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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

ISLAM AND IDENTITY IN 21ST CENTURY PAKISTAN

Pakistan emerged in August 1947 as the first self-consciously created Muslim state (and along with Israel as one of only two cases of religious nationalism in modern times), but nothing has so divided the country as the role of Islam in the definition of its national identity. While Islam is clearly recognised in the Constitution of Pakistan as the religion of the state, its place in national life continues to be deeply contested and is likely to remain so into the twenty-first century. The explanation is rooted in Pakistan’s history, much of which has been fraught with uncertainty over the salience of Islam in the definition of Pakistan.1

At its heart lies the question of whether Pakistan was intended to secure a Muslim homeland free from the domination of a Hindu majority in independent India2 or whether it expressed a desire for a state informed by Islamic law, where Parliament and the people would be subject to Divine injunctions mediated by a clerical elite.3 The habit among Pakistan’s self-professed secular parties to instrumentalise the language of Islam as a means of promoting their agendas has deepened the confusion and further muddied the waters between these competing visions. With no visible consensus over the terms of ‘Islam’—whether as faith, culture or ideology—the resolution of Pakistan’s identity and its putative relation to Islam, remains elusive.

At first glance, Pakistan with its remarkably homogeneous population of Muslims, who make up almost 97 per cent of its people, would appear to be well insulated against discord over Islam’s relation to the state. Yet the sectarian divide between the country’s predominantly Sunni Muslim population and its Shia minority, which has grown more acute with time, suggests otherwise.4 The trend was set in the 1980s when Shias, who represent an estimated 15 per cent of Pakistan’s total population (and are second in number only to their counterparts in Iran) grew fearful of a state they suspected was engaged in a process of ‘Sunnification’ masquerading as Islamisation. This involved the promotion of a distinct Sunni sectarian identity to define Pakistan and the pursuit of policies based on a Sunni interpretation of Islamic law.5 Since then mounting attacks against Shias6 by Sunni militant groups dedicated to the idea of Pakistan as a Sunni state in which Shias would be designated as a separate non-Muslim minority, have compounded fears among Shias that it is only a matter of time before they are relegated to the status of second-class citizens in Pakistan. These concerns are not without some foundation. In 1974 a constitutional amendment,7 which remains in force, stripped members of Pakistan’s Ahmadi minority of their status as Muslims and reduced at a stroke their rights as full citizens.8 The measure left the Ahmadis vulnerable to physical attacks by other Muslims—both Sunnis and Shias. Ahmadis who regard themselves as Muslims, continue to subscribe to Islam. But they identify neither as Shias nor Sunnis. Instead, they belong to a messianic sect that emerged in mid-nineteenth-century colonial Punjab under the leadership of a local religious reformer, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad.9 His status as a prophet/messiah among his followers accounts today for the charge of heterodoxy levelled against the Ahmadis (who contest such claims) and for discriminatory action by the state against them.10

With the terms of Islam violently in question, the status of Pakistan’s other religious and regional minorities has also grown ever more precarious. The small Christian and Hindu minorities, concentrated in the provinces of Punjab and Sindh, have witnessed a steady erosion of their rights amid the debate over the role of Islam and its capacity to ensure equal citizenship. Controversy over Pakistan’s draconian blasphemy laws, which aim to protect the sanctity and reputation of the Prophet Muhammad, has accentuated these concerns by targeting non-Muslim minorities for reported breaches of the law. They, in turn, have fuelled doubts about Pakistan’s standing as a nation-state equipped for the twenty-first century. These pressures are also acutely felt by regional minorities suffering from conditions common to other religious minorities in Pakistan. A case in point are the Shia Hazara people of Pakistan’s Baluchistan province. They have long been the object of a campaign of ethnic cleansing and religious persecution orchestrated by Sunni militant groups seeking to promote an anti-Shia sectarian agenda by tapping into perceptions of the Hazara as Iranian proxies intent on destabilising Pakistan.11

But the struggle over Islam and its place in the definition of Pakistan’s national identity extends well beyond the sectarian schism between Sunnis and Shias. No less profound are doctrinal differences within the Sunni majority, where competing conceptions of Islam and their relation to the state have led to deep splits between followers of the Barelvi sect12 and their Sunni counterparts among adherents of the Deobandi movement.13 The former, who predominate among Sunnis in Pakistan, enjoy a strong presence across vast swathes of the country, especially in rural areas, where they are also closely tied to local Sufi shrines. Yet the influence of Barelvis in shaping the contours of the Pakistani state has been relatively modest in comparison to their rivals among Sunni Deobandis.

The two groups are separated by sharp differences, which centre mainly on the role of intercession in religious practice. While Barelvis emphasise the importance of spiritual mediators and stress personal devotion to the Prophet Muhammad, the Deobandis call attention to individual responsibility and correct religious practice in line with the sharia.

With the onset of the twenty-first century, however, Barelvi groups have adopted a more muscular style of politics aimed at forcing the state to impose more rigid definitions of ‘the Muslim’ with a view to sharpening Pakistan’s Islamic profile. The most recent illustration of this trend surfaced in late 2017, when Barelvi hardliners forced the resignation of the federal law minister on grounds of blasphemy. They claimed he had sought to dilute the profession of faith enjoined on Muslims by amending the wording of a new electoral law that would have required political candidates to ‘declare’ their belief in the finality of the Prophet Muhammad rather than to ‘swear an oath’ affirming it.14

While the political stock of the Barelvis is yet to be consolidated, the standing of the Deobandis is well established. Their influence rose exponentially in the 1980s15 when Deobandi organisations were singled out for state patronage in recognition of their role in extending Pakistan’s policy of jihad in Afghanistan and their willingness to serve as armed proxies of the state against Indian forces in Kashmir. This favoured position enabled Deobandi parties to emerge as formidable players on Pakistan’s political landscape, where they have scored notable successes in promoting their brand of conservative Islam as the defining ideology of the state.

