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Of al the buildings
in the world, the Taj r

Mahal isone of the most
famous. It is renowned
for its beauty, and, for
many, it is a symbol of
romantic love. Yet
surprisingly the Taj
Mahal is increasingly
becoming a highly
contested site. Recent
challenges include
guestioning its Muslim
Mughal patronage, its
function asaroyal tomb,
and evenits 17""-century
date of construction. :
This probably soundsto The Taj Mahal

you like scholarship as 17th century

usual, but before I Agra, India

address the uncritical nature of these claims, I'd like to think
about the larger issue of religious belief and contestation of
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Belief and Contestation in India 9

religious sites in South Asia. That may help contextualize the
case of the Tg) Mahal.

L et me make afew observations. Contested religious space
is not a notion new to India, despite atendency to seeit asa
legacy of colonidism.? Let’'sstartin eastern Indiaat Bodhgaya's
Mahabodhi temple because it suggests multiple fields of
contestation. Thisisthe site of the Buddha's Enlightenment, a
place that has been both shared and contested through its
history.? The future Buddha went to Bodhgaya because it was
and remains a place of considerable importance for Hindus.
That is, Hindus come to the city of Gaya, on whose outskirts
Bodhgayalies, to propitiate recently-deceased rel atives so that
their souls might go to heaven as they engage in a ceremony,
which, like the Buddha's final meditation, concludes under a
great pipul tree. While presently we distinguish between the
two towns, Gaya and Bodhgaya, that distinction is largely
artificial; butitisonethat neatly identifiesthe Buddhists' space
as distinct from that of the Hindus. Bodhgaya, however, has
not been without contestation. For example, aseventh-century
Hindu king, as an act of war, uprooted the sacred Bodhi tree,
the very tree beneath which the Buddha had sat and obtained
Enlightenment. Until thetime of itsdesecration, thistreeformed
the central ritual focus of the Mahabodhi temple, as shownin
ancient sculptures. This king's uprooting of the tree is one of
many actsof religiousviolencein time of war, onesthat need to
be problemetized rather than simply dismissed asacts of bigotry
or iconoclasm. The Bodhgayatemplesite, by theway, continues
to be contested, though now in an on-going court case. The
issueisquite clear: Does the temple belong to the Mahabodhi
Society, a Buddhist administrative group that claimsit, or isit
the property of Bodhgaya's Hindu priest in charge of Shiva
worship there?* And likealot of claims, theargumentsinvoke
history, often aninvented history, sincethe Society isrelatively
new, and the Priest’s lineage cannot be traced back much
farther.

My concern with contested and shared space wastriggered
by the momentous destruction of the so-called Babri Masjid at
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aplacein northeastern Indiacalled Ayodhyain 1992. Thiswas
an act that profoundly changed the way that | and others think
and teach about Indian art—afield that is so often divided into
specificreligious categories according to historical timeframes,
al of which are colonial constructions. Erasing this colonial
understanding of therigidity of South Asian linear history, and
replacing it with agrasp of the multiplicity of Indian cultures
through diverse time frames would perhaps end such violent
acts.

While most believe this mosgue was constructed by the
first Mughal emperor Babur, inscriptions show it was built by
one of his noblesin 1528.5 In fact we have no proof that the
Mughal emperor Babur had ever visited Ayodhya. Many Hindus
claimed that the mosque had been constructed on the site of
the birthplace of the god Rama, where they believe a temple
commemorating the preciselocusof hishirth stood prior to the
mosgue'sconstruction. These Hindus, mostly instigated by right-
wing Hindu political parties, had for some time threatened to
demolish the mosque and replace it with atemple rededicated
to Rama. Thestand-off becameacharged political one, debated
in both state and federal legislatures. It pitted awell-organized
and wealthy group of Hindus more against police who had been
ordered to protect the mosque than against any organized
Musdlim community. Astension mounted, amob finally stormed
thepolicelineson December 6, 1992 and demolished the mosque,
while the police themselves did little to stop its desecrators.
Following themosgue' sdestruction, riotsinvolving thekilling of
Hindus and M uslims broke out across I ndia; the most massive
violence was witnessed in Bombay, known today as Mumbai,
where at least athousand people were killed.

