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The issue

This study employs an empirical focus on Muslim social activists and religious leaders in western India in order to make broader assessments regarding the relationship between the Indian State and relevant Muslim non-State actors. I focus particularly on Mumbai and Gujarat, where in recent decades there have been targeted ethnic attacks on defining moments for Indian Muslims and their attitude towards the State. In fact, in both these cases, the State has been indicted for its complicity in the violence. These events and their aftermath, therefore, provide a window through which we observe the issues of the engagement of non-State Muslim actors with the State with respect to welfare-provision and security. The interface between Muslim non-State actors and the Indian State in the realm of human security implicates more than just the provision of welfare. There are also crucial issues of ensuring the protection of the lives, property and livelihoods of Muslims as well as of taking Muslim community leaders and members into confidence in the work of containing terrorism.

Terrorism, social exclusion and human security
Over the last few decades, violence against Muslims has increased in India. In 1993 in Mumbai and in 2002 in Gujarat several thousand Muslims were killed and many more rendered homeless and without livelihood. On the whole, the social, political and economic indicators show the exclusion and vulnerability of Muslims as a community in India. This chapter analyses the work of Muslim non-State actors, both secular and religion-based, in Mumbai and Gujarat and tries to understand how they work together and the possibilities of such interaction for future engagement with the State.

When groups are socially excluded in that they participate inadequately in the social, political and civic spheres of the life of a nation, they are vulnerable both to compromised security as well as feelings of alienation, which could assume a radical form. The state’s response to this radicalism is typically repressive. When one examines the social, economic and political place of Muslims in modern India, it appears that the community is socially excluded (Government of India 2006). Discrimination and deprivation exclude the Muslims. More recently, with the rise of Islamic terrorism,  the popular understanding is that the Indian Muslim is prone to violence and Indian Muslims become the ‘natural’ suspects in incidents of terror. This is particularly so following the bomb blasts of Mumbai in 1993, which were traced as the work of criminal Muslim elements operating from outside the country. In the wake of violence in Jammu and Kashmir and in Gujarat, there have been bomb blasts and gun attacks in several parts of the country. These include an attack on the Indian Parliament as well as recent bomb blasts in local trains in Mumbai and the attack by gun-wielding terrorists, again in Mumbai, on the 26th of November 2008. However, in many of these and other cases, the extent of involvement of local Muslims has not been entirely clear. Thus, while a genuine fear of terrorist activity may not and must not be dismissed, the vilification of an entire community cannot aid understanding or contribute a solution.It is unfortunate that there have been many occurrences over the past two decades or so that have contributed to spreading fear and uncertainty among many groups, especially minorities. Among these are the he political shifts of recent times, which have even seen the public questioning of the idea of secularism and its value for the Indian nation by some national-level political parties, particularly the Bharatiya Janata Party and some of its allies. This has contributed to a growing sense of unease among different communities. There has also been increasing collective violence against minorities – Sikhs, Muslims and Christians. In many incidents of violence, the complicity of the State has been pointed out by scholarly and investigative reports (Dayal 2002; Concerned Citizens’ Tribunal – Gujarat 2002; Human Rights Watch 2002; Human Rights Watch 2003). 

.

Indian Muslims: A deprived community

Just over 12 per cent of India’s population, in fact every eighth citizen of India, is Muslim. India has more Muslims than Pakistan and Muslims qualify probably to be called India’s second majority, rather than merely its largest minority.  Of the 593 districts in India only nine are predominantly Muslim. The main areas of Muslim concentration are in the Indo-Gangetic plain, Jammu and Kashmir, Kerala, Assam and south-central India (Government of India 2006: 30-31). This data sensitizes us to the sense of insecurity of the nine per cent Muslims in Gujarat scattered across many villages and districts and, after 2002, systematically hounded out and not allowed to return. 

The average standard of living of Indian Muslims is among the lowest in the country. The literacy rate is far below the national average and this gap is greater in urban areas and for women. There is a significant disparity between the educational status of Muslims and that of other socio-religious categories. Both Mean Years of Schooling (MYS) and attendance levels of Muslims are low in absolute numbers and in comparison with other socio-religious groups, though there are regional variations. In higher education, the differences between Muslims and others stand out even more sharply. Being Muslim reduces the chance of achieving education at the secondary and then at higher levels.  