However, the political sway of both Barelvis and Deobandis has been steadily challenged by other Sunni groups. They include followers of the Salafi sect—known locally as the Ahl-i-Hadis—who, while representing a tiny minority of Sunnis in Pakistan, have worked assiduously to bring the state in line with their strict and literal reading of Islam.16 In doing so they have staged violent attacks against local Sufi shrines whose rituals they denounce as un-Islamic.17 But the influence of Ahl-i-Hadis groups cannot be explained without reference to Pakistan’s exceptionally close ties to Salafi-dominated Saudi Arabia18 which has led to a cultural transformation and eroded more diverse expressions of Islam in Pakistan resulting in what some regard as the ‘Saudisation’ of Pakistan.19 At least as important has been the role of Pakistan’s leading Ahl-i-Hadis organization, Lashkar-i-Tayyaba which became world famous for conducting the Mumbai terror attacks in 2008. Its proximity to the country’s powerful military establishment has deepened resistance to a ‘Hindu India’, which it has sought to promote in opposition to Pakistan’s Islamic identity.20

These discursive fractures over Islam have significantly widened the differences over Islam’s putative relation to Pakistan’s national identity. Although the cataclysmic events of 9/11 led Pakistan to briefly temper appeals to a monolithic interpretation of Islam as the basis of the country’s identity, this short-lived experiment did little to ease the fundamental contradictions embedded in the issue. Indeed, the twenty-first century has spawned new lines of division over Pakistan’s identity informed by the complex narratives of global Islam. Foremost among these is the constructed opposition between so-called ‘extremist’ Islam, which Pakistan seeks to project as alien to its identity, and an internationally sanctioned discourse of ‘moderate’ Islam which Pakistan hopes to tie to its mast.21

Nor does the outcome of the 2018 general elections bode well for an early resolution of the contestation over Islam and its place in the definition of Pakistan’s national identity. The victory speech of Imran Khan as prime minister-elect underscored the enduring uncertainty at the heart of Pakistan. Announcing his intention of transforming Pakistan into the country that ‘Jinnah had dreamed of’, Khan then held out the promise of Pakistan as ‘the type of state that was established in Medina’—a reference to the first Muslim city-state established by the Prophet Muhammad in 622 AD. While Jinnah’s vision remains unquestionably open to debate in Pakistan, its association with a broadly constitutional state that is neutral in the treatment of all its citizens, whatever their creed or caste, is bound to sit uneasily with Khan’s vision of twenty-first century Pakistan as a state informed by a seventh-century polity resting on the pre-eminent status of Muslims.

These contradictions threatened to become more acute as Pakistan entered its third democratic transition. For what was distinctive about the latest transition was the participation of radical Islamist groups, whose entry into electoral politics for the first time represented a watershed that could potentially deepen divisions over Islam and its relation to the state. For with their candidates among the estimated 1,500 fielded by religious parties, hard-line Islamist groups were able to ensure that their discourse of Islam not only took centre-stage in the run up to the elections, but that it also set the terms of the political debate in ways that promised to decisively privilege Pakistan’s Islamic over its republican identity. Although they performed poorly in the polls as in the past (except for 2002) by gaining a few seats, the real success of their Islamist agenda arguably lay elsewhere in the profound transformation of Pakistan’s discursive landscape.

This was accomplished through a remarkable narrative shift, which led to the radicalisation of the mainstream discourse on Islam, which accentuated rather than moderated the appeal of Islamist agendas. While mainstream political parties in Pakistan have long been known to accommodate, some more ardently than others, the language of Islam, many have tended to shy away from the appropriation of an openly Islamist agenda. These reservations have been particularly marked in recent years amid concern to promote Pakistan’s image abroad as a ‘moderate’ Muslim state by downgrading Islamist preferences. The 2018 elections signalled an interruption in that process as mainstream parties rushed to encroach on territory hitherto regarded as the preserve of more radicalised components of the religious right.

While promises of putting an end to corruption and securing good governance were paid lip service by all serious contenders for power among mainstream parties, they were no match for the pulling power of pledges to further strengthen Pakistan’s laws against blasphemy, which already carry the death penalty, or to impose sanctions against those judged to injure the reputation of the Prophet and his Companions. The Pakistan Justice Party (PTI), which stood to take control of the government, showed every sign of confirming this trend. During its electoral campaign the PTI mounted a strong defence in support of the single-point agenda promoted by the recently formed militant Barelvi party, the Tehreek-i-Labbaik Pakistan (TLP), which seeks harsher measures to tighten existing laws against blasphemy. The PTI also openly favoured the single-point agenda of the Sunni sectarian group, Ahl-i-Sunnat wal Jammat (ASWJ), which contested the elections under the banner of Rah-i-Haq, and which demanded stricter legislation to sanctify and protect the honour of the Companions of the Prophet against alleged detractors among Pakistan’s Shia minority. Nor perhaps was it a coincidence that before its promise to introduce an ‘Islamic welfare state’, the PTI’s ambitious programme had been most closely associated with the Salafi organization, Lashkar-i-Tayyaba (renamed Jamaat ud Dawa), which also entered the electoral fray for the first time as the Allah o Akbar (God is Great) Movement.

Whether Pakistan’s latest transition can heal the country’s fractures over Islam or ease the present violent struggle between competing ideas of Pakistan, is yet to be established. Until then the chronic uncertainties arising from Pakistan’s vexed relationship with Islam will continue to exact their heavy toll on the country and its people.
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INTRODUCTION

More than seven decades after being carved out of British India, Pakistan remains an enigma. Born in 1947 as the first self-professed Muslim state, it rejected theocracy; vulnerable to the appeal of political Islam, it aspired to Western constitutionalism; prone to military dictatorship, it hankered after democracy; unsure of what it stood for, Pakistan has been left clutching at an identity beset by an ambiguous relation to Islam.

This book—a work of interpretation rather than of historical research—addresses the political, economic and strategic implications of Pakistan’s uncertain national identity. Such uncertainty has had profound and far-reaching consequences: it has deepened the country’s divisions and discouraged plural definitions of the Pakistani. It has blighted good governance and tempted political elites to use the language of Islam as a substitute for democratic legitimacy. It has distorted economic and social development and fuelled a moral discourse that has sought to gauge progress against supposed Islamic standards. It has intensified the struggle between rival conceptions of Pakistan and set the country’s claim to be a Muslim homeland against its obligation to act as a guarantor of Islam. More ominously still, it has driven this nuclear-armed state to look beyond its frontiers in search of validation, thus encouraging policies that pose a threat to its survival and to the security of the international community.

