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Syed Suleiman Nadwi-Ali Miyan’s1 teacher used to say that animosities and differences between 

two communities can only be reduced if their historical commonalities are brought forward and 

explained to the people. 

—Research participant, personal communication, February 23, 20152 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

1 Abul Hasan Ali Hasani Nadwi (also known as Ali Miyan) was one of the most respected Islamic scholars in 

independent India. In the 1970s he started the Payam-e-Insaniyat (Message of Humanity) movement to 

bridge the gap between Hindus and Muslims. 

2This participant is a secretary of India’s clerical body the Jamiat Ulema-e-Hind (JUH) and one of its spokespersons. 
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Abstract 

Religion played a critical role in the creation of the State of Pakistan. However, religious 

dialogue has never been considered as a means of peace building between India and Pakistan. 

This dissertation probes the rationale and possibility of religious dialogue as a peace-building 

tool between the two countries. It identifies the ulema as cross-border actors who are best suited 

to communicate on this subject and probes the nature of religious dialogue between Indian and 

Pakistani ulema on the topic of peaceful coexistence between Hindus and Muslims. 

Ethnographic research of the Indian ulema reveals that the community is socially, politically, and 

ideologically fragmented. Although there has been no interreligious dialogue between the ulema 

of the two countries, they jointly participated in two international peace conferences in India. 

Also, as nonstate religious actors, the Indian ulema have developed a syncretic culture with the 

Hindu community and can initiate religious dialogue with their Pakistani counterparts. This 

offers scope for religious peace building between the two countries, shifting the dialogue from an 

India–Pakistan framework to a Hindu–Muslim framework. The religion in international relations 

theory, which identifies religion as the blind spot in international relations, lends support to such 

a dialogue. Strongly supported by the international relations theories of neoliberalism and 

constructivism, religious peace building offers opportunity for hope and experimentation. By 

aiming to reduce the trust deficit associated with a Hindu–Muslim civilizational cleavage, 

religious peace building fills a gap in the literature on India–Pakistan relations. However, the 

feasibility of religious dialogue, which looks weak, completely hinges on the ulema’s capacity to 

rise above preoccupations, personal ambitions, and disunity. 

Keywords: religion, international relations, ulema, religious dialogue 
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Glossary 

aayat: verse 

alami biradari: religious brotherhood 

alim: cleric 

aqidah: creed 

aql: intellect 

a’sar namaz: afternoon prayers 

bahami akhuwat: brotherhood 

baqa-e Bahaam: peaceful coexistence 

dalit: untouchables in Hindu society 

dargahs: shrines 

Darul Uloom: house of knowledge 

dawa: invitation to Islam 

dini: religious 

fatwa: decree 

fazar namaz: prayers before sunrise 

fitna-fasad: conflict 

fiqh: jurisprudence 

Hindutva: assertion of Hindu identity 

hukumarano: governing class 

hurriyat: freedom 

ijitma: congregation 

ilm: knowledge 

ilmu’l-ghaib: knowledge of the unknown 

insaan: human being 

insaaniyat: humanity 

isha’namaz: late-night prayers 

ittehad: unity 

kafir: infidel or nonbeliever 

khanaqahs: buildings used for Sufi gatherings 

madarsa: seminary 

magrib namaz: prayers after sunset 

maktoobat: letters 

mashaikh: custodians of Khanaqahs 

maslak: subsect 

mauludu’n-nabi: prophet’s birthday 

mazaar: grave of a mystic saint 

mazhab: faith/ religion 

namaz: prayers 
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purdah: veil 

qawwalis: devotional songs 

rasme: rituals 

ruhaniyat: spirituality 

shagird: disciple 

shahadat: martyrdom 

Shankaracharya: Hindu religious leader 

Sharia: Islamic law 

tabligh: preaching 

tafkir: apostates 

talaq: divorce 

tasawwuf: spirituality 

taqrir: speech/ oration 

tawhid: oneness of God 

ulema: clerics 

umma: global Muslim community 

urs: death anniversary of a Pir (saint) 

wuzu: washing palms, arms, ankles and feet before prayers 

zohar namaz: afternoon prayers 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In his book Shooting for a Century: The India-Pakistan Conundrum (2013), Stephen P. 

Cohen predicts that the India–Pakistan rivalry will continue until at least the year 2047—100 

years after Pakistan was created in 1947 as a separate country for Muslims. Cohen (2013) points 

out that in the context of ongoing world conflicts lasting 20 years or more, the India–Pakistan 

conflict is one of the most intractable. Quoting Peter. T. Coleman, an expert on global conflicts, 

Cohen (2013, p. 1) points out that 95% of global conflicts are resolvable, and of the 5% that are 

irresolvable, the India–Pakistan conflict is the longest. 

This dissertation examines the role of religion in dialogue between the two countries 

within the context of religion in international relations (IR). The goal of pursuing this study is to 

highlight the fact that in modern times, religion has been undergoing a resurgence where 

governments, policies, politics, and a vast array of ongoing developments and conflicts are 

shaped and informed by religious doctrine. The importance of this phenomenon cannot be 

overstated, as the entrenchment of religion is one of the most influential factors shaping IR. 

Religion has played a significant role in historical and contemporary times on the Indian 

subcontinent in shaping political processes and outcomes. One such outcome was the creation of 

the two nation-states in 1947. A cross-border religious dialogue aimed at bringing the two 

countries closer may alter the current discourse of India–Pakistan relations. The importance of 

this dissertation lies in the significance it accords to the constructive role of religious dialogue 

toward peace building between India and Pakistan. 

The literature on India–Pakistan relations shows a gap in the existing dialogue between 

the two countries. I articulate this gap using a multitier argument that includes five key issues: 
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• Religion is a variable that has deeply influenced the relationship between the two 

countries. 

• Religion—the most significant of all variables—is missing from the dialogue process. 

• The ulema3 are key actors when it comes to religion in Pakistan. However, despite 

wielding power in Pakistan in the realm of religion, the ulema are not easily identified 

as stakeholders—in contrast to positions accorded to the state and the army. 

Therefore, any dialogue on religion in Pakistan that excludes the ulema will remain 

incomplete. 

• The dialogue on India–Pakistan relations must be taken beyond the India–Pakistan 

framework to include a Hindu–Muslim framework. 

• The Indian and Pakistani ulema can integrate religion into communication between 

India and Pakistan. 

My research data suggest there are three reasons why the ulema should play this role: (a) 

members of the Indian ulema share a foundational coexistence with Hindus; (b) the Indian ulema 

are in contact with Pakistani ulema who visit India regularly; and (c) the Indian ulema constitute 

the only group that is able to speak with Pakistani ulema about peaceful coexistence, spirituality, 

and an Hindu–Muslim intercivilizational dialogue. 

                                                 

3There is no consensus among Muslims over the basic definition of ulama (bin Mohamed Usman, 2009). 

Representatives of Islamic religious and scholarly tradition are called the ulama (singular: alim) (Zaman, 2012). In 

the widest sense, the term includes anyone who is knowledgeable and is not limited to those with religious education 

(bin Mohamed Usman, 2009). In the Arabic-speaking world, the term includes scholars, scientists, and intellectuals 

from various fields. However, on the Indian subcontinent, the term is used only for religious scholars (Research 

participant, personal communication, February 1, 2017). Ulama are also referred to as ulema. 
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Central Research Question  

Taking religion as an independent variable, I explore its impact on IR between the two 

countries. I posit a two-point argument: First, since partition, religious dialogue has been a key 

component missing from dialogue between India and Pakistan; second, religious dialogue needs 

to be included in all future communication between the two countries.  

This dissertation explores the primary question: Why should religious dialogue be 

considered as a tool of peace building between India and Pakistan?  

My subquestions then ask: Which cross-border actors would be best suited to speak to 

each other on this subject? What has been the nature of religious dialogue between Indian and 

Pakistani ulema in the rare cases when they approach the topic of peaceful coexistence between 

Hindus and Muslims? 

It is important to explore these questions for the sake of critical thought and to provide a 

starting point for discussing alternative solutions to the religious question between India and 

Pakistan. My research ultimately seeks to understand if dialogue between Indian and Pakistani 

ulema will facilitate communication between other segments of India’s Muslim community and 

Pakistan. 

Religion: The Missing Factor in the India-Pakistan Dialogue? 

The religious divide between India’s and Pakistan’s dominant faiths is a key factor 

determining IR between the two countries. The relationship between India (with a Hindu 

majority) and Pakistan (with an overwhelmingly Muslim majority) is one of the most complex 

and tumultuous relationships between any two countries in the world.  
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Leading up to the partition of India, the country was plagued with Hindu–Muslim 

violence. The Muslim League’s call for “Direct Action Day” on August 16, 1946, led to large-

scale rioting. In Calcutta, the violence claimed approximately 5,000 to 10,000 victims, mostly 

Hindus (Jaffrelot, 2015). Tensions escalated in August 1947 as the borders of western and 

eastern Pakistan were carved out. In the Punjab region on the western front, the Sikhs were 

pulled into the conflict. The violence did not spare members of the armed forces. Around 150 

Pakistani officers and their families were hacked to death by armed Sikhs who attacked a train 

carrying them to Pakistan (Nawaz, 2008). Muslim, Sikh, and Hindu caravans and trainloads of 

refugees who had been uprooted from their homes and were moving to safety came under attack. 

As news of Muslim refugees being slaughtered in east Punjab spread, Hindus and Sikhs were 

targeted in the North West Frontier Province (NWFP) (Nawaz, 2008). Reports of atrocities—

such as when Sita Ram, a Hindu and the Deputy Superintendent of Police in Ambala, supervised 

an assault on a refugee train to Pakistan that claimed 1,000 lives—resulted in a wave of revenge 

killings (Talbot, 1998). By the time the violence subsided in 1948, more than 15 million people 

had been uprooted and close to two million had perished (Dalrymple, 2015). At India’s borders 

with East and West Pakistan in the provinces of Bengal and Punjab, the carnage was extreme, 

with massacres, forced conversions, mass abductions, and savage sexual violence. Close to 

75,000 women were raped, and many were then dismembered or disfigured (Dalrymple, 2015).  

The bloodshed that followed August 1947 aggravated the situation as survivors dealt with 

their immense loss. Their bitterness and despair was passed down to future generations through 

literature, poetry, and films. After the wars of 1947, 1948, 1965, and 1971, the 1999 Kargil 

conflict and cross-border terrorism between India and Pakistan entrenched an atmosphere of 

mistrust, hostility, and hatred. Religion plays a central role in this aggressive dynamic. This 
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legacy of disparateness and conflict between the two faiths constitutes the primary reason 

religious dialogue has not been included in any official or unofficial interaction between the two 

countries. 

Second, Pakistan was formed on the basis of the two-nation theory, which emphasizes 

that Hindus and Muslims are two distinct nations and cannot exist together. As a result, religious 

dialogue with Hindus is out of the question. India is a constitutionally secular country that 

pushed religion to the periphery of the public sphere in its first few decades. However, since the 

1990s, assertion of India’s Hindu identity has been on the rise. Pakistan’s two-nation theory, 

along with India’s secularism and political Hindutva, are the two main postpartition factors that 

have prevented religious dialogue from being part of a constructive negotiation between the two 

countries. 

Third, this schism is further widened by military conflict, the nuclear race, and military 

modernization in the two countries. The primary military conflicts include the wars of 1948, 

1965, and 1971, and a localized conflict in 1999 over the Kargil-Drass sector in northern 

Kashmir. Nuclear rivalry commenced after the Indian nuclear test at Pokhran in 1974 and 

reached its zenith during the back-and-forth nuclear tests of 1998. Since these major conflicts, 

relations between Pakistan and India have revolved around bitter rivalries and competition over 

military modernization. As this dynamic continues, Kashmir remains the main area of contention 

between India and Pakistan.  
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A fourth point of conflict is the disproportionate targeting of Bangladesh’s minority 

Hindu population by the Pakistani Army during the 1971 war4 and the targeting of the Hindu 

minority populations of Jammu and Kashmir post-1989 by Kashmiri militants. This remains a 

significant point of contention for the Hindu population of India. Added to this is the fact that the 

Hindu and Sikh populations of Pakistan have dwindled since partition, with a steady exodus of 

refugees to India. On the other hand, the subjugation of Kashmiri Muslims and the human rights 

abuses by the Indian security forces in Kashmir, along with reports of systematic discrimination 

against Muslims in other parts of India, are difficult for Pakistani people to contend with. 

Considered an additional act of discrimination, the demolition of the Babri Masjid in 1992 and 

the communal riots preceding and following its destruction also reverberated throughout 

Pakistan. 

A fifth factor that clearly demarcates Pakistan from India in matters of religion is the fact 

that Pakistan has a separate Council of Islamic Ideology within the Ministry of Religious Affairs 

and Inter Faith Harmony. The council advises and guides the Government of Pakistan on matters 

of religious legislation and Islam. While India’s Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), an apex 

Hindu nationalist organization, influences the current government and influenced central and 

several state-level governments in the past, India does not yet have any such official institutions 

or bodies.  

                                                 

4 Bengali speaking Muslims perished in large numbers at the hands of the Pakistani Army. Urdu-speaking 

Bihari Muslims of East Pakistan were targeted by the Awami League in retaliation for killing Bengalis (Jones, 2006). 
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Cross-border terrorism is a sixth factor that deters the normalization of relations between 

the two countries. India has accused Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence of fomenting trouble 

in Kashmir and other parts of India. At the same time, Pakistan has accused India’s external 

intelligence agency, the Research and Analysis Wing, of encouraging separatism in Baluchistan 

and supporting the Muhajir Quami Movement in Sindh. 

A seventh factor that impedes dialogue is India’s desire to emerge not only as an Asian 

power but as a global power. This has the potential to make Pakistan insecure. The 2008 U.S.–

India nuclear deal is one of the milestones of relations between the two countries. In addition to 

lifting a three-decade moratorium of nuclear trade with India, the deal provides U.S. assistance 

for India’s civilian nuclear program and enhances U.S.–India cooperation in satellite and energy 

technology (Bajoria & Pan, 2010). On several occasions, Pakistan demanded the same nuclear 

deal as the United States has with India, but these demands were denied by the U.S. 

administration. India assumed chairmanship of the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and 

South Africa)5 association in February 2016. The BRICS summit in Goa, India, was held later 

that year, and India invited all neighboring countries in South Asia except Pakistan (Shi, 2016). 

Finally, policy experts follow the framework of realism in the field of IR. The dominant 

belief of realism is that the state is the most powerful entity, and it alone can offer solutions 

through its actions. Given this strong focus on realism, the values, beliefs, and worldviews of 

nonstate religious actors (NSRAs) are perceived as weak when compared to the power vested in 

the state. If NSRAs can rise, exert power, and cause disruption between states, it would mean 

                                                 

5 BRICS is an economic consortium of countries similar to the G7, G20, or G77. 
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that they also have the ability and power to work on constructive issues. Such matters are yet to 

receive attention in the field of IR. For this and the reasons mentioned above, religious dialogue 

has been neither identified nor used as a peace-building tool between India and Pakistan. 

Why Religious Dialogue Needs To Be a Factor 

Religion was one of the major points of contention that led to the partition of the 

subcontinent. Assuming that a specific, manipulated version of religion used as a political tool 

was indeed the cause of partition and the conflicts that followed, it is logical to assume that 

religion may bring India and Pakistan closer together. Since 1948, Kashmir has been one of the 

core issues of the dispute between the two countries. Kashmir became a concern that year when 

the two countries commenced a war over the region just two months after the partition of the 

subcontinent. Kashmir was never the cause of the partition; it was its consequence. Even if the 

spillover effect is resolved, it will not be sufficient to address the root cause of the core divide. It 

is important to note that Kashmir is a geographical and tangible entity. The hostility between 

India and Pakistan has deep historical roots. Despite cultural, ethnic, and linguistic affinities, the 

mutual hostility between Hindus and Muslims on the subcontinent is real and endemic and was 

the impetus for the creation of Pakistan (Akram, 2011). Since the formation of the two countries, 

this hostility has further intensified. The Kashmir dispute is but one expression of this divide 

(Akram, 2011). Even if outstanding disputes like Kashmir are resolved, the relationship will 

remain competitive in the foreseeable future (Akram, 2011). 

The subcontinent was divided by religion, an abstract and intangible phenomenon. This 

reminds us that partition did not solve the problems between Hindus and Muslims; in fact, it 

aggravated them. As such, identifying Kashmir as the only cause of aggravation is not accurate. 

Evidence of this fact is that the 1971 Indo-Pakistani war, which dealt the most devastating blow 
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to Pakistan in its history, was not over Kashmir. Both its genesis and its conclusion excluded 

Kashmir. 

Indians and Pakistanis selectively draw from specific elements of each other’s traditions 

to argue that each wants to dominate and subjugate the other. The term war-crowd, coined by 

author Elias Canetti, is sometimes used to describe this practice (Cohen, 2013). One example of 

drawing from specific traditions for the sake of argument is when Pakistani strategists look at the 

Indian Arthashastra, a work on statecraft written 300 years before Christ, and the mandala 

(circle of states) (Cohen, 2013). Pakistani strategists have perceived these works as guidelines 

for dominating an enemy state through subversion, espionage, and deceit. On the other side, 

Hindu nationalist strategists focus on Islamic teachings that portray a world that is split between 

believers and nonbelievers, suggesting that Muslims have a religious obligation to convert 

nonbelievers, by way of jihad if necessary. In short, both countries have shown a tendency to 

manipulate elements of the other’s religion, culture, and civilization. Some argue that such a 

culture of mistrust and suspicion seriously jeopardizes prospects for peace. There is much 

evidence supporting this position (Cohen, 2013). 

Pakistani ideologues see the arrival of Islam in South Asia as having purged, reformed, 

and liberated the unbelievers; on the other hand, Indians see the same history as a civilizational 

and cultural threat to India. Many Indians believe that India was a far older and morally superior 

civilization that spread from Afghanistan in the west to Indonesia in the east (Cohen, 2013). 

Many Indians also claim that their nation’s riches have, over the centuries, attracted outside 

invaders who had military and organizational strength but lacked the moral depth and 

philosophical values of a civilization older than theirs (Cohen, 2013). In regards to direct 

criticism about the religious past, one of Pakistan’s criticisms against India is that the nation 
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treats its Muslim minority poorly. Many Pakistanis take this as an indication that India is unable 

to deal with Muslim states and that India’s insecurity has led the country toward a goal of 

dominating its neighbors (Cohen, 2013). Vali Nasr, an American scholar, claims that over the 

years both countries have become more reliant on their religious identity than they were during 

partition. As such, there is an overlap between religious identity and national identity (Cohen, 

2013). Pakistan’s willingness to forge closer ties with India depends on how it perceives its 

conflict and differences with India. While building this perception, Pakistan has taken an 

ideological approach in the sense that the nation’s dominant ideology justifies its very existence 

and creation (Cohen, 2013). This illustrates that religion is the defining factor in Pakistan’s self-

perception and how it sees India—the “other”—as a distinctly Hindu country.  

Central to this argument is the fact that when Pakistanis view India with mistrust and 

suspicion, they do so under the unshakeable belief that the words India and Hindu are 

synonymous and inseparable (Shaikh, 2009). The clash of ideologies between the diametrically 

opposed philosophical systems of Islam and Hinduism is one factor that can be identified as a 

source of enduring enmity between Islamabad and New Delhi (Hussain, 2011). As pointed out 

by Pakistani diplomat S. M. Burke, “Centuries of dedication to such diametrically opposed 

systems as Islam and Hinduism could not nurture an utterly different outlook on the outside 

world among their respective followers” (Hussain, 2011, p. 323). 

An interesting perception of the Pathans—residents of Pakistan’s NWFP—about the 

Hindus needs to be noted. For them, Hindus practice a religion that is subtle and introverted, 

which means it is feminine. Hindus are concerned only with their personal salvation and not with 

man’s duty to his tribal kinsmen. The religion has attracted mystics, hippies, and homosexuals. 

According to Pathans, Hindus lack all honor (Kaplan, 2001). 
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In opposition to this pervasive vision in Pakistan, India shapes the ideology of Pakistan, 

including what Pakistanis are taught about themselves and about supposed threats to their nation. 

Ayaz Amir, a popular columnist and former officer, writes, “In our journey toward nationhood, 

we eschewed the rational and chose instead to play with the semantics of religion. What Pakistan 

has become today, a fortress not much of Islam as of bigotry and intolerance” (Cohen, 2013, p. 

89.). As this quote suggests, the ideology of Pakistan has been a central preoccupation of the 

Pakistani state. Religion also features in the dominant Pakistani narrative, which views the 

Pakistani state, along with Muslims in India, as victims of Hindu domination. This has led to 

high “trust-deficits,” deficits that cannot be eliminated because they originate from the 

ideological construction of Indians as insincere, untrustworthy, and dominating neighbors 

(Cohen, 2013). Needless to say, in Pakistan being Indian is implicitly tied in to being Hindu. 

Since its formation Pakistan has not only lived next door to India but in opposition to it 

(Racine, 2002). For centuries, relations between Hindus and Muslims on the subcontinent have 

impinged on the short life span of the two states. The well entrenched feeling of difference that 

was fundamental to the partition of the subcontinent brings into play essential and inherent 

identities (“Islam, Hinduism, with an emphatically capital I and H” [Racine, 2002, p. 113]).  

Both countries have turned to education to disseminate and instill their dominant 

ideologies. In fact, both countries have completely overhauled their education systems in order to 

promote strong national identities under Hindu and Muslim faiths. For example, textbooks in 

Pakistan are written from an Islamic perspective and are state-controlled. The majority of these 

texts focus on four compulsory subjects—English, Urdu, social studies, and Pakistan studies—

while promoting four dominant themes: (a) Pakistan is for Muslims alone; (b) Islam is to be 

forcibly taught to all students, regardless of their faith (this includes a mandatory reading of the 
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Koran); (c) the ideology of Pakistan is to be internalized as faith, and hate must be created 

against Hindus and India; (d) students are urged to take the path of jehad and shahadat (Cohen, 

2013). A specific national ideology is reinforced by appropriating history and then transmitting 

this ideology through state-sponsored textbooks. In this curriculum, historical interpretations are 

predetermined, impregnable, and concretized, leading to systematic negative portrayal of Hindus 

and Christians. The textbooks frequently portray Hindus as scheming, deceptive, and cunning, 

while ignoring the early Hindu and Buddhist civilizations in the region (except to pit Hindu 

predecessors in a negative light) (Cohen, 2013). 

Until 1972, Pakistani textbooks had sections on the Indian subcontinent’s history, 

including Hindu, Muslim, and colonial eras. This openness to alternative versions of history 

ended after Zulfikar Ali Bhutto came onto the national stage and, more significantly, with the 

active intervention of Pakistan’s military ruler Zia ul Haq (Akbar, 2012a). After these individuals 

appeared, non-Muslim history was not only discarded but was actively mocked and vilified 

(Akbar, 2012a). The pre-Islamic period was eradicated from the curriculum, and history was 

rewritten starting with the advent of Islam. Zia’s syllabus also required the mandatory teaching 

of “the malicious intentions of India against Pakistan; the Kashmir dispute; the difference 

between the cultures of Muslims and Hindus; the ideology of Pakistan and the need of a separate 

Muslim state” (Marie Lall, as cited in Akbar, 2012a, p. 267). Islamiyat became a mandatory 

subject until class (grade) eight, and Islam’s role was center stage in differentiating Pakistan 

from India, and from Hindus in particular (Akbar, 2012a). 

The revision of Pakistani textbooks came during General Zia’s term in the 1970s. The 

revision of Indian textbooks came decades later during Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) rule from 

1998 to 2004. During this period Hindu nationalists pushed the Hindutva agenda through the 
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education system6. In 2000, a national curriculum was issued under the slogan “Indianize, 

nationalize, spiritualize” (Cohen, 2013, p.134). Its goal was to purge Indian curricula of all 

foreign elements and histories. This set the tone for a massive revision of history and social 

sciences textbooks that included textual discrimination against the Muslim minority and 

shedding a negative light on Pakistan. In these texts, Muslims are often represented as being 

disloyal, solely responsible for partition, not fully Indian, and fifth columnists. Indian textbooks 

depict the partition as a tragedy, while Pakistani texts celebrate it as the moment of its birth 

(Cohen, 2013). Sundeep Waslekar was one of the earliest scholars to propose religious dialogue 

between India and Pakistan. Specifically, he suggested that a dialogue between the Hindu 

nationalist BJP of India and the Jamaat-e-Islami (JEI) of Pakistan7 could be one path to track-two 

diplomacy (Waslekar, 1995). Waslekar states that on the surface, the conflict seems to be about 

what the countries want to possess, be it land, water, or other tangible resources. However, 

                                                 

6A chain of RSS schools with its own distinctive textbooks was already being developed.  

  

7 The JEI has been a formidable force in Pakistan. It led the campaign for an Islamic constitution, advocated 

Islamic education, and opposed the country’s first military dictator, General Mohammad Ayub Khan, forcing him to 

resign in 1969 (bin Mohamed Osman, 2009). It also led a campaign to declare the Ahmadiyyas as apostates. It 

influenced the military after Zia ul Haq came to power in 1978. After the NATO intervention in Afghanistan in 

2001, the JEI stitched together an alliance of religious parties for the 2002 general elections called Muttahida Majlisi 

Amal (bin Mohamed Osman, 2009). It emerged as the third largest group in the national parliament and picked up a 

third of the Senate seats. Pakistan’s then-president Pervez Musharraf opted for an alliance with the Muttahida 

Majlisi Amal (bin Mohamed Osman, 2009). 
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explains Waslekar, the reason “why people or groups are unable to reach a negotiated agreement 

on sharing what they have is because we often confuse what we want to have with what we want 

to be” (Waslekar as cited in Cohen, 2013, p. 135). In short, claims Waslekar, such conflicts are 

about who we are and who we want to be as people (Cohen, 2013). 

Structure of the Dissertation 

The dissertation is divided into seven chapters. The second chapter provides the 

theoretical framework that guides this dissertation and explores peace building, religious peace 

building, peace building by Muslim religious leaders, and spirituality. In Chapter 3, I describe 

my methodology. Chapter 4 examines three ethnographic settings and the historical contexts of 

my research. These are Darul Uloom, Deoband, the Payam e Insaniyat movement at Nadwat ul 

Ulema, Lucknow, and Delhi. In Chapter 5 I present ethnographic data of the Indian ulema and 

four themes related to the research question. My analysis is presented in Chapter 6, where I 

answer my research questions. I present my conclusion and recommendations in Chapter 7, 

along with the limitations of my research, future research ideas, and personal reflections on the 

research process. 

Summary 

Chapter 1 provided the context of this dissertation and identified the problem. I identified 

a gap in the existing dialogue between Pakistan and India, and in particular a lack of religious 

dialogue. I posed the primary question: Why should religious dialogue be considered a tool for 

peace building between India and Pakistan? I also identified two subquestions: a) Which cross-

border actors would be best suited to speak to each other on this subject? What has been the 

nature of religious dialogue between Indian and Pakistani ulema in the rare cases when they 

approach the topic of peaceful coexistence between Hindus and Muslims? 
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In this chapter, I explored the reasons behind religious dialogue being ignored in the 

bilateral relationship between the two countries. I argued for the need for dialogue on India–

Pakistan relations to be taken beyond the India–Pakistan framework to include a Hindu–Muslim 

framework. The hostility between Hindus and Muslims on the subcontinent is real and endemic 

and was the motivation for Pakistan’s creation (Akram, 2011). If religious hostility was the 

reason, then a religious dialogue could help address it. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework and Literature Review 

This chapter explores the theoretical framework and supporting literature associated with 

religion in IR. It begins with an overview of IR theory, provides different definitions of religion, 

and explains two major IR theories: neoliberalism and constructivism. I choose these two 

theories as NSRAs, and their influence can be most fruitfully investigated under the neoliberal 

and constructivist frameworks (Sandal & Fox, 2013). Neoliberal scholars are interested in 

religious and secular states that are part of religious initiatives and arrangements. Proponents of 

faith-based diplomacy and conflict resolution argue that religion can facilitate the overturning of 

unjust structures, solidarity with the poor, and reconciliation between enemies. Faith-based 

diplomacy emphasizes inclusion, peacemaking through conflict resolution, forgiveness, social 

justice, healing of collective wounds, and atonement (Sandal & Fox, 2013). Similarly, more than 

any other IR theory, constructivism allows study of NSRAs that focuses on their socialization, 

organizational culture, transformation of religious traditions, practices, and actors (Sandal & 

Fox, 2013). 

The chapter then presents limitations of IR theory, including a lack of scholarly work on 

religion, bias toward modernization theory, scholarly bias toward Judeo-Christian religions and 

Islam, excessive focus on the Cold War, and inadequate theoretical constructs. Samuel 

Huntington’s clash of civilizations theory provides an insight into some of the reasons behind the 

resurgence of religion in different parts of the world. The purpose of the literature on NSRAs is 

to explore their influence, their role in the United Nations (UN), their different categories, 

NSRAs as epistemic communities, and their means of mobilization. I conclude by explaining 

peace building, religious peace building, and spirituality, which are supported by the IR theories 

of neoliberalism and constructivism. 
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International Relations Theory 

Religion in IR theory provides the theoretical framework for this research. The theory 

identifies and attempts to fill a significant gap in research on IR. As stated by Jonathan Fox 

(2009), religion will always be the blind spot of IR. In other words, we may not easily see the 

influence of religion on IR and we may not put forth the effort needed to see it, but religion 

exists, and it will never go away. Martin E. Marty, a scholar on religion, says, “scholars will 

never agree on the definition of religion” (Marty, as cited by Haynes, 2012, p. 1). Marty lists five 

features of religion that point to and put a perimeter around the term: religion (a) focuses our 

“ultimate concern”; (b) builds community; (c) appeals to myth and symbol; (d) is enforced 

through rites and ceremonies; and (e) demands certain behavior from its adherents (Marty, as 

cited in Haynes, 2012, p.80). 

For the purposes of social investigation, religion can be understood as: (a) a body of ideas 

and outlooks, such as theology and ethical code; (b) a type of a formal organization, such as a 

church; and (c) a social group, such as a faith-based organization or movement. Religion affects 

the world in two ways: by what it says and what it does. The former is about theology or 

doctrine, whereas the latter is about religion’s importance as a social phenomenon and mark of 

identity that can manifest in different modes of institutionalization (Marty, as cited by Haynes, 

2012, p.81). Per Sabrina Ramet, a scholar on religion and nationalism, there is no such thing as 

religion without consequences for value systems (Ramet, as cited in Haynes, 2012). Sandal and 

Fox (2013) prefer to set “any specific definitions of religion aside and accept that religion is a 

powerful social and political force which influences human behaviour” (Sandal & Fox, 2013, p. 

9). Sandal and Fox (2013) also draw attention to an Italian court ruling in 1996 in which the 

court used the following definition: “a system of doctrines centered on presupposition of the 

existence of a supreme being, who has a relation with humans, the latter having toward him a 
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duty of obedience and reverence” (Sandal & Fox, 2013, p. 9). Toft et al. (2011) provide the 

definition given by philosopher William P. Alston. Per Alston, religion involves the following 

elements: 

• a belief in a supernatural being (or beings);  

• prayers or communication with that or those beings; 

• transcendent realities, including “heaven,” “paradise,” or “enlightenment”; 

• a distinction between the sacred and the profane and between ritual acts and sacred 

objects; 

• a view that explains both the world as a whole and humanity’s proper relation to it; 

• a code of conduct in line with that worldview; and 

• a temporal community bound by its adherence (Alston, as cited in Toft et al., 2011, p. 

21). 