Following the mosque’ sdestruction, the debate has centered
and continues to do so, much more on whether a temple had
been demolished in order to make way for the mosgue than on
any other issue. Virtually never debated wasthe ethicsof righting
one wrong—if indeed a temple had been demolished—by
perpetrating another, in fact, seeking retribution more than 450
years after the event; nor was there any debate over the notion
of sacred space itself.
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The Case of Katra Buddha

Let me move to a situation quite comparable to the Babri
Mosque at Ayodhya. My starting point here, however, isnot a
temple but rather a famous image called the Katra Buddha
because it was found at the Katra Mound in Mathura—a city
about 100 miles south of Delhi and only about 50 milesfrom the
Taj Mahal. Few scholarsask
precisely wherethisBuddha
image comes from, yet its
find spot tells a story of
present-day importance.

The Katramound isin
Mathura, an ancient city and
one associated with several
of India's religions, most
prominently with the Hindu
god Krishna. Mathura's
Katra mound is located
close to another mound,
where extensive Buddhist
remains were excavated,
and lessthan amile from a
Katra Buddha siteassociated with the Jain
ond C CE religion, whichissimilar to
both Hindu and Buddhist
traditions.® This suggests
that it was a site used by severa religions. In addition to the
Jain and Buddhi st imageswere al so Hindu ones.” We a so know
that Katrawasthelocation of alarge Hindu temple, builtinthe
early 17" century, which was dismantled under the orders of a
Muslim emperor who replaced it with agreat mosgue that still
occupies the space.

That last changewasclearly intentional and sequential, that
is, aHindu temple was replaced by a mosque. But should we
assumethat during the entire history of the Katramound, there
was a sequential occupation, that is, first by Buddhists, then
Hindus and finally Muslims? This assertion, following and
reinforcing commonly held beliefs, assumesexclusive propriety
of a sacred site and changes, when they occur, coming in

Mathura, India
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sequential order. That is a notion that fits well with the
assumptionsof art history, afield that iscommitted to sequences.
But isthat notion, we must ask, more a construct of a present-
day worldinwhich territory ismore often contested onreligious
groundsthan simply shared?

Let me add one important piece here before moving on to
the site today and its precarious situation. The temple that was
destroyed in order to construct the mosque there had been built
at the beginning of the seventeenth century by a Hindu Raja
Bir Singh and subsequently supported by imperial Mughal grants,
that is, grants for this Hindu temple from a dynasty of Muslim
monarchs. The Hindu Rajawho had provided this temple was
much admired by a Mughal emperor, and, at the emperor’s
behest, he killed the confidant of his predecessor on the throne.
Thetemplewas only about 50 years old when it was destroyed
in 1669. Moreover, it was specifically associated with aperson
whose memory remained alive at the time when the temple
was destroyed in retaliation for political uprisingsin the area
around Mathura. Mughal losses were massive.® What was
destroyed, in avery real sense, wasthe Mughal’s own temple,
and it was replaced by a very large mosgue.

That's not the end of the story, for the site of the temple
and mosque has
been imbued with
a hew meaning.
During the late
19" and early 20"
centuries the site
becameidentified
as the precise lo- 554
cus of the god
Krishna's birth-
place, and now,
immediately abut-
tingthemosque, a
largetemple com-
plex has been
constructed. Both mosque and temple are heavily guarded by
police and security istight. The spaceisnot just contested; itis

Mughal Mosque (17th century) and
modern Hindu Temple dedicated to
Krishna
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highly charged. Whilefew visit themosgue, whichissurrounded
by armed police and barbed wire, thousands every day de-
scend upon the new temple dedicated to the birthplace of the
god Krishna. The mosgue remains, although photography is
now prohibited, but the same right wing Hindu groups respon-
sible for destroying the Babri mosgue remain intent on its
demoalition. All the same, here we have a situation of a shared
but highly contested space.