Worker population ratios are lower for Muslims than any other socio-religious community and this is more so in the rural areas. Muslim women fare even worse in both rural and urban areas; their lowest figures for work participation show up in urban areas. There is a very high share of Muslim workers engaged in self-employment activities, particularly in urban areas. One might also suggest that this concentration in self-employment – street vending, small trades and enterprises – ensures that the community as a whole is far more exposed to the disruptions and damage caused by urban conflict and violence. The immense fragility of Muslim participation in the economy and the low level of their asset accumulation in general further intensify their vulnerability to the displacements, physical and economic, caused by situations of continual communal strife.

As employees, Muslims generally work as casual labour and are very poorly represented in regular, salaried employment. Their participation in formal sector employment is far lower than the national average. Muslim men are over-represented in street vending (more than 12 per cent as opposed to the national average of less than 8 per cent), while women tend to work from home to a much larger degree (70 per cent) than the average (51 per cent). Muslim participation is relatively lower in professional, technical, clerical and managerial work, particularly in urban areas. Further, it is found that they tend to be more insecure and vulnerable in terms of conditions of work. This is not only because of their over-representation in informal sector employment, but also because their job conditions (length of contract, social security benefits and the like) even as regular workers are poorer than those for other socio-religious groups (GOI 2006: 108).

Muslims are very poorly represented in defence and security-related activities. This is a matter of some concern because it is crucially linked to the sense of well-being and of security about life and assets felt by the community. Diversity in the police forces has a place in producing greater impartiality and promoting the trust of citizens. The share of Muslims in ‘public order and safety activities’ at the Central level is just about 6 per cent, while that of Hindu upper castes is 42 per cent.

It is disturbing for activists as well as concerned citizens to note that with respect to other social and physical infrastructure as well, Muslims are poorly served. Muslim-concentration villages, as the Census of 2001 shows, are not well served with pucca (proper) approach roads or local bus stops. A large number of Muslim-concentration villages lack post and telegraph services. Further, there is a clear inverse association in small villages between the proportion of Muslim population and the availability of educational infrastructure. In most states, the proportion of Muslim-concentration villages with medical facilities is lower than the proportion of all villages with such facilities (GOI 2006: 139-149). These facts indicate possible biases in public service provisioning in Muslim-concentration areas.

Human Security and Indian Muslims

The community feels continually threatened by police bias and political hostility. Police raids, selective surveillance and curfew mechanisms leave the community troubled and uneasy. In many places one sees the growing ghettoization of Muslims. A degree of discrimination appears to operate in ensuring that such areas remain generally poorly serviced by civic bodies. Muslims even in big cities often find that their names and their religion become liabilities in their search for housing in good localities.

Today, the madrasa (Muslim religious schools) and the mosque are under increasing scrutiny. There is clearly the threat of the spread of different radical ideologies. Nevertheless, experience has shown that militancy and terror are best prevented when communities have faith in the State, the law and the police. The State must work to flush out terrorists without alienating whole communities. Security rather lies in the myriad acts of vigilance of ordinary citizens. This vigilance and constant awareness can only be built on the mutual trust of State and communities. Agents of the State need therefore to interact continuously with local-level committees and with other civic groups in society. Of even greater significance perhaps is the need for quick and impartial action in times of civic and ethnic violence.

Methodology

This research has been based on interviews with Muslim spiritual leaders of different sects and persuasions and Muslim social campaigners largely in Mumbai and two cities of Gujarat, Ahmedabad and Baroda. The work focused on areas hit most by the violence of the previous years. The interviews were unstructured or semi-structured in nature and aimed at exploring the different responses to the Muslim community-State relationship. Qualitative research methodologies were employed for the study. During the course of research – looking at survival strategies and trajectories of families that have undergone violence once or repeatedly – I had occasion to speak with several Muslim social activists and spiritual leaders. Research was conducted in the areas worst hit by the ethnic violence. The insights as well as the links gained in that research are further explored here. The main religious groups at the local level as well as local-level youth and activist groups are focus of this paper. These are identified primarily by their engagement with the issues of welfare and support emerging out the impact of ethnic conflict and violence.

