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Networking Through Religion: The Case of Malerkotla
The role of religion in conflict and peace has been explored by many, but uncovering the direct role that religion plays has often been difficult to isolate. Many have turned to look at regions where religion has played a destructive role while others have examined the peaceful potential of religion. Religious intolerance in its various forms and the violence and extremism that it has produced now plagues many parts of India, threatening human security. It is appropriate and timely for policy makers and researchers alike to look at a town which has witnessed many outbreaks of violence in the past but still holds peace as the norm in order to apply lessons learned to understanding how the welfare of different groups is sustained through interreligious understanding of religion. 
The former princely state of Malerkotla is a place where riots did not occur during Partition. In this unique Muslim majority town, there are four distinct religious groups that live in close proximity to each other and yet, the overall pattern of peaceful plurality in the town has resulted in the transcendence of violence even when the threat loomed close by. 
The focus of this research is to look at how religion is negotiated and understood between two groups, Muslims and Sikhs, often understudied in isolation. The narratives, practices and teachings between and amongst these religious groups are a part of the rich peaceful civic engagement to which this community in Northern Punjab is dedicated to. Religious associations, expressions and activities have helped to build social capital and stabilize peace, thereby strengthening human security.
This study argues that when religious groups are well connected through a strong civil 
society network such as that which exists in Malerkotla, there is a greater opportunity for 
peaceful coexistence to prevail. Based on ethnographic research conducted in the Punjab, this 
study demonstrates that religious historical narratives, rituals and daily practices are necessary to 
help maintain peace, but not sufficient on their own. Religious groups in this town are 
interconnected through civil society networks in which religious social capital helps to actively 
engage members of the society in relationships which create a dialogue for peace. This research 
examines how religious non-state actors have been able to institutionalize religious influence 
within structures of civil society, helping build social capital and stabilize peace, in addition to 
practicing peaceful sharing of sacred spaces and rituals.
Malerkotla’s Diversity

 At present, the population of Malerkotla is estimated to be 75% Muslim and 25% Sikh and Hindu. The “Maler” area, also known as underla Maler (inner Maler), is where most Muslims reside, while most Sikhs and Hindus live in the town’s outskirts. I became familiar with the town through ethnographic methods such as participant observation and interviews, thereby coming to understand its way of life as connected to religious beliefs and practices. 
Research Methodology

This ethnographic research is based on 120 interviews collected in Malerkotla, 60 with Sikhs and 60 with Muslims. The interviewees were selected from individuals who lived in both the “outer” and “inner” pockets of Malerkotla, including academics, religious leaders, and politicians who adhere to values and beliefs derived from Sikhism or Islam. Informal in-depth interviews furthered my enquiry, and participant observation also took place at various sites where devotees gather for religious ritual and prayer, including Haider Shaikh dargah, dargah of Shah Fazl, and Gurdwara Hadanara. The most important question asked in this study was: 1) What is the present structure that allows people to utilize traditional religious value systems in supporting peace or conflict?
Relations in Malerkotla: Historical Narratives
Several popular narratives help shape the story of Malerkotla as a symbol for peace and harmony. These oral narratives are of particular value to this research because the majority of respondents refer to them as the main reason why peace exists in Malerkotla. Punjab has suffered from violence under the rule of the British Raj and from intense violence caused by internal religious clashes. The relationship between the Sikhs and Muslims changed drastically when Muslim ruler Jahangir executed the fifth guru of the Sikhs, Guru Arjan Dev, by (1569-1627).
 The continuing tensions between the two religious groups would be the source of episodes of violence for years to come, and is remembered by the residents of Malerkotla today. In the time period 1900-1915, Sikhism, Islam and Hinduism were used for political means.  The British would draw boundaries that were divisive for the communities in attempting to deal with their increasing demands for legislative representation. This did not achieve the intended result, but instead planted the seeds for greater communal violence in the state of Punjab.
 


