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Khilafat Movement was the major organization of Muslims in South Asia in the early 20th 

century. It was after the rebellion of 1857 and "formal loss of sovereignty," that the Muslims lost 

their symbol of unity and power and felt threatened about their future and identity1. As a 

consequence, they found refuge under the Caliphate of the Turkish Sultan. But soon, this symbol 

of Muslims was under threat as Turkey got actively involved in World War I against the Allied 

Powers, which included Britain, the legal sovereign of India. This concern of Muslims over the 

future of Ottoman Caliphate was visible in the writings of many Muslim intelligentsias; 

Muhammad Iqbal was one of such poets who expressed his feeling about Muslims being under 

threat from every nook and corner, others included Maulana Zafar Ali Khan, Abul Kalam Azad, 

Ali Brothers and so on. Although the idea of Khilafat implied a sense of loyalty from its 

adherents, which extended the defined borders of a nation-state, it was, in reality, a movement 

for the preservation of a symbol that represented the much broader category of global Islam. 

Interestingly, this movement was not religious in entirety as for its leaders, religion and 

nationalism were two sides of the same coin, as the antagonist of both movements was imperial 

Britain. For this reason, one can observe the amalgamation of the notions of Indian nationalism 

and Islamic survival under the symbol of the Caliphate.  

 

It is under these underpinnings that Muhammad Ali pronounced that "I belong to two 

circles of equal size, but which are not concentric. One is India, and the other is the Muslim 

world."2 For him and many other Khilafatists, the movement was not in isolation with the 

contemporary nationalist movement and embodied the convergence of the "two circles," i.e., the 

                                                 
1 Ayesha Jalal, Self and sovereignty: individual and community in South Asian Islam since 1850 (2000), 187. 

2 Syed Tanvir Wasti, "The Circles of Maulana Mohamed Ali," Middle Eastern Studies 38, no. 4 (2002): 21. 
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coexistence of Islam within the boundaries of independent India. This allowed the people like Ali 

Brothers, various ulemas, etc. to dominate the movement for the preservation of the Ottoman 

Caliphate on one hand while furthering the nationalist cause of Gandhi and others on the other by 

their active participation and support of non-cooperation movement. 

 

While the Khilafat movement subscribed to the notions of pan-Islamism to appeal to a 

broader and unified Muslim constituency of India, however, initially the movement was not a 

separate or a centralized body itself. The Khilafat issue was first taken up by figures like Ali 

Brothers, Abdul Bari of Farangi Mahal, and likes from the platform of the Muslim League in 

1918.3In the absence of any centralized body for the workings of the movement, the already 

existing structures of the Muslim League and Congress served the purpose of propagating the 

Khilafatist cause. As the agitation amplified over the year 1919, it was decided by the "Bombay 

Khilafat Committee" to form a separate body called "The Central Khilafat Committee of India, 

Bombay" on 11th November of the same year.4 At the same meeting, the aims and objectives of 

the movement were defined, and resultantly provincial committees emerged. 

 

Now, at this crucial juncture, when the Khilafat Committee was formed as a separate 

entity, there are several perplexities about the movement; what was their target audience? Was it 

a representative of only Muslims? What about Shia Muslims, who believe in Imamate rather than 

Caliphate? To what degree did it reflect the views of their supporters? And so on. Although the 

main objective of the movement was to secure the power and authority of Caliphate and to make 

                                                 
3 Naeem Qureshi, Pan-Islamism in British India: The politics of the Khilafat Movement 1918-1924 (2009). 65-68. 

4 P. C. Bamford , Histories Of The Non-co-operation And Khilafat Movements (1925), 144. 
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a decision about the Jazirat-ul-Arab and its Holy Places per Islamic Shariah, the other objective 

was "to strive for the attainment of swaraj in India."5 To pursue these objectives, establishing 

"brotherly relations with the non-Muslim communities of India" and "to make non-cooperation 

movement a success" were part of the strategy.6 Hence, we can observe that while the leaders of 

the movement dominantly asserted that they are mirroring the thoughts of Indian Muslims, they 

were also working towards mobilizing the non-Muslim Indian population for the dual objective 

of preservation of Caliphate as well as Independence of India. In essence, the movement drew 

upon the symbolic capital to articulate a political movement, which at the same time claimed to 

address a global problem.  