For this chapter, leaders of the following religious groups are focused on: 1) Jamaat-e-Ulema-e-Hind; 2) the Jamaat-e-Islami; 3) the Islami Relief Committee (Gujarat); 4) World Islamic Network (Shia); 5) Najafi Trust (Shia organization); 6) Tablighi Jamaat; 7) Raza Academy, a well-recognized Barelvi group and; 8) the Mumbai-based Islamic Research Foundation.
 The activities of these organizations tend to have a considerable spread; several of them are pan-Indian in reach. They have all been actively involved in rehabilitation and engagement with the State and community in the aftermath of ethnic violence in Mumbai and Gujarat. With respect to groups which work with the Muslims but do not have a spiritual or religious orientation, the focus is on: 1) Awaaz-e-Niswaan; 2) Vikas Adhyayan Kendra; 3) Rahat Welfare Trust; 4) Nirbhay Bano Andolan; 5) Muslim Youth for India; 6) Modern Youth Association; 7) Sahiyar; 8) Karavaan and; 9) specific zonal divisions of the Mumbai Mohalla Committee Trust. Again, these groups have been selected because of their active and long-term engagement with the victims and survivors of ethnic conflict in the region.

The accounts of activists cited in the paragraphs below show us both the particularities as well as the commonalities that shape individual trajectories of involvement in community activities and the work of ethnic amity. Each individual is defined by his or her own particular history, family context, gender and personal experiences, but there are also many commonalities. These commonalities may emerge from the shared experience of violence but they are shaped more often by the discourses of activism learned through engagement with the NGO sector. 
Civil activism

Altaf is a young Gujarati who started working amongst his community after the violence of 2002. Altaf has retained links with non-governmental organizations as part of a community of women and men working for communal peace and justice. Altaf talked about how he learned slowly that communal peace could only be a part of a complex of engagements; some of these involved dealing with a range of activities that residents found difficult to negotiate. Following up on compensation cases, helping people acquire voter identity cards, making them aware of available grants and benefits of the government and assisting them in availing of these – this was the stuff of daily activity. On the ground, it was trust constructed gradually on the basis of these myriad tiny actions that alone could feed the larger projects of building political discernment or links across communities.

Altaf is among the more ordinary members of the Muslim community, who categorically do not identify themselves as ‘religious’ leaders, for whom work in relief and rehabilitation has woven into a wider concern with social activism and improvement within the community. Such activists see themselves as ‘secular’ in orientation. Their stance towards some aspects of their faith can be described as ambivalent, but they are often called upon to interact with local religious leadership and these interactions can be lively if not troubled by a degree of tension. As another local-level Muslim social activist said in Mumbai: “We cannot think only of Muslims. Everything is not a community issue. Many larger and more critical issues are at stake: fundamental rights, justice and so on.”

Some of these grassroots workers systematically distance themselves from those who pursue exclusively the cause of religion. Sajjid from Mumbai’s Jogeshwari (East) was clear:

We do not involve ourselves with religious activities at all. Ours is the only organization in the area that is engaged in social activities within the community. Apart from religious activities, there were no organizations that were involved in social activities. Today, on our own strength, we have set up several such local-level organizations that do not run madrasas, are engaged in the work of communal harmony, building community-based associations and bringing out protest marches on the streets in connection with different issues.

The circumstance of disdain towards all matters religious could raise its own set of concerns and we shall have opportunity to discuss this and the alternatives to it below. 

Altaf did not have a great deal of education and is certainly not a fluent speaker in English. His spoken Hindi is passable; his education has been largely in his local tongue, Gujarati. By his own admission, it was his interaction with an international non-governmental organization (Action-Aid) and the training he received from them that helped fuse his somewhat hazy social ideas into a more highly conscious and developed world-view. He became aware of larger development issues and the place of peace and conflict-resolution in realizing the goals of community development.

Feroz Ashraf from Mumbai is another such social activist. In 1993, Ashraf was forced to move out of his home in a Hindu-dominated locality in Mumbai to another suburb in Mumbai considered safer because it is a Muslim-concentration area. This enforced dislocation led gradually to a different turn – a move towards engagement with the problems and concerns of his local area. Ashraf’s life-long bent towards left politics clearly framed his critique of Muslim local religious leadership as well as his understanding of the issues that ailed the community.

Pyar Ali Khapadia was a postal employee for most of his life; today, at seventy, he lives with his wife in the heart of Ram Rahim Nagar in Ahmedabad on his meagre pension. Thirty-four years ago, he moved to this riverside location, after his house was destroyed in the communal carnage of 1969. That experience sensitized him irrevocably to the dismal danger of persistent inter-community aggression. Pyar Ali worked to set up the Ram Rahim Nagar Jhopadpati Nivasi Sanstha, bringing together Hindus and Muslims of the area with a firm commitment to keeping aggression away. It was no easy task, and there were always those who defied persuasion; nevertheless the central thrust of his message was clear – that violence must be prevented in people’s own interest – and, finally, worked to bring others in the neighbourhood around. In 2002 Ram Rahim Nagar remained an isle of quiet in a city torn by communal strife. 