Independence from the British Raj led to divisions in the state of Punjab, setting the three religious communities on a collision course. The Punjab was essentially divided between India and Pakistan, and the displacement of populations was very traumatic. Sikhs in Western Pakistani Punjab migrated to the east, to the Indian capital of New Delhi, and Muslims in Indian Punjab migrated to Pakistani Punjab. The massacre that occurred during partition created wounds that may seem to have healed but continue to ripple through generations. Scars remain, and residents of Malerkotla who had family and friends living outside the town during the Partition and the massacre in Punjab remember these events with great pain today. 


 In many cases, past injustices fueled episodes of violence by reinforcing Muslim’s negative stereotypes of non-Muslim Asians and vice versa. 
 Therefore, one of the ways to understand how cooperation and peace has been sustained in Malerkotla then is to look at its religious communities and how they have dealt with these injustices and perceptions. Residents of Malerkotla give popular narratives that deal with the haa da naara and Partition as their first explanation as to why peace has prevailed despite events that have threatened to disrupt it. The dominant narrative of the haa da naara involves an event which took place during the time of Guru Gobind Singh. When the sons of the last Guru were bricked alive by the governor of Sirhind, Wazir Khan, a close relative of Khan’s, Sher Mohammad Khan the Nawab of Malerkotla, protested against the killings of these children as a way of converting the Sikhs in the region to Islam. Walking out of the court in protest, the Nawab did not see his request fulfilled but gained the respect of Sikhs in the region. His humanitarian act would be remembered by many in later decades and the lessons gleaned from his gesture would resonate amongst the people of Malerkotla during the violent period of Partition.
 Religion and the connection through historical memory was a central feature of conflict in the region, but also central in resisting it. Anna Bigelow summarizes this well with reference to her recent anthropological work in the Punjab:

In all of Indian Punjab one community refused to accept the Partition of the state on the basis of religious divisions. In the tiny principality of Malerkotla the Muslim population stayed put, Muslim refugees from all over the region and the country found safe haven en route to Pakistan, and in spite of the chaos no one was killed in ethnic violence…whereas the scars and memories of violence and death in other areas of Punjab signify a deep social trauma, in Malerkotla 1947 is exalted as one of their finest hours.
 

Bigelow also notes that there is a tremendous amount of consistency found in written and oral narratives that document haa da naara. 
 
When probed about peace and conflict in Malerkotla, many respondents spontaneously expressed pride in their town’s ability to withstand the violence that engulfed the rest of the Punjab during Partition. Participants discussed why their town was unique and peaceful. The chart below lists the three main reasons given for the prevalence of peace in Malerkotla.

Table 5.2

	Reason for Peace
	Muslim Respondents
	Sikh Respondents

	Haa daa Naara (Sher Mohammad Khan and Guru Gobind Singh Ji)
	36
	47

	Haider Shaikh
	13
	0

	Bhaichaara (Brotherhood)
	1
	3


The most common reason given for peace in Malerkotla was the story as mentioned previously of how Sher Muhammad Khan prevented the killing of the Guru Ji’s two sons. This was stated by 83 out of the 100 respondents in the town. This story continued to resonate through and after the time of Partition and continues to be told today. In her previously cited work, Bigelow recognizes that “the dominant identity of Malerkotla as a zone of peace is sustained by the active transmission of historical narratives within and between religious groups in the town and throughout the region.” She goes on to say that two of three dominant narratives, the haa da naara (which is the protest of the killing of the two sahibjadis) and Partition, dominate the narrative landscape, but “it would be difficult to say which of these two events is more integral to Malerkotla’s self-imagining or is more crucial to the perpetuation of social harmony.”
 