Shared, Yet Uncontested Spaces

In contrast to the example above, there are many
conventional instances of shared yet uncontested space. I nsofar
asreligious space can be defined by procession and ceremonial,
we might note examples in the past where Hindu rulers
participated in processions during a Muslim commemorative
festival, and Muslimstook part in Hindu celebrations.”® One
of most sacred sites of 1slam in all South Asia, the Shrine of
Muinud-Din Chishti inAjmer, isvenerated and visited by Hindus
as well as Muslims and other Indians, irrespective of their
religion.”** Hindusstill visit anumber of Muslim shrines and
ask for intercession from the saints buried there for children,
health, and other favors. An excellent casein point isthe shrine
of Shahul Hamid, a mystic saint who lived during the 16"
century.’? It'slocated in Nagore in south India.

Shahul Hamid's shrine is unusua not in that Muslims,
Hindus, and Christians come in equal numbers from
considerabledistancesto pay homage, but rather in that customs
practiced at the shrine have embraced the sort of ritual usually
only found at Hindu temples. Hagiographies describing Shahul
Hamid give him the powerstypically associated withaMuslim
saint, but what is less common are references to the saint that
are usually associated with Hindu gods, offering clues not to
thesaint asahistorical figure but to hislegend and thetraditions
that have built up around his shrine.

Visiting the Nagore shrineislikethevisit to many crowded
holy sites; it is an experience that engages the senses of sight,
smell, taste, and sound. This experience is close to that of a
visit to alarge Hindu temple. As scholars have noted, Islamin
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south India, especialy in the context of a Muslim shrine, is
much morelikely to embrace Indic traditionsthan ISlamin north
India. Thisisnot to suggest that south Indian Islamisawatered-
down version of standard Islam, for many scholars of classical
Islam have flourished in these very communities, but rather
that long-standing Indic traditions have been widely embraced
by south India’'s Muslims.

TheNagoreshrineisvisited equally by Mudimsand Hindus,
most of whom are seeking cures for ailments, an end to
barrenness, and safety in travel. Those who wish to be healed
or to secure safe journeys purchase plagues with an image of
the afflicted body part or a ship, acar, or even an airplane,
which they offer to the shrine. Not far from Nagore is the
Church of Our Lady of Health, apan-Indian pilgrimage sitefor
Christians, where nearly identical offeringsare made. My sense
is that while these sites are separate, multiple religious
communitieshappily visit al of them.

Scholarly literature and popular images dwell on the
ecumenical nature of south Indian society. On the road between
Nagore and the church isafree-standing gate, dedicated to the
cooperation of religions, featuring centrally placed Hindu temple
flanked on either side by images of the Church of Our Lady of

Gateway in south India
21st century
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Health and the Nagore shrine. | also observed anillustration on
the back of abusthat featured asimilar scenario, with animage
of aHindu god replacing thetemple. Although in each case, the
Hindu image is the largest and is centrally placed, I'm not
suggesting an absence of inter-community harmony. What |
am suggesting isthat in spite of thisharmony, thetendency isto
respect the existence of other religious traditions, but at the
same time believe your own is the proper path.