That Pakistan should face a particularly acute challenge in forging a coherent national identity will scarcely surprise those who have long pointed to its artificiality as a nation-state. Indeed, at independence, the country was largely bereft of the prerequisites of viable nationhood. The exceptional physical configuration of the new state, in which its eastern and western territories were separated (until 1971 and the secession of Bangladesh) by more than a thousand miles of Indian territory, was an immediate handicap. So was its lack of a common language. Its choice of Urdu—spoken by a small minority—to serve as a national language was fiercely resisted by local regional groups with strong linguistic traditions. They expressed powerful regional identities that separated the numerically preponderant Bengalis of the country’s eastern province from their counterparts in the west, where Punjabis dominated over Sindhis, Pashtuns and Balochis. Pakistan’s national integration was further handicapped by the lack of a common legacy grounded in a strong nationalist narrative informed by a mass anti-colonial struggle.

Yet, these severe limitations were judged to be of secondary importance when set against the fact of a shared religion—Islam—held up by Pakistan’s founder, Muhammad Ali Jinnah (1876–1948), as the real test of the Muslim ‘nation’ that would inherit Pakistan. At its simplest, Jinnah’s claim rested on the assumption that, insofar as the Muslims of British India were members of a separate religious community, they were also the bearers of a distinct and potentially sovereign political identity. This assertion, although in many ways quite extraordinary, appealed to Jinnah’s many followers for whom the force of Islam was judged to extend beyond the sphere of religion to touch vital matters of temporal existence, including the conditions of modern nationhood. It is this vexed relationship between Islam and nationalism that has proved to be deeply problematic and is arguably the single greatest source of ideological uncertainty in Pakistan.

I

This ideological uncertainty has deep historical roots. The building blocks that shaped the idea of Pakistan—community, nation and power—though largely informed by Islam, were all strongly contested. The different standpoints, articulated in the course of intense intellectual and political debates among South Asian Muslims in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, reflected a marked lack of consensus regarding the meaning of Islam. This resulted in competing conceptions of the religious community, the nation and indeed the proper ends for the exercise of Muslim power in South Asia. The legacy of these conflicting notions has decisively influenced Pakistan, above all in the resolution of its ‘consensus problem’.

The parallels between the South Asian Muslim search for consensus and Pakistan’s attempts to come to terms with pluralism are striking. For what emerges is that, with few exceptions, an awareness of doctrinal and ideological diversity among thinkers engaged in defining a Muslim community in India did not usually add up to a positive pattern of acceptance, acknowledgment or appreciation of diversity. This ambiguity, I suggest, stemmed from an attachment to the idea of the Muslim religious community as defined by a singular ‘communal’ purpose, whose multiple meanings were treated as an enduring problem to be solved.

This conundrum of ‘consensus’ has marked Pakistan. Despite broad (if uneasy) acceptance that Pakistan meant (and continues to mean) different things to different people, its multiple meanings have invariably frustrated the cohesion of a national community that is anchored in, and is still widely judged to be representative of, an undifferentiated religious community. Indeed, the burden of its presumed status as the bearer of a religiously informed ‘communal consensus’ has compounded the uncertainties attached to Pakistan’s national identity.

These uncertainties were accentuated by the contradictory expectations embodied in Pakistan. One called attention to the affirmation of a universal Islamic community, whose geography in the minds of many South Asian Muslims remained open to question. The other emphasised a Muslim ‘nation’ whose so-called ‘communal’ political and economic interests were circumscribed by territorial boundaries. The problematic relationship between Islam and territorial nationalism, which preoccupied Muslim intellectuals and ideologues as different as Muhammad Iqbal (1877–1938) and Husain Ahmed Madani (1879–1958) compounded the challenge of reconciling these expectations. It is no wonder that, as heir to these contrasting expectations, Pakistan started life ridden with contradictions.

These contradictions were swiftly exposed. Though touted as a ‘homeland’, Pakistan (unlike Israel) refused to adopt a ‘right-of-return’ policy, appearing to make a mockery of its claim to serve as the refuge for a Muslim ‘nation’. Nor was it ever clear whether the ‘nation’ that stood to inherit Pakistan applied to an all-India Muslim diaspora or only to the settled Muslim majorities in north-western and eastern British India, poised to exercise political sovereignty over these regions.

Pakistan soon became the object of contestation between Muslim migrants from India and local Muslim populations settled in the territories that comprised the new state. With access to power and economic resources at stake, migrants and natives set about projecting ideas of the ‘nation’ that conformed to their distinct visions of Pakistan and of ‘the Pakistani’. In time these differences hastened the disintegration of the country in 1971, without securing a consensus either on ‘Islam’ or on the terms of ‘Pakistani-ness’.

Other historical ambiguities also left their mark. Earlier generations of South Asian Muslims had wrestled with two versions of ‘Islamic universalism’. One, which espoused the ‘universal’, entailed a ‘one-and-only-one-way’ to Islam—a view favoured, for example, by the prominent Indian Muslim theologian, Shah Waliullah (1703–1762). The other, in which the ‘universal’ stood as testimony of Islam’s universal appreciation of pluralism, was a stance adopted by the equally eminent Indian Muslim theologian, Abul Kalam Azad (1888–1958).

The first, positioning the ‘universal’ against ‘difference’, was common and found a strong voice in Pakistan among Muslim revivalist thinkers, notably Abul Ala Mawdudi (1903–1979), who in 1941 founded the Jamaat-i-Islami (or Islamic Party). The second, placing both universalism (that is, recognition of our common humanity) and difference in the same conceptual space, was rarer, and has been the source of much uncertainty. It lies at the heart of struggles around the multiple identities (ethnic, sectarian, religious) marking out Pakistanis and which are deemed to ‘await’ resolution through their incorporation into some version of the ‘universal’ Pakistani.

The historical quest for consensus about the meaning of Islam among South Asian Muslims also triggered important questions about the proper way to express the terms of Islam, and indeed the proper way to be a Muslim, in Pakistan. This has led to the promotion of exclusionary political discourses and practices that seek to impose ever narrower definitions of the Muslim and to establish the pre-eminence of a particular type of sectarian Islam as emblematic of the Pakistani.

They have led to the disenfranchisement of the country’s Ahmedi minority, who have been adjudged not to be Muslim for subscribing to a different version of Islam. It has also resulted in attempts to justify discriminatory laws against Pakistan’s Shia minority, who stand accused by sections of the country’s Sunni majority of failing properly to express Islam. The promotion of exclusionary discourses has also been conducive to the dismantling of institutional protection for the country’s small non-Muslim minorities, thus fuelling doubts about their claims to qualify as real Pakistanis.