 While these two narratives both contributed to later peace, they are linked by the perception that peace at Partition depended on haa da naara, making the latter the causal as well as the chronological predecessor of the latter. Bigelow goes on to say that a reinterpretation of haa da naara as a factor in peace occurred after Partition, since there was not a complete state of peace between the two events.
 How have these incidences prevented violence in Malerkotla after later potentially disruptive events, such as the killing of Malerkotla Sikhs in the Operation Blue Star of 1984? The main point here is that, despite past violence in Malerkotla, there was less after haa da naara, and the town’s capacity to maintain peace increased. Partition was a dramatic test of the sentiment for peace, but the town had already confronted the threat of violence on several occasions between the time of haa da naara and Partition.   

The territory or “place” of historical memory is precious for Muslims as well as Sikhs. My research examined why residents have stayed in Malerkotla. I was fortunate to speak not only with residents of Malerkotla but also with Muslims who left the town and now live in Lahore, Pakistan. One businessman who owns an extensive dental-supply business in Lahore spoke candidly about his decision to escape Malerkotla for Pakistan when the riots were most violent. He has not visited or seen any of his family since Partition, and while he is happy that his decision resulted in economic prosperity, he expressed a strong sense of attachment to Malerkotla. Muslims who left Malerkotla and have lived in Pakistan for years still consider the town to be their first home. Muslims have always been a majority in this town, and it remains a precious place to those who left it for Pakistan; other Muslims in India see the town as a central community since they are still a minority elsewhere, constituting only about 13% of the population nationwide and 2% statewide. One interview question sought an understanding of how membership in a majority or minority influenced people’s attachment to the place of Malerkotla, and how dedication to such membership can help citizens negotiate peace.
The shared sacred site of Haider Shaikh is the largest tomb shrine in the region, and an example both of respect and of the nonoccurrence of syncretism in shared spaces. Observing the religious practices at this tomb and speaking with some of the devotees, I saw that this site allowed for all to come and display different styles of prayer. Sikhs usually matataak (bow to the tomb and touch their foreheads), whereas Muslims do not, praying instead to Allah through the saint. But the power of the saint to fulfill prayers at his shrine is contested by neither faith. 
In a recent study entitled “Sharing Saints, Shrines, and Stories: Practicing Pluralism in India,” Bigelow focuses on the meaning behind shared spaces in Malerkotla such as the tomb of Haider Shaikh and how they facilitate peaceful relations.
 Her particular focus is on the tomb shrines of Sufi saints and their joint patronage, management, and devotional practices. She uncovers the rich histories and traditions of both the past and the present that speak to why Malerkotla was able to transcend the cruelties of Partition. She notes, “. . . here the ability of the community to rise above religious divisions and provide for their common defense makes Partition a moment of shared success which has an integrating influence on the local population.”
 Bigelow asserts that it is the sharing of sacred space that helps to facilitate peace in plural societies such as Malerkotla. The fundamental difficulty in claiming that a sacred space is able to regulate peace is noted by Bigelow herself: “this study is a challenging project, for I am attempting to describe a non-event, a state of peaceful exchange at a shrine that is sacred to Muslims, Sikhs and Hindus in a town populated by all three groups.”
 In the effort to “prove” this, it is essential to consider the obvious and opposing perspective that sacred sites have provided an impetus for conflict numerous times in India’s communal violence history, one such incident being Ayodhya. 

Understanding precisely the type of religious sharing is a prerequisite for the assumption that such sharing causes peace. It is useful here to look at other scholars’ explanations of why it is problematic to consider sacred spaces as systems of conflict resolution. Robert M. Hayden highlights the problematic nature of religious syncretism, questioning the underlying assumption that syncretism indicates tolerance. He breaks down the issue of sacred-space sharing according to power dimensions among religious groups. Peaceful coexistence, he insists, may be attributable less to tolerance and understanding than to a passive form of intolerance, almost a type of noninterference, which must not be misunderstood as embracing the other. Hayden thus argues that there is a primary difference in the types of tolerance:

There is a difference, though, reflected in dictionary definitions of “tolerate,” 

between the negative definition of noninterference (“to allow, permit, not interfere 

with”) and a positive one of “to recognize and respect” while disagreeing with 

others’ beliefs and practices. 