The English word religion can be different from equivalent words in other languages and 

faiths. In Hinduism, the equivalent word is dharma, but dharma can also be used and internalized 

by Hindu atheists as “moral duty” or “the righteous path,” which are not connected to religion. In 

Buddhism, it can mean the same and also “cosmic law and order.” In Jainism, dharma is a 

doctrine for purification and moral transformation (dharma, n.d.). The equivalent word in Islam 

is mazhab. Common in Arabic and Persian, mazhab is used to refer to the school of fiqh 

(jurisprudence) in Arabic and to religion in Persian (research participant, personal 

communication, June 4, 2016). Also, a theologian would perceive religion differently than a 

historian or a political or social scientist. Religion can be deeply transformative after a religious 
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experience. Examples are a Hajj pilgrimage for a Muslim, a visit to the Vatican for a Catholic, a 

trip to Manasarovar Lake in Tibet for a Hindu, and a visit to the Bodh Gaya in India for a 

Buddhist. 

Traditional IR scholarship has largely ignored religion as a determinant of IR between 

nation-states, organizations, and people. The role of religion in IR theory calls for a nuanced 

understanding of how religion, as a political force, influences the international system and the 

nation-state (Bech & Snyder, 2011). This theory helps build this understanding by employing 

political science to examine different authority structures, belief systems, and movements (Bech 

& Snyder, 2011). The idea that religious beliefs motivate human behavior is a central element to 

the study of how religion influences politics. 

Existential security theory is entwined with the theory of religion in IR. Existential 

security theory posits that religiosity and emotional security are interconnected. For example, 

this theory suggests that the level of religiosity in a region fluctuates according to the degree to 

which individuals or communities feel threatened or insecure. As such, secularization is a human 

tendency and not a fixed law (Norris & Inglehart, 2004, as cited in Dawson, 2013). An exception 

to existential security theory is where efforts at preaching and proselytization in other parts of the 

world originate from rich and secure nations. Examples include evangelism originating from 

U.S.-based faith organizations or Saudi Arabia exporting its brand of Islam in other countries. 

IR theory encompasses a wide variety of theories that deal with political, economic, 

social, and cultural interaction and interdependence between nation-states. More specifically, this 

theoretical approach focuses on the conflicts, social developments, and power shifts that arise as 

global states engage in inter- and intrastate relations (Clark, 1999). Geographical and territorial 



RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE   20 

 

divisions are central to this theoretical approach. Examining these divisions allows IR theorists to 

separate the world into “mutually exclusive territorial states” with their own separate goals 

(Agnew, 1994). While IR theorists acknowledge that separate states have interlocking goals and 

interests, separating these states according to mutually exclusive goals allows theorists to 

determine how these conflicts of interests arise (Agnew, 1994). 

Aron (1967) provides a similar conception of IR theory and claims that theorists who deal 

with IR often focus on existing and potential conflicts between states, including how those states 

respond to the possibility of war, military reinforcement, and signs of aggression. Aron (1967) 

adds that as these concerns are addressed in the international political sphere, governments 

calculate the stakes involved with each political, economic, and military action. Once these 

stakes are calculated, interrelated states proceed with new or existing economic and social 

policies with the intention of maintaining peaceful and economically beneficial relations (Aron, 

1967). 

Agnew (1994) claims that under this approach, IR theorists are interested in two key 

areas: IR that cross national or geographical boundaries; and political processes that take place 

within state territorial boundaries and operate as a function or extension of IR (Agnew, 1994). 

The first area of study breaks from traditional political theory, which focuses largely on domestic 

politics and views a state as a fixed territorial entity (Agnew, 1994). Therefore, this area of study 

in IR theory looks at different states as interconnected players in international politics (Agnew, 

1994). IR theorists view citizens living within these states as members of transnational groups 

without a fixed territoriality and identity (Agnew, 1994). By extension, IR theorists examine the 

ongoing breakdown or dissolution of national, territorial, and political boundaries (Agnew, 
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1994). It is therefore logical that IR theorists have increasingly shifted their focus to the process 

of globalization and the conflicts that arise therein. 

Key IR Frameworks 

IR theory encompasses many different theoretical constructs. Each of these constructs 

represents a particular way of looking at international political relations. In other words, IR 

theory incorporates a variety of sociological, economic, cultural, political, and even 

philosophical frameworks for analyzing IR and political and social developments. This 

subsection identifies some of the key IR frameworks. Several scholarly traditions are related to 

IR theory: realism, liberalism, neoliberalism, technology theory, idealism, Marxism/neo-

Marxism, and constructivism. The discussion that follows examines neoliberalism and 

constructivism in detail, as they are best suited to incorporate religion and NSRAs. This is 

explained later in this chapter. 

Neoliberalism. To examine neoliberalism, it is necessary to briefly examine liberalism. 

Unlike realism, which views the state as the most important and powerful entity, liberalism 

views nonstate individual actors as key movers in the international system, and individual 

behavior may be channeled in ways that promote social order and the progressive improvement 

of individual welfare (Moravcsik, n.d.). Also, unlike realism, liberalism perceives that domestic 

policies should not be ignored and that all governments represent some segment of domestic 

society whose interests are reflected in state policy (International Relations, n.d.; Moravcsik, 

n.d.). Liberalism also views states as seeking what they want and what they can get. For them, 

state purpose rather than state power is the most critical element in world politics (Moravcsik, 

n.d.). 
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In the late 19th and 20th centuries, liberalism changed from an individualistic philosophy 

to one that is more collective in nature. Drawing on John Stuart Mill’s utilitarian concept of 

providing “the greatest happiness for the greatest number,” liberalism sought to protect the 

“common good”—namely, a political and economic system that maximized social progress for 

the group as a whole rather than benefiting a certain segment of individuals. In the 1930s, U.S. 

president Franklin D. Roosevelt embodied this value with an idea called the “New Deal.” This 

legislation produced a large-scale government infrastructure characterized by public works 

projects, social welfare safety nets, and financial institution reforms with a purpose to mitigate 

the effects of the rampant individualism commonly associated with the 1929 stock market crash 

and the Great Depression that followed (Differencebetween.net, n.d.). Over the next few 

decades, a new form of liberalism, or rather a reinterpretation of its original form, emerged called 

neoliberalism. Neoliberals were not pleased with modern liberalism’s marginalization and 

disempowerment of the individual in favor of the state. They returned to the founding principles 

offered by Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations, which advocated allowing free individuals to trade 

in unfettered markets and create overall conditions for an affluent society 

(Differencebetween.net, n.d.). Neoliberalism seeks cultural homogenization through a political 

discourse that in essence does not promote any specific religion or culture, rather one that is 

based on the coexistence of several different cultures within societies (Lais, n.d.). For 

neoliberals, the world is a multicultural place. In short, neoliberalism, also called classical 

liberalism, emphasizes the individual’s right to create wealth and practice any faith, religion, or 

culture that he or she may wish to. 

Constructivism. After the breakup of the Soviet Union, which realism and liberalism 

failed to predict, it became clear that a new theoretical approach was needed in order to further 
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our understanding of IR. This approach is constructivism, and it focuses on the role of human 

ideas, values, emotions, and beliefs in influencing the interests and identities of nation-states and 

nonstate actors. Constructivism posits that an international political structure can be created by 

nation-states and nonstate actors. Constructivists view international reality as being socially 

constructed by human cognition, giving meaning to people’s lives (Sandal & Fox, 2013). In 

other words, the fundamental assumption under constructivism is that persuasive ideas, beliefs, 

values, religions, cultures, fears, and social identities have the power to cross national and 

regional boundaries to shape IR. This suggests that collective social norms can influence foreign 

policy just as much as if not more than issues of economic development and security.  

Constructivism is seen as a critique of the materialist IR approaches, which failed to 

predict the end of the Cold War (Sandal & Fox, 2013). IR scholars such as Adler (1997) have 

argued that unlike realism and liberalism, constructivism is not a theory of politics per se, but “a 

social theory that has crucial practical implications for IR theory” (Adler, as cited in Sandal & 

Fox, 2013, p. 145). But Sandler and Fox (2013) treat constructivism as both a theory and a 

methodology. They argue that although states were arguably the main agents in the early years of 

constructivism, since then it has embraced a wide range of actors, including transnational 

organizations and nonstate actors (Sandal & Fox, 2013). They say that constructivism is 

distinguished from other theoretical approaches to IR “because of its emphasis on the 

construction of identities and interests of the actors, rather than taking them as given” (Sandal & 

Fox, 2013, p. 145). Constructivism represents a leap forward in thinking, as it “occupies the 

middle ground between rationalist approaches . . . and interpretive approaches,” but this theory, 

as applied to IR, is still somewhat underdeveloped because scholars have not reached a 

consensus of what constructivism actually is, how it relates to mainstream theory, and how it can 



RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE   24 

 

and should be applied to IR (Adler, 1997, p. 319). However, other scholars working in religion 

and IR say that constructivism may have more potential to embrace religion as a concept. Per 

Sandal and Fox (2013), the matter of religious identity falls more within the realm of 

constructivism and IR as socially constructed. It can then be argued that religious identity may be 

at the root of other tangible and territorial disputes between many nations, including Iran and 

Iraq, Israel and Palestine, Azharbaijan and Armenia, Greece and Turkey (over Cyprus), Russia 

and Chechnya, India and Pakistan, and others. 

Weber (2005) claims that constructivism was the predominant paradigm for IR during the 

1990s and early 2000s because during this time it was “common sense” that the world was 

undergoing frequent changes. It is interesting to note that this was the period after the collapse of 

the Soviet Union and post–Cold War era. Regarding more recent developments, we might look 

to the Arab Spring as evidence supporting the constructivist position. Briefly described, the Arab 

Spring was a series of antigovernment protests, armed rebellions, and uprisings that spread 

across the Middle East (Manfreda, 2016b). By the end of 2011, the governments of Egypt, 

Tunisia, Libya, and Yemen were toppled by revolts in an unprecedented show of people power 

(Manfreda, 2016a).  

To summarize, constructivism says that IR are a social construction (Sandal & Fox, 

2013). Collective social norms have the power to influence foreign policy as much as security 

and economic issues. It is worthy to note that Haynes (2012) points out that transnational civil 

society (TCS) networks exist because their individual constituents aim for goals based on shared 

conceptions of a larger public good. These networks are bound together not by self-interest but 

by shared values (Haynes, 2012). The sharing of values brings forth the connection between TCS 

and constructivism. 
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Limitations of IR Theory 

IR theory has the following five broad limitations that deserve attention: 

• a sheer lack of scholarly work on religion 

• scholarly bias toward modernization theory 

• scholarly bias toward the Judeo-Christian religions and Islam 

• excessive focus on the Cold War 

• inadequate theoretical constructs for studying religion 

Lack of scholarly work on religion in IR theory: The gap in the literature. 

Throughout the relatively brief history of IR theory, religion has been overlooked as a concrete 

and viable force. Peter L. Berger introduced the concept of “social construction” into the field of 

sociology. This was the central concept to his pivotal work Social Construction of Reality, which 

he coauthored with Thomas Luckmann (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). The authors argued that our 

traditional view of knowledge is limited by scientific paradigms and theoretical knowledge. They 

claimed that these forms of knowledge constitute only a small part of what passes for knowledge 

in society. Knowledge is also contained within the sum total of what every common individual 

knows about the social world around them. This sum total forms a collective consciousness that 

is shaped by personal thoughts, values, beliefs, maxims, morals, wisdom, values, myths, 

traditions, customs, common interpretations, institutions, shared routines, and knowledge of who 

shapes social processes (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Such a consciousness constitutes a much 

broader field of knowledge than can be realized through scientific paradigms and theoretical 

knowledge alone. Berger himself came to this realization after making the following “modernist” 

claim in 1968: “By the 21st century, religious believers will be found only in small sects, 
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huddled together trying to resist a worldwide secular culture” (Shah & Philpott, 2011, p. 33). 

Berger changed his view in 1999 when he admitted that the world is as still furiously religious as 

it ever was (Berger, 1999; Shah & Philpott, 2011; Dawson, 2013). 

Daniel Philpott (2002) claimed that prior to 2001, “very few Western IR scholars 

included religion in their paradigms, and equally few articles in leading IR journals treated 

religion as an influential actor” (Sheikh, 2012, p. 367). A survey of four major IR journals 

showed that only 6 of 1600 articles published between 1980 and 1999 included religion as a 

significant element of IR (Philpott, as cited in Fox, 2009). In 2006, on the 100th anniversary of 

the American Political Science Review, Clyde Wilcox and Kenneth Wald reviewed the past 

century of publications and discovered that prior to 1960, only one article emphasized religion. 

After 1980 only three articles did so (Dawson, 2013). Through the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, only 

one book on religion was published each year. This changed somewhat in the 2000s. Ron 

Hassner, a scholar on religion and military forces from the University of California, conducted a 

survey of the Library of Congress online catalog and found that from 2002 to 2011, six books on 

religion and IR were published each year, marking a six-fold increase on the topic (Sandal & 

Fox, 2013, p. 3). Yet, even with this six-fold increase, attention on this topic has been miniscule. 

In 2006, Wald and Wilcox used quantitative analysis to provide a stark example of this 

shortcoming. They pointed out that within the entire catalog of the American Political Science 

Review, very few articles on religion were printed (notably, this was five years after 9/11, when 

religion is said to have finally received attention as a global institutional force) (Sheikh, 2012). 

In that article, Wald and Wilcox (2006) found that within the JSTOR scholarly database—the 

search engine through which they accessed the American Political Science Review—only 35 

articles were found that used one or more religious terms that Wald and Wilcox (2006) used as 
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search phrases. Of the 35 articles, Wald and Wilcox (2006) judged that only 21 were “strongly 

concerned” with religion (Wald & Wilcox, 2006, p. 523). This constitutes a publication rate of 

one article every four years (Wald & Wilcox, 2006). These figures show that while scholars have 

started to acknowledge the role of religion in shaping IR, scholarship in this field continues to 

largely ignore this undeniably important topic. The lack of articles on religion makes it difficult 

for IR theorists to build on a previous body of work. 

Wald and Wilcox (2006) acknowledge that the Review is just one of many journals that 

potentially cover religion in the study of IR. However, they also make the important point that 

this publication “has long been the most selective and influential journal in the discipline, the 

agenda-setter for political science” (Wald & Wilcox, 2006, p. 523). Wald and Wilcox (2006) 

also believe that the Review is exemplary of three aspects of political science that explain the 

antireligious bias in IR studies: the disciplinary origins of political science, the social 

backgrounds of scholars, and obstacles to empirical research. 

Wald and Wilcox (2006) claim that this shortcoming may be linked to the fact that during 

the early stages of IR theory, American political scientists drew heavily on Marx’s and Weber’s 

focus on class as the driving force in political and electoral behavior. Even though Marx and 

Weber did show a strong interest in the role of religion in society and politics, American political 

science scholars overlooked this interest and focused instead on Marx’s reductionist approach, 

which looked at the impacts of institutions or ideologies on individual agents (Mouzelis, 1980). 

Wald and Wilcox (2006) argue that American political scientists focused so strongly on Marx’s 

reductionism, economics, and class that they completely overlooked the different ways that 

religion impacted mass politics. Some scholars acknowledged that there were strong ties between 

religion and the state, but these scholars did not consider the possibility that religion was central 
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to the institutional elements of government (Wald & Wilcox, 2006). Wald and Wilcox (2006) 

claim that because of this biased interest, very little data on religion were collected, therefore 

exacerbating the difficulty of studying religion on a factual basis. For social and political 

scientists, the “empiricist/behavioral approach” offered a very limited scope for the study of 

religion (Wald & Wilcox, 2006). 

Wald and Wilcox (2006) claim that in addition to the difficulties of studying religion by 

using the empiricist/behavioral approach, many political scientists throughout the 1960s, 1970s, 

and 1980s had weak affiliations with religion. Wald and Wilcox (2006) attribute this to the fact 

that despite being raised as Catholic, Protestant, or other common denominations, most social 

and political scientists are not raised in so-called religious households, causing many of them to 

be rather indifferent toward religion. Interestingly, Wald and Wilcox (2006) point out that in a 

survey conducted in 1969, political scientists who published the most scholarly articles (i.e., 

those “who considered research to be their top priority . . . and who worked at the most 

prestigious institutions”) reported being the least religious compared to other scientists in their 

field (Wald & Wilcox, 2006, p. 526). With regards to the impact of social background on the 

presence of religion in IR studies, Wald and Wilcox (2006) explain the implications of these 

findings: 

Thus, those who set the research agenda for the profession were almost universally 

uninvolved in organized religion and indifferent to it more generally. Almost certainly 

their colleagues, and most likely their friends and neighbors as well, were non-religious. 

It is not surprising that they largely ignored the role of religion in explaining politics. 

(Wald & Wilcox, 2006, p. 526) 
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The third antireligious bias in IR studies discussed by Wald and Wilcox (2006) is the 

“complexity of subject and measurement” (Wald and Wilcox, 2006, p. 526). Wald and Wilcox 

(2006) argue that the basic lack of exposure to religion (possibly an extension of the 

predominantly nonreligious academics in the field) makes it difficult for scholars to find a 

conceptual starting point into this field of inquiry. One of the primary challenges is the fact that 

religion is understood and measured in many different ways (Wald & Wilcox, 2006). Wald and 

Wilcox (2006) explain, for example, that when a group of scholars attempted to incorporate 

religion into models of voting in the Unied States, they discovered 135 categories of religious 

affiliation, “including 18 for Baptists alone” (Wald & Wilcox, 2006, p. 526). Studies were also 

complicated by the fact that increasing numbers of followers were attending nondenominational 

mega churches outside the Judeo-Christian tradition (Wald & Wilcox, 2006). 

Snyder (2011) makes the same point, claiming that “the main canonical works of 

international relations theory, which continue to shape much empirical academic work, hardly 

mention religion” (Snyder, 2011, p. 1). He adds that for the most part, discussions of religion and 

IR are relegated to current events coverage, area studies, or comparative domestic politics. 

Snyder (2011) argues that one of the main reasons why this limitation exists is that the “normal 

conceptual frameworks” employed by most IR scholars make it difficult to integrate religion into 

their usual subject matter. 

Another gap in scholarship on religion and IR is revealed by a look into the recent past of 

the field of sociology. In 1974, renowned British sociologist Bryan Turner observed that an 

examination of any sociology textbook written over the past 50 years would show that 

sociologists were either completely uninterested in Islam or had nothing to contribute to Islamic 

scholarship. He stated further that there were only eight references to Islam and Muslims in the 
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1967 book The Social Reality of Religion by Peter Berger (Turner, 1974). Berger was one of 

many sociologists who, while teaching the sociology of religion in universities, steered away 

from analyzing Islam simply because of the lack of basic teaching courses (Turner, 1974). There 

were a small number of brilliant studies on Islamic issues, but these studies did not satisfy the 

immediate need for undergraduate and graduate courses dedicated to the sociology of religion. In 

addition to the absence of such courses, major works in Islamic scholarship remained 

untranslated. This made it extremely difficult for schools to provide comprehensive coverage of 

the core sociological issues related to Islamic life. Most sociological comparisons focused 

instead on other religions that had already received considerable scholarly attention, including 

Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity, and Judaism (Turner, 1974). With the almost nonexistent 

attention to Islam, any sociologist who believed that the sociology of religion must be related to 

and concerned with phenomenology, history of religions, and comparative religions would find 

himself or herself facing a massive gap in the knowledge of world religions (Turner, 1974). 

Academic bias alone is far from the only explanation of why IR theory has overlooked 

religion. As Gvosdev (2009) points out, IR theory is strongly connected to the “policy world.” In 

other words, IR theorists have often addressed the needs and concerns of government 

institutions, policy makers, and society in general (Gvosdev, 2009). Therefore, if religion is 

overlooked in these particular areas, it increases the likelihood that it will be overlooked 

academically (Gvosdev, 2009). Evidence of this problematic connection is provided by Gvosdev 

(2009), who explains, “In the aftermath of September 11, however, the policy world ‘found 

religion’ and turned to the academic to provide answers” (Gvosdev, 2009, p. 438). This suggests 

that relatively few IR theorists have taken a proactive approach to religion in IR. Therefore, 
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within the realm of politics and IR, overlooking religion as a global force is an oversight that has 

spilled into the discipline of IR theory. 

This gap can also be partly explained by the fact that it is very difficult to incorporate 

religion into studies of IR. In short, religion has been difficult to operationalize at a scholarly 

level (Shah & Philpott, 2011). This difficulty arose because religion has been overlooked in 

scholarly literature to such an extent that today’s IR theorists lack the knowledge and research 

tools that develop after years of close scholarly study (i.e., tools that accompany subjects that 

have received greater attention). Also, religion is a difficult and problematic area of study within 

the traditional social sciences. Gvosdev (2009) points out, for example, that the impact of 

religion differs from one culture to the next. This makes it difficult for IR theorists to predict the 

degree to which a religion will impact a society or nation with the same approaches they have 

toward politics, economic development, and IR (Gvosdev, 2009). Even if it is clear that a 

religious organization has a firm hold on a nation’s strategies for IR, it is difficult to predict 

whether that organization will enforce its theological worldview or will focus on political, 

economic, and social strategies that are disconnected from religious doctrine (Gvosdev, 2009). 

This makes it difficult to apply standard or traditional academic theories such as realism, 

Marxism, and others that attempt to discover new social patterns in an effort to predict future 

developments. 

Another explanation for this oversight is the fact that traditionally, this field has been 

dominated by a modernist worldview. Modernization theory is governed by the notion that 

secularization and the domination of a secular worldview are “natural,” given humanity’s 

supposed propensity toward rationality and scientific thought (Kurth, 2009). In other words, this 

has created a perceptual bias in which it is assumed that the world has, for decades, been on a 
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path to scientific rationality and therefore secularization (Kurth, 2009). There have been periods 

of secularization in specific regions, within specific political factions, and over specific periods 

of time, but secularization as a global movement has by no means been universal, nor has 

secularization been on a straight trajectory as society progresses. Governments and policy 

makers have only recently begun to acknowledge this fact. 

The field of IR theory has grown as governments and policy makers turn to the academic 

world for answers as to why religion has undergone a dramatic resurgence rather than the decline 

that was expected right up until 9/11 (Gvosdev, 2009). This perceptual bias can be explained by 

the fact that Western governments and theorists were preoccupied with the Cold War and 

competition between secular states (Sheikh, 2012). Governments and theorists were (and in 

many cases continue to be) preoccupied with a neoliberal worldview that is rooted in the 

economic perspective that dominated IR theory during the 1970s and 1980s (Chaterjee, 1997). 

According to Chaterjee (1997), the “economic vision” of neoliberalist IR theorists has caused 

these scholars to focus on liberal interdependence and Marxist accounts of how the world’s 

populations seek economic and social autonomy. Such preoccupations have caused many social 

scientists to dismiss religion during discussions on how to establish peace, order, and state 

infrastructure (Sheikh, 2012). This focus reflects a tendency among theorists to isolate religion as 

an entity that is separated from politics, globalization, and economics (Sheikh, 2012). 

Secularization theory. Secularization theory refers, quite simply, to the idea that the 

world is becoming increasingly secularized as government institutions and global citizens shift 

their attention to economic progress, rational social policies, and state reform (Sheikh, 2012). 

These institutions have presumed that since religion is incompatible with these developments, it 

is logical to assume that religion will lose its status and influence. Pollack (2015) summarizes the 



RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE   33 

 

theory as follows: “Secularization theory assumes that the processes of modernization have an 

ultimately negative effect on the significance of religion in society and its acceptance” (p. 61). 

Pollack (2015) claims that this assumption rests on theoretical and scientific rationalization that 

support the view that, in general, the world is becoming a unified front in the pursuit of 

economic, political, and social progress. 

Pollack’s claim is evident from the decline in religious participation in Western Europe. 

Norris and Inglehart (2004) say there is a wane in regular church attendance in every European 

country except Italy. In the five core European Union member states (France, Belgium, 

Netherlands, Germany, and Italy), an average of 40% of the public attended church regularly in 

1970, and this figure fell by half in recent years (Norris & Inglehart, 2004). The strongest decline 

in church attendance (of 10% over two decades) was seen in Catholic Europe, specifically in 

Ireland, Spain, Belgium, and the Netherlands. Six other Catholic societies, including Argentina, 

France, and Canada, also experienced modest erosions in church attendance (Norris & Inglehart, 

2004). 

However, a growing body of research has emerged that is more accommodating to this 

role of religion. According to Pabst (2012), IR theorists have increasingly adopted sociological 

and political theories in order to understand the undeniable resurgence of religion in IR. In other 

words, IR theorists are increasingly rejecting the secularity thesis proposed by traditional IR 

theorists (e.g., modernists) and have developed the postsecular notion that certain states are 

experiencing a resurgence of religion and that IR theorists should focus their analyses on this 

phenomenon. Fortunately, some scholars have attempted to incorporate religion into IR theory, 

including Daniel Philpott, Timothy Shah, Nukhet Sandal, Jeff Haynes, and Jonathan Fox. 



RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE   34 

 

Scholarly bias toward modernization theory. The second and arguably the most 

significant limitation of IR theory is that most theorists remain tethered to traditional 

methodologies that are ill-suited to the study of religion. Modernization theory, especially, has 

firmly instilled the theoretical notion that the world is moving toward scientific rationality, thus 

leaving little or no room for religion (Kurth, 2009). This limitation can be seen as a primary 

cause of the lack of scholarly articles on religion and IR. The conceptual bias toward 

modernization has caused the field of IR theory to become myopically insistent on the notion 

that all religions would, as Kurth (2009) phrases it, “eventually end up as the same secular and 

‘rational’ philosophy,” a notion that is based on the assumption that economic and scientific 

rationality could take complete hold of political and international relations (Kurth, 2009, p. 16). 

This bias helped give rise to secularization theory, which has dominated the field of IR for 

decades (Wald & Wilcox, 2006). Not surprisingly, IR theorists now face the considerable 

dilemma of lacking the methodological tools necessary for pursuing in-depth studies on religion. 

Scholarly bias toward the Judeo-Christian religions and Islam. Another challenge in 

IR theory is the fact that IR and religious worldviews are informed predominantly by the Judeo-

Christian religions, with almost nonexistent influence from Hinduism, Buddhism, and other 

religions. The bias is entrenched in literature and theory on IR. IR theories such as realism, 

neorealism, liberalism, and constructivism are rooted in ideas put forward by Western 

philosophers and thinkers such as Thucydides, Machiavelli, Thomas Hobbes, Kenneth Waltz, 

Hans Morgenthau, Michael Barnett, Emmanuel Adler, and others (Sandal & Fox, 2013). 

Machiavelli, for example, regarded Christianity as crucial for the stability and progress of society 

but called for theological renewal within the faith. Even though he had differences with the 

Catholic Church, he regarded religion as one of the foundations of a country and considered it an 
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“independent variable” that had the power to motivate people to make ultimate sacrifices (Sandal 

& Fox, 2013). 

Bias toward Christianity and Islam may be due to the fact that neo-Confucianism, 

Taoism, and Buddhism are rarely linked with cultural conflict, imperialism, and other terms that 

are often associated with Christianity and Islam. Another and perhaps even more likely reason 

for this shortcoming is that Christianity and Islam symbolize and represent the two regions (the 

United States/Europe and the Middle East) that IR theorists concentrate most when they 

approach the topic of religion and international conflict. Christianity is responsible for shaping 

secularization theory, and Islam is associated with terrorism post 9/11. The emphasis on both has 

been unequal and different. 

Nukhet Sandal and Jonathan Fox admit that they are not familiar with the East or South 

Asian cultures and languages or any other religions or traditions. Hence, they have not been able 

to probe into the native literature and news that could have escaped the attention of the 

international media. This makes it difficult for them to offset the existing bias in the literature. 

They welcome any such work on IR and religion that goes beyond Abrahamic traditions (Sandal 

& Fox, 2013).  

In sum, in order to develop a deeper understanding of IR, we must set aside our bias 

toward dominant Judeo-Christian worldviews. While these views should receive attention like 

any other religious paradigm, it is important that scholars dedicate much more of their attention 

to regions where worldviews originate in other faiths. 

Excessive focus on the Cold War. After the Second World War, IR theory remained 

focused on the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union, resulting in major 
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oversights. For example, theorists and policy makers paid little attention to other major post–

World War Two events such as the creation of Israel, the expansion of the Arab League (which 

was a counter-response to the creation of Israel), the formation of the 57-member Organisation 

of Islamic Co-operation (OIC) (which was a counter-response to the loss of Jerusalem to Israel in 

the 1967 war), the Islamic revolution in Iran in 1979, and the resistance to Soviet forces in 

Afghanistan by the Mujahedeen (Islamic warriors) between 1979 and 1988. Despite the fact that 

all of these major world events were rooted in or related to religion, discussions on religion never 

found a place in the higher echelons of IR scholarship. 

Inadequate theoretical constructs. Another limitation is that modernization theory and 

other traditional theories fail to provide the theoretical and methodological tools that are 

necessary for studying religion. Gvosdev (2009) points out, for example, that traditional 

theoretical and methodological tools in IR theory are inadequate for studying how the impact of 

religion differs from one culture to the next. Gvosdev (2009) claims that this makes it difficult to 

predict the degree to which a religion will impact how a society or nation approaches politics, 

economic development, and IR (Gvosdev, 2009). This contradicts the tendency among 

modernization theorists to focus on concrete variables to predict future outcomes and establish 

concrete facts to deal with the complexities of international society. 

Modernization theory and realism/neorealism are dominant theories that leave IR 

theorists ill-equipped for studying the relations between religion and IR, yet they are exemplary 

of the field as a whole. As mentioned above, the main problem with modernization theory is that 

it assumes the disappearance of religion from political institutions. Similarly, neorealism is based 

on the notion “that external pressures will outweigh domestic ones as state leaders rationally 

choose a foreign policy that will minimize security risk in an anarchical international system” 
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(Lieb, 2004, p. 26). As such, neorealists tend to overlook domestic developments within 

individual nations that might indicate the growth of religion at the institutional level. The 

election of Ahmadinejad in Iran is a prime example that completely refutes the neorealist notion 

that external influences overshadow domestic ones. However, constructivism is a bit different 

and allows religion to be factored in the construction of an identity. Neoliberalism factors in 

interfaith dialogue at a conceptual level. Both constructivism and neoliberalism will be explained 

in detail within the context of NSRAs and their role in IR. 

These five broad limitations of IR theory point to one overarching problem in the field: 

Due to the practical, conceptual, and methodological difficulties of studying religion as a global 

force, the bulk of IR theorists have been unable or reluctant to approach this topic seriously. 

These limitations show that even though religion has been written about more often since 9/11, it 

continues to be perceived as a rogue concept (Dawson, 2013). When IR scholars treat religion as 

a rogue concept, they do not completely reject religion, but they do examine it from a perceptual 

distance, acting on a tangible fear of moving closer. Reluctance to move closer is a major 

obstacle to developing a much-needed deeper understanding of the cultural, historical, political, 

and theological nature of religion. 

As Sandal and James (2010) argue, religion is largely absent from IR theory because IR 

theorists are reluctant to grapple with religion and treat it as a valid research variable and a 

constructive area of study. Sandal and James (2010) also offer the compelling argument that 

despite the limitations of IR theory, the field itself already has a great deal of potential for 

addressing religion. Aron (1967) suggests that this can be the case, but only as long as theorists 

relax their firm grip on clear-cut answers and, instead, become more open to different moral, 

legal, and political ideologies that shape IR. In short, there is a great deal of hope for the field of 
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IR theory offering an effective and wide-reaching set of theoretical tools for understanding the 

role of religion in IR. At the same time, there needs to be an increase in support for this area of 

study within both academic and government institutions. This would help communicate to 

theorists that religion is not only a viable topic within the field of IR but also an indispensable 

topic for future debate. In conclusion, it should be noted that the above limitations of IR theory 

are by no means the only shortcomings in this scholarly field. IR theories that fall under this 

broad term may have more limitations, and an in-depth discussion on this topic is beyond the 

scope of this dissertation. The above discussion provides an overview of the foremost obstacles 

that IR theorists should address in their pursuit to understand the role of religion in IR. 

Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations 

In his essay “The Clash of Civilizations?” (and in his follow-up book in 1996, The Clash 

of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order), Huntington (1993) portrays culture as the 

primary source of escalating conflict within IR. Huntington (1993) reinforced this viewpoint 

with the following claims: 

It is my hypothesis that the fundamental source of conflict in this new world will not be 

primarily ideological or primarily economic. The great divisions among humankind and 

the dominating source of conflict will be cultural. Nation states will remain the most 

powerful actors in world affairs, but the principal conflicts of global politics will occur 

between nations and groups of different civilizations. The clash of civilizations will 

dominate global politics. The fault lines between civilizations will be the battle lines of 

the future. (p. 22) 

Huntington (1996) says that a civilization is the broadest cultural identity and the highest 

cultural grouping of people. It is defined both by common objective elements, such as religion, 
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language, history, and customs, and by the subjective self-identification of people (Huntington, 

1996). Huntington (1996) notes at the beginning of his book that the central theme is culture, and 

“cultural identities are shaping the pattern of cohesion, disintegration and conflict in the post 

Cold War era” (p. 20). In short, Huntington argues that the clash of civilizations will dominate 

world politics because cultures will increasingly feel a pressing need to assert their cultural roots 

in order to avoid assimilation into globalized environment (Brooks, 2011). 

However, Huntington also uses religion at the second tier of his theory and emphasizes 

the clash between Islam and the West. He argues that the greatest clash of this type would take 

place between the Arab and the Western worlds. He believes these two regions would enter into 

conflict because the Arab world is the most strongly against the liberal ideals of the West such as 

pluralism, individualism, and democracy (Brooks, 2011). Huntington argues that while rejecting 

these ideals, the Arab world remains attached primarily to religion and not to their nation-state, 

as is the case in the West (Brooks, 2011). 

Huntington (1993) offers six points to support his hypothesis. First, he claims that 

“differences among civilizations are not only real; they are basic” (p. 25). By this claim, he 

means that civilizations have many basic historical, linguistic, cultural, traditional, and religious 

differences. Huntington (1993) also argues that religious differences are the most significant 

because religion shapes people’s views on some of the most important aspects of daily life, 

including what it means to be an individual and part of a group, what it means to be a citizen of 

the state, family, morality, the importance of rights and responsibilities, liberty and authority, and 

equality and hierarchy. Huntington (1993) claims that since these cultural elements have been 

built up over centuries, it is extremely unlikely that they will disappear in the near future. 



RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE   40 

 

Therefore, civilizations will clash because they are highly defensive about the possible influence 

of external forces on their traditions (Huntington, 1993). 

Huntington’s second point is that “the world is becoming a smaller place” (1993, p. 25). 

In other words, argues Huntington (1993), people of different civilizations are interacting more 

often than ever before. This intensifies “civilization consciousness,” the awareness of cultural 

similarities and differences (Huntington, 1993, p. 25). Huntington (1993) claims that as this 

awareness grows, conflict arises at all levels of intercultural interaction. He provides several 

examples: 

North African immigration to France generates hostility among Frenchmen and at the 

same time increased receptivity to immigration by ‘good’ European Catholic Poles. 

Americans react far more negatively to Japanese investment than to large investments 

from Canada and European countries. (Huntington, 1993, pp. 25–6) 

Huntington’s third point is that “the processes of economic modernization and social 

change throughout the world are separating people from longstanding local identities” (1993, p. 

26). Huntington (1993) claims that religious movements provide a means of addressing this 

threat. Often labelled as fundamentalist, these movements can be found in many different 

religions across the globe, including Christianity, Judaism, Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam. 

Huntington (1993) adds that many of these movements are led by young, educated, and 

professional individuals. Such individuals have the financial means, resources, and technical 

capabilities to use the most modern forms of communication to drive their respective movements 

(Huntington, 1993).  
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Huntington’s fourth supporting point is that the growth of Western power would be 

accompanied by (and perhaps the cause of) a “roots phenomenon” taking place in other areas of 

the world. For example, Huntington (1993, p. 26) refers to “Asianization” in Japan, the 

“Hinduization” of India, and the “re-Islamization” of the Middle East. Huntington (1993) 

suggests that as non-Western nations gain political and economic power, they will show an 

increased willingness to confront Western power and, in turn, manifest “the desire, the will, and 

the resources to shape the world in non-Western ways” (p. 26). Importantly, Huntington (1993) 

points out that this goal is taking place among the political elites but not among the masses. He 

claims that in the past, the masses in non-Western nations strongly adhered to their indigenous 

culture, while the political elites maintained close ties with the West (Huntington, 1993). 

Huntington argues that this situation has reversed: “A de-Westernization and indigenization of 

elites is occurring in many non-Western countries at the same time that Western, usually 

American, cultures, styles and habits become more popular among the mass of the people” 

(Huntington, 1993, p. 27). It could be argued that the “de-Westernization” of the elites intensifies 

as they realize that the masses are becoming increasingly Westernized. In other words, the 

Westernization of the non-Western masses may be conceived by political elites as a very strong 

indication of a loss of traditional culture. 

Huntington’s fifth supporting point is that “cultural characteristics and differences are 

less mutable and hence less easily compromised and resolved than political and economic ones” 

(Huntington, 1993, p. 27). In other words, Huntington (1993) argues that people can and often do 

change their beliefs, political affiliations, and other “mutable” characteristics, but it becomes 

much more difficult for them to alter their deep cultural connection to the civilization from 

which they originate. The same applies to religious identity. Huntington (1993) claims that in 
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many countries, religious affiliation is a matter of life and death. If an individual is on the 

“wrong” side of two embattled religious, he or she may very well be killed (Huntington, 1993). 

Finally, Huntington’s sixth supporting point is that “economic regionalism is increasing” 

(Huntington, 1993, p. 27). This refers to the idea that economic trade will increasingly take place 

within regional and/or domestic borders (Huntington, 1993). As evidence of this 

“intraregionalism,” Huntington (1993) points out that between 1980 and 1989, total intraregional 

trade in Europe increased from 51% to 59%, in East Asia from 33 % to 37%, and in North 

American from 32% to 36%. Huntington (1993) argues that this phenomenon will reinforce 

civilization consciousness by minimizing interregional contact. At the same time, however, 

Huntington (1993) argues that the importance of economic growth may in some cases overpower 

civilization consciousness and the rise of civilization identity. He claims, for example, that “the 

success of the North American Free Trade Area depends on the convergence now underway of 

Mexican, Canadian and American cultures” (Huntington, 1993, p. 27). He also adds that 

countries in the East, such as China and Japan, are becoming increasingly willing to forgo 

regionalism in favor of affirming strong trade relationships. In short, the importance of 

international trade relations may necessitate a more flexible religious identity. 

Narrowing down causal factors behind the civilizational schisms, Huntington says that 

“the philosophical assumptions, underlying values, social relations, customs, and overall 

outlooks on life differ significantly among civilizations” (Huntington, 1996, p. 28). Huntington 

(1996) draws our attention to the Greeks and says that “blood, language, religion, way of life 

were what they had in common with each other and what distinguished them from the Persians 

and other non-Greeks. But of all the objective elements defining civilizations, the most important 

usually is religion as the Athenians emphasized” (Huntington, 1996, p. 42). He further explains 
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that to a large degree, major civilizations in human history have been closely identified with the 

world’s major religions. People who may share ethnicity and language but differ in religion may 

kill each other, as seen on the Indian subcontinent, in Lebanon, and in former Yugoslavia 

(Huntington, 1996). Identifying religion as the most important characteristic of civilizations, 

Huntington points to the secular myopia of secularists when they downplay the significance of 

religion in civilizational divisions. Secular scholars might point to the shared ethnicity and 

language, past peaceful coexistence, and extensive intermarriage of Serbs and Muslims in Bosnia 

and dismiss the religious factor with references to Freud’s “narcissism of small differences” 

(Huntington, 1996, p. 254). But Huntington cautions that human history has shown that religion 

is not a small difference; it is possibly the most profound difference that exists between people. 

The intensity, frequency, and violence of civilizational wars are greatly enhanced by beliefs in 

different gods (Huntington, 1996). Huntington (1996) explains that intercivilizational conflicts 

involving small levels of violence have greater ramifications, which intracivilizational violence 

lacks. He compares an intracivilizational conflict in Pakistan with an intercivilizational conflict 

between Jews and Arabs. In February 1995, when Sunni gunmen killed 18 Shia worshippers in 

Karachi, Pakistan, it disturbed peace in the city and created a problem for Pakistan. However, a 

year earlier, when a radical Jewish settler killed 29 praying Muslims in Hebron, it completely 

disrupted the Middle East peace process and had international ramifications (Huntington, 1996). 

Huntington (1996) attributes the upsurge in conflict to the violence between different 

civilizational groups in the past and its existence in memories. This is the source of all fears and 

insecurities on both sides. He provides examples of Muslims and Hindus on the Indian 

subcontinent, Armenians and Turks, Arabs and Jews, Catholics, Muslims and Orthodox 

Christians in Yugoslavia, and Tamils and Sinhalese in Sri Lanka. These relationships have 
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alternated between vicious violence and mistrustful coexistence over decades and centuries. 

Memories carried on during present times add fuel to the fire when demographic changes 

involving population growth of any particular group inspire mistrust and anxiety in others 

(Huntington, 1996). These insecurities and memories can be rooted in issues of identity in a 

process through which one group of human beings distinguishes itself from another.The power 

that comes from this sense of what makes us different from others cannot be underestimated. 

Identity 

Religious and ethnocultural identity influenced IR long before Huntington put forth his 

theory, and conflicts and other events shaped by religion and identity have influenced IR 

subsequent to Huntington’s work. Some examples are the creation of Pakistan and India in 1947. 

Afghanistan was the only country that opposed Pakistan’s membership in the UN over the 

Durand line separating the two countries (Munir, 2016). Pakistan and India became allies of the 

United States and the Soviet Union during the Cold War. The formation of Israel in 1948 led to 

expansion of the Arab League and the consolidation of Arab and Muslim countries against Israel. 

The Arab–Israeli wars of 1948, 1967, and 1973 followed. The fall of Jerusalem in the 1967 

Arab–Israeli war led to the formation of the OIC. The Islamic Revolution of 1979 in Iran was a 

response to the U.S.-favored Shah of Iran’s regime. Khomeini’s strong anti-U.S. posture resulted 

in further deterioration of relations with the West and its support of Saddam Hussain, resulting in 

the eight-year Iran–Iraq war. Russian intervention in Afghanistan in 1979 led to faith-based 

resistance by the Mujahedeen, supported by the United States, European countries, Saudi Arabia, 

and Pakistan). The rise of Hindu nationalism in India resulted in the demolition of Babri Masjid 

and the testing of nuclear devices by the BJP in 1998, leading to the deterioration of relations 

with Pakistan. The rise of Buddhist nationalism Sri Lanka was partly due to India covertly 
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supporting Tamil separatism in Sri Lanka. India paid in return with the assassination of Rajiv 

Gandhi, an ex–prime minister who militarily intervened in Sri Lanka against Tamil insurgents. 

The ethnic conflict between Bosnian Muslims, Catholic Croats, and Orthodox Serbs in 

Yugoslavia resulted in Russia supporting Serbia and the EU’s insistence that Serbian war 

criminals be brought to justice before Serbia’s entry into the EU. The war between Russia and 

the Chechens commenced in the 1990s, before the events of 9/11. This conflict spilled over into 

neighboring republics of Dagestan and Ingushetia. 

The Rwandan massacres of 1994 shook the international community for the inaction of 

powerful and responsible countries that could have intervened but did not. The tragedy made the 

UN Security Council invoke the Responsibility to Protect principle. UN peacekeeping missions 

were given more robust mandates after Rwanda. The Responsibility to Protect commitment 

made the protection of civilians central to UN operations that followed in the Democratic 

Republic of Congo, Mali, Ivory Coast, and South Sudan (McDoom, 2014).The Palestinian–

Israeli conflicts, the Arab–Israeli wars, and the India–Pakistan conflicts have been ongoing since 

the late 1940s. The Tamil–Buddhist conflict in Sri Lanka dates back to the 1980s. These 

conflicts, rooted in ethnocultural and religious issues, raged on for years before Huntington 

proposed his theory. 

Huntington (1996) says that nations and people are seeking an answer to the most basic 

question humans face: Who are we? They are trying to answer it through traditional means—by 

referencing things that mean most to them. Humans define themselves in terms of religion, 

ancestry, language, values, history, and customs. They also identify themselves in cultural terms: 

ethnic groups, tribes, religious communities, nations, and civilizations (at the broadest level). To 

advance their interests and to define their identity, people use politics. We know who we are only 
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when we know who we are not, and often only when we know who we are against (Huntington, 

1996, p. 21). Though we can argue that this assertion of identity is a phenomenon in a post-

globalization world, the question of identity has played a historical role in human conflict. 

Coming to present times, as Ellingsen (2005) claims, many in Muslim countries perceive 

capitalism and materialism as causes of culture/identity loss and a breakdown in community 

values, traditions, and lifestyles. Those who feel this sense of loss often “yearn for a deeper 

meaning to life,” and as a result they turn to their religion with a renewed sense of faith and 

spirituality (Ellingsen, 2005, p. 307). In particular, religion is one of the strongest links between 

different traditions. Therefore, religion is seen by many as the main force that strengthens the 

bonds between traditions, customs, beliefs, ideologies, and general ways of living (Ellingsen, 

2005). Ellingsen (2005) claims that this return to religion has escalated to outright rejection of 

Western values. In turn, this has contributed to much of the conflict between Western and non-

Western cultures (Ellingsen, 2005). 

In short, there is a general feeling in many Muslim countries that the West is encroaching 

upon their most sacred traditions and beliefs. Concerns about this encroachment have escalated 

in recent decades because of the ongoing growth of globalization, a phenomenon that many non-

Westerners see as a conduit for the spread of Western capitalist culture and ideology. As this 

development suggests, there have been significant (and often violent) clashes between religion 

and the values associated with globalization, such as capitalism and materialism. The nature of 

these conflicts strongly suggests that the conflict between Western and non-Western civilizations 

revolves around the fact that non-Western civilizations are responding to the threat of Western 

economic and social ideologies. 
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Coming back to Huntington, he falters on three levels. The first is that he refers to a clash 

of cultures in the post–Cold War era (Huntington, 1996). By taking this stand, he does not 

acknowledge that there has been a clash of cultures throughout history. Different denominations 

within Christian, Islamic, Buddhist, and Hindu faiths have conflicted over identity for hundreds 

of years. The same goes for the clash between different faiths. Second, Middle Eastern studies 

specialists, students of Islamic law, and scholars of the Koran have contested Huntington’s 

theory (Norris & Inglehart, 2004). Critics have challenged the notion of a single Islamic culture, 

pointing to substantial contrasts in different regions across the world. Also, there are differences 

between Muslims who are radical or moderate, traditional or moderate, conservative or liberal, 

hard-line or revisionist (Norris & Inglehart, 2004). Huntington’s theory ignores these differences. 

Third, Huntington identifies religion as the most powerful determinant of civilizations 

(Huntington, 1996). He says people who may share the same ethnicity and language but differ in 

religion may kill each other, as evidenced on the Indian subcontinent, in Lebanon, or in former 

Yugoslavia (Huntington, 1996), but he fails to explain why no clashes occurred between 

Buddhism and Christianity during Christianity’s spread in Southeast Asia and East Asia in the 

last century. However, inspite of his theory’s shortcomings, Huntington (1996) clearly 

acknowledges Orientalism, which promotes “the difference between the familiar (Europe, the 

West, ‘us’) and the strange (the Orient, the East, ‘them’) (Huntington, 1996, p.32). 

Orientalism 

 

In 1978, Edward Said published Orientalism to examine IR between the global East and 

West. Said describes “Orientalism” as a cultural and political construct used by Western powers 

to distinguish between the East and the West in terms of culture, politics, religion, and ideology. 

Said’s underlying argument is that Orientalism (or, more specifically, the Orient) is a “racist 
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construction” and colonial project that portrays the Orient “as disparaging and demeaning, 

treating non-Western peoples as childlike and uncivilized, belonging to backward cultures that 

were in need of enlightenment—from the West” (Lary, 2006, p. 3). In short, argues Said (1978), 

Orientalism positions the East as the cultural “other” whose only hope to achieve civilization and 

democracy lies in Western intervention (p. 1). 

As a construct for viewing the so-called East, Orientalism is rooted in centuries of 

interaction between Western powers and Asia. However, as a political paradigm shaping IR 

between the East and the West—and as a dominant construct through which the West perceives 

the East—Orientalism can be broken into two key stages in world history. The first spanned the 

late 19th century to the Second World War, during which time the West, represented by Britain 

and France, sought to establish a foothold in Asia and the Levant, or, more specifically, India and 

the Middle East (Said, 1978, pp. 3–4). The second stage began after the Second World War when 

the United States became the world’s superpower and subsequently began its own campaign for 

power in the Middle East (Said, 1978, pp. 3–4). Scholars examining Said’s work today posit that 

Orientalism has since evolved into an ideology of globalization that constructs a “West-and-

Islam” dualism (Samiei, 2010, p. 1145). It is within this context that Islam’s place within IR 

needs some clarification. 

Islam and International Relations 

Sheikh (2016) points to two reasons for the deficiency in the current IR scholarship in the 

context of Islam and IR. First, Sheikh (2016) argues that the nature of geography and 

territoriality of the international system is incongruent between the state and umma (the global 

Muslim community). Second, there is incoherence in expecting liberal individualism (a Western 

construct) to cater to the aspirations of the umma, which emphasizes communitarianism (Sheikh, 
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2016). Sheikh (2016) introduced a concept called normative political Islam, which distinguishes 

“Islam-as-faith” from “Islam-as-politics.” The former relates to the transcendental connection a 

believer may have to the articles of faith, whereas the latter is about the practice of politics, 

which falls outside the guidance of Islam-as-faith but might still influence or be influenced by 

different interpretations of the faith (Sheikh, 2016). In other words, Sheikh (2016) defines 

political Islam as “the pursuit of politics that adheres to Islamic values and norms and facilitates 

the practice of the faith” (Sheikh, 2016, p. 98). This definition makes a clear distinction between 

faith (as derived from religious texts) and Islamic values and norms. 

Sheikh (2016) identifies the relationship between the umma and the state as the basic unit 

of analysis in normative political Islam. Sheikh (2016) distinguishes the umma from an Islamic 

state by saying that by accepting the existing juridic and political state system, an Islamic state is 

unable to show any Islamic character at a global level, which an umma can. Sheikh (2016) argues 

that the umma is an alternative to the state, as its affiliation is based on the notion of community 

that the word umma traditionally means and denotes. On the other hand, the modern state is 

based on territorial boundaries as per Weber’s definition (Sheikh, 2016). This definition stands in 

complete contrast to the Islamic tradition, which accords priority to individuals over territory. 

Sheikh (2016) buttresses the position that the Sharia binds a community and not a territory by 

saying “the legal position of a territory would depend on the allegiance of its people to Islam, not 

a mere proclamation that it belongs to Islam” (Khadduri, as cited by Sheikh, 2016, p. 28). Sheikh 

(2016) also elucidates on the issue of sovereignty and attributes two specific reasons to do so 

within the context of transnational Islam and the umma. The first reason relates to the importance 

of the doctrine that God remains sovereign over Muslims, thereby taking sovereignty above and 

beyond an individual or an institution. Second, the nature of authority in jurisprudence (fiqh) 
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resides not over territory (as in the state that originated in Europe) but rather over people and 

community (Sheikh, 2016). 

Sheikh (2016) argues that normative political Islam evolved by reviving the exoteric 

tradition of Sunni Islam rather than theological guidance. The tradition of exotericism defines 

and shapes the umma through communitarian principles (Sheikh, 2016). Normative political 

Islam, as explained by Sheikh (2016), can act as a useful concept in understanding the formation 

of transnational organizations and initiatives with an Islamic worldview, such as the World 

Muslim League; the OIC; the International Islamic Relief Organization; the Islamic Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organization; the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in Islam (Cairo 

declaration); and the Federation of the Universities of the Islamic World. In a way, it can help IR 

scholars move from a Eurocentric view of IR to a more global view, making it truly 

international. This would take IR scholars one step closer to Amitav Acharya’s advocacy for 

global IR, wherein he calls for “building new theories and methods from societies ignored till 

date and integrating the study of regions and regionalisms into the central concerns of IR” 

(Sheikh, 2016, p. 1) 

Nonstate Religious Actors (NSRAs) 

According to Haynes (2012), the concept of TCS has three components. First, similar to 

domestic civil society, TCS encompasses various primarily nonstate groups with social and 

political agendas. Second, such groups communicate and interact with one another across state 

boundaries and are not openly manipulated by governments, although in some cases they may 

have government links. Third, TCS can be of different forms. Some are secular in orientation 

while others are religious (Haynes, 2012). Haynes (2012) uses the term transnational rather than 

global, as the latter implies a reach that can be extensive and universal—a reach many 
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transnational actors may not have. Haynes (2012) further says that TCS networks exist because 

their individual constituents aim for goals based on shared conceptions of the public good. These 

networks “are bound together not primarily by self-interest but by shared values, such as a 

normative belief in the desirability of democracy, human development, international debt relief 

for poor countries or the desirability of extending religious networks” (Haynes, 2012, p. 8). 

While exploring the field of IR, it is necessary to assess the role of NSRAs as they can 

play a significant function in influencing domestic politics and IR. In August 2000, more than 

1000 representatives of transnational and indigenous religious traditions from over 50 countries 

gathered at the UN for a Millennium Summit of World Religious and Spiritual Leaders, 

acknowledging the influential role of faith leaders in global issues (Boehle, 2010; Sandal, 2011). 

In a way, this summit can be seen as a milestone after 1893’s Parliament of the World’s 

Religions in Chicago, which is seen as the starting point of all interfaith movements (Del Mar 

Griera & Fortza, 2011). Boehle (2010) claims that religious actors have been significant in the 

UN’s various programs and projects. One such example is the Jubilee 2000 debt relief campaign 

for poor countries, which saw an alliance across a diversity of participating groups and won the 

support of many religious leaders and communities (Boehle, 2010). Other examples include the 

participation of religious and spiritual organizations in the UNESCO-led Global Movement for a 

Culture of Peace and the support of religious and spiritual organizations in the 2001–2010 UN 

Decade for a Culture of Peace and Non-violence for the Children of the World (Boehle, 2010). 

Boehle (2010) argues that religious actors commence initiatives in different parts of the world 

that, years later, culminate in reshaping international laws, values, norms, institutions, and 

programs. Boehle (2010) says it took the century-old international interreligious movement, with 

its countless events and activities, to provide the foundation for major international interreligious 
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events of the last decade, such as the Millennium World Peace Summit in New York in 2000 and 

the “High-level Dialogue on Interreligious and Intercultural Understanding and Cooperation for 

Peace” of the UN General Assembly in 2007. The 2007 dialogue was the first formal high-level 

session of the UN General Assembly to address issues of intercultural and interreligious 

cooperation and understanding and included an interactive hearing session with civil society 

(Boehle, 2010).  

Haynes (2008) contends that any IR theory is influenced by actors it recognizes, and 

“various religious actors have taken the view that involvement in politics is an essential part of 

their ethics” (Haynes, 2008, p. 294). Sandal and Fox (2013) point out that religious actors need 

not be limited to fundamentalists with radical agendas. They can also be individuals and 

organizations with more moderate agendas pursuing goals influenced by their religious 

worldviews (Sandal & Fox, 2013). Toft et al. (2011) define a religious actor as “any individual, 

group, or organization that espouses religious beliefs and that articulates a reasonably consistent 

and coherent message about the relationship of religion to politics” (Toft et al., 2011, p. 23). 

NSRAs, who could be individuals or bodies, fall in different categories. The first involves 

those functioning within the geographical confines of a country—for example, Catholic 

organizations in Spain such as the Andalucia Acoge Federation, Sevilla Acoge, Almeria Acoge, 

and the Catholic Action Committee for Emigration and Immigration (Itcaina & Burchianti, 

2011). Other examples are the Birmingham Council of Faiths, a platform that facilitates dialogue 

between different faiths (Del Mar Greira & Forteza, 2011); the Islamische Glaubensgemeinschaft 

in Osterreich (Islamic Faith Community in Austria), also known as IGGiO, which represents the 

Austrian Muslim community (Permoser et al., 2011); Shankaracharya, a Hindu religious leader 

of Puri (Swami Adhokshayananda) who held peace talks in Kashmir with Hurriyat leaders 
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(Embree, 2003); and Indonesia’s Jaringan Islam Liberal, which is countering fundamentalist 

interpretations of Islam in the country (Ali, 2005). We can also include Bishop Desmond Tutu of 

South Africa (although his victory against apartheid had reverberations outside South Africa), 

and Baba Ramdev, Swami Agnivesh, Sri Sri Ravishankar,8 and Maulana Wahiduddin Khan of 

India. The second category are transnational NSRAs who are or were involved in prozelytization 

(e.g., American Evangelical organizations and International Society for Krishna Consciousness. 

A third category comprises militant organizations (Al-Qaeda or the Islamic State of Iraq and 

Syria). The fourth category of NSRAs are transnational actors or bodies working for interfaith 

dialogue, peace building, democracy, and other constructive reasons. This section focuses on the 

fourth category of NSRAs. 

Sandal (2011) accords the term epistemic communities to religious leaders of all religions 

and says they can show a high level of agency to positively influence the politics of divided 

societies rather than being simply adaptors to change. Sandal (2011) further says that the role of 

religious actors in today’s political climate qualifies them as belonging to an epistemic 

community. This is mainly due to their status in the society, level of expertise, and shared norms 

of validity. The epistemic communities approach has been used mostly to explain the influence 

of scientists on decision-makers during the Cold War era, but it also constitutes a useful 

framework to investigate the influence of religious actors in conflict transformation and 

resolution (Sandal, 2011). Sandal (2011) specifically points to the end of apartheid in South 

                                                 

8 Though Baba Ramdev, Swami Agnivesh, and Sri Sri Ravishankar do not have a pan-Indian following 

within the Hindu community of India and are viewed with skepticism by many, all of them have reached out to 

Muslims on several occasions. For example, all three visied Darul Ul Uloom Deoband and addressed its ulema. 
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Africa and peace in Northern Ireland. She says the two cases are similar in the sense that both 

countries arrived at a state of relative stability and became models in conflict transformation in 

the international arena. Religious actors played a significant role in both cases, influencing the 

political decision-making leading to the transformation of the conflict (Sandal, 2011). 

Sandal (2011) explains that episteme is Greek for “knowledge” or “science.” It is “more 

theoretical knowledge in the form of agreed rules, standards and procedures rather than practical 

knowledge . . . In the philosophy literature, any coherent body of special knowledge may qualify 

as episteme and that body does not need to be in the realm of science proper as we understand it 

today.” (Sandal, 2011, p. 922). In IR, an epistemic community is defined as “a network of 

professionals with recognised expertise and competence in a particular domain and an 

authoritative claim to policy-relevant knowledge within that domain or issue-area” (Sandal, 

2011, p. 922). Per Peter M. Haas, “epistemic communities need not be made up of natural 

scientists alone: they can consist of social scientists or individuals from any discipline or 

profession who have a sufficiently strong claim to a body of knowledge that is valued by 

society” (Haas, as cited by Sandal, 2011, p.923). 

Sandal (2011) notes that religious actors can become heralds, advocates, observers, 

educators, and institution builders in the political scene, in addition to being citizens, public 

leaders, and activists. In other words, religious leaders, for the most part, have “a well-

established and pervasive influence in the community, a reputation as a force for change based 

on a respected set of values, unique leverage for reconciling conflicting parties, including an 

ability to rehumanize relationships and the capability to mobilize community, national and 

international support for peace process” (Sandal, 2011, p. 936). Their professional training, 

prestige, and reputation for expertise—common traits of epistemic community members in 
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general—in an area such as religion, are so highly valued by society and consequently by elite 

decision-makers that they provide religious leaders with access to the political system, giving 

them opportunities to legitimize or authorize the actions of politicians (Sandal, 2011). Fox 

(2013) points to the Kunkler and Leininger (2009) study that found that among 82 cases of 

transition of democracy between 1972 and 2000, religious actors played a constructive and 

significant role in democratization about a third of the time (Fox, 2013). 

Sandal and Fox (2013) note that religious institutions have the potential to influence IR 

by combining their mobilization potential, their aim to foster the interests of the institution, and 

their desire to remain relevant to their followers or congregants (Sandal & Fox, 2013). Religious 

organizations do pursue political objectives in the international arena. Examples are the World 

Council of Churches playing a crucial role in supporting various efforts around the fall of 

apartheid in South Africa (Sandal & Fox, 2013) and the involvement of Pope John Paul II in 

Poland’s democratization in the late 1980s (Haynes, 2012). Also, the Vatican urged authoritarian 

regimes to democratize regions of the world where the Catholic Church had considerable 

influence, including many Latin American and several African countries such as Benin, Togo, 

and Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of Congo) (Haynes, 2012). 

Religious organizations or institutions can be agents of social and political mobilization. 

Classic mobilization theory (McCarthy & Zald, 1976) says that any existing set of institutions 

(including religious institutions) is capable of mobilizing groups for political action. Thus, all 

religious organizations are potential facilitators of political mobilization. Such mobilization is 

possible and often effective because religious institutions generally have most of the 

organizational resources and logistics necessary for political mobilization. They already have 

communication networks, capable leaders, active members with organizational and leadership 
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skills, meeting places where members and activists regularly meet, financial resources, and 

access to media, and in some cases they are connected to international networks. Hence, 

religious organizations can, without much additional effort, move from socioreligious 

mobilization to political mobilization (Fox, 2013; Hadden, 1987; Harris 1994). 

Per Sandal and Fox (2013), religious organizations try to safeguard and propagate the 

worldviews and beliefs upon which their organizations are formed. To this end, they will 

mobilize on a political level. In cases where the organization stands to benefit from the status 

quo, it will support the status quo, but if that status quo is threatened, the organization tends to 

support the opposition. Gill (1998) gives the example of the Roman Catholic Church, which 

supports some governments in Latin American states because they help its religious monopoly. 

However, in countries where the Church has supported corrupt governments, some disenchanted 

citizens have moved from Catholicism to North American Evangelical denominations. In such 

cases, to halt this migration, the Church has supported the opposition rather than the government 

in power (Gill, 1998). Gill (2008) references the case of religious liberty pursued by the Roman 

Catholic Church and draws our attention to the Second Vatican Council’s declaration in favor of 

religious liberty (Dignitatis Humanae). The Church has varied its position depending on its 

interests. In Latin America, where Catholicism has been the dominant faith for five centuries, the 

Church has actively sought restrictions on Pentecostals and other evangelical groups. On the 

other hand, in post-Soviet Russia, where Catholicism is expanding, the Vatican has been pressing 

for greater opposition to the historically dominant Orthodox Church. Similarly, in Asia, the 

Vatican is seeking fewer restrictions on religious activity so that it can expand (Gill, 2008, p.45). 

Sandal and Fox (2013) provide an analysis of integrating NSRAs within different IR 

theories. They contend that NSRAs can be easily brought into constructivism and neoliberalism, 
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so I chose to use these two theories to explain NSRAs and their application to the India–Pakistan 

context in this dissertation. 