Uncertainty about national identity and the lack of consensus over Islam greatly affected the country’s constitutional and political development; they also impinged on the construction of a coherent economic and social vision. Jinnah was famously ambivalent about his understanding of the relationship between Islam and politics. While he had done more than most to tighten the bond between religion and nationalism, thus laying the foundations of Pakistan, he was by all accounts a reluctant convert to his own idea. Moreover Jinnah, like the political and military leaders who succeeded him, was unable to resist the temptation of mobilising the language of Islam to generate power—power that lay for the most part beyond the reach of mass democratic politics, about which Jinnah was also ambivalent.

It is no wonder then that, after Jinnah’s death in 1948, within months of Pakistan’s independence, many of its political elites were uncertain about, or hostile to, his understanding of the role of Islam in defining the nation’s constitutional foundations. It took lawmakers almost a decade to reach agreement in 1956 on the country’s first constitution and its long and arduous ratification was bedevilled by controversy over the issue of an Islamic constitution for Pakistan—one that the final document failed to resolve.

What divided opinion was not whether an Islamic constitution was justified for a country that at the time was still home to a significant non-Muslim minority (almost 14 per cent of the total population, albeit concentrated mainly in East Bengal), but what the terms of such a constitution might imply. These terms, in turn, drew attention to the very question of the meaning of Islam—on which consensus among lawmakers was palpably lacking. While Jinnah’s worldly political successors, plagued by uncertainty about the public role of religion, were content to acknowledge Islam as a fundamental component of the country’s identity, religious parties pressed for Islam to be embodied in an Islamic state—although they too were notoriously vague about what that entailed.

The political repercussions of this doubt over Pakistan’s constitutional identity were immense. Within three years of the constitution’s promulgation and with the country still bereft of an elected national government, a military dictatorship had assumed charge that ushered in a cycle of military and civilian administrations. Although each pursued a distinct agenda, each did so by struggling to articulate a monopoly on the expression of Islam.

Again historical antecedents played a part. There was dissent from the beginning. Jinnah’s claim to be the ‘sole spokesman’ for Muslims had vied with Maulana Mawdudi’s authoritarian reading of a ‘holy community of Islam’. In turn, General Ayub Khan (1958–68), in collaboration with various pirs (Muslim holy men), competed with the revivalist Jamaat-i-Islami to gain a monopoly over the discourse of ‘modernist’ Islam. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, the Awami League’s espousal of ‘Bengali Islam’ stood (again mainly versus the Jamaat-i-Islami) in opposition to the authority of ‘Pakistani Islam’. Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto (1972–77), championed ‘folk Islam’, again in collaboration with an assortment of mainly Sindhi pirs, to challenge the dominance of ‘scripturalist Islam’, advocated both by the Jamaat-i-Is-lami as well as by sections of the country’s modernizing elite. Later, General Zia ul Haq (1977–88), who initially worked with but then against the Jamaat, favoured a ‘legalist’ interpretation of Islam with a strong punitive bias that aimed to stem both its popular as well as its modernist expressions. In time it strengthened the hold of an ulama-inspired, ‘shariatized Islam’ which, by the 1990s, openly challenged the legitimacy of the nation-state and further aggravated Pakistan’s consensus problem.

The uncertainties that dogged the country’s national identity led to wide swings in policy that exacerbated the divide between competing visions of the country’s socio-economic change. With no clear appreciation of the role of Islam in public life, policies were pursued and judged not in terms of their success or failure to deliver broad social and economic benefits, but in terms of whether they weakened or strengthened the putative Islamic purpose of the state.

Here too there were historical precedents. Although Jinnah showed relatively little interest in economic matters compared to his counterparts in Congress, he nonetheless saw fit to prevail upon the Muslim League in the months leading up to Partition to define an economic programme for Pakistan that could be justified with reference to Islam. But with no consensus on the economic terms of Islam, it was not long before wildly contrasting economic systems ranging from the public ownership of property to private enterprise, from socialism to capitalism, were touted as compatible with Islam and therefore, also with the desired objectives of Pakistan.

The resulting incoherence was compounded by the emergence of a parallel discourse of corruption. It sought to judge the economic failures of the state, and especially its failure to curb the use of public office for private gain, not as the consequence of inequitable economic policies or poor governance, but as the moral failure of a state that claimed responsibility, and was held accountable, for upholding Islamic values in public life. Here too the absence of a consensus on Islam transformed the debate on corruption from a concern with the economic complexion of the state to a struggle over which version of Islam was most representative of the moral probity of Pakistan. Ranged in opposition to each other were those who associated corruption as being symptomatic of the endemic hold of regional and rural-based expressions of unreformed and custom-bound ‘low’ Islam, and those who associated it with the pretensions of a predominantly urban, legalist-scriptural ‘high’ Islam favoured by the country’s dominant, modernizing elite and sections of the religious establishment.

This core ideological ambiguity generated a powerful puritanical counter-reaction, most evident in debates over the value of Islamic religious education. Beset by ambiguity over the precise relationship between the Muslim and the Pakistani, the state has had to acknowledge such education as vital not only for the training of the good Muslim, but also as the prerequisite to the moulding of the good Pakistani citizen. In so doing, it has allowed the managers of such education—the ulama and assorted Islamists—to emerge as influential purveyors of Islamic standards and as proponents of the argument that the latter ought to determine the state’s putative Islamic identity and that of its citizens.

The influence of these religious authorities was considerably enhanced by their growing links with Pakistan’s most powerful state institution—the military. Like the political leadership, the armed forces were compelled to confront the multiple meanings of Pakistan and the diverging interpretations of Islam that attached to the country’s identity. Because of its repeated intervention in national politics, the military leadership has been forced to engage in these questions, which arise from the imperatives of managing two conflicting discourses of Islam in pursuit of political objectives.

The first, with which the military has more commonly been associated, was a Muslim ‘communal’ narrative that emphasised Pakistan’s identity in opposition to India. The second reflected a discourse more closely modelled on Islamist lines, which projected Pakistan as the focus of a utopian Islamic vision underpinned by military expansion predicated on jihad (holy war). Since the late 1970s the military has sought to reconcile these opposing discourses and in the process has attempted both to determine the national interest and to define the very meaning of Pakistan. To do so, it has increasingly relied on Islamic religious parties whose co-operation it had come to value in the wake of a close and covert working relationship forged during the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.