An example of Hayden’s negative tolerance may be seen in the Israeli attitude toward Palestinians, who share physical space with Israelis but are still segregated. This situation demonstrates that space sharing does not always result in peace. 
One can say that the nature of Haider Shaikh’s tomb is not conflictual and therefore has not resulted in any type of conflict, but this does not necessary mean there is an active type of tolerance going on. The nature of peaceful coexistence among the Muslims and Hindus who pay respects to the Madhi shrine can be classified as a type of passive tolerance; sharing of religious substance which cannot be said to have contributed significantly to the uncertain state of peaceful relations associated with this shrine. 


In the case of Haider Shaikh, the tomb is controlled largely by Muslims, and its exterior communicates a Muslim identity, with an Islamic style of architecture and the Muslim crescent displayed at the front entrance. Therefore I reject Haider Shaikh as a symbol of fair representation of all religious groups in Malerkotla. I believe that mutual understanding and respect among religious traditions is the basis of cooperation here. But if cooperation is the result of religion, as I suggest, there must be evidence that religious ideas have been exchanged and that a deeper understanding has grown from this exchange. My research demonstrates that what I claim is the product of religious sharing and is not attributable to something else, such as the passive tolerance which Hayden identifies.
Religious activities and the exchanges that take place during celebrations, festivals, and other events often provide an opportunity for people of different religions to connect as a community, interact, and learn about the other’s faith. The religious activities that most prominently serve these functions include the Hindu and Sikh holiday of Diwali and the Muslim holidays of Baqar ‘id and Idu’l fitr. Some of the Malerkotla Muslims and Sikhs interviewed during these events talked about the days of observance and what it meant to celebrate them with neighbors of different faiths. One respondent said: “We celebrate every year with our neighbors: they give us sweets for Diwali and in turn we give them sweets for Id. It doesn’t make any difference to us and we have lived like this for years. This does not happen in many places in the Punjab and we are fortunate to have such shared celebrations in our town.”
 

Systems of Conflict Resolution
Many of the residents of Malerkotla expressed great pride in being a part of a peaceful town in which religious communities exercise tolerance, acceptance, and mutual understanding. This religious tolerance contributes to the building of a strong civil-society structure, which resists violence. The few incidences that had potential to instigate violence that do occur are dealt with in ways that illustrate the strong civil society network and its embedded system for resolving conflict. In the interviews, some respondents mentioned three major incidences. 
Table 5.4

	Conflict Incidences Most Frequently Mentioned
	Muslim Respondents
	Sikh Respondents

	Arati/Namaz Conflict
	20
	5

	Cow Killing
	15
	33

	Burning of Holy Qu’ran
	35
	0



In response to the question, “Have you ever been involved in any peacebuilding type of activity with members outside your religious group?” many respondents talked about the killing of a cow in the mid-1980s. Although this Hindu-Muslim dispute did not involve Sikhs directly, a few Sikhs were members of the peace committee that settled it, and many others remembered it vividly as a conflict their community had endured and overcome. (Cows are a sacred symbol of livelihood for Hindus and Sikhs, who have condemned their slaughter for centuries, while Muslims see them as a legitimate source of meat.) The parties that gathered to address this particular killing included Hindu and Muslim leaders as well as a deputy commissioner and the superintendent of police. One difficulty was the lack of proof as to who had committed the crime. Initial blame fell on some Muslim youths, who eventually begged for forgiveness. One of the Muslim respondents noted that “there was a rumor that Muslims had done this by halal. Peaceful committees were established and an intervention was conducted, there was conflict prevention and thukrow nee hoya (no physical violence occurred).” A leader of the Muslim community noted that “an innocent Hindu man was killed and a curfew was placed for 10-15 days, after which a meeting was set up to discuss the incident, at which Hindu representatives were quite upset.” At that meeting, the Muslims present declared a moment of silence to show respect for the murdered Hindu. The formation of a peace committee, which included members of all three religious communities and reflected the different testimonies which had been gathered, helped to calm animosity and to prevent an eruption of revenge or counterattack by those who felt justice had not been adequately served. From that point, the conflict did not become enlarged and peacebuilding efforts were successful. 
Another incident mentioned by many residents involved the proximity of the houses of worship of the three faiths, the mandir, masjid, and gurdwara. In the 1930s a Hindu group started singing a katha in a building that was close to the Lohar’s masjid, interfering with the evening namaz reading by Muslims.
 The ensuing rioting took the life of one Hindu, and some months later there was a similar conflict over prayer times. J. C. Donaldson of the Indian Civil Service dealt with the dispute, declaring that past practices should be resumed, with the arati at Chandrian Mandir taking place after the evening namaz at Masjid Bafindagan.
 It was only the leadership amongst the community and citizens’ willingness to take active ownership of the situation that prevented it from escalating. One retired Sikh school teacher spoke of the results for the community at large:
The fact that this dispute was handled in a good way was very significant for our 
community. It means that everyone could save face and we can still visit each 
other’s mandirs, gurdwaras and masjids even when they are nearby. We respect 
each other’s way of religious life and we can understand why things are important 
to them.
 