NSRAs in constructivism. Sandal and Fox (2013) claim that as constructivist scholars 

do not give priority to the state over nonstate actors, constructivism allows for the integration of 

NSRAs into IR theory. It does so through two concepts. The first relates to organizational culture 

and religious socialization. Constructivist scholars look at the socialization process produced by 

organizational cultures and habits. Hopf (2010) offers a constructivist theorization of habit by 

stating that institutionalized settings are “likely sites for the operation of the logic of habit 

because of their associated routines, standard operating procedures and relative isolation from 

competing ideological structures” (Hopf, 2010, p. 547). Wendt (1992) explains 

institutionalization as “a process of internalizing new identities and interests, not something 

occurring outside them and affecting only behaviour; socialization is a cognitive process, not just 

a behavioural one” (Wendt, 1992, p. 399). Religious organizations are among the first places 

where any individual is initiated and experiences religious socialization. The institution also 

bestows an identity upon the individual—an identity that stays with him or her for a long time. In 

most cases, it lasts a lifetime. 

Sandal and Fox (2013) say that the second possibility is mutual constitution of religious 

actors and public attitudes. Public attitudes transform NSRAs, and in return NSRAs can change 

public attitudes. Sometimes public attitudes and NSRAs act as agents in shaping public life in a 

subtle manner, whereas sometimes their impact and influence on other actors is much more 

pronounced. This complex sphere of how public attitudes interact with NSRAs results in the 

resurgence of religious actors, how they communicate, how they achieve their goals, how they 

recede into the background after being popular, and how they rebound again. This sphere can be 
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difficult to understand as it could be nebulous in nature. One direct manifestation of the interplay 

is the negotiation of nationalism, wherein rival nationalist groups appropriate nationalism from 

one another and compete for social space. Often, a religious actor takes on a nationalistic cause, 

relegating the nationalism of other religious groups to the periphery. The manner in which 

NSRAs change and adapt to different circumstances over time in the social space is a topic of 

interest for constructivist scholars. Constructivism accommodates studies that focus on the 

transformation of religious traditions, practices, and actors better than any other IR theory 

(Sandal & Fox, 2013). 

NSRAs and neoliberalism. Sandal and Fox (2013) suggest that as neoliberalism 

emphasizes the multiplicity of actors in IR, it offers a variety of investigations into religion–IR 

linkages. Neoliberalism also provides a framework for peace building or faith-based diplomacy 

as it permits studying religion as a force for understanding and reconciliation between states. 

Neoliberalism is open to an investigation of the relationship between religious states and 

institutions and is optimistic that there can be cooperation between the two (Sandal & Fox, 

2013). Neoliberalism provides for the study of spirituality (Sandal & Fox, 2013). I discuss 

religious peace building and spirituality on page 66 and 67. 

NSRAs compete in the political market to influence state policy. Competition can be with 

those belonging to other faiths or within the same faith but among different sects and 

denominations. The concept of competition among religions can help us understand the role of 

religious organizations in the political market. The market-based theory developed by 

sociologists aims to explain the extent to which people are religious. It uses economic logic and 

terminology and posits that religious institutions act as religious producers, whereas believers act 

as religious consumers. The consumers choose the producers in a marketlike economy. In a free 
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market, religion can act as a product and people can consume religion and its different versions. 

Emphasizing the role of individual entrepreneurship in forming new religions, Sandal and Fox 

(2013) point out that the Methodist and Baptist denominations of Christianity in the 19th century 

won the competition over Presbyterian, Episcopalian, and congregational denominations thanks 

to effective marketing strategies (Sandal & Fox, 2013). Another example is the competition 

between moderate and fundamentalist actors. Ali (2005) says that to counter the fundamentalist 

interpretations of Islam, liberal intellectuals in Indonesia formed the Jaringan Islam Liberal. The 

network is a forum of “different intellectuals and activists concerned with liberal interpretations 

of Islamic teachings to counter the fundamentalist discourse and movement” (Ali, 2005, p. 4). 

Ali (2005) claims that the Jarigan Islam Liberal’s inspiration comes from similar organizations in 

the marketplace of ideas. These organizations include the Progressive Muslims (United States), 

Sisters in Islam (Malaysia), Progressive Dawoodi Bohras (India), Liberation Movement (Iran), 

Liberty for Muslim World (England), Al- Qalam (South Africa), An-Nahdha al-Nahda (Tunisia), 

and International Institute for Islamic Thought (United States and Malaysia) (Ali, 2005). 

Evolution of cooperation is another concept that can be used in interfaith dialogue as a 

result of repeated interactions and reciprocity. The requirements of sustainable dialogue and 

conflict resolution may be studied under the evolution of cooperation framework (Sandal & Fox, 

2013). Sandal and Fox (2013) contend that Axelrod’s (1984) “evolution of cooperation” concept 

emphasizes repeated interaction and reciprocity, which lead to long-term cooperation (p. 176). 

The longer the duration of interaction and reciprocity, the better the understanding between the 

two parties. Sandal and Fox (2013) also say that issues of culture, religion, and conflict 

resolution fall under the framework of the evolution of cooperation. The concept of evolution of 
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cooperation lies at the core of identifying trends in religious traditions that nurture and foster 

tolerance, cooperation, and mutual understanding (Sandal & Fox, 2013).  

The Reach and Influence of NSRAs 

NSRAs can influence power balance by creating an alternative or option to the existing 

state identity. This can occur when religious minorities rebel against the religious or secular 

doctrines in the public sphere, thereby threatening the organization of a state. Religious 

institutions can withdraw support for the state and oppose its policies if these policies do not 

concur or coincide with the interests of the religious elite (Fox, 1999). The Catholic Church in 

Poland took a hard anti-Communist position, and after the Communist rule was delegitimized, 

the Church became one of the most powerful entities in the country (Sandal & Fox, 2013). 

Sandal (2011) gives the example of the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) in South Africa. Since 

the mid 19th century, the DRC had advocated and pursued segregation in South Africa. 

However, in 1960, the World Council of Churches, the broadest umbrella organization for the 

ecumenical movement, sponsored the first conference against apartheid in South Africa. The 

DRC withdrew from the World Council of Churches, and the Council continued its international 

struggle against apartheid until the DRC admitted its mistake in 1990. Sandal (2011) says that 

political change followed the DRC’s change in public theology. After F. W. de Clerk, leader of 

the National Party, came to power, he ordered the release of all political prisoners including 

Nelson Mandela, resulting in the end of apartheid in South Africa (Sandal, 2011). In a similar 

vein, Shadid (2002) contends that for Palestinians and the Lebanese, Hamas and Hezbollah have 

been associated with “clinics, legal-aid societies, schools, hospitals, dental offices or orphanages 

that dot the landscape where their own governments have withdrawn” (Shadid, 2002, p. 111). 
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Note that this was prior to Hezbollah and Hamas becoming part of the democratically elected 

governments in Lebanon and Gaza. 

NSRAs have played a significant role in influencing policy, both domestic and 

international. NSRAs have not been successful in all attempts, but they have put in genuine 

efforts to end conflicts and nurture post-conflict reconciliation in different parts of the world. 

Following are some examples: 

• mediation by the Quakers funded by the Ford Foundation in the Nigerian Civil War 

(1967–1970) 

• efforts of John Paul Lederach (professor of international peace building at the University 

of Notre Dame) in Nicaragua in the 1980s 

• the work of the World Council of Churches and the All Africa Conference of Churches in 

mediating in the cessation of the Sudan conflict in 1972 and the efforts of the Imam of 

Timbuktu in mediating in West African conflicts (Haynes, 2012) 

• a Catholic organization called Sant’Egido played a key role in ending a civil war in 

Mozambique in 1992 (Haynes, 2012; Johnston & Cox, 2003; Toft, et al., 2011) 

• Christian pastor James Movel Wuye and Muslim Imam Muhammad Nurayn Ashafa came 

together to establish the Muslim Christian Dialogue Forum in 1995 to foster Muslim–

Christian reconciliation in Nigeria after the interreligious violence of the early 1990s 

• Buddhist monk Somdet Phra MahaGhosanda of Cambodia worked relentlessly for 15 

years (1978–1992) at the Thai-Cambodian border nursing refugees uprooted by the 

Vietnam War (Haynes, 2012) 
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• Maha Ghosanda was nominated six times for the Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts to the 

conflict before he passed away in 2007 

• Dr. Rowan Williams, Archbishop of Canterbury and the leader of the Anglican Church, 

met Zimbabwe prime minister Robert Mugabe in October 2011 to express concerns about 

the persecution of Anglicans in Zimbabwe 

• Pax Christi, a Christian NGO, played a role in negotiating a short-lived peace deal 

between the Government of Uganda and the Lord’s Resistance Army in 2006 (Haynes, 

2012) 

• the Vatican’s intervention in the 1978 confrontation between Chile and Argentina over 

mutual claims to Beagle Islands (Johnston & Cox, 2003) 

• the role played by Cardinal Jaime Sin in pursuing a peaceful transfer of power between 

the Marcos and the Aquino governments in 1986 (Johnston & Cox, 2003) 

• efforts of Mennonite Christians and the Moravian Church to secure peace between the 

Sandinista regime and the East Coast Indians of Nicaragua in the 1980s (Johnston & Cox, 

2003) 

• Archbishop Anastasios Yannoulatos of Albania is known for sheltering Albanian 

Muslims during the Yugoslavia conflict of 1990s (Toft, et al., 2011) 

• in the Philippines, the Catholic bishops and Muslim Ulema Forum members served as 

advisors and informal bridge-builders in negotiations between the Moro-Islamic 

Liberation Front and the  Philippines government in the mid-1990s (Toft et al., 2011) 
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• in January 1993, UN Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali hosted a meeting of 

warlords, clan elders, and religious leaders in Chad that resulted in a peace agreement 

later tjat year (Toft et al., 2011). Even though participation was not fully independent of 

government authority, the Muslim community leaders of Chad mediated the tail end of 

peace negotiations that spanned 1990s and 2000s (Toft et al., 2011) 

• Bishop Carlos Belo emerged as a leading spokesman for Timor-Leste’s independence 

struggle against Indonesia (1975–1999). Although he supported independence for Timor, 

he also offered his services for mediation and spoke about reconciliation and dialogue 

(Toft et al., 2011) 

That brings us to the topic of religious peace building. It is necessary to first dwell on the 

origin and evolution of peace building before exploring religious peace building and spirituality. 

Peace Building 

Peace building emerged at the end of the Cold War in the early 1990s, when there were 

new intrastate conflicts between competing identity groups, such as separatist groups in the 

Caucasus, Bosnia-Herzegovina, and Rwanda. New frameworks and tools were needed when 

there was a shift from inter- conflicts to intrastate conflicts (Zelizer & Oliphant, 2013). Per 

Zelizer and Oliphant (2013), there is no consensus on the precise definition of peace building. 

Originally the term referred to a unique set of activities that occurred at the end of a conflict to 

nurture a stable peace process through reconciliation. This process also involved rebuilding or 

creating functioning institutions that would be viewed as legitimate of the society. As the scope 

and scale of peace building grew, it began to include a much broader set of processes, which 

could occur during any stage of a conflict (Zelizer & Oliphant, 2013). In 1975, Johan Galtung, 

who played a role in developing the concept of peace building, proposed three approaches to 
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interventions that correspond to different stages of conflict: peacekeeping, peace making, and 

peace building (Zelizer & Oliphant, 2013). 

The first approach to peacekeeping is about preventing violence and conflict through the 

intervention of an external or third entity, such as the military or the police. The primary goal of 

peacekeeping is to stop the violence and enforce a calm and secure environment conducive to 

peace-building processes (Zelizer & Oliphant, 2013). The second approach to peace building, 

peace making, focuses on resolving a specific conflict in which parties come together and settle 

issues through negotiations. A third party mediator can facilitate the process (Zelizer & Oliphant, 

2013). The third approach to peace building is about transforming relationships to mitigate the 

likelihood of future conflicts (Zelizer & Oliphant, 2013). A fourth approach, conflict prevention, 

has been added to Galtung’s three concepts. Conflict prevention involves preventing conflict 

before it escalates, which can occur at a latent or manifest stage of the conflict (Zelizer & 

Oliphant, 2013). If peace building is perceived as an intervention at any stage of the conflict, and 

conflict prevention is about intervening at its nascent stage, it effectively means there is an 

overlap between the concepts of peace building and conflict prevention. 

Although peacekeeping, peace making, and peace building differ from one another from 

a conceptual perspective, sometimes the lines between peace building and peacekeeping are 

blurred. The role of UN peacekeepers is increasingly becoming multidimensional and has 

qualitatively and quantitatively changed over the years. In addition to security-related tasks such 

as monitoring cease fires, disarmaments, demobilization of combatants, borders, and training of 

police personnel, peacekeepers have taken on tasks associated with peace building. These 

include assisting electoral processes, reestablishing national authority and extending it 

throughout the country, promoting good governance, promoting an independent judiciary, and 
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assisting in a variety of institutional reforms (Hazen, 2007). Similarly, peace making efforts are 

entwined with peace building, peacekeeping, and preventive diplomacy (Ouellet, 2003). An 

example of intervention in a peace-making context are the NATO Implementation Force and 

Stabilizing Force in Bosnia. NATO commenced its military intervention, Operation Deliberate 

Force, in Bosnia in August 1995 and followed it by putting in the Implementation Force for a 

year before changing over to the Stabilizing Force. In between this period, the Dayton Peace 

Accords were signed in December 1995 (Ouellet, 2003). In this example, we can see a fluid 

hybrid approach between peacekeeping (Implementation Force and Stabilization Force) and 

peace making (Dayton Peace Accord). Hence, even though the three concepts of peace building, 

peace making, and peacekeeping are conceptually different, in practice they overlap. 

Over the years, peace building has been integrated into several sectors. Sectoral 

approaches to peace building include international development, humanitarian assistance, 

gender, private sector, rule of law, environmental change, health, media, security, and religion 

(Zelizer & Oliphant, 2013). 
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Table 2.1 Different Approaches to Peace Building 

Levels of Actors Different Approaches to 

Peace Building 

Level 1 actors: Top leadership 

Political leaders, military leaders, 

religious leaders with high visibility 

Focus on high-level negotiations, 

emphasize cease fire, led by highly 

visible single mediator 

Level 2 actors: Middle-range leadership 

Leaders respected in sectors, including 

ethnic and religious leaders, academics, 

intellectuals, humanitarian leaders 

(NGOs) 

Problem-solving workshops, training 

in conflict resolution, peace 

commissions 

Level 3 actors: Grassroots leadership 

Local leaders, leaders of indigenous 

NGOs, community developers, local 

health officials, refugee camp leaders 

Local peace commissions, grassroots 

training, prejudice reduction, 

psychological work in post-war 

trauma 

 

Adapted from Peacebuilding Initiative (n.d.). 

Religious Peace Building 

Religious peace building can be described as the range of activities performed by 

religious actors and institutions aimed at resolving and transforming deadly conflict, with the 

goal of building social relations and political institutions characterized by an ethos of tolerance 

and nonviolence (Little & Appleby, 2004). Such peace building not only includes conflict 

management and resolution efforts at the ground level but also the efforts of people working 

from afar in the sites of conflict. These could be legal advocates of religious human rights, 

theologians and ethicists in religious communities probing and strengthening the traditions of 

nonviolence intrinsic to their faith, and scholars conducting research relevant to interreligious 

and cross-cultural dialogue (Little & Appleby, 2004). 
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Proponents of faith-based diplomacy or religious peace building argue that religion can 

facilitate solidarity with the poor, overturning unjust power structures and allowing for 

reconciliation between enemies (Sandal & Fox, 2013). Such peace building or diplomacy focuses 

on inclusion, pluralism, social justice, atonement, forgiveness, and healing of collective wounds 

(Sandal & Fox, 2013). Religious actors are far more recognized today as significant players in 

peace building than two decades ago, yet they still tend to be sidelined and ignored at many 

levels as there is a tendency, especially in diplomacy, to neglect the religious aspects of peace 

building (Huda & Marshall, 2013). 

Spirituality 

In a positivist and empiricist world, it is difficult to make a case for spirituality. It is 

important to identify and acknowledge spirituality as a driving force behind religious peace 

building. Douglas Johnston, president and founder of the International Center for Religion and 

Diplomacy, says that spiritual engagement is a challenge we can ignore at our own peril 

(Johnston, 2003). Religious actors bring four attributes to peace building: (a) They have the 

upper hand in peace making and negotiations as they have a well-established influence in the 

community; (b) they have the capacity to mobilize national and international support for a peace 

process; (c) they have unique leverage for reconciling conflicting parties, including an ability to 

rehumanize relationships; and (d) they have a reputation as an apolitical force for change based 

on a respected set of values (Johnston & Cox, 2003). But to make a tangible change through 

dogged perseverance and overcoming innumerable setbacks would need something more.  

Pointing out the difference between religion and spirituality, Funk and Said (2009) 

contend that while religion is directly concerned with realities being experienced as spiritual in 

their significance, religion can have a communal dimension that spirituality does not. Spirituality 
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has a more personal and individual dimension. It can be described as a search for truth that seeks 

personal and unmediated contact with a sacred reality (Funk & Said, 2009). Spiritual aspects of 

religious peace building have helped untangle deep-seated conflicts in Northern Ireland and 

South Africa. Spiritual inspiration and organization were integral to the peace processes in both 

cases (Huda & Marshall, 2013). Spirituality’s contribution to the healing process after World 

War Two was not only creative but determined as well. Pax Christi and Moral Rearmament, a 

religious peace-building organization, brought together France and Germany, who were still sore 

after the bitter war. The organization’s approach to reconciliation involved spiritual guidance, 

apology, listening, and providing a vision of a better future (Huda & Marshall, 2013). Similarly, 

the Community of Sant’Egido, which is related to the Catholic Church, is active in many regions 

of the world, including Mozambique, Northern Uganda, Balkans, Algeria, Guinea, and Ivory 

Coast. Spiritual commitment is one of the core values that drive the Sant’Egido volunteers. The 

role of individual inspiration and leadership is hard to disentangle from the spiritual (Huda & 

Marshall, 2013). 

Just prior to 2000, the Washington-based Center for Strategic and International Studies 

began conducting conflict resolution training workshops for clergy from religious traditions in 

Bosnia, Serbia, and Croatia (Johnston & Eastvold, 2004). These workshops began while the 

conflict was unfolding, and they were undertaken without any expectation that they would have 

an influence or impact on the existing hostilities. On the contrary, they were conceived to plant 

the seeds of long-term reconciliation. This was inspired by the conviction that no diplomatic or 

military solution could ever break the cycle of resentment and revenge. The implicit premise was 

that unless a spiritual component is introduced in IR that goes to the heart of reconciliation and 

forgiveness, we are doomed to an endless repetition of violence (Johnston & Eastvold, 2004). To 
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date, the field of peace and conflict studies has produced many secular theories, approaches, and 

techniques for the prevention, management, and resolution of conflict and peace building. Yet 

peace remains elusive (Carter & Smith, 2004). Too often spiritually inspired approaches are 

missing, which may be necessary to build enduring peace (Carter & Smith, 2004). It would not 

be incorrect to say that spirituality lies at the core of religious peace building, and the success of 

religious peace building lies in the spirituality of the individual religious actors. 

Summary 

Chapter 2 discussed reasons for the absence of religion in the treatment of IR. It 

explained the IR theories of neoliberalism and constructivism, as they are best suited to 

incorporate NSRAs, their influence, and peace building. Given my focus on peace building 

between the ulema of India and Pakistan, this chapter also explained religious peace building and 

spirituality.  

It is only since the events of 9/11 that an interest has arisen in the study of religion and 

IR, but the focus of renewed interest has been on security-related perspectives. The need of the 

hour is to identify concepts and traditions of reconciliation and peace building in other faiths that 

can alter the narrative of religion in IR away from security and Abrahamic faiths. It is necessary 

to bring out the peace building capacity of NSRAs so that they can play a growing role in 

shaping international discourse. The concepts of epistemic communities and the evolution of 

cooperation provide a good framework to study NSRAs under the IR theories of neoliberalism 

and constructivism. Looking forward, it depends how NSRAs can identify indigenous religious 

concepts and traditions and use them for religious peace building in different parts of the world. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology and method 

This chapter outlines the methodology and methods of the project. It explains the domain 

of ethnography as my principal methodological approach and the relevance of the sociohistorical 

aspect of the research to explore the primary question: Why should religious dialogue be 

considered as a tool of peace building between India and Pakistan? I also offer insights into my 

secondary research questions: Which cross-border actors would be best suited to speak to one 

another on this subject? What has been the nature of religious dialogue between Indian and 

Pakistani ulema in the rare cases when they approach the topic of peaceful coexistence between 

Hindus and Muslims? 

In the following sections, I define and explain different aspects of my research design. I 

discuss how I chose my data sample. I provide details on my various data collection methods, 

including semistructured interviews, immersion, participant observation, and an open-ended 

questionnaire. I analyzed my data using a thematic analysis while ensuring reliability and 

validity. I conclude the chapter by explaining the limitations of the research and the ethical issues 

I faced during my study. 

Methodological Approaches: Ethnography and Sociohistorical Inquiry 

 Ethnography means “writing culture” and is rooted in the description of a particular 

society, group, culture, or social context (Mitchell, 2007). The concept of human-lived 

experience, as advocated by Herbert Blumer and Robert Prus, relates to how a researcher can 

configure the world from the perspective of the research subjects while understanding the values, 

beliefs, and thoughts that guide them (Travers, 2001). This is an important element of 

ethnography. The concept entails long periods spent developing an intimate familiarity with the 

research subjects or their social settings (Travers, 2001). This could be through participating in 
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the daily lives of the subjects, watching their activities, engaging in casual conversations with 

them, following or shadowing them (with their permission) as they go about their daily tasks, 

observing their routine, having meals with them, and finding meaning not only in their activities 

but also in the spaces that separate their daily activities. It could be a commute, or a period of 

silence, or waiting for someone. There may be no verbal interaction, and yet there could be 

learning through nonverbal interaction. 

I aligned myself ethnographically with the notion of thick description as described by 

Holloway (1997), who points out that thick description allows a researcher to represent the 

abstract and general traits and patterns of social life in a culture (Ponterotto, 2006). Such a 

description aims to give readers a sense of the emotions, perceptions, and thoughts that research 

participants experience. It also builds a picture of individuals and groups in the context of their 

culture and the setting in which they live. Thick description therefore deals not only with the 

meaning and interpretations of people in a culture but also with their intentionality (Ponterotto, 

2006). According to Denzin (1999), however, a thick description goes beyond recording what a 

research participant is doing (Ponterotto, 2006). It also goes beyond mere surface appearances 

and facts to present emotion, context, detail, and the web of social relationships that connect 

people to one another. Thick description evokes self-feelings and emotionality, and inserts 

history into experience. It establishes a sequence of events or the significance of events for the 

participant or the community in question. In thick description, the voices, feelings, actions, and 

meanings of interacting individuals are heard (Ponterotto, 2006). The ethnographic data I present 

is therefore my own “construction of other people’s constructions of what they and their 

compatriots are up to” (Geertz, 1973, as cited in Ponterotto, 2006, p. 539). 
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A second important quality of ethnographic field work is the length and the depth of the 

researcher’s field engagement. It is believed that traditional ethnography, which grew from 

anthropology, involved long-term sociocultural immersion, participant observation, and an 

intense single-site investigation (Mitchell, 2007). However, lately there has been a concerted 

effort in advocating a multisited and fragmented approach to ethnography. Mitchell (2007) 

compares a multiple-site approach to having short-term research methods such as life histories, 

interviews, focus groups, and so on to the traditional approach, which focuses on long-term 

sociocultural immersion through participant observation. Mitchell (2007) cites American 

anthropologist George Marcus’s argument on the multisited and fragmented approach to 

ethnography, which says that such a plural approach helps explore the circulation of cultural 

meanings, objects, and identities in time and space. This is not possible if the researcher remains 

focused on the intense investigation of a single site. Each site is different, and participant 

observation through partial or total immersion can bring diversity to the data, in turn allowing the 

researcher to escape a single-site investigation (Mitchell, 2007). 

However, Mitchell (2007) goes on to point out Marcus’s admission about the loss of 

quality and holism in a multisited approach when the method of long-term participant 

observation is replaced by short-term methods. A critical point Mitchell (2007) raises is that if 

ethnography forsakes its commitment to long-term participant observation, then there would be 

no difference between ethnography and any other qualitative methodologies. Mitchell (2007) 

follows it up with a warning that multisited ethnography might end up going the same way as the 

field trips of international development practitioners, which do not necessarily capture the depth 

of understanding of any community/culture that can be derived from long-term participant 

observation. I tried to address this aspect by restricting myself to only three sites in the limited 
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time at my disposal rather than visiting more sites. At each site I attempted to optimize my 

participant observation and immersion. Within my time frames, I tried my best to see the world 

from the perspective of my participants. 

As there is history related to the India–Pakistan relationship, I thought a sociohistorical 

inquiry would help. Using sociohistorical inquiry supported my ethnographic research by adding 

depth to my immersion. I decided to listen, absorb, and internalize the perspectives and journeys 

of my participants. It helped me to address some of the methodological and practical limitations 

of multisited field work. I was able penetrate their worlds more deeply. Ethnography may not be 

specifically related to the past, but sociohistorical inquiry is rooted in the past. Also, to some 

extent, the existing culture of the ulema community is shaped by the past, particularly partition 

and the decades that followed it.  

The domain of sociohistorical inquiry is more related to the past as compared to the 

present and the future. Also called oral history, it is value-based, as historical narratives depend 

on how research participants look at the world from their perspectives. This domain has three 

knowledge assumptions: (a) the sharing of authority and power across the table; (b) the speakers’ 

and participants’ subjectivity; and (c) self-reflexivity of the researcher (Wong, 2009). 

Using this approach provided an opportunity to listen and absorb what my research 

subjects had to say about interfaith issues in India and about their interactions with the ulema 

from Pakistan. This involved free-flowing, nonstructured, and semistructured exchanges, through 

which I absorbed stories from the past. It helped me construct a composite reality through a 

synthesis of all the interviews and my observations during immersion and participant 

observation. My interviews gathered narratives from different participants. Their accounts of 
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historical issues were based on their own perspectives of events, processes, and relationships. 

Each participant’s narrative depended on how he or she looked at the world from his or her 

perspective, and as the researcher I attempted to switch places and sense the world through the 

interviewees’ consciousness. 

Data Sample 

I gathered my sample data from three cities in India—Delhi, Lucknow, and Deoband—

and across the two dominant Sunni schools of thought: the Deobandi and the Barelvi. I chose 

Delhi because almost all ulema organizations have their offices in the city. Also, the first cleric I 

met in Mumbai recommended that I visit Delhi first. Darul Uloom in Deoband gave birth to 

composite nationalism during India’s freedom struggle, and several ulema from Deoband 

opposed the creation of Pakistan. Lucknow’s Nadwatul ulema is the birthplace of the Payam-e-

Insaniyat (Message of Humanity) movement. 

The ulema from both sects recommended that I interview university professors and other 

intellectuals whom they held in high esteem and who were associated with their sects. This 

supported me in establishing a “snowball” sample, and I was grateful for the advice but not 

beholden to it. The Indian government census does not classify the Indian Muslims according to 

different sects of Sunnis and Shias. Often, it is said that 85% of Indian Muslims are Sunnis and 

15% are Shias. Between 75% and 80% of Indian Sunni Muslims are Barelvi, and 20% are 

Deobandis. Other minority sects, including Ahle-hadis, Jamaat-e-Islami, and Ahmaddiyas 

account for roughly 1% each. These figures are speculative, as there are no government data on 

population figures. The partition of the subcontinent was debated intensely within the Deobandi 
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ulema organization. The Jamiat Ulema-e-Hind (JUH) 9 was split over the issue. The Deobandi 

ulema discussed the concept of coexistence, an idea not recognized within the Barelvi 

community except for the small dissenting voices of a couple of Barelvi ulema (see page 94). 

Though the Deobandis are thought to be fewer than the Barelvis in India, they have always been 

politically influential; the Indian ruling Congress party favored Deobandi leaders, who decided 

not to move to Pakistan and opposed the partition. On the other hand, the Barelvis supported the 

partition only because a section of the Deobandi JUH opposed it (Robinson, 2000). 

Two of my three ethnographic settings involved the Darul Uloom in Deoband and the 

Nadwatul ulema in Lucknow. The Nadwa is close to Deoband, and several Nadwa ulema are 

trained there. Ali Mian, founder of the Payam-e-Insaniyat movement from the Nadwatul ulema, 

was a Deoband student. In 1932, Ali Mian was sent from Lahore to Darul Uloom Deoband to 

study the Hadith under Maulana Hussain Ahmed Madani (Zaheer, 2005). 

In India, I interviewed ulema from the JUH, the Deobandi body Nadwat ul Ulema, the 

office bearers of the All India Ulema and Mashaikh Board (AIUMB),10 the All India Sunni 

                                                 

9 The JUH is an apex Deobandi ulema organization in India. In 1942, it was split over the question of 

Pakistan (Jamiat Ulema-e-Hind, 2009). The JUH organized the World Peace Conference in 2013. Over the past 

couple of years, a few JUH ulema formed the Jamaat Ulema-e-Hind (distinct from the JUH), and have worked for 

the BJP, the ruling party in India. Though both organizations sound similar, one is Jamiat and the other is Jamaat. 

10 The AIUMB is a Barelvi organization with offices in Delhi and Lucknow—Uttar Pradesh. It has chapters 

in different states of India and is strictly opposed to the Deobandis. The AIUMB organized the World Sufi Forum in 

2016. 
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Ulama Federation,11 which represents Barelvi clerics, and the Jamiat Ahle Hadees-e-Hind,12 

which represents the Ahle-Hadeeth clerics. Several ulema and nonulema research participants are 

members of the All India Muslim Personal Law Board (AIMPLB), the apex body that guides the 

implementation of Muslim personal law in India. I also interviewed Pakistani clerics over the 

phone. In Pakistan, I interviewed clerics from the Deobandi Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam (JUI)13 ulema, 

the Fazlur Rehman faction (JUI-F), and Barelvi ulema. As the Shia and Ahmadiyya communities 

do not wield much political clout in Pakistan, I did not interview them, and they are not 

represented in the study. However, future studies need to include these communities. I wrote to 

the minister and officials of the Ministry of Religious Affairs and Interfaith Harmony of Pakistan 

seeking interviews but did not get any response.  

Data Collection Methods  

I used the ethnographic methods of immersion, participant observation, and asking 

questions as my data collection methods. These methods involved spending hours watching 

participants and talking to them about what they think, say, and do and how they perceive their 

world. These methods gave me an insider view of the participants’ world. I thought my 

methodological approaches—ethnography and sociohistorical inquiry—fit well with the data 

collection methods. Using sociohistorical inquiry, I could not simply walk into participants’ 

residences or offices and expect them to tell me stories of the past. Such inquiry is not feasible 

                                                 

11 The All India Sunni Ulama Federation is another Barelvi body. It is primarily based in Delhi and is not as 

influential as the AIUMB. During my immersion, there were innumerable instances when AIUMB and Federation 

members referred the Deobandis as Wahhabis. 

12 The Jamaat Ahle-Hadis-e-Hind is the Delhi-based  organization of the Ahl-e-hadis ulema in India. 

13 The JUI was formed after splitting from the JUH over the issue of Pakistan (Metcalf, 2009). 
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without familiarity, empathy, and, most important, trust. These can only be built through 

immersion and participant observation. Similarly, from an ethnographic perspective, one cannot 

describe a community’s culture without being part of it for a period. As such, immersion and 

participant observation are critically important for both approaches. The questions asked during 

immersion and participant observation can yield rich data. 