Yet the terms of this alliance were inherently unstable. While the military looked to Islam to strengthen the Muslim communal discourse and keep alive opposition to India by extending Pakistan’s regional interests in Kashmir and Afghanistan, its jihadi protégés invoked Islam primarily to strengthen the putative Islamic character of the state. Furthermore, this tenuous balance was clearly expected ultimately to favour the military, owing to its overwhelming control of the state. But events after 11 September 2001 caused a dramatic shift in this equation, forcing the military to consider a re-orientation away from opposition to India towards a more aggressive posture vis-à-vis militant Islam. In the process, it also weakened the Muslim communal discourse of Islam upon which the military had depended to secure its political fortunes and which had served as a powerful counter-narrative against the Islamist tide seeking to impose a strictly confessional identity on Pakistan. Bereft of this counter-narrative, the military has been left floundering in its attempt to craft a fresh narrative resting on claims to speak on behalf of a more authentic Islamic constituency in Pakistan than that represented by its Islamist foes. Such a situation is likely further to frustrate the search for consensus over the meaning of ‘Islam’, the cancer that threatens Pakistan’s body politic.

The fragility of its identity also explains why Pakistan has been driven to compensate for its ill-defined sense of nationhood by seeking validation abroad, and why of all its foreign engagements none has been as central as its opposition to India. This negative identity is rooted in the specific character of Pakistani Muslim nationalism that was moulded in opposition to the claims of India nationalism rather than in response to British colonial rule. Overcoming the limitations of this ‘negative’ identity is not only Pakistan’s single greatest foreign policy challenge, but is also vital to the construction of Pakistani identity. Nowhere has this been more emphatically pursued internationally than in its struggle with India over Kashmir.

At least as important has been the affirmation of Pakistan’s historical claim to parity with India—a claim that rested above all on the idea of power as a Muslim prerogative. Based on Jinnah’s historical insistence that Muslims were a potentially sovereign nation entitled to parity with the Hindu nation, it has since defined the country’s perennial international quest to be validated as the equal of India. Pakistan’s alliances with the great powers, especially the United States and to a lesser extent China, though informed by considerations of security, have been concerned to establish its national and international parity with India, with damaging consequences. For Pakistan has sought also to emulate India by aspiring to the status of a regional power—a status it associates with India—and to realize it through control over subordinate powers, most notably Afghanistan, and through the possession of nuclear weapons.

II

That Pakistan today struggles still with a coherent national identity is widely acknowledged. Yet, the absence of such an identity is, more often than not, merely alluded to rather than squarely addressed, for the state’s dysfunctionality is seen to stem primarily from other causes. They range far and wide and many provide compelling explanations of Pakistan’s key problems: its failure to withstand military dictatorships; its uneven social and economic development; its severe ethnic divisions, and even the pursuit of questionable foreign policies. Yet these explanations are treated, for the most part, as causes of Pakistan’s fragility as a nation-state rather than as symptoms of the underlying uncertainty about its identity—an uncertainty that stems from the lack of consensus over Islam.

One of the main reasons for this apparent oversight is the hold of the still powerful idea that Islam, as a religious ideology, had nothing to do with the quest for Pakistan. This view was largely inspired by the work of the eminent Pakistani sociologist, Hamza Alavi.1 His neo-Marxist argument rested on the claim that the movement for Pakistan was driven not by religious motives, but by the economic and political interests of a salary-dependent class of Muslims, who he described as the salariat. It was this class, he maintained, that stood most to gain from Pakistan, and it was also this class that used religion (Islam) as an ideological ploy (as classes do) to justify the creation of Pakistan. After independence, this ‘secular-minded’ salariat, bound by reference to ‘Muslim ethnicity’ (rather than religious ideology) faced disintegration. Strong regional identities linked to the Bengalis, Sindhis, Pashtuns and Balochis resurfaced to mount a challenge. Their target, Alavi claimed, was the Punjabi salariat, whose ‘hegemonic’ powers they opposed, but whose determination not to share power ruined the prospects of a common national identity.2

Alavi’s arguments have influenced a generation of scholars.3 Buoyed by support from the Cambridge School of history with its emphasis on interests rather than ideas as engines of historical change, they have projected the movement for Pakistan as a struggle, above all, for political and economic gain rather than the promotion of Islam.4 Their scholarship has been invaluable in deepening our understanding of the dynamics of Indian Muslim separatism and the creation of Pakistan. Yet, as I have argued elsewhere,5 the excessive attention paid to material interests in the movement for Pakistan risked ignoring the very real force of powerful normative concerns informed by an Indo-Muslim religious discourse. These concerns were at least as important in shaping the demand for Pakistan as were the interests of the Muslim salariat.

While regional competition over access to salaried employment, especially in government, certainly played a part in thwarting the development of a shared national identity in Pakistan, this competition was deeply rooted in a struggle over rival versions of Islam. The role of ethnic and regional forces in challenging the ‘hegemonic’ national discourse of the Pakistani state6 would, I suggest, be vastly enriched if their resistance could be set against the religious orientation of a dominant salariat who had long harboured a contempt for regional expressions of Islam that were seen to be at odds with their modernist versions of Islam. Exploring the differences grounded in these competing conceptions of ‘reformed’ and ‘corrupted’ Islam might not only illuminate the multiple meanings attached to Islam in Pakistan, but also explain how Islam as a key component of Pakistan’s national identity came to be a divisive rather than a unitary force.

This is not to say that the challenge of forging a national identity for Pakistan should be attributed solely to the terms of Islam or to a discursive tradition rooted in Islam. On the contrary, as Talbot has persuasively demonstrated, many of Pakistan’s difficulties stem from the historical inheritances of the colonial era.7 As he argues, the authoritarian legacy of colonial rule had a profound effect, especially in the western regions of Pakistan. Here exceptionally low levels of political participation effectively pre-empted the development of participatory politics, which could have strengthened the basis of a national identity for Pakistan. This is a powerful argument and few would deny that the time it took Pakistan to shake off the constitutional strictures of the colonial state significantly damaged its prospects of resolving the sharp differences that impinged on the construction of the new state.