Many felt that if this incident had not been resolved, animosities and tensions would have persisted, impeding the ease with which local residents of Malerkotla could attend each other’s functions, such as weddings and funerals, and share in each others’ times of happiness and mourning. 
Another, more recent conflict occurred during the 2002 elections, when a Holy Qu’ran was found burned in the bathroom at the Sorod Road masjid. The incident could have erupted in violence, but the community surrounding the masjid quickly convened to discuss the issue and decided that it was an unfortunate political act that should not give rise to animosity. The community then discussed possible repercussions and considered what steps could be taken to reestablish order and ensure peace. Residents take pride in the peace that characterizes their town, and in helping to maintain that peace, which is a vital part of their history. One young resident claimed:
One of the differences in our city is that there are about 7-8 nasalaan (generations) of people living here in the same houses for generations. You can’t 
find that in larger cities like Ludhiana. The strength of our poorvaj (forefathers) 
comes through in the generations of people that have lived here.
 
Residents are acutely aware of this reality and the lengths to which their forefathers have 

gone to protect it.
Until recently there have been very few formal systems of conflict resolution in Malerkotla and its surrounding areas in Ludhiana. The recently implemented complaint-redressal mechanism known as suvidha is a system of conciliatory intervention in which police and citizens review pending complaints in a one-day camp format.
 When my research began, three such camps had been held in the Ludhiana District, disposing of 302 complaints, but I discovered that most residents did not know of their purpose or function, even if they had heard of the committee. However, a year later (2006), information about the process had been distributed through contact with the Sub District Magistrate’s Office, and an Office representative explained that there had been four camps held by that time, with a fifth scheduled for February 18th, 2006. At the camp itself twenty-two departments are represented, and the hearing of grievances is scheduled once a month at the local government college. 

 The SDM’s office also operates a grievance subcommittee, established in 1993-1994, in which nominees from various departments gather once a month to hear ten to fifteen cases. Police exercise vigilance when a larger community conflict is anticipated. Recently, the controversial cartoon images of the Prophet Mohammed brought together Muslims of Malerkotla in a protest to express their outrage, but the protest was peaceful and provoked no violence or destruction.
 Within the Muslim community of Malerkotla, a Panchayat was formed in 1981-82 to help settle matrimonial disputes in accordance with principles of Islam.
 
Civil Society


Evidence shows that common religious historical narratives, in addition to inclusive political processes, solid economic relations, healthy functioning of civil society organizations, and the overall social fabric of the town, were positive factors in maintaining peace. 
This study argues that when religious groups are well connected through a strong civil society network such as that which exists in Malerkotla, there is a greater opportunity for peaceful coexistence to prevail. Civil institutions can serve as powerful representations of spirituality and religion, and thus be critically important in facilitating peace. Civil religion often operates within the realm of civil society, with the two becoming mutually interdependent, as in the case of Malerkotla. Civil organizations encourage important exchanges which can reinforce relationships across religious divides.
 