Immersion. There are two main types of ethnographic field work: total immersion and 

partial immersion (Delamont, 2004). Total immersion involves the spending 24 hours a day with 

subjects, living as they do (Delamont, 2004). Partial immersion involves eating, sleeping, and 

relaxing at home or another place, then returning to the field for data collection (Delamont, 

2004). Partial and total immersion lie at the core of ethnographic studies. To understand a 

culture, one must immerse oneself in it. My research subjects were able to learn more about me, 

and this helped in facilitating communication and data extraction. Partial immersion involved me 

visiting the field site for interviews during the day and returning to my temporary 

accommodation at a hotel. Total immersion involved me residing in a seminary or cleric’s 

residence and spending time interacting with my participants. This was over and above the time I 

spent on interviews. Immersion helped me reach deeper and latent nuances of nonverbal cues, 

and I established long-term relationships that will go beyond the project. 

Participant observation. Immersion involves participant observation. It involves 

spending time with participants during the day as they go about their duties, chores, and tasks, as 

well as interacting with participants on a casual basis. Casual conversation can also contribute to 

the topic of research. Conversation could be observed between family members or while 

participants visit friends, relatives, or associates. Acting as a participant observer, accompanying 

participants during daily tasks in the city, could also help in collecting ethnographic data that 
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contributes to a cultural description of the community. Verbal and nonverbal interaction, 

listening, and observing helps the researcher understand the world from the participants’ and the 

community’s perspective. This is an integral part of ethnographic field research. It adds depth to 

primary research and can lead to the rich layers of the thick description, as advocated by 

renowned anthropologist Clifford Geertz. 

The strength of the participant–researcher relationship is perhaps the single most 

important aspect of a qualitative research project (Knox & Burkard, 2009). My ethnographic 

research project was based on this principle. I always asked myself: How can I form and sustain 

strong long-term relationships with my research participants? This question drove all my 

decisions and actions during data collection. I contacted participants through the telephone and 

direct personal visits to explain myself, my intentions, my position, and my project. 

My total immersion and participant observation took place between January 20 and 

February 22, 2015, at the residence of an alim (cleric) in New Delhi. During this period I spent 

all my time in the presence of Maulana and his family. I had meals with him and his family. I 

also witnessed the fazr namaz (prayers before sunrise), zohar namaz (afternoon prayers), a’sr 

namaz (evening prayers before sunset), magrib namaz (prayers after sunset), and isha’namaz 

(late-night prayers) and the practice of wudu (sometimes pronounced wuzu), or washing the 

palms, the arms below the elbows, the face, the feet, and the ankles before every prayer. The 

second period of complete immersion was from February 28 to March 5, 2015, at Darul Uloom, 

Deoband, Saharanpur, Uttar Pradesh, where I spent entire days spent interacting with the ulema 

or the staff of the seminary or in its library. The seminary made arrangements for me to stay in 

its mehman-khana (guest house). I spent the six days inside the seminary. The Nadwat-ul-Ulema 

seminary was the third phase of my immersion; this phase of immersion partial. It took place 
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from March 6–10, 2015. I spent some hours during the day at the seminary with staff or the 

ulema or in its library, and I returned to a guest house in the city in the evening. The fourth 

period, from March 14–21, 2015, was spent in Delhi, where I interviewed clerics in a partial 

immersion mode. The fifth period of partial immersion was during the four-day World Sufi 

Forum organized by the Barelvi body AIUMB from March 17–20, 2016. Invited as a delegate, I 

stayed at the India Islamic Cultural Center in New Delhi, the main venue of the summit. I also 

conducted telephone interviews with a few more Indian ulema from September 30 to October 10, 

2016. 

Semistructured interviews. My dissertation topic is entrenched within the context of 

communication studies and the theoretical framework of religion in IR. Within the qualitative 

paradigm, I applied inductive research methodology. Deductive research tests a hypothesis, 

where as inductive research is open and exploratory (Seale et al., 2004). I focused on an 

inductive method of data extraction: semistructured interviews. The empirical component to data 

collection was driven by personal interviews of human subjects having theological, academic, or 

activist backgrounds. Out of my Indian participants, 17 were Deobandi, 19 were Barelvi, three 

were from Nadwatul ulema, which is connected to Deoband, one was from Ahle-Hadeeth, one 

was from Jamaat-e-Islami-e-Hind (JIH), and one participant said she did not belong to any sect. 

Out of my Pakistani participants, five were Deobandi, four were Barelvi, and one participant did 

not disclose his sect. With the exception of two women, both members of the AIMPLB, the rest 

were men. Twenty-seven were from Delhi, six from Deoband, four from Lucknow, three from 

Mumbai, and one from Vancouver. Out of my Pakistani participants, three were from Islamabad, 

two were from Gujranwala, two were from Lahore, and one partipant each came from Karachi, 

Multan, and Hyderabad. 
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Instead of having a rigidly structured interview questionnaire, I used a semistructured 

interview technique as my principal tool of data extraction. This involved open-ended questions 

wherein the participants could bring in new themes, ideas, and thoughts and did not restrict them 

to just answering the questions. A semistructured interview can enable participants to move in 

and out of different contexts and bring in other themes, which can enrich the subject matter. My 

objective was to make the participants think, reflect, and contemplate as much as they could. A 

semistructured interview with open-ended questions gave the participants the freedom and 

flexibility to do so. 

After the first few days of my immersion, I gathered that the topic of coexistence, which 

had been discussed prior to the partition, were not discussed after that time. I realized that I had 

been overambitious by having too many questions. I reduced the number of questions without 

losing sight of my focus on the topic of coexistence, and I also varied them with each interview. 

In each interview I tried to probe my topic in different ways to collect the best data possible. 

I did not address issues of violence or terrorism in my questions as the interviews could 

have gone in completely different directions and the study could have become unwieldy. During 

the immersion and interview process, if the participants discussed these topics, I did not interrupt 

them but allowed them to continue until they returned to answering the main questions. I was 

aware that time was on my side as I was in an immersion mode, and I did not succumb to 

impatience. My questions focused only on themes of peaceful coexistence. 

I interviewed my participants in Hindustani, a blend of Hindi and Urdu, as it was the 

language most participants preferred. If permitted, I used a digital recorder. If not, I took hand-

written notes in a journal. In some cases participants became highly animated and spoke too 
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quickly even though I requested them to speak slowly. When this happened it was a challenge to 

take notes while they spoke. In some interviews I gathered hardly any data, while other 

interviews yielded rich and complex information. 

Data Analysis Methods 

Qualitative data analysis methods fall in two categories. The first category is tied to or 

stems from theoretical and epistemological positions. The second is independent of theory and 

epistemology and can be applied across a range of theoretical and epistemological approaches 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). I used thematic analysis and thick description as my data analysis 

method. Because thematic analysis provides the core skills that allow a qualitative researcher to 

conduct other forms of qualitative analyses, it can be considered as the foundational method of 

qualitative analysis, with flexibility as its core asset (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Because it is not 

bound to any specific theory, thematic analysis is a useful and a flexible tool and can provide a 

rich, detailed, and complex account of data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Braun and Clarke (2006) 

define thematic analysis as a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting themes (patterns) 

within data (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). The method organizes the data set in rich detail and 

goes further to interpret different aspects of the research topic (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Though 

widely used, there is no agreement on as to how to go about doing thematic analysis. It can be 

perceived as a poorly branded method because it does not appear to exist in the way other 

methods do (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Thematic analysis can be an essentialist way to report the experiences, meanings, and 

reality of participants. Essentialism says that all entities have essential attributes that are 

necessary for its identity or functioning. Other attributes could be merely accidental (Cartwright, 

1968). Thematic analysis can be constructivist method that explores the ways experiences, 
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meanings, realities, and events are the outcomes of a range of ongoing discourse in the society. 

Sitting between the two, thematic analysis can also be a contextualist method in which 

individuals make meaning of their experiences and in turn how the broader social context 

impinges on those meanings. Thematic analysis both reflects reality and unravels the surface of 

reality (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

A theme is something that represents some level of a patterned response or meaning 

within a data set (Braun & Clarke, 2006). A theme is also defined as “a pattern in the information 

that at a minimum describes and organises the possible observations and at maximum interprets 

aspects of the phenomenon (Boyatzis, as cited in Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). The key 

question is: What size does a theme need to be? In qualitative analysis, there is no hard and fast 

rule about how large the data set needs to be to reflect evidence of a theme. It is not necessary 

that the data set should have 50% weightage of the theme as compared to any other number. It is 

also not the case that a theme is something that is reflected in many data items as compared to a 

couple of sentences. Researcher judgment is necessary to identify a theme. It should capture 

something important about the overall research question (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

I maintained a reflexivity notepad during my immersion. I wrote down my thoughts 

during my direct and partial immersion and participant observation. This ongoing process acted 

as a countering factor to stop me from looking at only what I needed to observe from my 

interviews. This data was different. I wrote as it came along. I did not wait for themes to emerge. 

I made notes without any expectation of themes emerging. Initially I thought the reflexivity notes 

were about issues unrelated to my interviews, but as I read through them I started seeing 

connections into my overall research and how everything is connected. I could see a surface, but 

there were many things underneath that made the surface look the way it did. I did not use any 
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codes. I mentally segregated patterns and strands I could decipher and marked my statements and 

observations with symbols so I could differentiate them later. The moment I grasped something, 

I wrote it down. I would say to myself, “This is different” or “Same topic as yesterday,” and 

make a mental note of it. Ethnographic data went above and beyond the questions I asked. It was 

about the inner world of the participants and their perspectives. 

Thick description is not simply a matter of amassing relevant detail. Rather, thick 

description of a social process or action is meant to interpret the circumstances, meanings, 

intentions, strategies, and motivations that characterize an episode or an event (Ponterotto, 2006). 

Such description involves much more than collecting great detail; it speaks to context and 

meaning as well as interprets participant intentions in their actions and behaviors (Ponterotto, 

2006). A thin description would simply report facts, independent of circumstances or intentions 

that surround any action. Thick description aims at (a) providing the context of an act; (b) stating 

meanings and intentions that organize the action; (c) tracing the evolution and development of 

the act; and (d) presenting the action as a text that can be interpreted (Ponterotto, 2006). Thick 

description captures the feelings and thoughts of participants as well as the complex web of 

relationships between them. Thick meaning of findings leads the reader to a sense of 

verisimilitude, wherein they can emotively and cognitively “place” themselves within the 

research context (Ponterotto, 2006, p. 543). 

In my ethnographic data, I attempted to capture the five typologies as described by 

Denzin (1989)—historical, biographical, interactional, relational, and situational—that 

encompass thick description (Ponterotto, 2006). The historical element provided a thick 

description of the context of the events leading up to the partition of the subcontinent and post-

partition issues. It included the thoughts, feelings, and experiences of some participants about 
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these historical issues. This provided a situational element because “it creates a visual picture of 

some situations” and located the participants in specific situations (Ponterotto, 2006). It also 

helped to represent the relational element as it brought relationships alive. These could  include 

participant kinship with their own religious community, their own sects, members of their sects 

across the border, or Hindus. The interactional element focused on interactions between two or 

more people. Finally, the biographical element allowed for several narrations or accounts of 

participants explaining their own stories of the past or present. I triangulated these data and 

explored emergent themes, interweaving them into the thick description. 

Reliability is the extent to which the qualitative study provides an understanding of a 

situation, setting, case, or event that would otherwise be confusing and unclear (Schwandt, as 

cited in Yilmaz, 2013, p. 323). If I was able to travel and interview all of the Indian clerics who 

are visited by Pakistani clerics, I could optimize survey reliability, but from my sample I am 

confident that the data collection presented an overall understanding that may not be skewed or 

flawed. I met some leading members of the Deobandi and Barelvi communities. From the data I 

could gather, I can say that the themes I extracted are not unreliable. 

Validity, the other cornerstone of the survey, is the extent to which the qualitative 

approach can accurately capture the participants’ perceptions and views of any social 

phenomenon that appears credible to them (Schwandt, as cited in Yilmaz, 2013, p. 323). Validity 

can be pursued by making the personal interview as rigorous as possible. Ethnography, partial 

and total immersion, participant observation, and an interview protocol based on consideration 

and respect ensured some level of validity to my data. I continued speaking to the interviewees 

until there was nothing more for them to add. I believe my themes have some level of validity. 
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My Position and the Perceptions of My Research Subjects 

A clear understanding of my own position was critical to the success of the entire project. 

My research subjects were my principal sources of data. I am neither a member of any group nor 

do I have any preexisting historical or cultural relationships with any groups or organizations. 

My field research depended on how much I prepared myself to break down sociocultural barriers 

between myself as a Hindu Canadian and my Muslim research participants. My position was also 

influenced by how my research subjects perceived me. The first value I focused on was empathy. 

I tried to look at myself from the perspective of my research subjects. Before I began, my 

assumptions about my research subjects were as follows: It will not be an easy task to engage 

Indian clerics in a dialogic interaction based on trust and confidence. There are several reasons 

that make this task difficult. First, I am a Hindu with a meager understanding of Islamic issues. 

Second, I live abroad and have a Canadian citizenship. This will contribute to an element of 

curiosity, amusement, suspicion, and mistrust at the beginning that can only be replaced by trust 

and confidence if (a) I establish a cordial and well-calibrated interview protocol; and (b) I calmly 

listen and understand what participants have to say rather than impose ideas of my own. In a 

hierarchical relationship, I should be the subordinate entity as the only values that will make 

participants open up are my respect of faith and my humility. 

Being Indian and a Hindu studying Muslim issues. There was another aspect to my 

position. Several of my research participants were curious to know how, being a Hindu by faith, 

I became interested in my research topic. I explained that although my parents-in-law are Hindu, 

my association with their family since 1989 has exposed me to Muslim culture. My father-in-law 

worked for the Regional Transport Authority in Mumbai for over 30 years. There is a significant 

presence of Muslims in the Indian transportation sector as they own freight trucks, private taxis, 

and buses. Many of his Muslim friends visited his house, and I met a few when I visited my in-
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laws. My mother-in-law has been a self-taught student of Persian, Arabic, and Urdu for the past 

30 years. She reads the Koran at home regularly, and during Ramadan she reads it daily. My 

parents-in-law are Canadian citizens and have been residing in my house since 2006. I completed 

my master’s degree in arts with a specialization in intercultural studies, and this piqued my 

interest and curiosity. After learning about my background, my research participants accepted me 

with ease and became more open and eager to help me. Some of them commented that they were 

used to being interviewed about terrorism by the media, and I was not at all interested in either 

terrorism or violence. This was a refreshing change for them. 

Limitations of the Research  

To the best of my knowledge, the communication between the ulema of the two countries 

is a topic that has not yet been studied. My interactions with faculty and academics from Jamia 

Milia Islamia University and Aligarh Muslim University revealed that this topic has not been 

explored at a master’s or doctorate level in these institutions. Going a step further, the possibility 

of any discussions between the ulema of the two countries on the topic of interfaith harmony or 

relations with Hindus is not very strong. My attempt at probing such a topic is most likely the 

first of its kind. The Indian ulema were very forthcoming when it came to speaking about 

coexistence with the Hindus in India but were on guard about their interactions with the ulema 

from Pakistan. This could be because some of them may believe that talking to Pakistani ulema 

on such a topic would not be of much help, whereas others may be on guard because any 

association with Pakistani ulema could land them in trouble with Indian authorities. I sensed 

some unease and fear among them due to the election of Prime Minister Modi, the first prime 

minister from the Hindu nationalist BJP with an absolute majority in 30 years. Quite a few 

Indian ulema participants said that my topic was very interesting (dilchasp) and strange (ajeeb), 
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but no one ridiculed it or associated it with any negative connotation. Initially, I thought that this 

may be out of respect or politeness as I am a student from abroad, and even if they did not 

believe in my topic they would not openly tell me. But, after a while, many research participants 

called me or texted me the names and contact details of other ulema or professors they thought 

would be able to speak on this subject. These interactions increased as days and weeks passed, 

which made me realize they were engaged in this topic and found it worthwhile to pursue. Some 

of them confided that they were not used to being visited by anyone who was not interested in 

terrorism. They needed time to respond to a topic that dealt with coexistence with Hindus and 

across international borders. They found the topic fascinating but not an easy one to deal with. 

The Pakistani ulema were very polite and helpful. During phone interviews, the 

ethnographic approach was missing. The benefits of total immersion and participant observation 

over time could not be accrued. I was unable to achieve the same depth of interaction with the 

Pakistani ulema that I had with the Indian ulema. Telephone interviews did not help me establish 

a deeper rapport as there was no familiarity between us. Participants were speaking to a voice 

with a name and could not relate to me from a distance. Even though I did not know the Indian 

ulema as well, staying with them and in the seminaries helped bridge the gap tremendously. 

Personal interactions were not restricted to the topic alone. The ulema told me about their 

personal lives as well. This element was missing with the Pakistani ulema. I sensed some 

hesitation and fear from some Pakistani ulema about disclosing which sects they belonged to. 

The other source of data that could have guided and informed part of my research is 

written communication (if any exists) between the ulema and the madarsas (seminaries) of India 

and Pakistan. This information would be in the personal possession of the ulema and also in the 

archives of the seminaries. This written material could be in the form of personal letters, leaflets, 
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circulars, annual reports, periodicals, e-mails, fatwas (decrees), etc. Although I tried my level 

best to obtain written communication between the clerics of the two countries, I was unable to do 

so. The ulema told me no written communication existed, and they meet their counterparts in 

person whenever they visited. Respectfully, I decided not to pursue the issue. My data collection 

from three sites was spread over 54 days. Although intensive, it is not in the same category as 

data that could be collected in an extended, multiyear ethnographic study. 

Perceived Ethical Issue 

During immersion and participant observation, I was exposed to negative statements by 

participants against other sects, other ulema of their own sects, Pakistan, the United States, the 

United Kingdom, Hindu nationalist organizations such as the RSS, and the ruling BJP 

government. Some participants did not allow me to record interviews, and many expressed the 

wish that I not name them and respect their privacy. In fact, once they knew their privacy would 

be protected, they were more open and willing to talk. While I hope this dissertation holds the 

promise of benefit to society, I also hope that no harm come to the participants. Any risk to them 

should be minimized. With that in mind, I have decided not to name any participants in this 

dissertation. 

Summary 

This chapter provided the details of my methodology to support this ethnographic study. I 

described my data sample, data collection methods, data analysis method, position, the 

perceptions of my research subjects, the limitations of my research subjects, and perceived 

ethical issues. My ethnographic methodological approach served me well. It equipped me with 

the tools to understand what the ulema community thinks and feels about peaceful coexistence. 
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Ethnographic study changes the researcher as a person. As a researcher attempts to 

understand a world other than his/her own, his/hers own inner world changes. Immersion leads to 

osmosis of thoughts, ideas, values, and belief systems, and the researcher internalizes a 

significant amount of the culture he or she sets out to study. This internalization and assimilation 

helps the researcher write an ethnographic account of a group or a culture under study. The 

insight that emerged from this ethnographic study helped me determine if a religious dialogue 

between the two countries is feasible and the obstacles that need to be overcome for a sustainable 

religious dialogue to take place. 

My research had methodological challenges. The Indian ulema were very forthcoming 

when it came to speaking about coexistence with the Hindus in India but were on guard when it 

came to their interactions with the ulema from Pakistan. This may be due to the fact that any 

association with Pakistani ulema would land them in trouble with Indian authorities. I sensed 

unease and fear among Indian clerics due to the election of Prime Minister Modi, the first prime 

minister from the Hindu nationalist BJP with an absolute majority in 30 years. During phone 

interviews with the Pakistani ulema, I could not accrue benefits of total immersion and 

participant observation I had over the time I spent with the Indian clerics. In Chapter 4, I explore 

the factors and historical contexts associated with my ethnographic settings. In Chapter 5, I 

present my ethnographic data, and in Chapter 6 I provide an analysis of these data in connection 

with the literature and theoretical framework reviewed in Chapter 2. 

 

 

 



RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE   90 

 

Chapter 4: Ethnographic Settings and their Historical Contexts 

In this chapter, I outline my ethnographic settings and discuss my fieldwork journey, 

beginning with my decision to lay the groundwork for my field research and ending with its 

completion. As my employer permitted a limited amount of time off work for my field study, my 

focus was to extract the maximum data in the short time I had at my disposal. This time 

constraint drove all my actions. 

My study concentrated on three ethnographic locations in India: Delhi, Deoband, and 

Lucknow. In the third week of March 2015, I completed my field work in these three places. As 

noted previously, the participants in my study were from the JUH (the Deobandi ulema body), 

Darul Uloom Nadwat ul Ulema (the seminary in Lucknow), the AIUMB (a Barelvi body), the 

All India Sunni Ulama Federation (another Barelvi body), the Jamiat Ahle Hadees-e-Hind, and 

the JIH. Several ulema and nonulema research participants are members of the AIMPLB, the 

body that guides the implementation of Muslim personal law in India. In addition, some of my 

participants were from academia, and some were journalists. Darul Uloom Deoband in Delhi and 

Darul Uloom Nadwatul ulema in Lucknow were my planned ethnographic sites. Pakistani ulema 

visit these sites as they have a rich cultural and historical legacy. The World Sufi Forum was not 

on my agenda, but it proved to be a sublime ethnographic experience. 

While meeting with members of these organizations and other participants, I explained 

my objectives clearly and honestly. As a result, people became research participants and helped 

me “snowball” my sample. I focused my conversations solely on matters of peaceful coexistence 

and avoided topics of violence and militancy. 
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Preliminary Work 

Before going into the field, I read some sources on Deobandi and Barelvi sects in India. I 

also chatted with some preliminary contacts in India. I met these contacts through friends and 

other acquaintances before I immigrated to Canada in February 2000. I was concerned, however, 

that without personal meetings where I could explain my project and build a personal rapport, I 

would make no progress. I decided to go to India on January 3, 2015, to conduct fieldwork. 

After landing in Mumbai, I called upon a Muslim friend of my father-in-law. I visited his 

house and explained my study and the purpose of my visit. This was my first meeting in India 

where I was explaining my project to someone face to face. The family found my topic 

extremely interesting, and they went out of their way to help me. My father-in-law’s friend 

scheduled an appointment with a cleric in South Mumbai and asked his own son to accompany 

me to the meeting. We met the cleric the next day at a mosque in South Mumbai. He is one of 

the most respected clerics in the Barelvi community and one of the few who have attempted to 

build bridges with the Deobandi community in India. He was the first cleric I met in India. The 

meeting with my father-in-law’s friend and his family taught me one valuable thing: No matter 

how strange it may seem, I should be open, honest, and clear about my work, intentions, and 

project. People would help me when if they could see through me. I explained myself in detail to 

the cleric. 

Ethnography is often an exercise in serendipity (Mitchell, 2007). This meeting with the 

cleric was one such instance. Within seconds, he grasped my topic and told me that not all clerics 

would be able to understand it. He then asked me to write down names and telephone numbers of 

a few ulema, scholars, and journalists who would be able to throw light on my research 

questions. Even though he was busy attending phone calls, he opened his diary and referred to a 
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few names and numbers across India, which I noted. This was a milestone in my ethnographic 

journey. In one single meeting with a reliable source, I had the contacts of people who could help 

me. The cleric was extremely busy, so I could not interview him. He asked me to meet another 

cleric, a friend of his who had moved from Mumbai to Delhi. This was to be my first point of 

contact in Delhi who would then introduce me to others. 

The Deobandi–Barelvi Historical Context 

Before continuing, it is necessary to understand the origins of the Deobandi and Barelvi 

sects on the Indian subcontinent. It will also help to look at the difference and the uneasy 

coexistence between the two. Specifically, I will present the historical context as it relates to the 

three broad ethnographic sites in India where I conducted my field research. 

The Deobandi and the Barelvi schools of Sunni Islam. These two schools of thought 

emerged from an undivided India. Maulana Muhammad Qasim Nanautavi and Maulana Rashid 

Ahmad Gangohi, the principal founders of Darul Uloom Deoband, established the seminary on 

May 30, 1866 (Neyazi, 2010). The revolt of 1857, in which Hindus and Muslims jointly 

participated, was ruthlessly suppressed by the British. Many ulema led the fighting in several 

places, and the British reprisal against the ulema was severe. In August 1858, India was formally 

incorporated into the British Empire (Neyazi, 2010). This meant that Islamic religious schools 

(the madarsas), which had, up to that point, enjoyed support and patronage under the Muslim 

elite, would now come under Britain’s political regime. It was considered a significant threat to 

Islamic identity and its tradition of Islamic learning. The ulema sought out ways to reclaim their 

identity and chart their course so that their faith, beliefs, and way of life would not only be secure 

but would also flourish. The search for such a path resulted in the emergence of revivalist 

movements that were intended to purify and strengthen Islam. The Deoband movement, which 
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originated at Darul Uloom Deoband, Saharanpur, Uttar Pradesh, was one of them (Neyazi, 

2010). It is the second largest Islamic seminary in the world after Cairo’s Al-Azhar University 

(Middle East Media Research Institute, 2011). 

By the end of the 19th century, another religious scholar, Ahmad Riza Khan Barelvi, had 

formed a group called Ahl-i-sunnat wa jamaat along with his students and associates (Metcalf, 

1982). This group and its adherents came to be known as the Barelvis. The Deobandi emphasis 

was on tawhid (the oneness of God). They sought to strip away local traditions and customs that 

elevated the status of saints, mystics, and even the prophet (Metcalf, 1982). On the other hand, 

the Barelvi tradition included celebrating the Mauludu’n-nabi (prophet’s birthday) and 

distribution of sweets after reading the Koran on a day the Deobandis oppose. One of Deoband’s 

founders, Maulana Rashid Ahmad Gangohi, even signed a fatwa against the practice (Metcalf, 

1982). The fatwa also called on avoiding the urs (religious processions) of saints14 (Metcalf, 

1982), a core Barelvi custom. The Deobandis believed that the prophet did not have ilmu’l-ghaib 

(knowledge of the unknown), whereas the Barelvis thought the prophet was bestowed with the 

knowledge (Metcalf, 1982). In the eyes of the Barelvis, the prophet was far more exalted than he 

was to the Deobandis.  

Riza Khan outlined his objections to the Deobandis (along with the Ahle-Hadis and the 

Ahmadiyyas) in his work called Hussamu’l Haramain (The Sword of the Haramain at the throat 

of the unbelief and falsehood), which was published in 1903 (Metcalf, 1982; Sanyal, 1996). 

Unlike the Deobandis, who were fiercely anti-British, Riza Khan supported British rule, saying 

                                                 

14 Urs is the death anniversary of the saint (Pir), and on this occasion there is a gathering of devotees. 
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that as long as the British gave Muslims freedom of religion, it was not necessary to oppose them 

(Metcalf, 1982). Compared to the split in the Deobandi ulema body—the JUH over the creation 

of Pakistan—there was no such divide in the Barelvi ulema community. There was one small 

instance of opposition from Maulana Muhammad Miyan Marharawi,15 one of the leading Barelvi 

ulema and a follower of Riza Khan who headed an organization called Jamaat-e-Ahle-e-Sunnat, 

and his associate Hasan Miyan. They were of the opinion that the Muslim League’s Pakistan 

would open its doors to all Christians, Hindus, Jews, and polytheists—essentially any group 

except “true” Muslims who believed in the Sharia. It had nothing to do with the religious (dini) 

welfare of the Muslims and was simply a result of the League’s struggle with the Congress party 

(Sanyal, 1982). These are some of the basic differences that set the two sects apart and continue 

today. In Chapter 5, I throw more light on the growing differences between these two maslaks 

(subsects) of Sunni Islam. 

 The context of ulema organization in Delhi. Delhi does not have the history of peaceful 

coexistence and interfaith legacy that Darul Uloom Deoband and Nadwatul ulema have, both of 

which are seminaries and institutions. Throughout history Delhi has been a center of conquests 

and battles between different dynasties. Delhi was forcefully exchanged between the Tomar, 

Chauhan, Tajik, Mamluk, Sayyid, Lodhi, and Mughal dynasties. During this period, the country 

faced raids by the Marathas and Jat kingdoms. It has been a political nerve center and has seen a 

lot of bloodshed. The British made Delhi their capital at the turn of the 20th century. The 

                                                 

15 Maulana Muhammad Miyan Marharawi was named after the town of Marhera in Western Uttar Pradesh, 

the center of a Sufi shrine of Barelvi persuasion. 
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partition in 1947 saw most of the Muslim population of Delhi either move to Pakistan or be 

killed by Hindus and Sikhs in the riots that followed. Delhi soon saw Hindu and Sikh refugees 

streaming in from newly created Pakistan. The grand mosques of Delhi survived partition 

violence. Millions of Muslims chose not to leave for Pakistan during partition and stayed in 

India. As decades passed, Muslims from neighboring states, along with Hindus, started to move 

to Delhi for employment and better opportunities. Delhi regained its prepartition diversity and 

character. It is also the city where independent India’s first education minister, Maulana Abul 

Kalam Azad, lived and worked. A Muslim religious scholar, he charted the course of India’s 

modern education system for 15 years when he was at the helm of the ministry. 

As Delhi is the national capital, most of the ulema organizations have head offices there. 

This helps them organize meetings with political leaders and various ministries. It also facilitates 

rallies, protests, marches, workshops, seminars, and conferences. Being in Delhi helps these 

communities mobilize and lobby the government and media. Various mosques and madarsas that 

come up in Delhi need the ulema. As such, many ulema moved to Delhi for employment. In fact, 

some of the most prominent ulema live in Delhi. During my visits to Deoband and Lucknow, I 

was asked if I had met a few ulema in Delhi. There was imbalance between my ethnographic 

settings of Delhi and of Deoband and Lucknow. My period of stay in Delhi was longer than in 

the other two places, and my interviews in Delhi were greater. My Delhi experience helped me 

tremendously in Deoband and Lucknow. I did not have to start from scratch. Delhi, in some 

ways, was a stepping stone to other places. If Delhi is not the starting point in an ethnographic 

study of the ulema, it needs to be its last stop. It is simply not possible to avoid the city. 

The context of ulema organization in Deoband. Deoband is a place of great historical 

significance. Two specific ulema are particularly important for this study. The first is Maulana 
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Husain Ahmad Madani, who put forth unique leadership in opposing the idea of Pakistan. The 

second alim is Maulana Obedullah Sindhi, the only alim from Deoband (and perhaps from India) 

to spend close to 25 years out of India during the colonial period. By the time his travels abroad 

came to an end, he realized that working alongside Hindus toward a collective secure future was 

perhaps the only way ahead (Zaman, 2012). The legacy of both ulema continues to resonate in 

current-day India. I personally experienced Madani’s legacy of coexistence with other faiths 

during data collection, my interaction with ulema, and my stay at Darul Uloom Deoband. Sindhi, 

who was accused in the silk letter conspiracy16 against British rule, still remains a highly 

respected figure in Deobandi circles. In 2012, Darul Uloom Deoband celebrated the 100-year 

anniversary of the conspiracy. Many ulema from Pakistan were present at the function at 

Deoband. If Sindhi had become irrelevant, this three-day event would not have been held. 

Another important aspect of Deoband in the context of this study is that Deoband in India 

is much different than how it is portrayed in Western media. Even though ulema from Deoband 

have branched off to form independent transnational organizations (such as Tablighi Jamaat and 

the Jamaat-e-Islami), Deoband and its affiliate, the JUH, has been the torch bearer of interfaith 

understanding and territorial nationalism. Led by Maulana Hussain Ahmed Madani, the JUH’s 

steadfast opposition to the creation of Pakistan was one of the reasons many Deobandi Muslims 

chose to stay in India rather than move to Pakistan. Since independence, the JUH has kept to its 

tradition of bridging understanding between the Hindus and Muslims of India. 