Pyar Ali’s is an education sustained and augmented by active engagement with the everyday issues and politics of his neighbourhood, rather than one obtained in the classroom. Pyar Ali does not think of communities as benignly unstructured entities; for him it is the interests of the deprived within those communities that are of crucial concern. Communal violence brutally implicates class and privilege, with the underclass and the underprivileged perceived as bearing the brunt (see, for instance, Gupta 2000; Engineer 1984). 

For a Muslim woman, the engagement with difference may implicate a greater degree of friction. Sophia Khan in Ahmedabad comes from a background she self-consciously describes as orthodox. Sophia completed her education, including an advanced degree in law, in the face of constant pressure from her family that she should abandon her studies for matrimony and the home. Her teachers fostered her tentative interest in social work. Later, she found herself steered towards a greater concern with gender issues. The awareness of being ‘Muslim’ and, therefore, ‘Other’ remained, reinforced by well-intentioned educators who continuously urged her to work for ‘her community’.

In 2002, Sophia had to assume a Hindu name and make an identity card in that name to allow her, despite her position as a social activist, to move through the city to help in the relief work. She had to carefully strategize: adopting a non-Gujarati name so that she would not encounter questions about her caste identity and would be able to explain away her frequent lapses into Hindi when she speaks. Sophia fits no ‘stereotype’, according to her, of the Muslim woman. She does not use the veil and wears her hair short. It is more usual for a woman of her age to wear the veil and to have long, well-groomed hair, but Sophia marks out her difference by breaking with these customary expectations. Her struggles bring out the difficulties of the Muslim woman activist who has to contend not only with the perceptions of the Hindus (who think of the ‘veiled’ Muslim women as backward) but also with expectations of femineity within her own community.

Religious engagement

The Jamaat-e-Islami has been involved in considerable social and relief work in different parts of India. While it has a radical political position that slants it towards a critique of democracy and secularism in favour of aiming ultimately for the setting up of a State according to Islamic principles, on the ground, as interviews with some its members showed, it seems to negotiate its stance far more pragmatically. It is different from the Jamaat-e-Ulema-e-Hind in relation to the posture adopted towards the State. The Jamaat-e-Ulema-e-Hind was against Partition and did not believe that Muslims needed their own political unit.

Thus, the Jamaat-e-Islami tends towards a position wherein the Indian State is considered illegitimate, but the Jamaat-e-Ulema-e-Hind accepts the State’s boundaries and its legitimacy. On the ground, the Jamaat-e-Islami combines the  reworking of individual lives and practices in terms of Islamic principles with the effort to mediate with non-governmental organizations and non-Muslims for the purposes of social activities and ‘living together [with non-Muslims] in the mulk (territory)’.

In the violence of Mumbai and Gujarat, destruction and loss had by no means been confined to the city slums; it visited commercial pockets and middle-class neighbourhoods. Further, for some, the experience of violence has been repeated. In the light of this, conversations with community leaders working with survivors of riots raised several questions. How did a community, exposed more frequently to violence contend with rehabilitation at the very sites of harm? Coping with violence might raise queries for gender roles and expectations. How are these contended with? What was the experience of community leaders with the State? While ordinary Muslims negotiate their own way through such concerns, they are also exposed to the teachings of their community or jamaat on them. Any statement coming from the jamaat leader would be taken seriously by Muslims and would influence the way which they act or interpret issues and events.

Increasingly religious leaders have begun to try to influence and direct arrangements of rehabilitation and settlement in the wake of ethnic violence. Their capacity to thus get involved arises chiefly out of their close involvement with riot relief operations, particularly in recent times. One Barelvi leader explained:

After the Gujarat riots of 2002 we held a Press Conference by the Ulema to appeal to Muslims to come back to places where there were more Muslims. Wherever Muslims are in a minority, they are targeted the most. After 1992-93, people moved individually but now the Heads have announced it and want it to happen. Earlier, they had thought it [residential pattern] should be cosmopolitan.