But Talbot also acknowledges that one of the legacies of colonial rule was the problematic relationship between Islam and Muslim nationalism in a state that, although created in the name of religion (Islam), was opposed by the men of religion—the ulama. Nevertheless, he is certain (as indeed was Alavi and those Alavi influenced) that Pakistan’s problem lay not in the contested terms of Islam, but merely in the lack of ‘fit’ between the ‘secular outlook of the League’ and the ‘temporary millenarian enthusiasm’ of its followers.8 This, as Metcalf has rightly observed, makes little sense when set against ‘the self-conscious identification of Pakistanis with Islam [which] is notable even to other Muslims’.9 Nor, she emphasises, can one differentiate in the case of Pakistan between ‘some authentic statement of Islam’ and ‘the opportunistic use of Islam’.10 There was (and is) much uncertainty as well as a lack of consensus regarding the meaning of Islam and this has plagued both the secular leaders of the Muslim League as well as the ulama and their millenarian Islamist allies.

There were of course important differences between the League’s secular-minded politicians and their more religious counterparts in their approach to Islam. Drawing on the insights of Metcalf and Nasr,11 I argue that two rival discourses of Islam—the communal and the Islamist—have struggled for ascendancy in defining Pakistan’s national identity. The first, rooted in a Muslim separatist discourse of power that Alavi would have recognized as typical of the Muslim salariat, has been espoused by the country’s ruling elite, which includes the military. The second, grounded in a more religious and at times radical reading of Islam, has been favoured by parties dedicated to the protection of Islamic values. It is these contested versions of Islam, rather than any disjunction between a ‘secular’ leadership and a ‘religious’ establishment that account for the difficulties in forging a coherent national identity.

There is also much interplay between these contested versions of Islam. In Pakistan’s early days secular politicians relied on radical readings of religion to drive programmes of far-reaching economic and social change and to outline their vision of Pakistan as an Islamic society. More recently, sections of the conservative clergy have backed the military in pursuit of regional policies against India that aimed to strengthen a secular Muslim communal notion of power. But all struggled with the uncertainties inherent in the multiple meanings of Pakistan and the diverging interpretations of Islam that were held to attach to the country.

What it also shows is that these uncertainties, long seen as afflicting Pakistan’s political leadership, were no less prevalent in the military. If that is the case, then the common perception that divisions and doubts among politicians in Pakistan left them especially vulnerable to an early assault by a more self-confident military12 may need to be revisited. Most of Pakistan’s politicians, especially in the early years, lacked a political base in the regions and were unsure of democracy, thus leaving them open to the appeal of authoritarian rule. However, their doubts over the fundamental question of Pakistan’s national identity and of the place of Islam in defining that identity were no more acute than those of their military counterparts.

Siddiqa has offered a more nuanced understanding of the military as deeply embedded in the dynamics (and indeed the uncertainties) that plague Pakistan’s civilian political leadership.13 She argues that the army’s position has been enhanced not so much by the weakness of the country’s political elite, but the ‘class’ interest complicity between the two, which has served the military well. This focus on ‘class’ interests (for which Siddiqa is by her own account indebted to Alavi), however, obscures the complex relationship between Pakistan’s religious identity and its most powerful state institution. It lay at the centre of the military’s own engagement in the question of Pakistan’s identity—an engagement prompted by the urgency of transforming the military from a colonial to a national institution. But this process was also beset by uncertainty that stemmed from conflicting perceptions of Pakistan’s identity as a nation-state defined by territorial borders and as a Muslim state created in opposition to territorial nationalism. Uncertainty over these terms helps to explain why, notwithstanding its immense coercive powers and its repeated intervention in politics, the military has consistently failed to impose any single vision of Islam as the basis of Pakistan’s national identity.14

Nevertheless, the military continues to play a key role in shaping questions of national interest. That it does so has been widely attributed to the support it has enjoyed from external powers, especially the United States. These relations of dependence between the ‘over-developed’ Pakistan state dominated by the military and ‘metropolitan’ [read American] capital’ have received the attention they deserve.15 But these accounts signally fail to analyse or to deconstruct this relationship through the prism of Pakistan’s fragile identity. While the contested terms of this identity are often alluded to,16 their implications for Pakistan’s external relations have rarely, as here, been systematically explored. They are judged either to be irrelevant to the country’s strategic options or dismissed as mere extensions of state ideology, and therefore open to political manipulation. Neither of these claims, I suggest, can be sustained with regard to Pakistan. Nor can Pakistan’s place in the international economic and political order be understood solely with reference to the imperatives of strengthening the state and/or the class interests of its dominant elites

Ultimately, however, what will determine Pakistan’s stability as a nation-state is not so much greater certainty or a stronger sense of consensus. Rather, it will depend on the nature of the consensus itself. One possibility is that a consensus will emerge regarding the value of pluralism itself. Such a consensus—around, say, the nature of ethnic, religious or linguistic pluralism—would be conducive to greater national stability. Another possibility, however, is that Pakistan will pursue a strict consensus underpinned by an exclusive definition of the citizen and a one-and-only-one-approach to Islam. This kind of consensus would have damaging effects for Pakistan. It would not be conducive to internal economic stability, nor would it bode well for the geopolitics of regional stability. Without a doubt, the nature of consensus will determine Pakistan’s future as a nation and the limits of its contribution to a more secure international community.


1

WHY PAKISTAN?

HISTORY AND IDEOLOGY

It is well-known that the term ‘Pakistan’, an acronym, was originally thought up in England by a group of Muslim intellectuals. P for the Punjabis, A for the Afghans, K for the Kashmiris, S for Sind and the ‘tan’, they say, for Balochistan. (No mention of the East West, you notice: Bangladesh never got its name in the title, and so eventually it took the hint and seceded from the secessionists….). So, it was a word born in exile which then went East, was borne across or translated, and imposed itself on history; a returning migrant, settling down on partitioned land, forming a palimpsest on the past. A palimpsest obscures what lies beneath. To build Pakistan it was necessary to cover up Indian history, to deny that Indian centuries lay just beneath the surface.1

Can history settle the fundamental matter of Pakistan’s raison d’être? Many in Pakistan have no doubt that it can. Many others, and not just its detractors, claim it cannot. What is indisputable (and remarkable) is that the question should still be asked even as Pakistan settles into middle age, more than sixty years after its creation in 1947. But why should an inquiry into the historical meaning of Pakistan be at all relevant for an understanding of its present dilemmas or, indeed, its future course? To answer this question is to acknowledge the profound conviction among its people that Pakistan’s purpose has been ill-served—indeed that something has gone wrong with the country’s history. Yet few are willing to scrutinise that history for fear that it will shred the fragile national palimpsest and, with it, expose a past brutally at odds with the country’s political mythology.

