka, I spent more time in libraries, research
institutes and bookshops than I did with my family and relatives. I am extremely grateful to them
for their love, kindness and understanding. I would also like to thank Sohail and Fahim for
accompanying me during my visits to different libraries, institutions and bookshops in Dhaka and
Sylhet. Without their co-operation, it would not have been possible to obtain many of the old and
out-of-print books and manuscripts that have proven to be invaluable.Others also encouraged
and supported me during my research. These include Muhammad Abdul Jabbar Beg, FRAS.
Although a historian by training, Beg is equally familiar with aspects of Bengali language,
literature and history. He read this manuscript thoroughly and provided detailed feedback, which
enabled me to improve the book. He continues to send me photocopies of relevant articles,
books and other information; may the Almighty reward him for his support and encouragement.
A. K. M. Yaqub Ali, a senior academic, historian and prolific writer of Bangladesh, has been a
source of inspiration for several years and I am grateful to him for sending me many out-of-print
books and articles that have been very helpful. As soon as Muhammad Kamrul Hasan found out
that I was working on this project, he became an important source of information and a keen



supporter of this work. Our discussions, debates and deliberations eventually led to the
establishment of the Bengal Muslim Research Institute UK (BMRI) in May 2010. This institute
was set up to pursue research, organise seminars and conferences, and create a
comprehensive website of relevant information about the Muslim history, culture and heritage of
Bengal. The website has now become an important source of information on the subject and has
already generated considerable interest in many parts of the world including the United States,
Canada, United Kingdom, India, Pakistan and Bangladesh. Without the support and co-
operation of Kamrul Hasan, Muhammad Akhteruzzaman, Firoz Kamal and Moshahid Ali, it
would not have been possible to initiate this project.Mushtaque Ali, the son of Maulvi Munawwar
Ali of Sylhet, went out of his way to collect relevant books and other information for me and I am
grateful to him for his encouragement. Likewise, Muhammad Mujibur Rahman, former chairman
of the Department of Arabic and Islamic Studies at Rajshahi University, has been a valuable
source of information. I spoke with Muhammad Abdullah of Dhaka University about the Muslim
history and culture of Bengal on several occasions prior to his death. Fluent in Arabic, Persian,
Urdu, English and Bengali, Muhammad Abdullah researched and wrote more than 30 books (in
Bengali) on the Muslim history and culture of Bengal. His books were an important source of
information for me. I would like to thank his family members for their support and co-operation.
Likewise, Mu‘in-ud-Din Ahmad Khan, an eminent academic, historian and writer of Bangladesh,
sent me copies of his books and essays and my conversations with him helped clarify a number
of historical and chronological issues. I am also grateful to Abdus Subhan, a former professor of
Persian at Calcutta University, for his encouragement and co-operation. He kindly sent me
copies of his articles and essays. I spoke to Kazi Din Muhammad, a former professor of Bengali
language and literature at Dhaka University and director of the Bangla Academy, on several
occasions, and he encouraged me to continue my studies and research.Syed Mahmudul
Hasan, a senior academic and archaeologist of Bangladesh, was kind enough to publish my
essay, ‘The Pioneers of Islam in Bengal: Early Muslim Preachers and Their Contributions’, in
Nazimuddin Ahmed Commemoration Volume (2011); he also sent me copies of his books and
essays. I am grateful to Haris Ahmad, the director at Kube Publishing, and Yahya Birt, the
commissioning editor at Kube Publishing, for their contributions. Yahya thoroughly read the
entire manuscript and provided detailed editorial feedback. This has enabled me to further
improve the book. In addition to this, I have visited many libraries and research institutes to
collect relevant books, journals, articles and other information. I am grateful to the staff of the
following organisations for their co-operation and assistance: The Bangla Academy in Dhaka,
Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, Islamic Foundation Bangladesh, School of Oriental and African
Studies (SOAS) Library in London, University of Cambridge Library, Islamic Foundation Library
in Leciester and Suffolk Central Library.However, the views and opinions expressed in this book
are solely mine, and none of the aforementioned people are in any way responsible for any
shortcomings. Given the nature and size of this book, it is possible that some errors have
escaped my attention and scrutiny. Should anyone identify any errors or mistakes, I would be



grateful if they would write to the publisher so that necessary corrections can be made in any
future edition of the book.Ultimately, praise and thanks are due to the One and Only: all Glory
and Majesty belongs to Him; nothing can happen without His leave, not even a drop of water
falls from the sky nor does a leaf fall from the tree except by His will. And peace and blessings
upon the chosen one, who came to show the way, the way back to the One!
Notes 1. Muhammad Ishaq, India’s Contribution to the Study of Hadith Literature; Qadi Isma‘il,
Chach Nama: An Ancient History of Sind. 2. Tara Chand, Influence of Islam on Indian
Culture. 3. Syed Ali Ashraf, The Muslim Traditions in Bengali Literature. 4. Minhaj-i-Siraj,
Tabaqat-i-Nasiri. 5. A. K. M. Yaqub Ali, Select Arabic and Persian Epigraphs: Sources for the
Socio-Administrative History of Bengal (Turko-Afghan and Mughal
Periods). 6. Ibid. 7. Muhammad Abdullah, Nawab Salimullah: Jiban-o-Karma. 8. Matiur
Rahman, From Consultation to Confrontation: A Study of the Muslim League in British Indian
Politics, 1906–1912. 9. Muhammad Abdur Rahim, The Social and Cultural History of
Bengal.10.  Interview with Dr Mu‘in ud-Din Ahmad Khan, January 2010.
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Reader, “Anyone hailing from that part of the subcontinent must read .... Anyone hailing from that
part of the subcontinent must read this book. It gives a clear picture of the time-line.”

W. Zaman, “Excellent Book. This is an excellent book, I really enjoyed reading this book.W.
Zaman”

Rashedo, “... read the full book yet but the service was great the reason I gave it 5 stars because
it's .... I have not read the full book yet but the service was great the reason I gave it 5 stars
because it's a history book about Islam in Bangladesh... a lot written history has been destroyed
due to war”

Dilwar Hussain, “An amazing book on the history of Islam in Bengal!. This book encapsulates a
detailed history of eminent Muslim Bengal scholars which has largely been absent in literature
up until this book. Coming from a Bangladeshi background myself, I was pleasantly surprised
about how much Bengal history I myself was unaware of. I highly recommend this book to those
who have express a keen interest in learning about Asian-subcontinental history, especially
youths of Bangladeshi ethnicity.”

mustakim, “I thoroughly enjoyed this book and learn't a lot about the history .... I thoroughly
enjoyed this book and learn't a lot about the history of Bengal, most of which I had no idea about
previously.Liked the style of writing and simple structure, introducing a reader to the history by
going through historical figures of the region. This one will take a proud position on my
bookshelf, alongside the authors other book, The Muslim 100.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Fantastic from Amazon. Great read!”

luthfur rahman, “Five Stars. very insightful book indeed. A lot of things i was unaware of.”

The book by Muhammad Mojlum Khan has a rating of 5 out of 4.7. 14 people have provided
feedback.
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