All such micro components, including those pertaining to the role of civil society and civil religion, were considered in assessing the strength of Malerkotla’s public sphere and examining how public institutions provided linkages and spaces in which religious exchanges flourished. Varshney’s extensive empirical work in this area has been critical to this study, and should be commended for effectively incorporating civil society into the analysis of peace and conflict. His work uncovers several key distinctions that relate to the political strategies of promoting peace in Malerkotla, and are largely reflective of the strong historical narratives shared by the town’s citizens. However, some parts of Varshney’s analysis do not serve to isolate civil society as a strong variable in explaining peace. His argument that economic relationships strengthen pre-existing networks of engagement may be true for some places, but does not completely apply to civil networks in Malerkotla, where many businesses cater to people who do not reside in the town.    
One example of a strong civic organization in Malerkotla is the Jama’at-i Islami, founded by Abul ‘ala Maududi (1903-1979). According to statistics gathered from the Malerkotla office in February 2006, this group has eighteen or nineteen working members, fifty workers, and 250 associates; a spokesperson stated that the organization claims a total Malerkotla membership of 1,500. One member said that the largest challenge for the organization is a misunderstanding of what it stands for, particularly its classification by the government as a terrorist group. Currently the organization issues approximately thirty publications, but its members noted difficulty in getting approval for a publication called Chanan Monara, published in Punjabi but currently available only in Urdu. According to Herbert, one common characteristic of religious groups operating within civil society is that they provide necessary services such as welfare and education benefits in the absence of state support. The Jama’at-i Islami leans less towards involvement in politics and more towards strengthening social welfare and providing services to the community.

The strength of Jama’at-i Islami in Malerkotla in comparison to branches elsewhere in India must be emphasized. This strength reflects interfaith dialogue; the organization’s focus on social obligations as opposed to political aims has achieved the immediate outcome of bringing people together to discuss issues of faith. For example, Jama’at-i-Islami hosts events in Malerkotla’s neighboring rural communities around the holiday of Id Milan, inviting members of different religions to share in the celebrations. The organization also holds weekly meetings, open to the general public and often conducted in outdoor venues such as stadiums, in order to reinforce the message of the Qu’ran. This shows its capacity for a type of “bridging” social capital amongst religious groups, extending to generate a broader identity for the group outside its immediate circle, while at the same time displaying “bonding” tendencies by focusing on its internal strength. These types of organizations help to strengthen ways in which religious groups negotiate peace with each other, showing that dialogue and positive interaction can create foundational strength. 
Inclusive Political Processes


Generally, the government of Malerkotla has been primarily backed and controlled by Muslims; it has a long history of rule by the Nawabs, followed by state rule, which was first imposed in 1953. From 1458 to 1954, there were twenty-two Muslim rulers in total. The city was almost taken over by the Sikhs during the time of Maharaja Ranjit Singh (r. 1801-1839), but was released by Utala Khan, who was the Nawab at the time, for the price of 1 lakh, 50 rupees. After this time Malerkotla came under British rule.
 

Historical religious memory is very significant in Malerkotla and proves to be connected with the idea of shared memories in the sense that most politicians often include the town’s unique history in their speeches and mention the bravery of the Nawab Sher Muhammad Khan and the haa da naara. According to some of the residents interviewed, this is also a common part of speeches at college events and local functions.
 In fact, it is newsworthy when a politician such as the Chief Minister of Punjab, Captain Amarinder Singh, does not visit Malerkotla for the holiday of Eid and comment on the peaceful history of the town.
  