Rethinking Religious Identity

But we need to ask—isit only Hindus who are willing in
the modern erato crossinto Muslim domains? | myself have
observed—with a degree of wonder that was probably
unnecessary—aburka-clad (that is, completely veiled), and thus
obviously Muslim woman, at a famous south Indian Hindu
temple. This observation underscores the need to consider
with care the meaning of religious identity in South Asia. To
what extent isthat sense of identity with areligion, as opposed
to identity with a community, a colonial legacy, perhaps most
closely associated with the census, which mandated counting
individuals by religious affiliation that fit British-conceived
categories? Certainly we know casesof communities, including
of coursetheindividua swho comprisethose communities, which
identify as both Hindu and Muslim.®* But even in cases such
asthose, | wonder if the members of these communitiesimagine
adual identity, as we might construe it, rather than simply an
identity with the community anditsculturaly instilled practices.™

There are many other examples of shared space in India,
and perhaps | should stress this before turning to one last
example of contested space—one which you might not tend to
think of as a contested—that is the Taj Mahal. The situations
of contested space |’ ve spoken about at the outset of this essay
are well known. The destruction of the Babri mosque
commanded international attention. The Mathura situation is
well publicizedinIndia. Information about themiseasily accessed
on the web and in hard print format. Less known are more
insidious attempts to rewrite Indian history. Perhaps the best
example for our purposes is India’'s most famous monument,
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the Tg) Mahal, built in the mid-17th century by the Mughal
emperor, Shah Jahan (r. 1628-58).

The Case of the Taj Mahal

This garden complex was built asatomb for Shah Jahan's
favoritewifewho died in 1631 whilegiving birth to her fourteenth
child; thus one common association with the Tgf Mahal isa
notion of romantic love. But we must consider that the emperor
Shah Jahan was buried in the Taj Mahal as well after being
imprisoned for the last years of his life®> The Tg’s officia
name, the Illumined Tomb, an epithet shared with the Prophet
Muhammad’ stombin Medina, suggeststhat Shah Jahan aways
intended the Tgj Mahal to be his tomb as well. He perceived
himself, like the Prophet Muhammad, to conform to thelslamic
theological concept of aPerfect Man. In this same manner, the
tomb’s interior is designed so that the centrally placed royal
cenotaphs can be circumambulated asisdone at saints' shrines
inIndia, thus suggesting alink between royalty and sanctity. In
addition, chaptersfrom the Quran, the holiest text in Islam and
believed to be divinely revealed, were chanted 24 hours a day
in the complex, underscoring its religious nature. So, too, the
enormous garden in which the Tgj Mahal sits is intended to
represent paradise on earth. Paradiseinthe Muslim traditionis
the reward for all true believers on the Day of Judgment. In
essence the tomb was built as a shrine in which the deceased
royals are given a semi-divine status. For many Muslims in
India, itindeed isashrine. Other communities, however, perceive
the Tg differently, but are far from unanimous in their
perceptions.

The Tgj Mahal today enjoys fame far beyond its religious
importance. True, it was admired by the Mughal family,
members of the nobility and European travel ersthroughout the
Mughal period and beyond, but it essentially marks the end of
the tradition of building large-scale tombs. But today it, more
than any other building intheworld, isequated with excellence.
Over the last twenty years advertisements featuring the Taj
M ahal have been associated with fine china, aged spirits, luxury
cruises and more. Even the Government of Indiafeatures this
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garden tomb in glossy page advertisementsinviting tourists to
the ultimate experience—paradise on earth. Others wish to
emulate the Tgj Mahal. The inlay on the Tgf Mahal was the
inspiration for the multi-millionaire Doris Duke's bathroom on
her estate, Shangri Lain Hawaii. Today awealthy filmmaker
in Bangladesh is making a so-called replica of the Tg to the
tune of $58 million dollars outside of Dhaka.

The association of Shah Jahan’swhite marble mausoleum
with high quality products is harmless—perhaps the proud
emperor would have been delighted with this universal
acclamation of hisarchitectural output. But understanding how
this attitude came about is instructive to understanding the
mausoleum’svisual apped aswell astoitsincreasingly contested
nature.