For Shia groups, for instance, living in communal neighbourhoods has long been a preferred custom. Nevertheless, certain members of these groups, often highly educated and wealthy enough, deliberately chose to live along with others in their social class in cosmopolitan, affluent neighbourhoods rather than in the more socially heterogeneous and usually crowded ethnic quarters (Engineer 1989). In 2002 in Gujarat, many such families were the conscious targets of violence and they came in for ridicule by religious leaders. Further, in the wake of the violence, some religious organizations worked specifically to relocate Muslims at new sites, away from mixed neighbourhoods. From the Jamaat-e-Islami, Hasan said:

Most of the rehabilitation has been done in the same areas. We have not worked to displace people. Morally, we try and give them courage. Tell them it is their zameen [land], basti [village], they should not leave it…In some cases, we bought land and rehabilitated them near by at a new site, complete with surrounding walls, pucca houses and so on.

With respect to the call for justice for injury, death and even rape, religious leaders expressed reluctance to pursue these causes. While some differences emerge, on the whole there was a sense that Muslims cannot expect anything from the Indian State and should therefore not rely on it too much. Certainly, questions of male and community honour were significant for religion-based organizations refusing to pursue cases of rape and violent crimes against women. The sense that ‘Muslims have to look after themselves’ came through very strongly. This was particularly so for those aligned with the Jamaat-e-Islami. The Jamaat-e-Ulema-e-Hind expresses greater faith in Indian law, but both, together with other religion-based organizations, are unhappy with the targeting of Muslims by the State and the police in the wake of recent terror attacks.

Gender, modes of struggle and forms of leadership

Among Muslim social activists, there is acute awareness of how community and women’s issues chafe abrasively against each other, particularly in the wake of heightened communal consciousness and targeted violence. Social activists often cite ‘Mumbai 1992-93’ and ‘Gujarat 2002’ as moments that fundamentally altered the very ways in which gender issues could or could not be addressed. Hasina, a Muslim woman activist allied with an organization working both in Mumbai and Gujarat voiced the concern of how issues had been redefined in the wake of cataclysmic violence:

The impact of Gujarat or the Mumbai riots on Muslim women is tremendous. There is a sense of oppression from two sides: from within by conservative and fundamentalist forces and from outside by Hindu communalist forces…Muslim women get marginalized. In an atmosphere of communalism, women’s questions do not get centralized; this needs to be done. How do we look at women? In the kind of atmosphere in Gujarat, should we raise the women’s question at all? Or only that of the identity of Muslims as a community, a minority?

In what she says, the sense of being pulled by contradictory affiliations emerges acutely.

In education and so on Muslim women are very poor. And there is so much pressure on the community, and violence. As it increases, the community is further ghettoized and minority politics increases. Our samaj [society] is backward, there is so much violence – is there place for us? Where do we go?

The lament that issues concerned with the misuse of provisions for divorce under Muslim Personal Law to the detriment of women or the question of maintenance in the event of divorce are all forced to recede into the background in the face of targeted attacks against the community is real. Muslim religious leaders rage against the foregrounding of such issues when, as they argue, the whole community is under attack. Women activists are castigated for even bringing up such issues and for, as it were, letting down the community (Jeffery and Basu 1998; Williams 2008).

Further discomfort centres around the fact concerns such as domestic violence against Muslim women are ones that Muslim religious leaders would rather were not addressed. Again, as social activists assert, communal violence always has negative impacts on women: in its wake the community male elders seek to regulate women’s mobility, their dress, their behaviour and the like. In Gujarat, for instance, men remain reluctant to admit incidents of rape and are known to have applied pressure on women in their family to prevent them from reporting or following these up. There are activists who believe that the stance of religious leaders is detrimental to what they consider to be the ‘wider’ battle: that of the gender struggle or of human rights issues. Regardless of the climate of communalization, Muslim women’s concerns within the larger concern of the rights of women in general should not be marginalized.

Working with each other

Working with overtly religious leaders or caste elders is also an issue that several activists find contentious. Sajjid, for instance, as we earlier recorded, refuses to link himself with any sectarian and religious groups. The association for youth, funded through small local contributions, that he is linked with in Jogeshwari, at first called itself the Muslim Youth Association. However, to de-link it from any connection purely with religion, and to stress its ‘progressive’ character, they soon started referring to it as the Modern Youth Association.