 

In the backdrop of several successive events, such as rejection by the colonials for the 

establishment of an autonomous Muslim university (1912), Kanpur mosque incident (1913), "led 

to a fresh awakening among the younger generation of Muslims."7 Under these circumstances, 

the Ali Brothers, Zafar Ali Khan, and others saw an opportunity to mobilize the Muslims and in 

subsequent years they had formed a loose alliance with the ulemas and pirs in an attempt to 

increase their outreach. Other events like, World War I, Lucknow Pact, Amritsar massacre, 

Punjab wrongs, Martial Law in Punjab, Rowlatt Act, etc. provided grounds for the Hindu-

Muslim unity and cooperation against the common enemy, the British Empire. The Muslim 

League and Congress, the two major parties often held their sessions at the same time, for 

instance, in December 1919 in Amritsar.8 Consequently, the Khilafat leaders were also promoting 

                                                 
5 K. K. Aziz, The Indian Khilafat Movement 1915-1933: A Documentary Record, First ed. (1972). 338. 
6 Ibid. 

7 Ayesha Jalal, Self and sovereignty, 197. 

8 Ibid., 212. 
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an environment of Hindu-Muslim Unity in their statements and speeches. Maulana Shaukat Ali 

had released a statement that 'Muslims should prove their obedience by cooperating with Hindus 

in the non-cooperation movement; otherwise, they will have to shoulder the responsibility for 

losing the Caliphate and Holy Lands because of their laziness.'9 Zafar Ali Khan also voiced 

similar rhetoric in his speeches, he was arrested on 15th September 1920 on the charges of 

speaking against the British in his August 1920 speech at Hazro; along with the usual references 

to British wrongdoings against Ottoman Empire, he also outlined the framework for the 

observance of non-cooperation movement: 

 

For the non-cooperation, following basic methods should be adopted: (a) all members 

should surrender their council membership (b) return all the honors (c) Boys should be 

taken out of government and missionary schools and should be admitted to the schools of 

Hindus and Muslims (d) lawyers should suspend their profession.10 

 

Also, as a president of Khilafat Committee, he presented several resolutions, which 

included 8 'crore' Muslims should abandon the cow sacrifice for the sake of 22 'crore' Hindus and 

people should consume the goods made locally instead of those made in Europe.11 

Furthermore, to portray that Khilafat movement was the representative of majority 

Muslim opinion and not some random body, the hurdle was not only to convince the Indian 

Muslims to accept them as their representatives, along with that they had to reach out to the other 

communities as well like the British, non-Muslims along with the broader international 

community to gain the legitimacy. So, the Khilafatists made use of English newspapers to depict 

                                                 
9 Nazir Hasnain Zaidi, Maulana Zafar Ali Khan: Ahwaal-o-Asaar (1986), 129. For original text in Urdu See 

Appendix B (iii) 

10 Ibid., 124. For original text in Urdu See Appendix B (ii) 

11 Ibid., 125. For original text in Urdu See Appendix B (iv) 
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themselves as being the representative of the whole of the Muslims of India. Therefore, "the 

Central Khilafat Committee often made sure that newspapers like The Times of India and The 

Tribune (Lahore) published its communications with the British government."12 The readers of 

English newspapers were mostly the people who could not have been reached out through the 

Urdu newspapers; like the British, non-Muslims, educated class. These were the people who did 

not subscribe to Khilafat-associated publications, and so on. For instance, the leadership of 

Khilafat movement was very well interested in showcasing them as the body which collaborated 

with the non-Muslims too; in this regard, they published a letter in The Times of India in 1920: 

 

"Dear Sir, – I am taking the liberty of writing to tell you that a number of English 

Christians in India are praying for the guidance of God in the matter of [sic] political 

future of India … I understand that my Mahomedan fellow citizens are about to hold a 

day of prayer in this connection. I would that the Christians would do the same [sic]."13 

 

By doing so, they highlighted that their support base is not limited to the Muslims only. 

While on several occasions, the leadership identified themselves as Sunni Muslims; nevertheless, 

for the sake of political mobilization, the Khilafatists were willing to get the support from Shias 

by setting aside the theological considerations. For example, in March of 1921, Abdul Bari tried 

to get the support of Shias while they had gathered for the annual pilgrimage at the shrine in 

Ajmer, by invoking the reference to Shia holy site of Najaf (as a part of Jazirat-ul-Arab), which 

was rumored to be bombarded by the British.14 Following this, several Shia meetings were held, 

and eventually, a Shia "mujtahid, Maulana Sayyad Yusuf Hussain, issued fatwa in favor of non-

                                                 
12 Deirdre Dlugoleski, "Widening the Intersection of Two Ideas: The Khilafat Movement and Its Multi-Layered 

Symbolism," 2012. 3. 

13"The Khilafat: Letter to the Editor of the Times of India." The Times of India 18 Mar. 1920. cited in; Ibid.    