Much historical informationisknown about the Tej Mahal,
but scholars disagree on its symbolism. One scholar has argued
that the Taj is a representation of the Throne of God as
envisioned on the Day of Judgment, while others disagree
strongly.® It isinteresting that those who know relatively little
about the Mughal Empire and itsarchitectural tradition admire
this essay, while scholars of Mughal Indian art tend to dismiss
it. Whatever its larger meaning, the extensive use of white
marble must have been intended to evoke a sense of divine
presence, for by thetime of the monument’s construction, white
marble was used exclusively for the tombs of saints and for
buildingsintended solely for the emperor’suse, thusemploying
architecture as a way to accentuate the Mughal emperor’s
semi-divine status.

While today the Tgj is commonly seen from the entrance
gate, in fact, relatively few ever saw it from this vantage. In
Mughal timesthe public only viewed it fromtheriver. Itsexterior
would loom large on the landscape, but accessto the garden or
mausoleum was denied to most. This may help to explain why
it had less impact than commonly imagined. By the mid-17"
century, monumental tombsalmost completely lost favor, in part
duetofinancial restraints, but a so asareflection of theincreased
popularity of orthodox Islam. Modest grave markers, more in
keeping with orthodox Mudlim practice, replaced largestructural
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tombs such as the Tgj Mahal, even for the Mughal royals.'’
Whilethearchitectural legacy of the earlier Mughalsheld great
valuefor thelater Mughals, the Taj Mahal itself played aminor
roleinthis.

If therewasrelatively littleinterest on the part of Indiansin
the Taj Mahal, how did thismonument become supersized; that
is, how did it become central to the imagined memory of so
many as they think about India? How did it come to be the
subject of al those European artists who visited India?® The
awe expressed by FrancoisBernier, whom | will discuss below,
appearsto have set thetenor of European reactionsto abuilding,
transformingit from aprivatetomb to an object of public wonder.

A number of Europeans were present in 17"-century
Mughal India, and some engaged in writing memoirs. Among
thosewriting on the Tgj only the account of FrancoisBernier, a
physicianto theroyal family, isfully credible.’ Bernier writes
about the tomb in away that underscores his own uncertainty
on how to appreciate Indian architecture, an attitude | argue at
least continues into the early 20" century:

Lasttimel visited Tage Mehal € smausoleum | wasin
the company of a French merchant, who, as well as
myself, thought that this extraordinary fabric could not
be sufficiently admired. | did not venture to express
my opinion, fearing that my taste might have been
corrupted by my long residence in the Indies; and as
my companion was come recently from France, it was
quite arelief to my mind to hear him say that he had
seen nothing in Europe so bold and majestic.?

Thus, the Tgj’sharmoniously balanced composition apped ed
to western sensibilities as early asthe 17th century. In the late
18" and early 19" centuries, the Taj Mahal was immortalized
by anumber of European artists. Throughout the 19" century,
Europeans continued to admire the Taj, and for the British it
was the favored picnic spot.

Thebuilding’s preeminent position today reflectstheorigina
but short-lived imperial view of its importance that was re-
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created in the 19th and 20th centuries by a British colonial
construction of India’spast. In 1876, James Fergusson, thefirst
European to write a history of Indian architecture, compared
the Mughal mausoleum to the Greek Parthenon, stating that
the Ta) Mahal was a magnificent specimen of balanced
architecture and ornament. But then he goes on to argue that
“the Parthenon belongs... to ahigher classof art, its scul ptures
raising it into the region of the most intellectual branch of ...
art.” Fergusson ends by noting that although the Tgj’s inlay
was exquisite, it still lacked the “intellectual beauty of Greek
ornament.” # Thus Fergusson’s colonia mind saw the Tef Mahal
as a structure not quite equal to European architecture and as
one whose decor reflected the inferiority of the* native” mind.