Sajjid and the other young men associated with the group worked with several non-governmental associations in relief and rehabilitation work in the months and years after the violence of 1992-93. This interaction exposed them to a complex of ideas concerned with social issues, secularism, justice, globalization and the like. From this emerged the idea of forming the association. Among other activities, it has held several public protests, for instance against the system of donations in colleges and alcohol addiction, and also runs a small book bank lending school books to poor children in the neighbourhood. The association also works to build communal amity through arranging collective neighbourhood celebrations involving Hindus and Muslims, mediating local tensions and encouraging interaction between all groups on a range of shared concerns such as sewage collection, road maintenance and the like.

Ashraf keeps aloof from religious jamaats. While he relies on some support from individuals and non-denominational non-governmental organizations, he remains largely an independent worker. Concerned with issues of communal amity, he is also particularly interested in education and works with his wife to tutor underprivileged young boys and girls, both Hindu and Muslim, to help them through school. His attention focuses on individual youth in the slums, and he involves himself in encouraging students as far as their abilities will take them, even assisting them with information regarding possible employment opportunities. When he moved to Jogeshwari, after a while Ashraf started going to the local mosque. However, this was not for the purpose of participation in the prayers. He aimed to know how people thought, what the maulvis taught and preached in order to be able perhaps to contest these ideas in the course of his interaction with Muslim neighbours. He expressed considerable contempt of the kind of Muslim who focuses only on religious matters without addressing the problems of poverty and educational backwardness that confront the community. 

There are others who would like to underline their distance from the maulanas. Several women activists in Gujarat and Mumbai, for instance, including some who confine their work largely within the Muslim community, talk of tense engagements with religious leaders who insisted on men and women saying namaaz in the relief camps in order to be entitled to assistance and who were openly derisive of violence-hit Muslims who had opted to stay in ethnically-mixed areas, implying that they had only got what was coming to them. 

Such activists wish to underline not their or their community’s ‘minority’ or ‘Muslim’ identity, but to align their struggles as democratic citizens with other deprived or oppressed groups including, for instance, women, Dalits tribals and the economically disadvantaged. This alignment is by no means automatically achieved. There is rueful acknowledgement of the fact that it often appears far easier to get Muslim clergy, in particular, to protest against any perceived move to contain Personal laws or to demonstrate against a proposed visit by the Israeli President to India than to forge common ground on issues not viewed as directly concerned with the community.

Muslim activists who work primarily with the Muslim community often feel the pressure to remain silent on questions of women’s rights or justice in the wake of targeted attacks from outside and they do not always find themselves in agreement with the views of religious leaders. On the other hand, Muslim activists who work on issues of social justice and rights regardless of the religious question are also sometimes reluctant to push too far. As one stressed: 

There is just so much pressure on Muslims right now. Ever since the Shah Bano case, Mumbai violence and now Gujarat they are so much the target…Yes, divorce, abandonment of women without proper maintenance, all these are issues of concern, but right now the community is hurting terribly. It would not be fair…It would be a further violence to take up these things right now.

How far should the issue of justice be pushed? Religious leaders on the whole seem to minimize the importance of the pursuit for justice in individual cases. Shakeel Ahmed in Mumbai leads Nirbhay Bano Andolan, a group based entirely on voluntary effort, which works essentially to educate the poor and marginalized with regard to rights and justice in order to empower them to battle with the authorities on issues of concern. Shakeel completed a formal degree in law, an educational acquisition that has enabled him to empower the local groups he works alongside with careful information about legal and official procedures, modes of follow-up for cases and the rights of common citizens. Nyaya [justice] forms the pivot of Shakeel’s social thought. Indeed, Shakeel’s work with the victims and survivors of violence shaped for him an ethic of peace that centred fundamentally around the notion of justice. He has been at the forefront of the campaign to ensure that the indicted be brought to book and has also been engaging with victims’ families in their struggles for compensation and justice. As he argues: 

Nyaya is not a question only about Muslims, it is an issue for the whole samaj (society)…Every problem is seen as being one of a community, either Muslims or Dalits or whatever… Justice is an issue for the society as a whole. People question why we must pursue this? Why reopen old wounds? [zhakham hare karne ki zaroorat kya hai?] However, without nyaya, from where will peace come in society? If people see that the government is not giving justice, they will take the law into their own hands… 

Conclusion and policy implications

The paper has shown that there is evidently considerable struggle between the elements allied with religion per se and those who call themselves ‘secular’ among the Muslims. In particular, the divide between Muslim spiritual and social activists emerges as particularly relevant. The attitudes of Muslim spiritual and social activists towards the State and towards legal process are different. While both regard the State as corrupt and biased against Muslims, the attitudes towards redress and governance differ. While the Muslim social leadership critiques the State, it does not attempt to supplant it or remove Muslims from under its protection. On the other hand, spiritual activists sometimes speak of the State as redundant or express views that turn community members away from engagement with it.