                                                 

16 The silk letter conspiracy involved the interception by the British of letters allegedly written by 

Afghanistan-based Maulana Sindhi on a silk cloth and addressed to Maulana Mahmud ul Hasan of Deoband. The 

letters were allegedly about a plot to overthrow British rule with the help of Germany, Turkey, and Afghanistan. 
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Deoband’s cooperation with non-Muslims in India evolved onto a larger canvas during 

the anti-British struggle after the First World War. Maulana Hussain Ahmad Madani belonged to 

a third generation of Deobandi ulema who found themselves in the throes of an anti-British 

struggle in India. Madani spent his time between India and Medina, where his father had 

emigrated. His teacher, Maulana Mahmood Hasan (also called the Shaikh ul Hind), was a second 

generation alim from Deoband. When Mehmood Hasan visited Medina in 1915, Madani became 

associated with his teacher’s involvement in organizing a challenge to British colonial rule. 

Under suspicion of having links to Turkish and Afghan revolutionaries, the British authorities 

arrested and interned Maulana Madani and his teacher Maulana Hasan in Malta and placed them 

in prison for almost four years, from 1916 to 1920 (Madani, 2007). This four-year imprisonment 

forever changed Madani’s life. In Malta, he interacted with prisoners from around the world, 

including Austrians, Turks, Germans, and Indians (and a Hindu Brahmin suspected of 

manufacturing bombs in Bengal)—all of whom were arrested for opposing the British. Through 

these encounters, he learned that an individual’s love for his or her nation can transcend religion 

and go deeper into the consciousness via his or her intimate attachment to a region or territory 

(Madani, 2007). Instead of returning to Medina after his release, Madani went to India and soon 

became the principal of the seminary at Deoband. He then helped Muslims organize to support 

the Indian National Congress. 

Madani travelled the entire country in the following years to strengthen national unity 

and JUH policy. When the Indian National Congress launched a total independence movement in 

1930, the JUH supported it wholeheartedly. In December 1937, Madani travelled to Delhi to 

make the following statement: “In the current age, nations [qaumeen] are based on homelands 

[autaan, pl. of watan], not religion [mazhab]” (Madani, 2007, p. 37). He was convinced that the 
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colonizers viewed all Indians in contempt, regardless of their religion. This meant that the British 

subjugated all Indian classes, making no distinction as to whether an Indian was Hindu, Muslim, 

Sikh, or Parsi. In addition, the British viewed all Indians as Hindustani. 

Madani vehemently opposed the poet-philosopher Alama Mohammad Iqbal and 

Mohammad Ali Jinnah over the creation of Pakistan and remained steadfast in his view that 

nationalism is a territorial concept and not a religious one (Madani, 2007). He outlined this idea 

in his 1938 work Muttahida Qaumiyat aur Islam (Composite Nationalism and Islam). This work 

remains one of the most compelling and thought-provoking visions to come out of Deoband. 

Madani’s work was honoured after independence, when India’s first president, Dr. Rajendra 

Prasad, the Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh Gobind Ballabh Pant, and a group of ministers 

visited Darul Uloom Deoband. During their visit, there was a movement underway to consider 

Maulana Madani for India’s national Padma Vibhushan award. Madani wrote a letter to the 

president expressing his gratitude but declined the award because he felt that accepting it might 

create the impression that he was subservient to the government (Metcalf, 2009). 

Maulana Ubedullah Sindhi was another influential contemporary of Madani and a student 

of Maulana Mahmud Hasan. Hasan enrolled Sindhi into his small group of Deobandi ulema who 

sought to resist British rule, even through the use of force if necessary. Leaders in Deoband 

disagreed with Hasan’s approach, but they could not oppose him given his considerable stature 

in the school (Zaman, 2012). However, they expelled Sindhi. After his expulsion Sindhi moved 

to Delhi, where he came into contact with prominent Muslim leaders associated with the Hindu-

dominated (but secular) organization the Indian National Congress. The JUH and Deoband 

became associated with this organization during the freedom struggle that later followed. After 

the beginning of the First World War, Mahmud Hasan asked Sindhi to visit the NWFP bordering 
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Afghanistan, where many Deoband graduates lived among the anticolonial Pashtun tribesmen 

(Zaman, 2012). The scheme was to organize the frontier tribesmen with the help of the Afghan 

king and to forge an alliance between Indian revolutionaries and the Ottomans and Germans to 

evict the British from India. With this aim in mind, Sindhi arrived in Kabul after a German–

Turkish mission made its way to Kabul. His goal was to win over the king in the war effort. 

This goal was established within the context of Kabul’s provisional Indian government. 

India’s president was a Hindu named Raja Mahendra Pratap, and Sindhi was the home minister 

(Zaman, 2012). In 1921, when the British signed a treaty with the Afghan king Amanullah, thus 

recognizing Afghanistan’s sovereignty, the king no longer needed Indian revolutionaries to 

undermine British interests. By forming a government in exile and identifying with the strong 

social platform established by Congress, Sindhi founded what is possibly the very first branch of 

the Congress outside the British Empire (Zaman, 2012). Sindhi sent letters to Hasan about the 

plans of the provisional Indian government, which were intercepted by the British and 

subsequently used as evidence to build the “silk letter conspiracy” case against Hasan and 

Madani, both of whom were arrested in Mecca and imprisoned in Malta. In turn, Sindhi was 

forced to remain outside India for approximately 25 years, during which time he travelled 

through Afghanistan, Soviet Russia, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia (Zaman, 2012). Sindhi’s arrival in 

Turkey coincided with the abolition of the Caliphate, the primary body that was protected 

through the country-wide Khilafat movement. For an Indian revolutionary who had begun his 

career as a pan-Islamist anticolonialist, this event came as a revelation, and Sindhi gradually 

turned away from pan-Islamism. While in Istanbul he founded the Sarwarajya Party (sarwa 

means “all” and rajya means “rule” in Sanskrit), an organization that supported Indian 

independence and aided the Congress in its nonviolent struggle for the socioeconomic justice of 
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the masses (Zaman, 2012). Sindhi was permitted to return to India in 1939, largely because of 

the efforts of the Congress. Upon his return, he continued to seek out a means of improving 

relations with India’s other religious communities. 

Accompanied by pan-Islamist disillusionment, his aspiration took on a different meaning 

and purpose. Sindhi was not considered the foremost religious scholar of his age, but he was 

perhaps the most different and unique of all the scholars. For instance, he was the only alim from 

Deoband and perhaps the only alim among ulema from other sects from the entire Indian 

subcontinent to have spent almost a quarter of a century outside India. His writings express ideas 

about the need to consider the local context when thinking about the Islamic tradition in India 

and the need to find common ground between Muslims of different intellectual traditions and 

between non-Muslims and Muslims of India. It is for this precise reason that the president of 

JUH, Maulana Asad Madani, referred to Sindhi’s emphasis on interreligious harmony when he 

addressed the 1995 general session of the JUH (Kamal, as cited in Zaman, 2012). The silk letter 

conspiracy case and Sindhi are still held in high esteem by Darul Uloom. The centenary for the 

silk letter conspiracy case was celebrated in 100 meetings across India in 2012; the concluding 

session was held in Deoband (research participant, personal communication, February, 23, 

2015). 

Sindhi also spoke about the importance of consensus as an instrument for legitimizing 

change within the Muslim community. Yet Sindhi was alone when he tried to take this consensus 

into the realm of India’s other religious communities. One of the contributing factors motivating 

this level of attention to India’s non-Muslims was the fact that Sindhi was a former Sikh who had 

converted to Islam and remained dedicated to his illiterate Sikh mother until her death. This trait 

was unusual among his contemporary ulema (Zaman, 2012). 
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The context of ulema organization in Darul Uloom Nadwatul-Ulema, Lucknow. The 

Payame-Insaniyat (Message of Humanity) movement is one of the more significant events to 

have occurred in post-independence India in regards to promoting the improvement of interfaith 

relations.17 In Hindi the movement is called Manavta Sandesh Abhiyan. It emerged from a three-

day seminar held on December 28–30, 1974, at Allahabad, Uttar Pradesh. The seminar was led 

by Maulana Sayyad Abul Hassan Ali Nadwi (popularly known as Ali Mian in India) Payame 

Insaniyat, n.d.). The movement was a response to the communal strife between Hindus and 

Muslims and corruption in daily life that had deteriorated social conditions in India. Ali Mian felt 

that the only way to bring communities together was to transcend the sectarian divide of religion 

and preach universal brotherhood (Payame Insaniyat, n.d.). The movement’s charter of oath and 

aims and objectives specifically emphasize the terms brotherhood, well-being of mankind, 

message of humanity, social welfare, and sharing sorrows and sufferings of human beings 

(Payame Insaniyat, n.d.). The words religion and Islam are not mentioned in the charter (Payame 

Insaniyat, n.d.). Ali Mian worked ceaselessly throughout India, holding innumerable meetings 

and seminars with other communities until his death in 1999. The movement continues today 

under the leadership of its current president, Maulana Rabey Hasani Nadwi, and its general 

secretary, Maulana Bilal Hasani. 

Ali Mian was an astute Islamic scholar and a favorite student of renowned Islamic 

scholar Ahmed Ali Lahori of prepartition Lahore. In 1932, Ali Mian was sent from Lahore to 

Darul Uloom Deoband to study the Hadith under Maulana Hussain Ahmed Madani (Zaheer, 

2005). While in Deoband, he participated in a number of learning sessions with Maulana Anwar 

                                                 

17 Certain aspects of the Payam-e-Insaniyat movement are also discussed in Chapter 5. 
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Shah Kashmiri. He then returned to Lahore, where he was the youngest student to achieve 

distinction in a Koranic course. He had to spend three months in complete seclusion in a Lahore 

mosque under the guidance of his teacher. During his stay he was not even permitted to read. At 

the age of 20, he entered the prestigious Darul Uloom Nadwatul Ulema in Lucknow as a teacher 

(Zaheer, 2005). A period of great literary achievement followed. 

Ali Miyan chose not to involve himself in electoral politics. He even stayed away from 

the All India Muslim Majlis, established by his protégé Dr. A. J. Faridi in1967, when the 

organization took to electoral politics (Abu Ali Hasan Nadwi, n.d.). Ali Miyan felt he needed to 

look far beyond the Muslim community to instil a sense of brotherhood in the country. He saw 

the necessity of relating to Hindus, Sikhs, Christians, and other faiths in India. Along with 

Maulana Manzoor Nomani, Ali Miyan conceived of starting a movement called Payame-

Insaniyat in 1954, but it remained at a conceptual stage until he revived it in 1974 (Zaheer, 

2005). The Indo–Pak war of 1971 may have been one of the factors that drove his decision to 

revive the movement, because the war involved the brutal crackdown by the Pakistani army on 

its Bengali population. Another important factor was the discord among Hindus and Muslims in 

India at that time. Ali Miyan was asked by his followers what would come of reaching out to 

other communities and why Muslims alone should do so. Ali Miyan replied that since Muslims 

were the torch-bearers of moral integrity and justice, it was their responsibility to work toward 

brotherhood even if there was no payoff in doing so. He also argued that as bearers of the holy 

message, the first duty of Muslims is to take corrective action (Zaheer, 2005). 

From 1974 to 1980, Ali Miyan travelled across the country and delivered a message of 

tolerance, patriotism, moral rectitude, and respect for human beings to Muslims and non-

Muslims. Surprisingly, in several meetings, the attendance of non-Muslims was much greater 
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than that of Muslims. Ali Miyan explained to the non-Muslim participants that the best way to 

initiate change in people’s attitudes and behaviors was for them to develop consciousness of a 

higher power. In other words, Ali Miyan promoted the idea that we are held accountable for our 

actions by divinity; a divine consciousness is the key to transformative change. He also argued 

that if a person is unable to reach this goal, the next step is to develop a strong sense of 

patriotism. The Muslims were told that they have a dual responsibility. First, they are responsible 

to another human being no matter which faith the other belongs to. Second, they are responsible 

to follow the word of Allah. While hearing these lessons at Miyan’s meetings, both Hindu and 

Muslim communities were told that humanity was not dead; it had fallen asleep and was simply 

in need of awakening. Some were more receptive to these messages than others. In northern 

India, specifically Chandigarh, a number of Muslims tried to leave halfway through the 

meetings. When they tried to leave, however, the Hindus and Sikhs at the meeting asked the 

Muslims to stay (Zaheer, 2005). 

From 1985–1986, when the Shah Bano case reverberated throughout India, Ali Miyan 

took a stand against the Supreme Court judgment against the Muslim personal law. Yet Miyan 

remained one of the very few Muslim clerics who reiterated the notion that despite the negative 

portrayal of Muslims in print, radio, and television, it is extremely important to exchange 

thoughts with the Hindu community (Zaheer, 2005). After he conveyed this message, dialogue 

sessions were arranged in several towns in central India. One of these meetings was held in 

Nagpur, where the RSS headquarters is located. These meetings were attended by many Hindu 

public figures and intellectuals, including I. K. Gujral (who would become India’s prime minister 

for a brief period), well-known journalist Kuldip Nayar, Chand Sarkar (Vice-Chancellor of 

Nagpur University), S. D. Wagh (editor of the Maharashtra Herald newspaper), Malik Ram, 
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Agwal Tawade, and others (Zaheer, 2005). In these meetings, Ali Miyan stressed that any 

clashing constituents of a society will always be harmed if they continue to clash with others. To 

illustrate his point, he explained that if travelers on the upper deck of a boat denied water to 

those on the lower deck and, at the same time, allowed the people on the lower deck to drill a 

hole in the bottom of the boat to extract water, the boat will sink and take all passengers 

underwater (Zaheer, 2005). 

Ali Miyan delivered a speech in Lucknow on January 6, 1993, exactly one month after 

the demolition of the Babri masjid on December 6, 1992. All across India, violence raged 

between Hindus and Muslims for the entire month. At the end of the month, 10,000 to 12,000 

people gathered at the Baradari monument in Lucknow to hear Ali Miyan’s speech. Throughout 

his entire speech, not once did Ali Miyan call upon the Muslims to retaliate for the demolition. 

While he did focus on violence and tyranny as the two most alarming challenges that India had 

to face, he only spoke out against the Hindu community once by stating that when Hindus stake 

claims to places of Muslim worship, they need to remember that several places of worship 

belonging to Jains and Buddhists were converted to Hindu temples centuries ago. Hindu scholar 

Adi Shankaracharya, a religious leader, converted Buddhist shrines to Hindu temples in the 8th 

century A.D. He personally visited Nalanda, where the Buddhist university was excavated, and 

he saw Jain and Buddhist sites converted to Hindu sites. With the sole exception of this point, 

Ali Miyan overwhelmingly emphasized that the only way forward for India was through 

composite nationalism and brotherhood between the two faiths (Payame Insaniyat Forum, 1995).  

Along with his deep insight into the Koran, Ali Miyan understood the implications of a 

multireligious world or, in other words, a global village divided into multireligious states (Abu 

Ali Hasan Nadwi, n.d.). Ali Miyan argued that this phenomenon makes it vital to achieve 
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harmony between a multireligious India and Islam (Abu Ali Hasan Nadwi, n.d.). Ali Miyan 

remains one of the most remarkable visionaries to emerge from Darul Uloom Deoband and 

Nadwatul ulema, and his Payame-Insaniyat movement is one of the significant movements on 

interfaith relations in India. 

The Ulema and Existing Differences and Disputes between India and Pakistan 

Based on my exposure to events during my years growing up in India, keeping in touch 

with the country from abroad, and interacting with the ulema during my fieldwork and telephone 

interviews, I will say that the Indian ulema are not interested in speaking on several issues that 

create tensions between India and Pakistan. This is the case when they are in India; it may not be 

the case when they are visiting Pakistan. During my immersion, I observed that although 

participants and their associates spoke spontaneously and at length on many topics, they did not 

speak about issues such as Kashmir, the Indus water treaty, the demilitarization of Siachen 

glacier, trade, and Sir Creek. They neither talked about these issues with me nor did they speak 

about them among themselves. During a couple of interviews, Indian participants brought up the 

Kashmir issue, even though I did not ask any questions about it and took a strong pro-India 

stand. 

There may be multiple reasons behind this pattern of thinking. It is possible that they feel 

that these issues have been going on for several decades and there is no point discussing them. 

Apathy and fatigue comes with ongoing issues that drag over decades. Furthermore, as violence 

is involved in issues such as Kashmir, the Line of Control (LOC), and clandestine activities of 

intelligence agencies, they may feel that it would be wise to stay away from these matters. Also, 

the ulema are unaware of the complexities of the issues between the two countries. Merely 

making statements for or against concerns does not help in any way. An example is the case of 
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Indus water treaty. To make any statement on this issue, one would need to know why the World 

Bank had to intervene in this water sharing issue in the 1960s (Press Trust of India ,2016), how 

much water each country is utilizing from the Indus and the reasons behind any country not 

utilizing its share. It would be prudent to say that several ulema are not aware of these facts. The 

ulema may not wish to take a stand on issues where the government security apparatus is in 

control, such as terrorism, the LOC, and Kashmir. As religious scholars, they may not believe 

they are qualified to speak on concerns being handled by the ministries of External Affairs, 

Defence, Home Affairs, Water Resources, and the Prime Minister’s Office. The most important 

reason is a feeling among several Indian ulema that Indian Muslims have suffered as a result of 

the creation of Pakistan and Pakistan’s anti-India activities. As such, speaking on these issues to 

Pakistan would be futile. On the contrary, certain Indian ulema have taken a public stand against 

Pakistan.  

While attending a Jamaat-e-Islami conference in Lahore, Pakistan, Maulana Jalaluddin 

Umri (president of JIH18) from India gave an interview to the Pakistani Urdu weekly Friday 

Special. In that interview, he said Pakistan should forget about Kashmir (Rahman, 2015). He was 

critical of Pakistan for its lack of democracy, lack of development, obsession with Kashmir, and 

the internal violence within the country (Rahman, 2015). Also of note is the killing of Hizbul 

Mujahedeen militant Burhan Wani by Indian security forces in Kashmir in July 2016. Against 

the backdrop of protests in Kashmir after the killing, a delegation of members from different 

Indian political parties led by Indian Home Minister Rajnath Singh visited Kashmir to meet 

                                                 

18 The Jamaat-e-Islami Hind is different from the Jamaat-e-Islam Kashmir from the state of Jammu and 

Kashmir. 
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Hurriyat party members (Neelakantani, 2016). During this visit, several Hurriyat party members 

shut their doors on the delegation because it was led by Singh. This was followed by a delegation 

of Indian Barelvi ulema calling on Singh in September 2016 in Delhi (Neelakantani, 2016). 

Maulana Ansar Raza of the Gharib Nawaz Foundation, who led the ulema delegation, stated that 

the all-party delegation should not have called on those who supported Pakistan in the Kashmir 

valley as there was no point talking to people who raised pro-Pakistan slogans in Kashmir 

(Neelakantani, 2016). The anti-Pakistan sentiment among the Indian ulema was clearly visible. 

An Indian research participant personally wrote against Pakistan’s involvement in 

Kashmir and received hate mail from the other side—some even claiming he was not a Muslim. 

He specifically used the word jahil (an expletive meaning “ignorant” or “illiterate”) while 

referring to the Pakistani ulema (research participant, personal communication, October 2, 2016). 

He said one would have a hard time finding an Indian alim who will not stand by the Indian 

government when it comes to Kashmir (research participant, personal communication, October 

2, 2016). When the Indian army conducted strikes across the LOC in Pakistan on September 28, 

2016, Indian Islamic seminaries belonging to Deobandi and Barelvi sects staunchly supported 

the army action. Barelvi leaders such as Maulana Shahbudeen Razvi, the National General 

Secretary of All India Jamaat Raza-e-Mustafa, and Bareilly city Qazi Maulana Asjad Raza Khan 

supported the strikes (Sarma, 2016). Maulana Ashraf Usmani, the Deoband spokesperson, said 

the same and also said that such military action should be carried out in the future (Sarma, 2016). 

If the Indian ulema were interested in other contentious issues between the two countries, 

they would have spoken on those topics in the World Peace Conference organized by Darul 

Uloom Deoband in India in 2012. They would have done the same at the World Sufi Forum in 

2016 organized by the Barelvi ulema in Delhi. During the Sufi forum, ulema from each side 
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condemned terrorism in their own countries and militant groups such as the Islamic State of Iraq 

and Syria (ISIS). No one touched on any issue that causes tensions between the two countries, 

yet the concluding speech of Pakistani cleric Tahir ul Qadri focused on “peaceful coexistence” 

(personal observation, March 21, 2016). 

After 1998, the Composite Dialogue Process (CDP) expanded interactions between the 

two countries by introducing economic and cultural relations into the dialogue (Dasgupta, 2015). 

This change brought in other cross border actors—industrialists, authors, film actors, sports 

personalities, singers, musicians, journalists, peace activists, retired army officers, and women’s 

groups. They started visiting the other country more often, but they did not speak on divisive 

issues. Hindu nationalist groups have occasionally demanded that Pakistani actors staying in 

India should leave the country, but when the tension de-escalates, things go back to normal. 

Relations between the two countries have evolved on several fronts, even though there is 

continuous violence in Kashmir—led by either militants or by Indian security forces. 

In 2012, Karachi stock exchange officials visited the Mumbai stock exchange to discuss a 

possible partnership to trade India’s and Pakistan’s indices (Mahajan, 2012). In the same year, 

Nitish Kumar, chief minister of Bihar state in India, visited Pakistan with a business delegation 

(Ghosh, 2012). Independent parliamentarians from each country visited the other country. The 

Jang newspaper group in Pakistan and the Times of India group launched the Aman ki Aasha 

(Hope for Peace) campaign in 2010, under which thousands of people from India and Pakistan 

visited the other country. The Dawn newspaper in Pakistan interviewed India’s chief election 

commissioner, S. Y. Quarishi, in Delhi about how he conducts the biggest election in the world, 

involving over 810 million people (Mehdi, 2014).Several Pakistani film stars, singers, and sports 

personalities live and work in India. Interactions between different strata of society from both 



RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE   109 

 

countries have expanded. There are no reports of any discussions during these interactions of key 

points of disagreement between these segments of the two countries. Drawing a parallel, why 

would or should the ulema discuss these issues? 

An argument can be put forward that religion is not associated with issues such as the 

LOC, trade, relations with China, and the Indus Water Treaty. This would be incorrect. These 

issues are entwined with religion. In terms of importance, the LOC is critical in Kashmir, a 

region where religion has contributed the most to the conflict from both sides. Pakistan’s 

granting of Most Favored Nation status to India depends on how matters progress in talks on 

Kashmir. Pakistan has ceded some area to China in Kashmir. China has successfully thwarted 

India’s repeated attempts to ban Pakistani militant group Jaish-e-Mohammad chief Masood 

Azhar19 from the UN (NDTV, 2016). China has also thrown its weight behind Pakistan on the 

Kashmir issue. China began issuing stapled visas to residents of Indian-administered Jammu and 

Kashmir in 2009 (Kasturi, 2015), and after India’s statement against China after the South China 

Sea ruling, China’s support for Pakistan over Kashmir will grow even more. Issues are deeply 

interconnected. Kashmir and terrorism (the Masood Mazar issue) is entwined with the LOC, 

trade, and relations with China. The Indus Water Treaty has connection to the power situation in 

Kashmir and the eastern and western rivers that run through Kashmir (Nazakat & Nengroo, 

2012). 

                                                 

19 Masood Azhar is the chief of Jaish-e-Mohammad, a militant organization based in Pakistan. He is alleged 

to have carried out several attacks in India. 
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The Indian ulema will not have a different stand from the Indian government on current 

outstanding disputes between the two countries. The same can be said for the Pakistani ulema, 

who will support the Pakistani government’s stand, and they should. Hence, a religious dialogue 

that transcends current disputes is the path to take. There are a few challenges for such a dialogue 

to come about, the disunity among the ulema being a major factor. 

My Field Work: Delhi, Deoband, Lucknow, and Mumbai 

Delhi is not only the capital of India but also is a major cultural nerve center of Indian 

Muslims. Apart from being an important center of Muslim heritage during Mughal rule in India, 

the leading ulema organizations, including the JUH, the AIUMB, the Ahle-Hadees, and the JIH, 

have head offices in Delhi. In the past three decades, a Muslim neighborhood called Jamia Nagar 

near Okhla has been established as one of Delhi’s suburbs. This neighborhood arose around 

Jamia Milia Islamia University. Jamia Nagar, with Jogabai as its core area, is home to several 

important Muslim institutions and organizations. The All India Milli Council, the Islamic Fiqh 

Academy (IFA), the Delhi Minorities Commission, the AIUMB, the JIH headquarters (Dawat 

Nagar, Abul Fazal Enclave), and other organizations are based in this suburb. The India Islamic 

Cultural Center is in Delhi. This center hosts all national and international programs on Islamic 

issues. 

My stay in Delhi stretched from January 20 to February 22, 2015. In Delhi I immediately 

reached out to the alim, who called me to his residence. After I explained the purpose of my 

visit, I asked if it would be possible for me to stay at his home for the purpose of immersion and 

participant observation. He was surprised and said his residence did not have basic amenities, 

and he would not be able to provide me with the comforts I enjoyed in the West. I told him 

comforts were inconsequential. To understand the world from his perspective, I needed to 
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experience his life. He felt honoured that I decided to stay in his house. He was extremely keen 

on learning English. He insisted that I coach him, his three young sons, and a friend. These 

lessons in conversational English began after dinner and concluded late at night. This went on for 

a week until my host became busy with Delhi assembly elections, and the tutorials were 

disbanded. 

My host started taking me to other ulema and university professors in Delhi. We 

commuted together on Delhi public transit. On January 30, he took me to a Barelvi gathering on 

the occasion of Eid-e-Milad at the India Islamic Cultural Center. My host was one of the 

speakers at the event. I came in contact with another research participant and observed the office 

bearers of another Barelvi organization, the AIUMB, which later organized the World Sufi 

Forum in 2016. 

During one of the visits, my host introduced me to a university professor from a 

Deobandi background. One of these interviews yielded rich data that I explore in Chapter 4. 

After a few days, the professor invited me for lunch at his house. After lunch, he called a 

program officer of the IFA and requested that he come over. The professor requested the 

program officer to take me to IFA so I could conduct my research there and interview if need be. 

The professor’s introduction helped me greatly; I visited IFA on three occasions during my stay 

in Delhi. The interviewees at IFA passed on the contact details of other participants. These 

contacts were valuable. During my days at the IFA, its staff provided my meals and was very 

considerate toward me. 

Some days, my host took me wherever he went for his routine work. We met many of his 

friends and associates during such trips. If I came across anything important related to my work, 
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I made a note of it in my pad. During such outings, I came across three categories of people. The 

first were potential research participants, but because of their hectic schedules, I was unable to 

interview them. In some cases they were not residents of Delhi and were visiting for personal 

work and immediately leaving the city afterward. The second category consisted of certain 

participants, but our first meetings were informal, and I interviewed them during my second 

visit. The third category comprised accidental participants. Sometimes, when we casually met 

someone, visitors at that place became interested in the topic and gave me their phone numbers 

to be interviewed. 

My host’s introductions allowed me to develop a “snowball sample”: my host introduced 

me to A, then A gave me contacts of B and C. B and C further provided the names and contacts 

of D, E, and F. This process was extremely beneficial in the field work period. There came a 

time when I would seek my host’s permission and visit D, E, and F directly for their input and to 

interview them alone. When I returned home in the evening, I gave the day’s account to my host. 

One of my host’s friends, to whom I briefly taught English, was distantly related to one 

of the members of the upper echelons of Darul Uloom Deoband. This was one of those rare 

instances of an interconnection between the Deobandi and Barelvi communities. This friend 

organized my meeting with a leading Deobandi alim in the Jamiat-ul-Ulema-e-Hind headquarters 

at No. 1, Bahadur Shah Zafar Marg, Delhi. My host’s friend accompanied me to the meeting. I 

interviewed the alim and told him I wished to visit Darul Uloom Deoband in Saharanpur, Uttar 

Pradesh. He immediately said he would arrange for my stay in Deoband’s guest house. This was 

my first interview with a Deobandi alim who belonged to a leading family from Darul Uloom, 

Deoband, and it positively charted my course at Deoband. My host in Delhi was responsible for 

moving me into Barelvi and Deobandi circles at the same time. This helped me develop 
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ethnographic settings in both communities simultaneously and was extremely beneficial as I 

could alternate between participants from the two sects and extract data. 

IFA participants and program officers asked me to visit the departments of Islamic 

Studies and Comparative Religions at Jamia Milia Islamia University. I was sent to the residence 

of the founding director of the Department of Comparative Religions, who is retired and ailing. 

He provided me with names of leading believers in interfaith dialogue. I made my way again to 

the JUH headquarters and met its chief spokesperson. I spent an entire day with him and visited 

the International Book Fair held at Pragati Maidan with his friend, a Hindu religious leader from 

the state of Bihar. They were interested in books on different religions. We hauled several books 

back to JUH headquarters. I visited the JUH office four times during my stay in Delhi. 

I think one of the reasons my participants helped me was the fact that I had no interest in 

militancy or terrorism issues. The participants were used addressing these issues with the media 

and the general public. They were constantly on the defensive against a negative portrayal of 

their community. As I was not interested in such issues, I was seen as a refreshing change, and 

this may have motivated them to go the extra mile for me. I was even able to get access to a 

couple of participants who had held political positions in the past. One thing struck me: In 

normal circumstances, the Barelvis and Deobandis are unable to agree with each other. But, 

while referring me to other participants, Barelvis recommended that I meet a few people from the 

Deobandi community and vice versa. I think the transcending nature of my topic was the reason. 

When I met participants, I was honest about whom I had already met and shared the names of 

my participants, irrespective of whether they were Deobandi or Barelvi. I was able to build trust 

and confidence.  
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From Delhi, I left for Deoband, where I had arranged to stay. I was in Deoband from 

February 28 to March 5, 2015. My interactions with Deobandi participants in Delhi 

tremendously facilitated my ethnographic settings in Deoband. I informed my participants in the 

seminary about the people I had met in Delhi. Some participants from Deoband provided more 

contacts for me to reach out to when I returned to Delhi. I completed a full circle. In the 

seminary town, I spent the time walking around the buildings and visiting different departments 

of the seminary—the classrooms, library, internet department, and public relations department. I 

met staff members. The reading I did on Deoband’s historical context before I left Canada helped 

me immensely during my interactions with my Deobandi participants. My grounding in the 

history went a long way in enhancing my field work. 

I left Deoband and travelled to Lucknow, where I stayed from March 6–10, 2015. 

Although I had decided to visit Lucknow before I set out for my field work, my participants in 

Delhi recommended that I visit Nadwatul ulema in Lucknow, and they provided me contacts at 

the seminary. Similar to my experience in Deoband, my initial field work in Delhi facilitated and 

paved the way for me in Lucknow. Because there was no accommodation available at the 

seminary, I stayed at a lodge in Lucknow city. I visited the seminary during the day to interact 

with the officials of the Payam-e-Insaniyat movement. I spent time with the movement’s general-

secretary, the administrative secretary, and the secretary of Islamic Center of Firangi Mahal, who 

was also the library assistant of Shibli Nomani Library at Nadwatul ulema. I interviewed two 

prominent members of the AIMPLB in Lucknow. Both were referred by participants in Delhi. I 

had a specific reason to choose Lucknow as my ethnographic site. Because Nadwatul ulema is 

one of the prominent seminaries in India, there was a possibility that Pakistani ulema would visit 
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the seminary during their India visits. It is the birthplace of the Payam-e-Insaniyat movement, the 

history of which deserves attention. 

I returned to Delhi from Lucknow. My host in Delhi was busy building a small house in a 

distant suburb. His elderly father and two brothers were assisting him. The current residence was 

becoming crowded. My host asked his elderly father to sleep on the floor so I could sleep on the 

bed. I thought this was inappropriate, so I moved to my friend’s residence. I visited a few 

participants I had interviewed earlier and gave them an account of my visits to Deoband and 

Lucknow. They were happy I remembered them and returned to meet them again. I interviewed a 

few more participants in Delhi. I learned the contact details of the participants from Ahl-e-Hadis 

and Jamaat-e-Islami from my other participants. I returned to Mumbai on March 21, 2015, from 

which I left for Canada on April 2, 2015. Before departing Mumbai, I interviewed three 

participants of Deobandi background in the city, two of whom were AIMPLB members. The 

contacts of these participants were provided by other participants. I regret that I was unable to 

call upon my father-in-law’s friend, the first alim I met in Mumbai. I could not visit him as I 

rested for a few days. However, I spoke to him over the phone and promised that I would call on 

him the next time I was in the city. 