E.B. Havell, writingin 1913, had avery different notion of
the Taj Mahal than did Fergusson, and it is Havell’s view that
fueled the views of PN. Oak, a Hindu fundamentalist, who
started writing in thelate 1960s, and Oak’sfollowers. Contrary
to thework of Fergusson and others, Havell argued that the Tgj
Mahal hasnothingin common with Islamic architecture outside
of India, athough the Mughal swere descended from the Central
Asian Timurids, who werefamousfor their architecture. Havell
arguesthat the Tqj isin fact essentially Indian—here we should
read pre-Islamic India—in origin. He writes at length about
how itsplan, motifsand design elements symbolizeidealsfound
in ancient pre-Islamic Indian art, not Islamic art.

I will only givetwo examples, but any scholar will seethat
they arefallacious. Havell arguesthat the overall appearance
and plan of the Tgj Mahal is not found in the Mughals own
architectural tradition, but rather in Hindu temples built some
fivecenturiesearlier. He arguesthat the dome of the Tq) Mahal
doesnot derivefrom other similar Mughal domesbut in Buddhist
stupas built centuries earlier, although he failsto acknowledge
that the Mughals had no knowledge of these stupas.

The common view is that Havell was suggesting that al
Indians—Hindus, Muslims and others—were valid Indian
subjectsof study. But recent work by the scholar Osman Jamal
suggests that this innocent view is a misleading one, arguing
that Havell was in fact more subversive than commonly
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believed.? Jamal claims that in Havell’s mind, only those
historical featuresthat dateto India’sancient pre-1slamic past
arevaidly “Indian,” and that Havell wasanti-Muslim. Havell’s
insistence that the origins of the Tef Mahal were to be found
not in the buildings built recently by Shah Jahan’s own
predecessors but in ones unknown to the Mughals and built
long ago would support Jamal’ s notion that Havell believed the
“real” Indiawas one rooted in its ancient pre-Islamic past.

What isimportant to note hereisthat while both Fergusson
and Havell had radically different ideas about the origins of the
Tgj Mahal’s form, they were nevertheless wrestling with its
extreme beauty each in his own way. For Fergusson it was to
admit its superlative appearance, but regard it asinferior to a
recognized Greek masterpiece. For Havell it was to reject its
Islamic originsby claiming onesoriginating in an ancient Indic
past. Both men were carrying forth the tradition established by
the Frenchman Bernier, who transformed the Tgj into an object
of wonder. And from those who treated it as a sublime work of
art, it came to be treated as an object of popular culture,
accompanying the use of India’s historic past in indigenous
advertising.Z2 Andfromthere, the Tgj entered the broader public
domain; it was featured in the work of ad agenciesworldwide
asthey used it not asatomb but rather asasymbol of elegance
and luxury, aresidencefor theliving more than arepository for
the dead.

Other modern associations are more pernicious, and only
based on a skewed understanding of history. For example, land
for the Tay Maha had been purchased from a Hindu, a fact
distorted by authors, in particular the late PN. Oak, from west
India, associated with the Institute for Rewriting Indian History.
He has presented the Tgj Mahal as a product of earlier Hindu
patronage, not thelater Muslim one.* Oak’sarguments appear
compelling—except to knowledgeabl e scholars. The problem
is most people lack this knowledge so his conspiracy theory
wrapped in inflammatory rhetoric is compelling to those who
wish to believe.

Thematerial written by Oak isreadily available onanumber
of Internet websites.® Most of these sites are stridently anti-
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Muslim. The BBC posts a discussion site which gives a
traditional version of the originsof the Tgj Mahal and then below
it Oak’s version, which is recounted in greater detail.®
Respondentsto thissite are either appalled by the Oak version—
they are often Mudlims—while othersare taken by hisargument.
What we see here is that a new myth, or memory, of the Tgj
Mahal—one whose implications are both far-reaching and
frightening—isbeing devel oped by Hindu fundamentalists, who
through amassive network of el ectronic and paper publications,
are attempting to reshape the Tgj Mahal’s past to meet their
own immediate concerns. Recently a member of the Indian
Parliament attempted to introduce abill to officially declarethe
Taj a Hindu temple. A model of the Tgj sold in tourist shops
bears a trident, a Hindu symbol, on the dome,? transforming
this souvenir into aHindu templeor palace. Such claimsemploy
revisionist histories and artistic creation to discredit Muslims,
thusundermining thevery basisof India’s constitutional secular
demacracy.