14 Gail Minault, The Khilafat movement: religious symbolism and political mobilization in India (1982), 130. 
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cooperation for Shias as well."15 This highlights that the leaders of the movement were ready to 

go to any extent to make their movement popular and to claim themselves as the representatives 

of all the Muslims of India were even willing to engage with Shias, who on the theological basis 

do not consider Caliph as their spiritual sovereign.  

 

The utility of engaging with the English press has been described above, but in the case 

of Urdu publications, the Khilafatists made frequent use of poetry, which served as an essential 

tool in the mobilization effort.  While traditionally recitation of poetry usually took place at 

mushaira and was mostly crowded by the upper strata of society, but in another case, it was also 

recited or sung at religious occasions like Muharram and also at Sufi shrines.16 Several of the 

Khilafat movement leaders were themselves poets like Muhammad Ali Jauhar, Zafar Ali Khan, 

Hasrat Mohani, etc., the use of poetic rhetoric allowed them to appeal to the emotions of the 

masses, while the poetry was not usually explicitly about the objectives of the movement. 

However, nonetheless, the audience must have drawn the parallels between the literal and 

implicit meaning of the verses/poetry recited to them or published in the journals. For example, 

the following are some of the poems and verses which were efficiently used to appeal to the 

emotions of the public, especially the Muslim Indians, and were helpful in the mobilization 

effort.   

 

The garden is restless to hear the song 

       "God is one," 

The time to set the nightingale free from 

                                                 
15 Ibid. 

16 Ibid., 155. 
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       his cage has come.17 

 

Although there is nothing implicitly political about this verse, however Zafar Ali Khan 

(who published Zamindar) here has used the example of nightingale trapped in a cage, which is 

conventionally associated with the lover, supplicating the beloved to concede to his yearnings. In 

its implicit meaning, this could be a call for the freedom of India from British imperial rule. 

Maulana Zafar Ali Khan composed many poems with political connotations18 like 'Zamindar Ki 

Zabti-e-Zamanat,'19 'Martial Law,'20 Qismat21, etc. Moreover, there was another poet, Maulana 

Hasrat Mohani (who edited Urdu-e-Mu'alla), who also composed poetry on such political topics; 

 

The customs of tyranny successful, how long will it last? 

 Loves of country in a stupor, how long will it last? 

How long will the chains of deception hold fast?  

The stymied anger of people, how long will it last? 

What tyrannies in the name of laws are passed.  

These veiled forces, how long will it last? 

The riches of India in foreign hands are clasped. 

These numberless riches, how long will they last?22 

 

                                                 
17 

Gail Minault, The Khilafat movement, 130.; For original poem in Urdu See Appendix A (i) 

18 There is a whole section dedicated to the political poems of Zafar Ali Khan in: Zafar Ali Khan, Baharistan:, vol. 1 

& 2 (Gujrat: Darul Ishaat).  

19Ibid., 420. 

20 Ibid., 451. 

21 Ibid., 453. 

22 Gail Minault, "Urdu Political Poetry during the Khilafat Movement," Modern Asian Studies 8, no. 04 (1974), 

465.;  For original poem in Urdu See Appendix A (ii) 
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Here, Mohani has not invoked any traditional metaphors of Urdu poetry like a 

nightingale, lover, beloved, wine; instead, he is to the point and is indirectly expressing his 

disdain for the ruling British Empire, and visibly demonstrates nationalist leaders' desires for the 

achievement of self-rule by pointing out the tyrannies inflicted upon the Indians through the use 

of draconian laws and plundering of India's treasures.  Another vital leader who also used to run 

newspapers and was the chief Khilafat leader is Muhammad Ali Jauhar, who expressed his 

feelings as:  

 

 

In a twinkling, what an overflowing stream has fled! 

The state of the world had been totally changed. 

The sighs of the helpless have done a marvelous deed!  

You have curbed neither my wings nor my imagination. 

Oh huntress, what has become of thy habitual heed? 

Oh my love, I shall always remember your company.  

Despair accompanied our separation, but it has fled.23 

 

 

Here, Jauhar has expressed himself in the traditional metaphors of Urdu poetry; however, 

a parallel can be drawn between the traditional metaphors and contemporary situations. In the 

understanding of Gail Minault the political meaning of this poem is that the oppressed here are 

the Indians, who with their struggle, sacrifices and devotion have managed to challenge the 

authority of the British and managed to gain popular mobilization. In contrast, the attempts by 

the British to imprison the dissenters will go in vain and will only empower the nationalist 

                                                 
23 Gail Minault, "Urdu Political Poetry during the Khilafat Movement," Modern Asian Studies 8, no. 04 (1974), 469. 

For original poem in Urdu See Appendix A (iii) 



Ahmed 10 

 

movement.24  

 

Another compelling ballad related to the Khilafat movement was 'jaan beta apni Khilafat 

pe de do,' which got famous at the peak of the movement and served as the powerful mobilizing 

tool. The sort of emotion, devotion, sacrifice and courage demonstrated by the mother of Ali 

brothers, Bi Amma, in this ballad is remarkable and exceptional as mothers are usually 

considered to be protective about their children; however, here it seems that, for her, the cause of 

Khilafat is much more important than the life of her sons. This would have got the attention of 

the mothers of that time and would have possibly encouraged them to persuade their children to 

partake in the movement with the same zeal as of Ali brothers.   