We have seen these differences on several issues. Removing Muslims from the protection of the State by asking them not to file or follow up cases for justice or insisting they reside in community-specific areas makes Muslims physically, socially and economically more vulnerable. In the case of Muslim women, they get further marginalized if issues concerning maintenance or gender equality are left out of the processes of legal intervention and State legislative control. 

In the field it was seen that several Muslim social activists that I spoke with  considered that a worldview that was framed exclusively by religion did not make any place for or hold out any benefits for women. In fact, as we have seen, this view is often so strong that it leads these activists to spurn any association with religious leaders. This position has awkward implications for the overall success of the efforts of these activists, because it cannot deal with the importance of religion for the very people among whom they are working. 

On the other hand, many activists appear to have worked out their own answers through practical experimentation in the field. Thus, not all of them reject out of hand the need for or the possibility of working with religious leaders towards broader understandings of Muslim faith and future. As several activists would acknowledge, faith is integral to the daily life of most Muslims; leaving religious elders out of the loop would diminish their own credibility with their community. They would end up talking with a much smaller audience. While some would like to work only with those leaders who are willing to contemplate ijtihad or the possibility of reinterpretation of religious doctrine in the light of the requirements of contemporary life, there are others who believe that even the conservatives must be accorded attention.

It is acknowledged that organizations such as the Jamaat-e-Islami or the Jamaat-e-Ulema-e-Hind among others play a crucial role in post-violence situations. Muslim religious organizations are among the first to offer assistance to victims and survivors. In 2002 in Gujarat a large part of the relief work was in the hands of religious organizations. Further, as Sophia argued, the religious organizations are also now learning new ways of thinking and beginning to understand that things have got to change, particularly with respect to education for women: “They [Religious leaders] know now that things cannot go back to being just the same as before…some changes will have to come.”

As another Muslim woman activist from Gujarat offered: 

We should not leave the opportunity to engage with the maulvis. We need to involve them, so that they do not stonewall all our efforts. Further, we cannot decide whom to work with on the basis of personalities; we have to address the questions they are raising. We find it possible to talk with the Tablighi Jamaat leader [in our area]. He raises the question of values: submission to God’s will, setting a good example for others…Can we ignore these? Even if we disagree on some points, we have to dialogue, slowly build more areas of agreement’.

Even Shakeel would possibly admit the practicality of strategic but selective interaction with religious ideologues: 

We think we should work only with secular people; but we realized that we need to engage with other people of different ideologies also…Though we keep our distance from communal, political or religious organizations, in local level issues decisions have to be taken. In our areas, there are issues – displacement, corruption etc. [At such time] we have to work together, whatever the ideology...

There are thus differing approaches: one admits common ground only on non-religious issues of public or local level interest; another sees conversation on spiritual matters as a way of encouraging religious leaders to participate more in civil concerns or to at least not oppose these; and, a third, even more proactive, which actually tries to converse seriously with religious leaders for the reframing of Muslim religio-legal and social practice. Sophia, Hasina and some others are engaged intently in this third form of interaction. 

They do this through conversations related to provisions within Muslim Personal Law.3 Further, at their own level and in their own limited regions, activists continue to raise with religious leaders questions about Muslim men’s violence against women and about Muslim women’s need for and access to education, emphasizing that these cannot be sidelined because of communal attacks; indeed the attacks must spur more not less initiative.

These are efforts at repair from within, but they do not cease there. For one, the highlight on the concerns of Muslim women demonstrates that a broader concern with women’s issues including, for instance, education is slowly  beginning to be seen as important by Muslims as a whole. Further, these labours are combined with attempts to persuade Muslim leaders to let their voices be heard on issues that concern them as citizens as well as as a community or a ‘minority’, be it the oppression of Dalits, attacks against Christians, terrorist violence and the like.

With respect to the State the policy implications are the following. . On most issues to do with Muslims in the post-colonial period, the State has tended to rely on judgments of religious leaders and to treat them as spokespersons for the community. Secondly, the State has tended to act in paternalistic ways, to assume that it knows what is good for the community. Thirdly, political compulsions have dictated that token gestures are occasionally made towards Muslims, but their real socio-economic problems have been neglected.