The religious integration of Malerkotla politics can also be seen in the fact that Muslim candidates sometimes run for office while representing non-Muslim parties. For example, in 1977 Hajji Anwar Ahmad Khan won office while representing the Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD) party, which is a Sikh-dominated political party in the Punjab. Sajida Begum, who is one of the wives of Nawab Iftikhar Ali Khan, was reelected as a SAD candidate in 1980 (previously elected in 1972), and Nusrat Ali Khan (representing the Akalis) held this office next. Nusrat Ikhram Khan was elected in 1997, bringing the Khan family back into power. As Bigelow notes, a new era in local politics may be emerging with the election of Razia Sultana, who is not connected with the Nawab’s clan.
 


The trend appears to be the same in Malerkotla’s local politics, which are under the purview of the Municipal Committee. Although most of the Committee’s members are Muslim, with some elected Sikhs and Hindus, its president was a non-Muslim from 1951 to 1979.
 Local political battles never seem attributable to religious divisions. During the 2002 elections, Kewal Kishan Jindal (Hindu) was assaulted before a council vote for Municipal Committee president, and Faqir Muhammad (Muslim) was then elected to the post. In March of 2003 the people in Malerkotla demanded another election, in which M. S. Bholi (Hindu) was elected president. Bigelow argues that while this seems like an “interreligious dispute” on the surface, the fact that the backing for each of the candidates involved mixed religions does not support this view. The strike held in reaction to the assault on Jindal, a highly respected figure, expressed concern for the breakdown of law and order, and was not about a religious divide.


Several conclusions can be drawn from looking at politics as a factor in the maintenance of peaceful relations. At the political level, actors can influence the greater whole, helping create sustained cooperation amongst residents. Interviews and historical documentation indicate that Malerkotla politicians often use their support for a religiously integrated society to promote their platforms, which may in turn reinforce the town’s harmonious state of relations. They do not try to create cleavages within the electorate. Politicians often affiliate with parties whose members are generally of a different religious background from their own, making it impossible to say that Malerkotla politics is characterized by religious divides. It is clear that political leaders have helped maintain peaceful relations by using religious narratives as a main part of their election platforms. 

Social Relations
Joining in celebrations gives people the opportunity to show respect for their neighbors’ beliefs and practices while learning why they celebrate. For example, the festival of Diwali is celebrated by Hindus, Sikhs, and Muslims. Those interviewed claimed that celebrating this event was a way to connect with other religious traditions and to express their willingness and ability to coexist peacefully. According to Sultana, Malerkotla’s Muslim community celebrates its festival of Shabhrat (elsewhere a night of quiet prayer) in a style analogous to the Hindu festival of Diwali by illuminating their houses, lighting firecrackers, and distributing Halwa.
 Many Muslim respondents stated that their respect for the Hindu festivals makes them participate in this way. 

When asked about interreligious sharing, residents of Malerkotla first offer examples of how they participate in each other’s celebrations. Id Milan is a cross-religious celebratory gathering hosted in honor of Id Milan by many organizations, and attended by politicians of various faiths, including the late Sajida Begum (the last Nawab’s youngest wife and former Member of the Legislative Assembly), as Bigelow notes. Other religious festivals which involve sharing include Guru Nanak Dev Ji’s janam purb (birthday celebration) and Holla Mohalla.
 Sikhs in Malerkotla gather annually at the Kuka Walla Kalar, a memorial to the sixty-nine Namdaris who were executed by the British in 1872. Thousands of people, including many non-Sikhs, attend the anniversary of the execution on January 17, 18, and 19. Such historical observances demonstrate the important role of cultural memory and the power of sharing through religion. 

Conclusion
My initial assumption was that religion can be a factor for peace as well as for conflict. I argued that the frequent and ongoing exchange of religious knowledge, meanings, and practices contributes to peaceful coexistence. In the course of my research, I also discovered that strong civic networks operate through religion to facilitate peace through mutual respect and understanding.