World Sufi Forum 2016 

On my last day in Delhi in March 2015, I met an official of the AIUMB at his residence. 

He was impressed by my topic and stayed in touch with me over e-mail. In January 2016, I 

received an invitation to attend the World Sufi Forum as a delegate. I was asked to present a 

paper at the summit, which took place March 17–20, 2016, in New Delhi. I was hosted at the 

India Islamic Cultural Center. I politely declined the offer to speak as I believed that delegates 

more senior to me in age, knowledge, and experience should have precedence. I submitted a 
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paper, which was published in the Summit publication. I did not lobby to be part of this summit, 

in which delegates from 23 countries participated. I was invited to attend; it was an exercise in 

serendipity. 

My only chance of personally interviewing Pakistani ulema at the World Sufi Forum in 

Delhi, however, was not as rich as I had hoped for two reasons: a) All of them had hectic 

speaking schedules throughout the three days at various summit workshops; and b) the security 

cordons around the two hotels they were put up in—Hotel Taj Continental and Hotel Surya—

made it difficult to approach them late at night or early in the morning for interviews. 

Despite these challenges, I managed to interview an alim from Karachi at the India 

Islamic Cultural Center and another alim from Hyderabad. Both of these Pakistani ulema 

addressed the final rally. The alim from Karachi has been visiting India since the 1970s, and the 

alim from Hyderabad has followers among the Muslim population in the three border districts of 

the Indian state of Rajasthan, which borders Pakistan. Both were regular visitors to India and 

were fond of the country. This was evident as reminisced about their past experiences. The alim 

from Hyderabad referred to the royal wedding of Kunwar Karni Singh Sodha from Amarkot 

district in Sind, Pakistan, to Padmini Rathore from the royal family of Jaipur, India. This 

wedding between two royal families was held in February 2015 in Jaipur, and the alim was one 

of a large number of invitees from Pakistan. He discussed his interest in the rituals of Hindu 

wedding ceremonies. My interview with the alim from Hyderabad was brief and informal, over a 

late lunch following the concluding rally at Ram Lila grounds on March 20, 2016. I was unable 

to record the interaction with him or take notes. These were the only instances where I personally 

interacted with Pakistani ulema in person during the project. 
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Summary 

Chapter 4 described my ethnographic settings and provided the historical context of my 

research. This chapter acts as a bridge between Chapter 3, on methodology, and Chapter 5, on 

ethnographic data. It looked at how and why I went about doing my field work. My study 

concentrated on Delhi, Deoband, and Lucknow as ethnographic settings. The participants were 

from the JUH, the Deobandi ulema body, Nadwat ul Ulema (the seminary in Lucknow), the 

AIUMB (a Barelvi body), the All India Sunni Ulama Federation (another Barelvi body), the 

Jamiat Ahle Hadees-e-Hind, and the JIH. Several ulema and nonulema research participants are 

members of the AIMPLB20, the body that guides the implementation of Muslim personal law in 

India. In addition, some of my participants are academics and some were journalists. Delhi, 

Deoband, and Lucknow each had importance and purpose. There was imbalance between the 

ethnographic setting of Delhi and those of Deoband and Lucknow. My stay in Delhi was longer 

than in the other two places, my interviews in Delhi were longer. Delhi helped me tremendously 

in preparing for my work in Deoband and Lucknow. I did not have to start from scratch. Delhi, 

in some ways, was a stepping-stone to other places.  

In Chapter 5 I present the ethnographic data I collected during these visits and provide 

deeper analysis of these data and how they connect to my research goal of exploring religious 

dialogue between the ulema of the two countries. My analysis attempts to discover if such 

dialogue is feasible in the future and the possible factors or challenges that might influence the 

dialogue.  

 

                                                 

20 The AIMPLB is a 149-member body with a 51-member executive committee (AIMPLB, n.d.). 
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Chapter 5: Ethnographic Data 

In this chapter I examine the world of my research participants through an ethnographic 

lens. While delving into my participant observation, total and partial immersion, and interviews, 

I have tried to examine the meaningful and symbolic content of my experiences. After my field 

work in 2015 and participation in the World Sufi Forum in 2016, I stayed in touch with my 

research participants from India and Pakistan via phone, e-mail, text, and the instant messaging 

app Whatsapp. I wish them well during festivals by sending text messages and messages on 

Whatsapp. My ethnographic journey continued after my visits to India. 

Ethnography means “writing culture” (Mitchell, 2007). Ethnography of any community 

or group attempts to represent the world from the group’s perspective or as how the group sees it. 

Many factors collectively contribute to such a perspective. It is the sum total of the worldviews 

of different individuals belonging to the community. These worldviews are in turn a 

representation of their values, beliefs, ideas, fears, anxieties, apprehensions, dreams, hopes, 

aspirations, interests, and opinions. Ethnographic data therefore include a collection of the 

thoughts and emotions that shape and inform a culture. Culture, here, could be described as the 

beliefs and behaviors that are characteristic of a particular social group (culture, n.d.). Direct 

immersion involving participant observation opens the world of the group or community to the 

researcher. The knowledge extracted goes beyond interview questions. The researcher is exposed 

to the thoughts of the participants, their friends, family members, and associates when the 

researcher spends days and nights with the participants and accompanies them wherever they go. 

Ethnographic Themes  

In this chapter I present my ethnographic data of the Indian ulema, and within that data I 

explore the topic of religious dialogue between the ulema of India and Pakistan. Broadly 
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speaking, I tried to understand the ulema’s interpretation of their world, how they identify 

themselves and others who share their experiences and situations, their view of history, how they 

relate to others within their world, and how they reached that point of view or the conditions they 

find themselves in. 

Based on a careful analysis of these data, I categorized them into five specific themes. A 

theme represents some level of patterned response or meaning within a data set and should 

capture something important related to the overall research question (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

My themes were derived by the thematic analysis method, as described in Chapter 3. 

They include the following: 

• A disunifying theme that is not conducive to religious dialogue between the two 

countries. This theme explores issues that prevent the Indian ulema from uniting on a 

single platform for a religious dialogue with Pakistan. 

• A unifying theme that is not conducive to religious dialogue. This theme explores what 

enables the Indian ulema to set aside their internal differences, even though this unity is 

not conducive to a religious dialogue with Pakistan. 

• A favorable theme for religious dialogue that predominantly looks at Pakistani ulema’s 

visits to India and two concepts of coexistence. 

• A unifying theme necessary for religious dialogue that unites a significant portion of the 

Indian ulema on the issue of coexistence with Hindus. 

• A neutral theme that is not directly relevant to the research question but still informs the 

India ulema’s culture. 
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The first three themes are composed of different elements. The disunifying elements are 

(a) intersect differences; (b) intrasect differences; and (c) perception of Pakistan. The unifying 

elements not conducive to religious dialogue are (a) Hindu nationalism; (b) protection of Muslim 

personal law in India; and (c) Indian Muslim hostility toward past and present Western 

imperialism. The favorable elements for religious dialogue are (a) the intricacies of interaction; 

(b) Maulana Fazlur Rehman’s visits to India; (c) Maulana Tahir Ul Qadri’s visit to India; (d) the 

World Sufi Forum; and (e) the concepts of baqa-e-baham (peaceful coexistence) and tasawwuf 

(spirituality). The unifying theme necessary for religious dialogue is one of coexistence with the 

Hindu community. The neutral theme is secularism, which contributes to the culture of the ulema 

community in India. See Table 5.1 and Figures 5.1 and 5.2. 

Table 5.1 Themes and their Elements 

Classification Elements 

Disunifying themes not conducive to 

religious dialogue between India and Pakistan 
• intersect differences within the ulema 

• intrasect differences 

• perception of Pakistan 

 

These elements act as centrifugal forces 

and hold back the ulema from emerging on a 

single platform for religious dialogue. 

Unifying theme not conducive to 

religious dialogue 
• Hindu nationalism 

• protection of Muslim personal law in 

India 

• Indian Muslim hostility toward past and 

present Western imperialism 

 

These elements act as centripetal forces 

that unite the ulema but hold them back from 

looking at broader larger issues such as a 

religious dialogue with Pakistan. 
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Theme favorable for religious dialogue 

 

 

• intricacies of interaction 

• Maulana Fazlur Rehman’s visits to 

India 

• Maulana Tahir ul Qadri’s visit to India 

• World Sufi Forum 

• The concepts of baqa-e-baham 

(peaceful coexistence) and tasawwuf 

(spirituality) 

 

 

A unifying theme necessary for 

religious dialogue (coexistence with the Hindu 

community) 

No contributing elements 

A neutral theme that informs the India 

ulema’s culture (secularism) 

No contributing elements 
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Figure 5.1: Nonfavorable Framework 
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Figure 5.2: Favorable Framework 

Disunifying Theme 

The disunifying theme relates to issues that ensure the Indian ulema do not come together 

on a single platform to commence and sustain a religious dialogue with the Pakistani ulema. It 

explores why the ulema seem unable to achieve consensus on conceiving such a dialogue. 

Centrifugal issues pull the ulema community outward and dismantle their unity. These elements 
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act as obstacles in the path of ulema unity, which is needed to generate and sustain a religious 

dialogue with Pakistani ulema. 

Intersect differences. I was exposed to Sunni intersect differences and animosity 

throughout the immersion and participant observation period. Among themselves, the Deobandi 

and Barelvi ulema compete fiercely for social, cultural, and religious space and for political 

influence when it comes to their relations with all political parties. Often, these battles are 

intense. The Barelvis refer to themselves as Sunni, implying that the Deobandis are not Sunnis. 

The Barelvis spare no opportunity to call the Deobandis Wahhabi, and the Deobandis referred to 

the Barelvis as uneducated Muslims unable to look beyond qawwalis (devotional songs) and 

mazaars (graves of mystic saints). The Barelvis complain that the Deobandis have usurped all 

powerful positions and posts in all political parties and in all institutions related to Muslims in 

India. They are said to have been able to do so because a group of them opposed India’s partition 

and as a result found favor with the Congress party that ruled India for decades after its creation. 

Although greater in number, the Barelvis could not achieve what the Deobandis did and were 

marginalized in matters related to Indian Muslims in independent India. 

The Barelvi–Deobandi schism is so wide that each sect has different mosques for 

praying. If they pray in the same mosque, the two sects prefer to pray on different floors rather 

than behind one another in the same praying hall. According to a research participant, the 

Barelvis say that if any Barelvi stands behind a Deobandi while praying, he can be declared a 

kafir (infidel), his marriage is automatically annulled, and his wife loses her legal status as a 

married woman (research participant, personal communication, October 2, 2016). This 

participant narrated a case from Moradabad city, where a Deobandi recited funeral prayers for a 

death in a Barelvi family. The Barelvi mufti passed a fatwa declaring the Deobandi cleric a kafir, 
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and the Barelvi family had to solemnize their wedding again as the marriage was considered 

annulled as a result of the Deobandi cleric’s involvement in the funeral (research participant, 

personal communication, October 2, 2016). The participant pointed out that this divide goes back 

to a 19-century book called The Sword of Harmain written by Maulana Ahmed Riza Khan, the 

founder of the Barelvi sect, in which he took an anti-Deobandi stand and termed the Deobandis 

kafirs (research participant, personal communication, October 2, 2016). The impact of the fatwa 

still resonates in current times (research participant, personal communication, October 2, 2016). 

Intersect marriages are rare. The differences are so acute that no one from the Deobandi sect was 

invited to the World Sufi Forum in March 2016. 

Deoband follows a doctrine that disallows any intermediaries or mystic-saints between 

the pious and the Almighty. The Barelvis follow mystics and saints who guide the community 

throughout the centuries. The Deobandis reject these practices, saying they come close to 

idolatry and worship of human beings. The Barelvis allege that by rejecting traditions intrinsic to 

the Indian subcontinent, the Deobandis have aligned with a radical form of Islam imported from 

Saudi Arabia and hence call them Wahhabi. This ideological difference is at the root of this 

schism. 

The Ahle-Hadis, a minority sect of Sunni Muslims in India, is kept at bay by both the 

Deobandis and the Barelvis21. If the Barelvis call the Deobandis Wahhabi, the Deobandis, in 

turn, call the Ahle-Hadis as Wahhabi for their rejection of all schools of jurisprudence and of 

Persian and Urdu. The Ahle-Hadis speak Arabic and do any accept anything other than the 

                                                 

21 This was gathered from informal personal interactions with ulema from all maslaks (subsects) during 

data extraction. 
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Koran and the Hadith. These intersect differences exist in spite the fact that each of them has 

significant levels of interfaith interactions with Hindus on their own. Some of the most original 

initiatives on interfaith issues came from the Deobandi ulema or academics aligned with the 

Deobandi school of thought. Darul Uloom Deoband and the JUH have carried on its legacy of 

Hindu–Muslim unity from prepartition India into its post-partition era. In 1994, Darul Uloom 

introduced a mandatory course in comparative religions in its fazilat curriculum for the ulema, in 

which the basic fundamentals of Indic religions are taught22. The Payam e Insaniyat movement 

arose from Nadwat ulema in Lucknow, whose roots grow close to Deoband. Maulana 

Shamsnaved Usmani, author of Agar Ab bhi Na Jaage Toh, was from Deoband. The IFA is 

associated with Deobandi ulema. Some prominent academics who have worked on interfaith 

issues are from Deobandi backgrounds. They are the foremost advocates within the Indian 

Muslim community of the need to understand the Indic religions. 

Interfaith interaction between Barelvi ulema and Hindus occurs on a daily basis; over 

75% of devotees visiting Barelvi shrines for prayers and healing are Hindus. The Ahle-Hadis 

ulema also have conducted interfaith conferences and invited Hindu religious leaders to joint 

events. Each sect has its own relationship with the Hindu community, and yet the sects are not 

united on several issues.  

Intrasect differences. Ideological differences and turf battles run deep within sects. 

Barelvi leaders have their own geographical and political fiefdoms. Unlike Deoband, several 

Barelvi ulema are attached to individual dargahs (shrines) and khanaqahs (buildings used for 

Sufi gatherings). Some Barelvi shrines are Ajmer Sharif (Rajasthan), Sirhind (Punjab), Deva 

                                                 

22 Per research participant who teaches the course at Darul Uloom. 
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Sharif (Barabanki, Uttar Pradesh), Kichaucha Sharif (Ambedkar Nagar, Uttar Pradesh), 

Qutubuddin Bakthiyar Kaaki Sharif (Delhi), Chirag Sharif (Delhi), Amroha Sharif (Amroha, 

Uttar Pradesh), Bareilly Sharif (Bareilly, Uttar Pradesh), and Hazrat Nizamuddin (Delhi). Unlike 

Deoband and JUH, the Barelvis have different organizations across India. This dispersion is 

natural because no single institution in the country holds the Barelvis together, unlike the 

Deobandis. Barelvis are more numerous than Deobandis. A larger population with allegiance to 

different shrines has led to wider dispersion and disunity. 

Different Barelvi leaders vie with one another for social and political space. See page 147 

for an example of this tendency in a section titled “Sheikh ul Islam Maulana Dr. Muhammad 

Tahir ul Qadri’s visit.” One research participant pointed out that a famous cleric from Pakistan; 

Maulana Tahir Ul Qadri, made a statement that humanity is akin to a flower vase, with different 

religions acting as individual flowers. For this statement, a Barelvi body called the Raza 

Academy based in Mumbai passed a fatwa against him, calling him a kafir (infidel) (research 

participant, personal communication, October 2, 2016). 

The intrasect differences within Deoband are evidenced by the fact that a small group of 

Deobandi ulema have formed the Jamaat-Ulema-e-Hind (different than the JUH) and aligned 

with the BJP. Even within the JUH there are two factions, the first belonging to Maulana 

Mehmood Madani and the other to his uncle Maulana Arshad Madani. The ulema community is 

not immune to personal ambitions and the instinct to carve out one’s own sphere of influence at 

the cost of unity. These intrasect differences are a crucial factor in unity being elusive for the 

Sunni ulema. 
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Perception of Pakistan. Some of the Indian participants did not hold a good image of 

Pakistan and displayed considerable anger and disappointment with the country. The creation of 

Pakistan, the Hindu–Muslim violence that followed, the subsequent India–Pakistan wars, and 

Pakistan’s support of militant groups in India resulted in a huge rift between Hindus and 

Muslims that spans three generations in the country. It is true that many Indians belonging to 

other faiths perceive Indian Muslims as disloyal to India. This prejudice runs deep. The creation 

of Pakistan had a devastating impact on Muslims who chose not to move to Pakistan. Indian 

Muslims have faced arbitrary arrests and harassment by Indian security agencies for years. 

During the immersion period, I got the sense from some participants that they were trying 

to imply that they are not Pakistanis and do not believe in the two-nation theory that created 

Pakistan. Some of the attempts at reaching out to the Hindu community might have been a 

reaction to the misunderstanding resulting from partition. Some participants do have cordial 

relations with Pakistani ulema but at the same time hold a negative image of Pakistan and its 

policies toward India.  

One participant visited Pakistan twice, and during one of the visits attended a seminar at 

the International Islamic University. He stated in the seminar that if one stokes fire in a 

neighbor’s house, it may burn the neighbor’s house down but it will eventually turn on the 

person stoking the fire. This was in reference to Pakistan’s anti-India activities. The participant 

admitted that he could say so because the participants in the seminar were very liberal. In this 

context, the participant referred to Dr. Zafar Izhaque of the International Islamic University, who 

possibly worked on interfaith issues in Pakistan (the participant was unsure). According to the 

participant, Dr. Izhaque was the director of Majlis Tehqiqat-e-Islami and had lived in the United 

Kingdom before moving to Pakistan. His books have been published in Pakistan (research 
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participant, personal communication, February 8, 2015). One Indian ulema participant described 

Pakistan as a rebellious child of India. He said it could be painful when someone you gave birth 

to decides to turn on you (research participant, personal communication, October 5, 2016). The 

Indian ulema fall squarely into two categories: those who do not hate Pakistan and those who do. 

It is difficult to decide which category is stronger. None of the Pakistani participants displayed 

animosity toward India. 

Unifying Theme Not Conducive to a Religious Dialogue 

The Indian ulema from all schools of thought stand united on certain issues. They 

transcend all their internal divisions and close ranks. Centripetal factors pulling the ulema 

community inward and unifying them can be identified as elements from my research. Though 

these aspects unite the ulema across sectarian divides, they can also act as obstacles to generating 

and sustaining a religious dialogue with Pakistani ulema. Because much of the ulema’s time and 

energy is consumed by these issues, they have not been able to look above and beyond these pre-

occupations. 

The first unifying element that welds the sects together is mistrust and suspicion of Hindu 

nationalist groups, including the BJP, RSS, and Vishwa Hindu Parishad. Hindu nationalism and 

the steady progress of Hindu political parties since the early 1990s have resulted in considerable 

communal tensions across India. The BJP is in political power in several states in India and is the 

ruling party at the center. The ascent of the BJP has resulted in considerable unease and 

insecurity among significant sections of Muslims who consider Hindu nationalism as antithetical 

to secularism and liberalism. They also perceive Hindu nationalism as inimical to their rights and 

their security in the country. During immersion, I was witness to tremendous antagonism toward 

the BJP from my participants and their family members, friends, and associates. Although a 
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majority of Muslims harbor negative sentiment toward the BJP, a minority of the community do 

not hold the same perception. The BJP has several Muslim office bearers, and it runs a coalition 

government with a Muslim political party—the People’s Democratic Party in the state of Jammu 

and Kashmir.  

Another element that unites several ulema from different backgrounds is the protection of 

Muslim personal law in India. The AIMPLB is the body that oversees the implementation of 

personal law in India. Ulema from various sects are members of AIMPLB’s governing board. 

The ulema close ranks when they perceive any threat to Muslim personal law by Hindu 

nationalist parties, women’s NGOs, and the judiciary. A third element that unites almost all the 

Muslims of India is their mistrust and suspicion of Anglo-Saxon powers for their imperialism—

England for its colonial rule over South Asia and Middle East, specifically Jerusalem, and the 

United States for its policies and actions in Muslim countries. 

A Favorable Theme to Religious Dialogue 

This theme predominantly involves Pakistani ulemas’ visits to India and concepts of 

coexistence. Though not without challenges, six elements favor religious dialogue between the 

two countries: intricacies of the interaction; Maulana Fazlur Rehman’s visits, Shaikh ul Islam 

Maulana Dr. Muhammad Tahir ul Qadri’s visit; the World Sufi Forum; and the concepts of 

baqa-e-baham (peaceful coexistence) and tasawwuf (spirituality). These elements appear to be 

conducive to religious dialogue because they set a tone and context for dialogue. 

Intricacies of interaction. This aspect relates to interaction between the two sides and 

some aspects of how they perceive each other. While Fazlur Rehman’s and Tahir ul Qadri’s 

visits are visits by prominent figures, these intricacies take into account  the overall interaction of 

the ulema of the two countries. In the years leading up to the partition, Islamic concepts related 
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to coexistence were referred to in conferences or personal writings of ulema to foster Hindu–

Muslim relations against British rule and to avoid the partition. The first alim to do so was 

Maulana Abul Kalam Azad, one of the foremost leaders of the Indian independence movement. 

He referred to the Medina constitution as a model for Hindu–Muslim unity at the Karachi 

conference of the Indian National Congress in 1913 (Metcalf, 2009). Maulana Anwar Shah 

Kashmiri, principal of Darul Uloom Deoband and a disciple of Maulana Rashid Ahmad Gangohi 

had also referred to the Medina constitution and the Jamiat’s unwavering commitment to Hindu–

Muslim unity when he delivered the presidential address at a JUH meeting in Peshawar the same 

year (Metcalf, 2009). The next to do so was Maulana Husain Ahmad Madani, who took over as 

Darul Uloom’s principal in 1927 when Maulana Anwar Shah Kashmiri left the seminary. In 

1937, Maulana Madani referred to the Medina constitution as a model to be emulated for Hindu–

Muslim unity in India (Metcalf, 2009). However, interviews during my data extraction revealed 

that post-partition, these concepts have never come up for debate between the Deobandi, Barelvi, 

or Ahle-Hadeeth clerics of the two countries.23 

Indian and Pakistani clerics have met informally for years, but interaction between Indian 

and Pakistani ulema does not follow a singular pattern.  Deobandi clerics of the two countries 

have formally met each other during events at Darul Uloom Deoband. The centenary of the 

seminary in 1980, the death of JUH president Maulana Asad Madani in 2006, the 2012 

conference of the 100 years of the silk-letter conspiracy case, and the 2013 World Peace 

Conference are some of the events that brought the Deobandi ulema together.24 In the case of the 

                                                 

23 This was evident in almost all interviews with participants and during other discussions. 

24 Per several Deobandi research participants. 
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Barelvis, there has been no formal meeting or congregation between Indian and Pakistani clerics 

(research participant, personal communication, March 19, 2015; research participant, personal 

communication, February, 22, 2015). 

Two factors account for this: Unlike JUH, there was no organizational split in Ahle-

Sunnat wa Jamaat over the question of creation of Pakistan, and Ahle-Sunnat wa Jamaat ulema 

moved to Pakistan from India in far greater numbers than did Deobandi ulema. Support for the 

creation for Pakistan among the Barelvi ulema was overwhelming, and one of the reasons they 

supported it was because a dominant section of the Deobandi JUH opposed it (Robinson, 2000). 

This put the Ahle-Sunnat wa Jamaat community on a different level than the Deobandis in 

relation to their Pakistani counterparts as there is no common institution such as Darul Uloom 

that binds all Barelvis from Pakistan to those in India. Many Pakistanis visit the dargahs (shrines 

of Sufi mystics) at Ajmer Sharif, Sirhind, Deva Sharif, Kichawcha Sharif, Qutubuddin Bakthiyar 

Kaaki Sharif (Delhi), Chirag Sharif (Delhi), Amroha Sharif, Bareilly Sharif, Hazrat Nizamuddin, 

and other places in India. Many from the Barelvi sect who migrated to Pakistan are still 

connected to the dargahs associated with their forefathers. Bareilly Sharif draws a significant 

number of Pakistanis because it is the hometown of Ahmed Riza Khan, founder of the Barelvi 

sect of Sunni Islam in South Asia. Similarly, Indian Barelvi Muslims visit Pakistani shrines. 

Some of the prominent shrines are Fariduddin Ganjshakar (Pakpattan-Punjab), Lal Shahbaz 

Qalandar (Sehwan Sharif-Sindh), and Data Ganj Baksh (Lahore-Punjab). 

Several Indian participants said there is not much difference between the ulema of the 

two countries. Some said they do differ. Because of the emotional hold India has over the 

historical and cultural consciousness of Pakistanis, some Pakistani ulema look up to Indian 

ulema (research participant, personal communication, February, 11, 2015). Another participant 
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expressed a thought that the Indian security agencies could be a deterrent against joint 

conferences with Pakistani ulema in India (research participant, personal interaction, March 19, 

2015). Hence, the trajectories and routes traversed by the Pakistani Deobandi and Barelvi ulema 

in India are different. The ulema of the two countries meet within their own maslaks (subsects) 

when they visit the other country, discuss matters relating to their own domain, and then return 

home. 

Indian and Pakistani ulema interacting across subsects in each other’s countries is a 

rarity. Discussing Muslim–Hindu relations or ittehad (unity) and baqa-e-baham (coexistence) is 

even more rare (research participant, personal communication, April, 2, 2015). The difference 

between them is a critical factor that influences the narrative of interfaith dialogue in the two 

countries. India is a country where people of different faiths live intricately entwined with one 

another. They may not always coexist in harmony, but the number of people belonging to non-

Hindu denominations is significant. Pakistan, on the other hand, is an Islamic republic with an 

overwhelming Muslim majority population. Interaction between faiths is qualitatively and 

quantitatively different in each country, and this difference lends an imbalance to a comparison 

between the narratives on interfaith issues in India and Pakistan (research participant, personal 

communication, February, 23, 2015). Because of different social and political circumstances in 

Pakistan, it is difficult to stimulate interfaith thinking (research participant, personal 

communication, April 1, 2015). 

Another participant pointed out that after the events of 9/11, visiting Pakistani ulema 

have sometimes been watched over by Indian security agencies. There is an element of caution 

on the part of the Indian ulema in getting too close to their Pakistani counterparts (research 

participant, March 2, 2015). Based on his interactions with Pakistani ulema over the years, a 
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participant felt that the level of Islamic scholarship was far more extensive and deeper in 

Pakistani ulema as compared to Indian ulema. This may be due to their close interactions with 

the wider Islamic umma (global Muslim community) through Pakistan’s membership in the OIC 

and other political, religious, and cultural exchanges with other Islamic countries (research 

participant, personal communication, February, 5, 2015). 

During partition many ulema who migrated to Pakistan took a lot of religious literature 

when they left. There is a view that, from a theological perspective, the Pakistani ulema are far 

more knowledgeable than Indian ulema, be it the Deobandis, the Ahle Sunaat Wa Jamaat, or the 

Sufis. Many families in India send their children to madarsas (seminaries) to escape poverty. 

The madarsas provide free food, education, and boarding. Although many in Pakistan do the 

same, the proportion of those from affluent families doing so for the sake of religion or deen is 

far greater in Pakistan (research participant, personal communication, February 1, 2015). This 

participant has met several Western-educated Pakistani Muslim professionals who have chosen 

to undergo religious education. Government assistance for religious education cannot be 

compared between the two countries. In Pakistan, financial assistance for religious education is 

huge as compared to in India (research participant, personal communication, February 11, 2015). 

Another interesting observation presented a paradox. There is a clash and disconnect of 

mutual perceptions. Pakistani ulema and visitors often expressed happiness that they have a 

country for themselves. They think Indian Muslims are persecuted in India, and whenever they 

meet Indian Muslims, they feel sympathetic toward them. Coming from Pakistan, a country 

where their religion is protected by the state, they feel that Indian Muslims have suffered at the 

hands of the Hindu majority and that Indian Muslims have far less freedom of religion and lead 

an inferior or subordinate existence compared to Hindus in India. According to one participant, 
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this assumption is flawed; the Indian ulema believe Indian Muslims have a much better life in 

India, where they can practice their religion freely and have more peace and security than they 

would in Pakistan. This is something Indian Hindus, Sikhs, and Christians point out to Indian 

Muslims. This is a situation where each group believes it is more privileged than the other, and 

each feels sad for the other. The participant pointed out that inter-maslak differences have turned 

violent in Pakistan but have been limited to verbal or written actions in India (research 

participant, personal communication, Feb 11, 2015). 

Another research participant believes that Indian media report on India–Pakistan relations 

between the governments, on sports, on media personalities, on parliamentarians, and on other 

topics, but the link between the ulema has never been explored. The links between the Indian and 

Pakistani clerics could be an interesting axis for track two diplomacy between the two countries. 

Pakistan’s Maulana Fazlur Rehman of the JUI-F has made several trips to India and is perhaps 

the first and the only Pakistani cleric to meet RSS leaders (research participant, personal 

communication, January 27, 2015). So far no Hindu religious leader from India has visited 

Pakistan in any capacity, although Pakistani clerics have visited India. It is interesting to note 

that for the renovation ceremony of the famous Katasraj temple in Pakistan, BJP leader Mr. L. K. 

Advani was the guest of honour rather than a shankaracharya (Hindu religious leader) from 

India. Many Muslims from Pakistan visit shrines in India in large numbers, and several Hindus 

from Sindh visit India. Sikhs from India visit their religious places in Pakistani Punjab, but 

neither country has looked at the domain of religion or religious dialogue as a tool of peace 

building and dialogue between the two countries. This was one participant’s key point of 

emphasis (research participant, personal communication, January, 27, 2015). 
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Another interesting point was presented by a research participant from Deoband who said 

he has met two categories of visiting Pakistani ulema at Deoband over the years. The first 

category has never expressed regret over partition, and the other has lamented over the creation 

of Pakistan. The participant said the latter group was miniscule in size years ago but has 

increased in the years following 9/11 and after Pakistan joined the United States in the War on 

Terror. The spiralling violence and loss of life in Pakistan over the past 14 years have led the 

latter group to feel the way it does. They have seen India moving ahead in different fields and 

Pakistan suffering from internal strife (research participant, personal communication, March 5, 

2015). 

A member of administrative staff at Deoband put forward concepts of alami-biradari 

(global religious brotherhood; an oecumenical community), aman-e-alam (religious peace), and 

bahami aqhuwat (brotherhood), which are often discussed informally during Indo–Pak 

gatherings even when they are not on the agenda. These come up for casual discussion between 

the participants. He said that out of 10 ulema from both sides, at least three or four bring up this 

topic for discussion (research participant, personal communication, March 2, 2015). He 

attributed this to two reasons. The first is the social, cultural, economic, and political 

intermingling of Hindus and Muslims that has been ongoing on a large scale for centuries. 

Though there were conflicts between the two faiths, the geographical size of South Asia and the 

size of the population belonging to both faiths are huge. This was not the case with the Arabs, the 

Persians, or the Afghans, where there was no other major religion with a significant number of 

followers. The intermingling between huge populations of Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs, and 

Christians on the Indian subcontinent is unique, and perhaps the only other regions with an equal 

mixture of faiths are Nigeria and Lebanon. Similar to Saudi Arabia and Iran, Pakistan has a 
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comparatively less composite culture than India. Indian ulema have worked on interfaith issues 

more than Pakistani ulema (research participant, personal communication, March 2, 2015; 

research participant, personal communication, March 3, 2015). 