Today various governmental agenciescontrol the Tg) Mahal
and its surroundings. They have had to deal with a number of
deep concerns, from pollution to separatist organizations
threatening to blow up the Tgj Mahal, and, more recently, the
construction of amassive shopping centre nearby, which poses
the potential of damaging the Taj’s foundation. The shopping
complex derivesfrom an earlier schemedevised by anAmerican
university. The use of American, not Indian expertise has
understandably created a huge controversy. The project was
rooted in adesireto protect the complex from excessivetourist
traffic and from terrorists, and in adesire to raise revenues. To
achieve these goals, the visitor first purchases a dua priced
ticket—25 centsfor Indian nationalsand 20 dollarsfor al others.
Thevisitor then goesthrough metal detectorsand other searches.
While the concern for security is reasonable, the dual pricing,
for which there is not even a student rate, has engendered a
good deal of anger.

More controversia isthe manner in which human traffic
is now controlled. Until recently the Taj was open for seven
days a week and Fridays were free. Now Friday is a closed
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day. This decision appears to be targeted at the local, large,
poor Muslim community who for yearsused the Taj asaplace
to relax on their weekly holy day. Muslims are allowed to use
the mosgqueinside the complex for Friday prayers, but they are
denied its use as place of leisure. The fee, 10 rupees—about
25 cents— for other days, seems low to the well-to-do or for
foreigners, but for large Muslim families to pay this amount
significantly restrictstheir visits. Certainly, they can not visit it
once aweek as they had done in the past. Tim Edensor, who
interviewed local Mudim visitorsto the Taj Mahal beforethese
strictureswere enforced, heard complaintsfrom older men who
already felt constrained when activities such as playing cards
at the Tg) were banned. One noted, “In the old daysit used to
befun...; now... wearenot allowed to do anything but sit here
and look.”?®  Another local Muslim complained that tickets
shouldn’t berequired for areligiousbuilding they loved. Tickets,
he argues, are simply an obstacleto alocale hefeelsbelongsto
the citizens of Agra.®

Recently these issues have been eclipsed by a new
development that potentially might affect the very survival of
this massive complex. Like the current situation at Bodhgaya,
a controversy has emerged over who has rightful authority
over thissacred site. In 2005, the Muslim Trust Board claimed
the Taj Mahal wastheir legitimate responsibility and not that of
the Government. Each side hasfiled alaw suit on who should
be the rightful protector of this complex that costs millions of
dollars annually to maintain.*® Due to the nature of Muslim
Trust Board laws, this claim has more legitimacy than it might
seem on the surface. This case of contestation is pending a
decision by the Indian Supreme Court, and now that the Taj
Mahal has recently been included among the Seven Wonders
of the World, theissueis all the more loaded.®

What we have seen is that when one religious group—in
this case majority Hindus with considerable political clout—
decidesthat astructure built earlier by what istoday aminority
group—in this case Muslims—is on a spot that has become
sacred to Hinduism—here we can read recently—that site
becomes highly contested and charged. In the case of the Tqj
Mahal there are several contesters—the Indian government,
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Hindus and Muslims, and tourists—all wishing to claim South
Asia’'smost famous monument. Despite such fierce contestation
at anumber of religious sites, however, there still exist shrines,
ones such as Shabul Hamid's, where ordinary people come
together inrespect for the spiritual and moral authority of saints.
These are the sites that tend to remain uncontested, for they
remain outsidetherealm of the palitical, serving only theinterests
of the average person, who is concerned with safety, spiritual
welfare, and health.
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