Understanding is the most important step in transforming conflict, and in Malerkotla it has sustained the communities through times when the potential for violence loomed close by. The will and determination of the people of Malerkotla to build strong networks was necessary for transformation to occur and violence to be avoided. The understanding facilitated in Malerkotla through religious traditions is strengthened by religious dialogue, a micro-level element of broader collaboration. The different stories that residents told revealed past incidences of conflict that could have erupted into violence; the killing of the cow in the mid-1980s is one example, and the blessing given by Guru Gobind Singh Ji when Sher Muhammad Khan stood up against the killing of the Guru’s two younger sons is another. I found that understanding the basis of the “other” religion’s teachings and respecting each other’s traditions by attending festivals and events fostered a unique kind of dialogue that strengthened networks and human security. 




Most respondents stated that they had attended a place of worship that was of the “other’s” religion and had taken part in this “other’s” festivities and celebrations. They said that their motive was to show respect for the other’s religious traditions. It is this kind of active engagement, as distinct from the sharing of sacred spaces, that helps to maintain peace and, more importantly, to create a more stable civic culture that can withstand the potential for violence.   

One key consideration in guiding non-state religious actors in their role in helping strengthen human security is to establish more cooperative relations between religious communities. In Malerkotla I witnessed how religion works alongside many other elements in maintaining positive relations amongst various groups. The religious exchanges that take place within the social fabric of society and the understanding born of close interactions all contribute to the existing peace. Communities’ knowledge about each other’s religions becomes part of the political and historical narratives shared by community members and leaders to promote peace. Peacebuilding activities and conflict resolution processes are also critical elements in the ongoing facilitation of positive relations, but these smaller transactions need participatory channels, which are found in the civic structure. The connectivity found within civil society organizations and across groups proved to be crucial in helping Malerkotla remain peaceful, thus strengthening human security. 

There are several questions derived from this case that could prove fruitful in other contexts where religion plays a role in conflict. One might ask whether the factors contributing to violence are in fact local or if they are linked to the larger system. If there are factors specific to the context, what can local leaders and institutions do to transform the conflict? What components of the civil society could possibly forge peaceful networks? What strengths are present and what categories within civil society would need to be developed? For example, is local administration or leadership a more effective peacebuilder than political parties and representatives? What types of neighborhood committees could partner with local authorities or government offices to tackle disputes resulting from a larger conflict? The goal is to understand systematically the linkages that exist between religion and civil society components and truly identify the function of religious expression.
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� This event is commonly referred to as haa da naara (cry for justice). 
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� Personal Interview, February 2005.


� Is the telling of a story of a religious context, sometimes chanted along with instruments.
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� (Indian Islamic court issues fatwa to cartoonists 2006) The twelve published cartoons of the Prophet Mohammed in Denmark’s Jyllands-Posten newspaper sparked worldwide controversy in Muslim and non-Muslim nations causing protesting and violence. 


� A panchayat allows grievances and issues to be heard within a social setting or circle that can influence the party or parties (see Saberwal and Jayaram in Das, 2003, Freed and Freed 1976, 1996 and Madsen 1991, 1996).


� Muslim organizations in Malerkotla include the Muslim Welfare Society, Maulana Abdul Kalam Azad Memorial Society, and Muslim Social Reforms Panchayat. 
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� The Chief Minister, Captain Amarinder Singh frequently visits Malerkotla often and was in town on January 17th, 2004 the anniversary date to pay tribute to the Kuka Sikh martyrs. 
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� For the Sikhs, Diwali is the celebration of the sixth Guru Hargobind Ji who was traveled to Amritsar after being in custody of Mughal rulers. Sri Harmandir Sahib (also known as the Golden Temple) was illuminated with lights and fireworks. Holla Mohalla is celebrated a day after Holi. The annual festival occurs at Anandpur Sahib and was instituted by the tenth Guru Gobind Singh Ji to gather Sikhs for preparation of defense and mock battles in a time when Sikhs were fighting against the Mughal empire. Each year the martial tradition is carried on for three days and thousands travel for miles to take part in langar (community kitchens) and sewa (community service). 
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