The architecture of this mythology has rested on two fraught notions: community and nation. Neither is unique to Pakistan, which, like Israel, enjoys the rare distinction of embodying a form of religious nationalism that involved the transformation of a religious community into a nation. Other suggestive points of comparison have also been noted: both countries shared a vision of themselves as a refuge for the persecuted; both attracted the hostility of the religious establishment; both sought to balance the expression of communal interests with demands to justify them on religious grounds; and both held to the vision of impregnable fortresses dedicated to the creation of just and humane societies.2

Yet what distinguished Pakistan were the grounds that defined the transition of the Muslims of British India from a religious community into a nation with political aspirations. At its simplest it involved the assumption that a distinct religious identity (Islam) had forged a monolithic community that predisposed Muslims to assume a separate identity, which determined all other lines of social and political difference. The real significance of this identity lay in the ostensibly special status of Muslims that was seen to rest above all on their pre-eminent claim to power. It flowed from the experience of Muslim dominance in India, which reinforced the idea that an essential part of being Muslim entailed belonging to, or identifying with, the ruling power; but it also derived from an Islamically informed discourse that valued power as an instrument in the service of God’s Law.3 This collective consciousness was frustrated by the search for consensus over the definition of an Indian Muslim ‘community’, a difficulty that was compounded not only by divisions of region and class that eroded the binding force of a common religion, but by the multiple meanings attached to Islam itself. They reflected the extreme doctrinal and ideological complexity of the Islamic tradition. Yet, with just a few exceptions, an awareness of this diversity among South Asian Muslims, including Muslim intellectuals and ideologues, has generally not produced a positive pattern of acceptance, acknowledgement or appreciation for that diversity.

This was nowhere as pertinent as in the understanding of the notion of a Muslim community—an idea that has been more fundamental to Pakistan than the relatively recent construction of a Muslim nation upon which the country is assumed to rest. Indeed, no explanation of the relationship between religion and nationalism in Pakistan would be complete without addressing the idea of the Muslim community. It formed the very basis of the claim by the father of the nation, Jinnah, who declared Indian Muslims a nation precisely because they represented a community defined by Islam. Though the meanings attached to this community in South Asia have been infinitely varied, the epistemological value attached to the idea of a communal consensus in Islam has consistently challenged the broad acceptance of these multiple meanings. The legacy of a community whose internal differences were said to have frustrated the Muslim quest for consensus also profoundly influenced Pakistan’s efforts to subscribe to the nation as a political (and therefore negotiable) concept. Just as the multiple meanings of the Muslim community in India were once judged to undermine its authority as a focus of individual allegiance, so too have the multiple meanings of Pakistan (and of Islam) presented an enduring problem—one that must be solved in order to transcend the social and political cleavages that undermine Pakistan’s claim to a national identity. But while many had hoped that the substance of this identity would be strengthened by the ready-made assumptions of a putative Muslim community, Pakistan’s history has merely underscored the deeply contested meanings of the latter.

Community

Indeed, no concept in South Asia has developed in as contested a manner as the notion of a Muslim community. Yet, as a concept it has been marked by ambiguity stemming from the vagaries of history and a discursive tradition that sought to reconcile opposing definitions of the community as both universal and exclusive in scope. Historically, the idea of a Muslim community in India evolved in the context of the suggestion that while British rule helped promote the idea of a common Indian nation, it also fragmented that nation by casting India as a land of disparate and seemingly irreconcilable religious communities. Some, like the Muslims, were seen to have the potential to develop separate political identities as nations. The movement for Indian self-government launched by the Indian National Congress, founded in 1885, and the recognition of a separate Indian Muslim political identity under reforms introduced in 1909 accentuated the tensions between an emerging Indian national consciousness and a burgeoning Muslim communalism.4 In the years that followed, the peculiarly subcontinental phenomenon of Muslim ‘communalism’, which has been described as ‘the community-wise exclusiveness of material interests and cultural concerns’,5 came to be associated almost exclusively with the separatist agenda favoured by the All India Muslim League (henceforth the Muslim League, founded in 1906).

From the outset, the Muslim League campaigned for the protection of Muslim interests and openly questioned the validity of Indian nationalism. Although recent scholarship has emphasised the shared genealogies of nationalism and communalism,6 in practice they emerged as rival ideologies. Armed with opposing versions of Indian history and contrasting interpretations of the significance of lines of social difference, they juxtaposed an Indian nation against a Muslim community. Integral to this tension was the questionable privileging of an all-inclusive secular Indian nationalism over the exclusionary concerns of a Muslim communalism associated with narrow religious dogma.7

Yet, the notion of a Muslim community upon which Muslim communalism was seen to rest was far from universally understood or appreciated. This was true as much among the Muslims of the north-central provinces of British India, who would later emerge as the strongest advocates of Pakistan, as of Muslims from the north-western and eastern provinces, who were less enthusiastic.8 Indeed there is now an uneasy acceptance even among Pakistanis that, far from representing a single identity, Pakistan meant (and continues to mean) different things to different people. These multiple meanings have been difficult to reconcile with the carefully nourished myth of a single communal purpose, anchored in the idea of an undifferentiated Muslim community.

Some historians of South Asia have warned against the tendency to make religion the sole marker of a Muslim community, which, they insist, is a legacy of colonial policy. In so doing, they claim, it risks ‘essentializ[ing] the religiously informed identities of a highly differentiated subject population … called upon to conceive of itself as members of communities bound by doctrinal creeds.’9 At the same time, they recognise that British social engineering alone cannot explain the emergence of a Muslim communitarian ideology and acknowledge that Indian subjectivity, including presumably that of Muslims, also had a role to play in shaping this communitarian discourse. But, they insist, this discourse varied over time and place: while communalism in one context drew upon religion as a signifier of cultural difference, in others it was erroneously conflated with religion as faith or worse, ‘religion as political ideology’.10 Others too have implicitly questioned the usefulness of relying on the term ‘communalism’ to suggest Indian Muslims as a monolithic community. They blame the ‘Hindu nationalist imagination, with its desire for a clear definition of Indianness based on an exclusive sense of culture … [as] decisive in imposing an artificial cohesion to the diverse local Muslim identities on the subcontinent’11—a claim that would certainly have been familiar to Jinnah, who accused Hindu opinion of ‘foisting’ and ‘fathering’ the idea of Pakistan.12 Since then it has found an echo in the revisionist scholarship on Partition that emphasises the Congress’ role in encouraging perceptions of a Muslim community, whose separation was judged to be vital to the future of a secular state in India.13