What the paper shows is: 1) the State must address urgently and through targeted programs the poor social and economic indicators of the Muslim community; 2) the State needs to listen to the many voices in the contemporary community on all issues, and particularly on the issue of terrorism; 3) it should act impartially, not alienating the community as a whole in the fight against terror; 4) it should play the role of facilitator, making possible conversations between the different groups within the Muslim community; 4) it should allow the dialogue that has already emerged among the different groups to come up with agreed-upon solutions for the Muslim community. In this regard, Muslim women’s groups need to be involved to work together with other Muslim groups in the finding of solutions. These solutions, coming from below, are likely to be better accepted by the community and more effective. It is true that Muslim leaders might resist some of the movements from below and the State is not always ready to act on behalf of the marginalized.

In recent times, however, there has been new political awareness of the backwardness of Muslims and the need to raise their educational, social and economic profile. This has unleashed expectations at the popular level creating forms of ‘soft’ power that are not easily ignored. Further, the kinds of grassroots activism that we have seen described in this paper have had an impact on the broader level. Women activists, as stated, have been working with Muslim national-level leaders in trying to amend some of the provisions of Muslim Personal Law, particularly those relating to marriage and divorce. In the atmosphere of greater awareness that prevails today, it would be difficult for either the State or Muslim leaders to ignore such voices. The moment is opportune for State and non-State religious actors to find ways of working together.
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Notes

� The Jamaat-e-Ulema-e-Hind is an organization of Islamic clergy formed during the British period and strongly anti-imperialist. It was against Partition. Its successor organization the Jamaat-e-Ulema-e-Islam functions in Pakistan. The organization follows the Deobandi school of Hanafi Islam. Deobandi Islam derives its name from the small town of Deoband, where a Deobandi Dar-ul-Uloom came to be established. The movement itself precedes the setting up of the Deobandi Islamic school of learning. It was an anti-British movement, which also espoused a literal and austere interpretation of Islam. Some Indian Deobandi Muslims lean towards an admiration of the Saudi Arabian religio-polity. Deoband teachings manifest a distrust of other cultures and seek to purge Islam of Western and modernist influences and to establish the Quran and Hadith (‘sayings’ of the Prophet) as the sole sources of tradition. Deobandi schools have sought to purify Islam of such popular practices presumably borrowed from Hinduism as the veneration of idols and visits to shrines and graves of saints. The Jamaat-e-Islami was formed in 1941 in Lahore on the initiative of Maulana Syed Abul Ala Maududi. The organization split up on Partition into the Jamaat-e-Islami which continued to function in Pakistan and the Jamaat-e-Islami Hind, which functioned in India. The Jamaat-e-Islami opposes itself to the separation of religion and politics and claims to strive for the ultimate installation of a polity based on Islamic principles. The institutionalization of the Tablighi Jamaat took place under Mohammad Ilyas in the second decade of the twentieth century. The unit of preaching was the ‘jamaat’, which consisted of a small group of teachers who went around from place to place educating Muslims in correct Islamic practice. The jamaats consisted not necessarily of religious clergy, but ordinary Muslims, who could be trained to preach and participate in the work of Islamization. Barelvi Islam is a school of thought founded by Maulana Ahmed Raza Khan Al-Qaderi, a contemporary of Maulana Ashraf Ali Thanvi of the Deoband school. Unlike Deobandis, Barelvis believe in the powers of the Prophet and the saints and in supplication at dargahs [tombs of saints]. The Barelvis are influenced by a variety of Sufi practices, including the use of music (Qawwalis) and intercession by their teacher. Barelvis believe in the intercession between humans and the divine through a chain of holy pirs [saints] ultimately reaching the Prophet.


3 Personal Laws for different religious communities were codified by the British in India. Thus, for instance, Hindu and Muslim Personal Laws existed at the time of Independence. Under Nehru, Parliament reformed Hindu Personal Law, bringing in many modern revisions that improved, for instance, the status of women under the Law. However, Muslim Personal Law was not touched. In the 1980s, the issue of Muslim Personal Law became very controversial. In particular, the absence of a provision for the maintenance of a divorced woman came under scrutiny. Other areas of controversy include the provision that a man may marry four wives, or divorce any one of them by the simple procedure of thrice saying the words ‘I divorce you’.
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