 

Thus spoke the mother of Muhammad Ali, 

          Son, give your life for the Khilafat. 

And with you, too, Shaukat Ali, 

        Son, give your life for the Khilafat.25 

  

 

While Khilafatist leaders were making use of both prose and poetry in oration and the 

press, they were trying to fuse a religious movement with the nationalist movement. Ayesha Jalal 

has described this as: "In making tactical use of Islamic idioms, an improbable coalition of 

Muslim propagandists were strategically aiming  at  the  whole  question  of  rights  for  a  group  

claiming  not  only  a distinctive identity but also propounding a conception of sovereignty which 

lay  outside  the  narrowly  defined  notion  of  western  nationalism  that  was coming  to  

                                                 
24 Ibid. 

25 Ibid., 470.; For original poem in Urdu See Appendix A (iv) 
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dominate  the  Congress." 26 The Islamic idioms included the jihad and hijrat, the jihad was not 

much on the cards because of Khilafatists support for non-violent non-cooperation movement 

and other factors like imposition of Martial Law in Punjab, so the other alternative was that of 

hijrat. While Naeem Qureshi has provided the background to the concept of hijrat and its 

relevance in the Indian context, in summation, we can understand its importance in the following 

quotation from the Ali brothers' letter which they sent to Lord Chelmsford (viceroy) in April 

1919: 

"When a land is not safe for Islam a Muslim has only two alternatives, Jehad or Hijrat. 

That is to say, he must either make use of every force God has given him for the 

liberation of the land and the ensurement of perfect freedom for the practice and 

preaching of Islam or he must migrate to some other and freer land…In view of our weak 

condition, migration is the only alternative for us…" 27  

 

The other Khilafat leaders exhorted the same views, Zafar Ali Khan, for instance, usually 

made references to hijrat in his speeches.28 Abul Kalam Azad initially toyed with the idea of 

armed rebellion (jihad). However, he later inclined towards the hijrat, and even wrote a "hijrat ka 

fatwa" which was published in Urdu daily Ahl-e-Hadith (Amritsar) on 30th July 1920 and invited 

the interested people to get in touch with him or others listed, it further stated that he would soon 

publish another pamphlet giving further specificities; however, he never published the further 

details.29 Ayesha Jalal notes that "shifting the debate from jihad to hijrat was a calculated 

                                                 
26 Ayesha Jalal, Self and sovereignty, 220. 

27 Cited in; Naeem Qureshi, Pan-Islamism in British India (2009). 130. 

28 Nazir Hasnain Zaidi, Maulana Zafar Ali Khan: Ahwaal-o-Asaar (1986), 123. For original text in Urdu See 

Appendix B (i) 

29 Ian Henderson Douglas, Abul Kalam Azad:An intellectual and religious biography, ed. Gail Minault and Christian 

W. Troll (1988). 173-74.; For text of the fatwa, See Naeem Qureshi, Pan-Islamism in British India: The politics of 

the Khilafat Movement 1918-1924. 136-37. 
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political gamble on Azad's part."30  

 

The hijrat movement did gain momentum and was somewhat popular but eventually the 

duplicitous behavior on the part of Amir of Afghanistan, Amanullah, by at first inviting the 

Indian Muslims in his country and later not honoring this invitation, "had catastrophic results for 

thousands of Muslims, who sold their belongings for a pittance in the vain expectation of a better 

lifestyle in Afghanistan."31 Although not all ulema approved of the hijrat to be obligatory on the 

Muslims, like Abdul Bari, and some completely denied the need for it like, Ahmad Raza Khan 

Barelwi, based on their interpretations of India as Dar-al-Harb or Dar-al-Islam32. The negative 

aspect of the hijrat movement was the fact that the Muslims who were favoring the movement 

was in a sense inviting the emir of Afghanistan to come to the aid of the Muslims of India, 

"backed by autonomous Pathan tribesmen could topple the British in India."33 Shaukat Ali, 