These arguments, though well taken, remain contested. While the distinctions between religion as cultural difference, as faith, and as political ideology are no doubt useful for analytical purposes and may well illuminate the process of community formation in South Asia in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it is far from clear whether they were at all meaningful as distinctions to Indian Muslims. Historically, the boundaries between Islam as a religious doctrine, as a force for the projection of Muslim culture and as a political tradition based on the notion of power as a Muslim prerogative, have been far more blurred in South Asia than is perhaps acknowledged. It is one thing therefore to insist on definitions of the Indian Muslim community that conceptually distinguish religion as faith, culture and politics—not least to avoid conflating these affirmations of difference in the South Asian context as communalism.14 It is another to suggest that historically Indian Muslims were at odds with these overlapping registers or indeed averse to ideas of community that simultaneously embraced contrasting imperatives.

Similarly, while it may be instructive to set the emergence of a monolithic Muslim community against the background of an emerging nationalist discourse that placed a high premium on uniformity and to call attention to the Congress’s interest in promoting the idea of a Muslim community united in opposition to its vision of independent India, both interpretations confuse convergence with causality. By arguing that the idea of the monolithic Muslim community chimed with the nationalist imagination and its interests (represented predominantly by Congress), it is mistakenly assumed that the notion of the community was itself a creation of these extraneous influences. In so doing, one runs the risk of underestimating the compelling appeal among Muslims of a spiritual community, whose fulfilment lay in its realization as a social and political community in the service of higher ends sanctioned by divine purpose. It is this quest for power that emerged as the common theme in otherwise diverging conceptions of the Indo-Muslim community and that would later legitimise the claims of a Muslim nation qualified for separate statehood.

Two broad meanings have attached to the idea of the Muslim community as it took shape in the context of nineteenth-century colonial India. The first drew attention to the universalist dimensions of the Muslim community by emphasising its inclusive nature, although it also narrowed its parameters by defining the community in strictly religious terms as faith-based. The second, more exclusive in character, restricted its definition to the sum total of Muslims in India but allowed for the meanings of the community to extend the strict tenets of the faith to encompass the realms of culture and custom. However, both were predicated on a clear understanding of the political imperatives that marked out the community and that were believed to enjoy divine sanction.

In the late eighteenth century the main representatives of what might be called a faith or sharia-based conception of the Muslim community in India, which arose in response to Mughal formulations of the cosmopolitan community, were, not surprisingly, religious leaders. Some, like Shah Waliullah of Delhi (1703–62), were towering intellectual figures, who exercised a decisive influence on later Indo-Muslim reform movements in the nineteenth century.15 Others, like Sayyid Ahmed of Rae Bareilly (1786–31), were better known as men of action, whose legacy of jihad has continued to rumble on to the present day.16 Notwithstanding these differences, they all shared a common concern with the moral regeneration of Indian Muslims and with the need to purify the faith and purge it of local (mainly Hindu) influences. By doing so, they hoped not only clearly to demarcate the boundaries of the Muslim community, but to do so by defining those boundaries as quintessentially faith-based. This apparent ‘shrinkage in the substance of Islam’17 to a faith-based community did not, in the minds of these reformers, signal a compromise with the community’s universalist pretentions. On the contrary, their insistence on correct religious practice stemmed from the belief that only a return to the essence of the faith could restore the community’s universal and historical importance.

Nevertheless there were tensions between this sharia-based understanding of the community and more cosmopolitan versions favoured by the Mughal courts, especially under the emperors Akbar and Jehangir. Both rulers had been keen advocates of social harmony (sulh-i-kul), which later reformers such as Waliullah and his son, Shah Abdul Aziz (1746–1823), would vigorously oppose for compromising the governing principles of the sharia. But as Alam has persuasively demonstrated, the Mughals’ attachment to inter-confessional harmony did not mean that they were unconcerned with the maintenance of the sharia. Rather, their version differed from the more juristic interpretations defended by later reformers. Informed by a system of ethics (akhlaq) and grounded in a tradition of political accommodation, this non-juridical reading of the sharia favoured ‘the balance of the conflicting interests of groups and communities, with no interference in their personal beliefs’.18 For Waliullah, by contrast, the sharia was less an agent of balance than a force to restore the community’s internal coherence. To achieve this he sought above all to purify the faith by delineating more sharply the boundaries between Muslims and non-Muslims, but also by cementing divisions among Muslims. Their exposure to pre-Islamic local customs and their ignorance of the Quran and the Prophetic traditions, he believed, had widened these fissures.19

But Waliullah’s search for communal coherence was not restricted to religious reform. Central to his understanding of the Muslim community as the embodiment of a universal order based on Islam was the revival of Muslim power in India. His passionate dedication to the moral regeneration of the community must be understood primarily as a response to the loss of Muslim power following the disintegration of the Mughal empire. However, the universal community that Waliullah sought to reform as the foundation of Muslim worldly power diverged sharply from the more cosmopolitan Mughal model that had legitimised Muslim dominance. For while he clearly equated the universal with the universal acknowledgement of ‘one and only one Islamic way’, the Mughal construction of the ‘universal’ amounted to a universal appreciation of pluralism. The first (more commonly) positioned universalism against difference; the second (unusually) placed both universalism and difference in the same conceptual space. The tension between these opposing versions of the Muslim community, based on different readings of the ‘universal’, remained unresolved. Yet, despite these differences both were united by a profound belief in the status of Muslims as a righteous community with a pre-eminent claim to power.20 Although Waliullah and his peers may have been concerned to reserve power exclusively to Muslims, and the Mughals inclined to distribute it more widely in the interests of balancing different groups and communities, both saw the Muslim community at the apex of universal order, whose relationship to power was divinely endorsed.

The steady consolidation of British rule in the nineteenth century and the final disintegration of Muslim power after the mutiny of 1857 forced a redefinition of the community. With little social space and even less political room, many Muslims retreated in order to reinforce the scriptural foundations of their community. They included the pioneering ulama of Deoband, who set out to recast the community as the site of individual religious responsibility: a means of coping with a hostile and unfamiliar environment.
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