Hasrat Mohani, Zafar Ali Khan, and several others felt nothing wrong if the Afghans would 

invade India34 while the other supporters of Khilaf movement like Gandhi were against both the 

hijrat or jihad.35 The hijrat movement at its peak gained many supporters from mostly Sindh and 

NWFP as people started moving to Afghanistan in high numbers, but unfortunately, they were 

not treated well, and many of them got looted, died or caught diseases and so on.36 Thus we can 

                                                 
30 Ayesha Jalal, Partisans of Allah: Jihad in South Asia (2008), 214. 

31 Ibid;. For the details of this movement See Dietrich Reetz , Hijrat: The Flight of the Faithful A British File on the 

Exodus of Muslim Peasants from North lndia to Afghanistan in 1920 (1995). 

32 Naeem Qureshi, Pan-Islamism in British India: The politics of the Khilafat Movement 1918-1924. 134-36. 

33 Ayesha Jalal, Partisans of Allah: Jihad in South Asia (2008), 210. 

34 Ayesha Jalal, Self and sovereignty, 220. 

35 Ayesha Jalal, Partisans of Allah: Jihad in South Asia (2008), 221. 

36 See Dietrich Reetz , Hijrat: The Flight of the Faithful A British File on the Exodus of Muslim Peasants from North 

lndia to Afghanistan in 1920 (1995). 
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presume that this was also another attempt at mobilizing the Muslims under one umbrella of 

Khilafat movement which was aimed at achieving swaraj, although the movement was made in 

the name of addressing an international and religious issue, the real purpose was the nationalist 

one, i.e., getting rid of the imperial power and achieving independence.  

 

To further demonstrate the thesis that Khilafatists drew upon the symbolic capital to 

articulate a political movement while claiming to address an international issue as well, we can 

make use of Abul Kalam Azad's writings and thinking to get the idea of nationalist nature of the 

movement. Azad had written the history of Khilafat and non-cooperation movement in his 

journal Paigham. Some excerpts from the magazine are; "It was the khilafatists who had 

strengthened the movement for swaraj…. Muslims had to struggle for the attainment of rights by 

fortifying non-cooperation", "the khilafatists had to ensure that  Muslims did not fall behind in 

participating in the national movement."37 In summation, Azad's thinking was always inclined 

towards the issue of Hindu-Muslim unity, and he saw Khilafat question as the means to achieve 

the freedom of India, he justified the unity on the basis of Quran and hadith and he was not too 

much emotionally attached with the Ottoman Caliphate as Ali brothers.38 This strengthens the 

claim that the Khilafat issue was in its practicality had nationalist connotations, and it was taken 

up to mobilize the Indians who were divided into different issues, religion, sect, theology, class, 

caste, ethnic, etc. The Khilafat movement made use of the Islamic symbols to rally the support of 

the majority of the population. At the same time, the proponents of Hindu-Muslim unity 

                                                 
37 Several issues of Paigham as cited in: Ayesha Jalal, Self and sovereignty, 232. 

38 Ian Henderson Douglas, Abul Kalam Azad:An intellectual and religious biography, ed. Gail Minault and Christian 

W. Troll (1988). 174-77. 
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envisioned the opportunity to mobilize the otherwise divided communities under the chief goal 

of achieving the self-rule.  

 

Summarily, it is true that Muslims of India did care about the question of Khilafat and the 

safety of the holy lands, but at the same time, it is also true that the leaders recognized that 

without a united voice that could claim to represent the whole of India they were not to be taken 

seriously by the British Empire. So, building upon the symbolic capital of Islamic idioms, its 

leaders showed pragmatism by accommodating the different sections of the society, like ulema, 

pirs, peasants, western-educated intelligentsia, etc. to unite the majority of the Muslims. 

Furthermore, the Gandhi and Congress leaders saw in the Khilafat movement an opportunity to 

further strengthen their stance by supporting the Khilafat issue and in reciprocity gained the 

support for the non-cooperation movement and other issues like cow sacrifice. While the 

Khilafat issue was somewhat impractical in reality because it had Pan-Islamic connotations and 

its antithesis was Pan-Arabism, which led to the ouster of Turkish rule over the Holy Lands; thus 

if fellow Muslims were not subscribed to the pan-Islamic ideals how could, the British Empire 

had conceded to them. Therefore, the Caliphate only served as the symbol of mass mobilization, 

effectively utilized by the leaders by excellent use of poetic rhetoric, Islamic idioms, newspaper, 

oration, etc. to achieve unification of the masses for the issue of Indian freedom. This is, 

probably, why after the Khilafat movement dried out by the middle of the 1920s, it had already 

contributed a lot towards the nationalist movement by their effective political mobilization.   
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