An ex JUI-F staff member from Pakistan said the closest the ulema from the two 

countries have come to taking a united stand for improved relations is a joint prayer by the ulema 

seeking good fortunes on their neighbors. They often refer to a Koranic aayat (verse) that 

emphasizes that as Muslims, they have a responsibility to bring peace between two disagreeing 

neighbors (research participant, personal communication, January, 9, 2015). Needless to say, this 

must have occurred when Indian ulema from JUH have visited Pakistan. One can observe some 

differences between the accounts of the JUH staff member and the JUI-F staff member in terms 

of describing where the interactions occurred. 

As far as the Ahle-Hadeeth sect is concerned, Maulana Abdul Wahabi Arvi of the Ahle-

Hadeeth25 sect stayed in India with the JUH after the partition (research participant, personal 

communication, March 14, 2015). After 1990, no Ahle-Hadeeth clerics from Pakistan were 

invited to India (research participant, personal communication, March, 11, 2015).  

A senior member of the Payam-e-Insaniyat movement emphasized that there will be 

peace in this world only when each community is regarded on an equal basis by others. Until that 

                                                 

25 The apex organization of India’s Ahle-hadeeth movement, the Markazi Jamiat Ahle hadeeth, came into 

being in 1906 (Ahle-hadees, 2013). The Madarasa Salafiya at Benaras (Varanasi) in eastern Uttar Pradesh is an 

important seminary of this Sunni subsect. 
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time, peace will always be elusive. He further emphasized that until this is achieved on an alimi 

taur par (carried forward along religious lines), peace building will remain incomplete. In this 

context, he referred to an interview with the founder of the Payam-e-Insaniyat movement, 

Maulana Abu Hasan Nadwi, about his Pakistan visit where he met Maulana Maududi, founder of 

the JEI. Maududi told Nadwi that his Payam-e-Insaniyat movement was the right path. This was 

just a few months before Maududi’s death. Nadwi and Maududi were in touch for years. As per 

the participant, Maududi said to Nadwi, “Aap jo tehreek chala rahe hain, uske zaroorat sabhi 

jagah hain” (The movement you are leading is needed everywhere today). Maududi kept in 

touch with the Payam-e-Insaniyat movement (research participant, personal communication, 

March 8, 2015). However, the participant said there have been no joint India–Pak ulema 

meetings at the Nadwat-ul-Ulema. 

Pakistani Deobandi leaders belonging to the Pakistan-based JUI made regular visits to 

India. Mufti Mahmud of JUI visited India several times after partition. Maulana Asad Madani of 

JUH India visited Pakistan regularly. Fazlur Rahman of JUI-F also visited India several times. 

Deobandis on both sides worked together after 9/11 to remove the stigmatization of terrorism 

with Islam. Maulana Asad Madani and Dr. J. K. Jain (who joined BJP) worked together to bring 

more people into contact between the two countries (research participant, personal 

communication, February, 23, 2015). 

A Deobandi alim from Gujranwala, Pakistan, pointed out that whenever ulema of the two 

countries meet, they discuss how the message of Islam can be taken to non-Muslims (referred to 

as dawat) in a better way and how to convince them to accept Islam. If they do not accept Islam, 

they should be allowed to live peacefully, and Muslims should then maintain good relations with 

them on humanitarian and universal values. It falls upon the Muslims to protect the lives, 
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property, and interests of non-Muslims. It is their moral responsibility. When asked about 

improving relations between India and Pakistan, the research participant stressed three issues: (a) 

The hukmarano (governing class) of both countries should improve their outlook and thinking to 

serve the poor in their countries; (b) both countries have agreed to the creation of the other as 

nation-states at the UN, so hating each other makes no sense; and (c) the fundamental values 

(buniyaadi usool) of Islam should be clearly grasped and implemented in such a way that 

insaniyat (humanism) connects the people of both countries (research participant, personal 

communication, January 6, 2015). One Deobandi leader from Multan, Pakistan, referred to India 

as a humsaaya26 aur bada mulk (neighboring big country), and another participant from Pakistan 

referred to Hinduism as a very old faith, even older than Judaism (research participant, personal 

communication, February 7, 2016; research participant, personal communication, January 9, 

2016).  

A Barelvi alim from Lahore, Pakistan, said that one perception held by Pakistani ulema 

about Indian ulema was that they found Indian ulema civilized, humble, and tolerant of other 

view points. The social and religious atmosphere in India is far better than in Pakistan. One of 

the reasons is Saudi Arabia’s massive financial investment and religious intervention in Pakistan, 

which has led to discord. A sense of strong resentment against Saudi Arabia is palpable. The 

participant went to the extent of saying that Saudi Arabia is against the proposed Pakistan–China 

Express Corridor because it would lead to the exodus of cheap Pakistani expatriate labour from 

Saudi Arabia back to Pakistan (research participant, personal communication, January 6, 2016). 

                                                 

26The use of the word humsaaya by Pakistani ulema is interesting. Saaya means “shadow.” Humsaaya 

means “Someone who is with me as close as my shadow.” 



RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE   140 

 

Senior journalists who contribute to the Dawn newspaper in Pakistan denied any 

knowledge of interfaith dialogue between Pakistani and Indian ulema in Pakistan. This theme has 

not been discussed within the Pakistani ulema community itself. Irfan Hussein, who regularly 

contributes to the Dawn on issues of social, religious, and political reform, categorically denied 

any serious interfaith engagement in Pakistan.27 He also confirmed this with the chairperson of 

the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan, Zohra Yusuf, who was unaware of any such 

initiative.28 Abbas Nasir, former editor of the Dawn, and Zulfiqar Ali Kalhoro, an anthropologist 

who teaches at the Pakistan Institute of Development Economics, Islamabad, also said that they 

have no knowledge of any such dialogue within Pakistan. A high-ranking Barelvi office bearer 

of the Pakistani Ulema Council (PUC) who has not yet visited India said that Indian and 

Pakistani ulema have been meeting regularly, but there has not yet been a deep discussion on 

reconciliation between the two countries. However, he has started a body called the National 

Reconciliation Council to reach out to all minorities of Pakistan. The National Reconciliation 

Council, which has representation from all communities, is his initiative. It has chapters in all 

provinces of the country29 (research participant, personal communication, January 20, 2016). 

An ex-office bearer of the JUI-F said that the clergy in Pakistan have been very active in 

fostering the Islamization of Pakistan. For example, they have been heavily involved in the 

                                                 

27Per e-mail exchange dated July 26, 2015. 

28Per e-mail exchange dated December 3, 2015. 

29This research participant is constantly on the move through different Pakistani cities and could not find 

time for a detailed interview because of the hectic nature of his work. 
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passing of several major legislations, including the Objective Resolution of the Constitution,30 

Hudood laws,31 and the Halaal Act.32 The struggle of Deobandi ulema is different in each 

country. In Pakistan, they strive to exert their social, religious, and political control. In India, 

they work to protect their mazhab and their deen (religion), as well as their beliefs and rights, 

from the Hindus. In both countries (since their creation), the Deobandis have remained careful to 

limit their political involvement to nonviolent acts. However, this changed in Pakistan after the 

Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, whereas non-violence has remained the norm in India. Currently, 

several seminaries have come under scrutiny after some ulema were arrested for hate speech. 

Some of these individuals are Deobandis. In sum, the ulema have a formidable presence in 

Pakistan in all facets of life, even to the extent that they can shut down any city in the country if 

they choose to march the streets in protest. In March 2014, an ulema delegation from Pakistan 

visited Deoband through the Wagah border, Amritsar, and headed into Darul Uloom Saharanpur. 

In October 2015, Maulana Mehmood Madani—president of JUH-India—visited Pakistan with 

his family and attended the JUI-F’s public rally (research participant, personal communication, 

Jan 9, 2016). 

                                                 

30 The resolution aimed to lay the foundation for the country’s constitution. It confirmed that God has 

sovereignity over the universe, and the people of Pakistan shall be enabled to order their lives in accordance with 

Islam (Dawn, 2010). 

31 The Hudood laws criminalized all forms of fornication and adultery outside a legally valid marriage. This 

included instances of rape where the burden of proof was been met (Lau, 2007). 

32 The Pakistan Halal Authority Bill, 2015, sought to establish a Pakistan halal authority that would ensure 

the country’s imports and exports of products and processes were halal (permissible) compliant (Amin, 2015) 
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An Islamabad-based JUI-F scholar who visited Darul Uloom, Delhi, Amritsar, 

Chandigarh, and Jalandhar in India in 2011 published memoirs of his travels in a book called 

Shaikh ul Hind ke des me saat din (Seven Days in Shaikh ul Hind’s Country).33 It was published 

in 2013, and he calls it his Hindustan ka safar naama (travel account of India).34 His book was 

released in Islamabad, and the Aman ki Aasha35 team members proposed that, if he wished, the 

book could also be released in New Delhi. He was unable to accept the offer because of 

deteriorating circumstances (which he did not elaborate). He said that, being a strong optimist, he 

believes that if circumstances worsen, they will improve as well (research participant, personal 

communication, January 12, 2016). 

He was part of a seven-member team from Pakistan that visited India. Hailing from 

Gilgit, Baltistan, in Kashmir region, he explained his deep emotional and spiritual connection 

with Darul Uloom, Deoband, India, and the India-based JUH. He narrated his maternal uncle’s 

travels to Darul Uloom before partition. Since childhood, he often spoke about Darul Uloom 

with elders. He said that he feels deeply connected to the written works originating from India 

belonging to Nadwat Ul Ulema’s Ali Miyan, Dr. Abul Kalam Azad, and all luminaries from 

Darul Uloom Deoband since its inception (research participant, personal communication, 

January 12, 2016). He also said the JUH in India have always ensured that visiting JUI-F office 

bearers are given an opportunity to meet India’s ruling party members (in Congress or the BJP). 

                                                 

33Shaikh ul Hind was a honorary title given to Maulana Mahmud Ul Hasan of Deoband. 

34The book is published by Narratives Publishers, Islamabad, and is available at Saeed Book Bank, Jinnah 

Supermarket, Islamabad (research participant, personal communication, January, 12, 2016). 

35Aman ki Aasha (Hope for Peace) is a joint peace project launched by the Pakistan-based Jang media 

group and the India-based Times of India. 
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He emphasized the point that in spite of partition and the wars that followed between the two 

countries, there is a sense of respect and hospitality for visitors from the other country. This is 

true for both India and Pakistan. He spoke from his personal experience. He was absolutely clear 

and firm in stating that from the perspective of peaceful coexistence, the JUH–JUI-F relationship 

has contributed immensely to what he termed bahami talluqat (a relationship of respect and 

coexistence) between the two countries over the decades. He had excellent personal interactions 

with Indian ulema during his visit (research participant, personal communication, January 12, 

2016). He further said that the Amne-Alam Conference (World Peace Conference)36 held in 

Darul Uloom Deoband in 2013 was attended by several ulema from JUI-F, and the delegation 

was led by Maulana Fazlur Rehman. The conference focused on Darul Uloom’s role in peace 

and stability in India and called for peace around the world. He pointed out that seeing Indian 

and Pakistani ulema meeting in India and calling for peace was something he felt proud of. Even 

though politicians from both countries were fiercely locked in disagreements and disputes, the 

ulema met in Delhi called for peace (research participant, personal communication, January 12, 

2016). 

Regarding relations with India’s other religions, he referred to three aspects: (a) Ali 

Miyan’s writings on his outreach to India’s dalit (untouchable) community; (b) Indian prime 

                                                 

36The conference was also called Vishwa Shanti Sammelan. In Hindi language, Vishwa means World, 

Shanti means peace and Sammelan means conference. A research participant from the JUH confirmed over the 

phone that the conference was held over three days- 13th to 15th December 2013. The first two days were held in 

Darul Uloom, Deoband and the concluding session was held on 15th December 2013 on Ram Lila grounds in New 

Delhi. 
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minister Indira Gandhi’s visit to Darul Uloom in 1980 when its centenary celebrations were held; 

and (c) a few JUI-F Hindu, Sikh, and Christian senate members in Pakistan who are personally 

known to him. Though from a Deobandi background, he said more work can be done on the 

dissertation topic if Tabligi Jamaat members from both countries are contacted because they 

have a good communication network between their Delhi and Lahore offices. He concluded his 

interview by fondly narrating an incident during his visit to Delhi’s famous monument the Qutub 

Minar. When an Indian police officer in the vicinity discovered that the delegation was from 

Pakistan, he waived their fees to visit the monument (research participant, personal 

communication, January 12, 2016). 

Maulana Fazlur Rehman’s visits37. Maulana Fazlur Rehman of the JUI-F has been 

regularly visiting India for several years, Darul Uloom Deoband being his most important 

destination. His public visits were in 1995, 2003, 2007, and 2011 (Mishra, 2011; Rediff News, 

2003b). His 2007 and 2011 visits focused on bringing about reconciliation between the two 

factions of JUH in India—a dominant faction led by Maulana Mehmood Madani and a smaller 

faction led by Mehmood’s uncle Maulana Arshad Madani. In 2011, Rehman’s visit included 

paying his respects to the former rector at Darul Uloom, Maulana Maghubur Rehman, who had 

passed away. Fazlur Rehman is very close to Maulana Arshad Madani; their association dated 

back four decades (Mishra, 2011). In spite of Rehman’s efforts, the two factions function as 

separate groups of the JUH across India. They have separate offices  a few hundred feet away 

from each other in Delhi’s ITO area.38 

                                                 

37Several participants referred to Rehman’s India visits during participant observation and immersion. 

38Personal visits to both offices during India field trip. 
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Rehman’s July 2003 India visit stood apart from his other trips. In 2003 he visited the 

Golden Temple, Sikhism’s holiest shrine, and met Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) leaders in 

Delhi. This may be the first instance when an alim from Pakistan met VHP leaders in India one 

on one. The JUI delegation was headed by Rehman, and the VHP team was headed by its 

president, Vishnu Hari Dalmiya, accompanied by VHP’s senior vice president, Acharya Giriraj 

Kishore (Rediff News, 2003a). Lahore-based journalist of Pakistani daily The News Imitiaz 

Alam; Lalit Suri; member of the Rajya Sabha (India’s upper house of parliament); and Pandit N. 

K.Sharma39 were also present for the 50-minute closed-door meeting held in a five-star hotel in 

Delhi. Nothing much is known of what was discussed during this meeting, but Rehman and the 

VHP leaders came out smiling and holding hands. Rehman said they spoke about ways of 

bringing peace to the region. Dalmiya said it was an Indian tradition to honor a guest, and 

Rehman was one such guest from Pakistan (Rediff News, 2003a). 

During this visit, on an invitation from the India-based JUH, Rehman surprised many by 

meeting then–opposition leader and president of Congress party Ms. Sonia Gandhi; former prime 

minister I. K.Gujral; former foreign minister and former high commissioner to Pakistan Natwar 

Singh; Samajwadi party leader and chief minister of Uttar Pradesh Mulayam Singh; Ram 

Jethmalani, chief of the Kashmir committee constituted by then–prime minister Vajpayee; and 

Mirwaiz Omar Farooq, leader of the Kashmir-based All Parties Hurriyat Conference. He broke 

the news that Indian prime minister Vajpayee would visit Islamabad in early 2004 for the 

SAARC summit to be held in Islamabad. He also said that the Kashmir issue should be settled 

                                                 

39 Pandit N.K.Sharma from Haryana has worked in the Indian Muslim community for several years. He was 

considered Prime Minister Narasimha Rao’s advisor on Muslim issues (Outlook, 1995). 



RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE   146 

 

bilaterally within the framework of the 1972 Shimla agreement without third-party intervention, 

a stand exactly opposite to that of President Musharraf, who was in power and was part of the 

MMA alliance (Sethi, 2003). 

A few aspects of Rehman’s personality and potential need attention. Even though he must 

have been briefed on his visit by Musharraf before his departure from Pakistan, Rehman showed 

an independent and pragmatic streak by not following the Musharraf line during his trip. He 

showed this independent streak previously when he traveled out of Pakistan as chair of Benazir 

Bhutto’s Foreign Relations Committee in the National Assembly in the 1990s. His India trip and 

his unconventional assertion in India could have been a result of his power struggle with then–

JEI chief Qazi Husain Ahmed in the MMA coalition about who exerted more pull in Islamabad 

(Sethi, 2003). 

Rehman may not have a clean and dependable image in Pakistan, but he has a formidable 

political presence in the two provinces of NWFP and Baluchistan and considerable religious 

clout through the Deobandi seminaries across Pakistan. That makes him an entity that cannot be 

ignored in the country. For whatever reason, he may have decided to meet VHP leaders, the 

decision to meet shows that he has the pragmatism and the dexterity that are needed for the 

future.40 

                                                 

40Rehman also met then–RSS chief K. Sudarshan in Delhi, though this was not made public (research 

participant, personal communication, March 18, 2015). Again, this was the first instance of a Pakistani alim meeting 

an RSS chief. K. Sudarshan was the first RSS chief to formally reach out to Muslims. In 2002, under his tenure, the 

RSS launched the Rashtriya Muslim Sangh (also called the Rashtriya Muslim Morcha), which is led by Muslims and 

aims to reach out to the Indian Muslim community. 
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Shaikh ul Islam Maulana Dr. Muhammad Tahir ul Qadri’s visit.41 Maulana Tahir ul 

Qadri from Pakistan visited India in 1997 and 2004. His 2012 India, visit which stretched from 

February 21 to March 19, 2012, was distinctly different from his earlier two visits. Qadri’s fatwa 

against terrorism in 2010 and his international peace conference held at Wembley Stadium in 

England in 2011, which religious leaders of other faiths had participated in, raised his 

international profile. In this context, his 2012 visit to India was immensely successful. He was 

mobbed everywhere by his followers and admirers. Qadri started his tour in Delhi, where he 

gave a fatwa at the India Islamic Cultural Center against terrorism and suicide bombings. He 

visited the Hazrat Nizammuddin dargah and the Hazrat Khwaja Qutubuddin Bakhtiar Kaki 

dargah in Delhi. His next stop was Baroda city and Karjan town in the state of Gujarat, where he 

gave a lot of interviews and held meetings with members of parliament, even those belonging to 

the BJP. 

In Kutch, Gujarat, he addressed a meeting at a public ground that was attended by large 

crowds. Next was a three-day visit to Hyderabad, where he spoke for two consecutive nights at 

the Qutubshah grounds about intra-Sunni factionalism and the Hadees. The third evening 

involved a workshop held in a convention center. There were three events in Bangalore. The first 

was open to the general public, the second was for professionals working in different sectors, and 

                                                 

41This excerpt on Tahir ul Qadri’s 2012 visit is based on a personal interview with a research participant—

Qadri’s close aide and international coordinator of Qadri’s Minhaj ul Quran movement. The participant 

accompanied Qadri on his India tour. The interview was conducted on January 4, 2015, at the participant’s residence 

in Surrey, BC. Several participants and their friends referred to Qadri’s trip during immersion and participant 

observation. 
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the third was with ulema and Mashaikhs. The last stop was Mumbai, where he gave two 

speeches: one on Islam, a religion of peace and compassion; and one on the status of Prophet 

Muhammad in Islam. This was followed by short visits to Firangi Mahal seminary in Lucknow 

and the Ajmer dargah in Rajasthan as it was Qadri’s personal wish to visit these places. Coming 

full circle, his last stop was Delhi and included a visit to the parliament lounge, where he was 

hosted by all Muslim members of parliament, cutting across party lines. 

The Qadri public tour was the first of its kind where an alim of Pakistani origin toured 

different Indian cities. It created interesting paradoxes. He was received with utmost admiration 

and awe by thousands of supporters in the cities he visited. Being an alim, an academic, and a 

spiritual leader, he exudes an alluring charisma. He is a good orator and can hold deeply 

engrossing conversations in fluent English and Urdu with different segments of his audience. 

Though from Pakistan, he lives in Canada and England, which puts him on a higher pedestal in 

the esteem of his supporters. He left a remarkable impression on them. Members of the security 

agency that provided security to him, police officers, members of parliament (including those 

belonging to the BJP), media, journalists, and others demonstrated devotion and admiration 

toward him. Rather than talking about political issues, many MPs discussed only spiritual 

matters with him. In many of his meetings, Qadri called for improving India–Pakistan relations, 

often referring to India as an elder brother and Pakistan as a younger sibling. He also said that 

instead of militarization, financial resources should be diverted to developmental goals, health, 

and education. He primarily focused on coexistence between the two countries as neither Hindus 

nor Muslims can completely wipe each other out. The only way forward is to find a better way of 

existing together. 
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The other side to Qadri’s visit was opposition from high profile Indian clerics. Because 

he belongs to the Barelvi school of thought, none of the Deobandi or Ahle-Hadeeth ulema from 

India called on him. Neither did high profile Barelvi ulema. On the contrary, he was subjected to 

court injunctions from them aimed at stopping his meetings, which perplexed court judges 

hearing these requests. The reasoning presented in the injunction pleas was that Qadri’s presence 

and meetings would disturb India’s communal harmony. Through their own lawyers, Qadri’s 

supporters had court injunctions overturned before his meetings at each venue. The judges said 

internet searches showed that Qadri spoke against sectarianism across the globe, and his profile 

and work contradicted the fears expressed in the stay order pleas. In Mumbai his car was stoned 

by supporters of an Islamic NGO, and his security was elevated to a Z-plus level (highest 

security accorded to VVIPs). 

Several fatwas by prominent Indian Barelvi ulema were issued against his visit. Needless 

to say, some Barelvi ulema who felt threatened saw him as an encroacher on their turf. From 

their perspective, they needed to oppose him to maintain their sphere of influence and authority 

in the Indian Barelvi community and with the Indian government (research participant, personal 

communication, January 4, 2015). If they did not, there was a possibility that they may be 

accused of sulahe-kulli (compromising on one’s principles) by other prominent ulema who 

would perceive Qadri as a short-term visitor to India while they had to spend the rest of their 

lives in India. They would not risk playing a subordinate role to Qadri, jeopardizing their 

influence and authority. Hence their opposition to his visit. However, several lesser known 

Barelvi ulema, Sufis, and Pirs met him in the cities he visited. Several clips from Qadri’s visit 

exist on YouTube and media outlets; the Indian Urdu press particularly covered it well (research 

participant, personal communication, January 4, 2015). One of his prominent interviews was 
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published in the monthly magazine Jaame-noor (December 2013 issue), titled “Ummat ka rishta 

hazoor ki ghulami se jodana meri zindagi ka maksad—Millat ka Tarjuman: Professor Dr. 

Muhammad Tahir ul-Qadri sarbarah Tehreek Minaj ul Quran se khoosisi guftagoo.” The 

interview was conducted by Khushtar Noorani and focused solely on his life’s mission to 

connect the global Muslim community with Prophet Muhammad’s life. It did not cover India–

Pakistan issues. 

Qadri’s next visit to India was during the World Sufi Forum, where he was given the 

honor of addressing the concluding rally of Barelvi Muslims at Ram Lila grounds on March 20, 

2016. It was the culmination of the three-day World Sufi Forum held from March 17–20, 2016. 

In this speech, Qadri went beyond condemning terrorist organizations such as ISIS and publicly 

called for peaceful coexistence between India and Pakistan (personal observation, March 20, 

2016). 

Qadri’s 2016 visit was not without opposition. Because ulema from the Bareilly-based 

dargah Aala Hazrat seminary had issued a fatwa against Qadri in 2012, they decided to stay 

away from the Sufi forum (Agarwal, 2016). Mufti-e-Azam Allama Akhtar Raza Khan, the chief 

cleric of the shrine, issued the fatwa, saying Qadri had made inappropriate remarks in speeches 

and books. Allama Raza Khan’s son Maulana Asjad Raza Khan said people were called upon to 

refrain from reading his books and listening to his speeches and were asked to boycott him at 

social events (Agarwal, 2016). Maulana Shahbudeen Razvi, a shrine official, alleged that in one 

of his books, Qadri wrote that people should contribute financially to militants in Kashmir and 

that he called India a terrorist country in his speeches. Hazrat Subhan Raza Khan, the 

chairperson of the Bareilly shrine, alleged that the summit was an attempt by the RSS to gain 

political mileage. The ulema from the Bareilly shrine claimed that other shrines located at 
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Faizabad and Etah also boycotted the summit (Agarwal, 2016). Renowned Barelvi scholar 

Yaseen Akhtar Misbahi also wrote against the Summit and Qadri’s participation in it. Misbahi’s 

opinion was circulated in many Urdu newspapers in India (research participant, personal 

communication, April 3, 2017). 

World Sufi Forum 2016. On January 14, 2016, I received an invitation to attend the 

World Islamic Spiritual Summit (World Sufi Forum) from its international coordinator. It was to 

be held from March 17–20, 2016, in New Delhi, India. Organized by one of the prominent 

Barelvi organizations in the country, the AIUMB, the forum deliberated over the importance of 

Sufism and its potential to offer a counternarrative to extremist ideologies by organizations such 

as ISIS. Though I had met the office bearers of the AIUMB during my field trip to India in 2015, 

I was not aware that such a summit was being planned or that I would be invited as a delegate. 

The summit involved the participation of 61 foreign delegates from 23 nations; 10 delegates 

were from Pakistan. A majority of Pakistani and Indian delegates (150 in number) were ulema.42 

The summit culminated in a massive rally at the Ram Lila public grounds, which was addressed 

by several ulema from Pakistan including Allama Shahidin Ashrafi, Allama Hamid Saeed 

Kazmi, and Pir Taj Hussain Gilani, who condemned terrorism in the strongest terms (personal 

observation, March 20, 2016). Dr. Tahir ul Qadri from Pakistan gave the last speech of the rally. 

Qadri went beyond condemning global terrorism in the name of Islam. As the last speaker, Qadri  

became the first ulema in the summit to speak about improving bilateral relations between India 

and Pakistan, saying that enough money had been wasted on wars and conflict over the previous 

70 years. He identified terrorism as the common enemy of both countries and said that both 

                                                 

42 Figures provided by the chief coordinator of the World Sufi Forum. 
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countries need to jointly fight it. This is another instance of a religious leader from Pakistan 

publicly calling for improved India–Pakistan bilateral relations while in India, the first being 

Maulana Fazlur Rehman in 2003. 

My participation in the summit was a fulfilling ethnographic experience. I was invited to 

speak, but I politely declined, saying that others senior to me in age, wisdom, and experience 

should get that opportunity. I submitted a paper, which the organizers published. I was the only 

non-Muslim to be hosted at the India Islamic Cultural Center in New Delhi, the venue of the 

summit. As a reciprocal gesture, I helped the chief coordinator and other volunteers organize 

daily activities during the summit. I have no knowledge of how the Pakistani cleric Qadri 

decided to use the words peaceful coexistence in the context of India–Pak relations—the topic of 

my exploration. I was seated a few rows behind him when he spoke, and the words symbolized a 

high point of my ethnographic experience. One of my participants may have informed him about 

my topic of research, or perhaps he already believed in it and coincidentally decided to speak 

about it. 

Baqa-e-baham. While there has been no discussion between Indian and Pakistani ulema 

on coexistence concepts, including the Medina Constitution, Wadyat-e-Wujood, and Wadyat-e-

Adyan, my interaction with research participants helped me extract a concept of coexistence 

called baqa-e-baham. There was no consensus on its actual meaning and historical origins. 

Different participants provided different versions and explanations of this concept. One said it 

means “peaceful coexistence” (research participant, personal communication, March 21, 2016). 

Per another version, the word baqai means “stay” or “remain,” and the word baham means 

“coexistence” or ek dusre kesaath miljul kar rahna (coexist with others). If the word peaceful is 

to be factored in, then the concept would further translate as purre aman baqae baham 
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(coexistence in complete peace) (research participant, personal communication, May 12, 2016). 

While explaining baqa-e-baham, a Deobandi scholar from Pakistan provided an example of the 

Buddhist principle of coexistence called panchsheel, which emphasizes noninterference in the 

internal affairs of neighboring countries. He specifically noted the panchsheel agreement 

between India and China in the 1950s (research participant, personal communication, May 12, 

2016). 

Another alim from Deoband, India, said this word was first used in India by Muhammad 

Quli Qutub Shah, who was considered one of the foremost poets in Central India. Shah brought 

many Persian words to Urdu. Since 1965, the concept has been used frequently in Urdu 

journalism and media (research participant, personal communication, May 13, 2016). The 

participant claimed that as a poet, Quli Qutub Shah first used the term in a universal sense and 

for all of humanity rather than for members of any specific community (research participant, 

personal communication, June 3, 2016).  

Academicians and intellectuals had their own versions. Per a Delhi based lawyer, baqa-e-

bahami are Persian words. The word baqa means “that which always remained” or one that 

always exists, and the word bahami means mutual. When these two words are used together, as 

in baqa-e-bahami, it means mutual existence. In other words, one can say “togetherness that has 

always remained” (research participant, personal communication, May 31, 2016). A professor of 

Islamic Studies at Jamia Islamia University says the word baqa originated from Arabic and 

means “existence,” and baham is a Persian word that means “together, mutually, and in 

common.” Thus, baqa-e-baham is a word compounded from two different languages (research 

participant, personal communication, May 31, 2016). 
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A member of the AIMPLB pointed out that the word baqa is used for “existence.” It is 

derived from baqi, which is used for Allah to mean He is always there and will always remain. 

The word baham means “combined” or “relationships of coexistence.” Baham is a combination 

of ba, meaning “with,” and ham, meaning “we.” Hence, baham means “we” seen as a combined 

or collective entity (research participant, personal communication, June 1, 2016). As evidenced 

from its various explanations, this concept emphasizes peaceful coexistence and has the potential 

to be adopted as a tool for religious dialogue. 

Tasawwuf. Tasawwuf, which was the central theme of the World Sufi Forum, has several 

definitions. One of its meanings is “purity,” derived from the Arabic word safa (Al Afghani, 

2016; Chisty, 2016). Tassawuf can be called the core or essence of Sufism. The word sufi is 

derived from the word suf, which means “wool” in Arabic. A coarse woollen garment that was 

usually worn by the poor was called a sufi. It was associated with poverty in the literal sense, but 

in fact it symbolized the rejection of worldly pleasures and luxuries so believers could be near 

God or in a state of devotion (Al Afghani, 2016). The word sufi also means the one who is 

purified of ignorance, superstition, dogma, ego, and fanaticism and the one who can transcend 

the boundaries of caste, creed, race, and nation (Chisty, 2016). Also, tasawwuf can be considered 

as spirituality (Al Afghani, 2016, p. 6; research participant, personal communication, October 2, 

2016). 

Tasawwuf falls beyond the jurisdiction of law or Sharia and is related only to the process 

of self-purification of the soul. It is one’s inner space, and only two entities can be aware of that 

inner space—the self and God (research participant, personal communication, October 2, 2016). 

Tasawwuf can also be perceived as an ongoing stream of human spiritual consciousness and 

divinely inspired love shared by people of all religions in all places throughout time (Peck, 2016, 
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p. 78). This transcendent nature of tasawwuf makes it a universal value. There is also a view that 

self-purification, if kept to oneself, remains as ilm (knowledge), but when it is brought out as 

action, it is transformed into tasawwuf. Without action, tasawwuf remains incomplete (research 

participant, personal communication, October 5, 2016). 

Several international scholars at the summit spoke on the potential of tasawwuf to offer a 

counternarrative to the violent ideologies of groups such as ISIS and the Taliban. A prominent 

delegate, Stephen Sulayman Schwartz,43 pointed out that as the Sufis reach out to the world with 

a dawa (message and invitation) based on tasawwuf, they should emphasize the common 

heritage they share with other faiths (Schwartz, 2016, p. 60). He further said that the Sufis should 

teach and preach tasawwuf from every mosque, media forum, shrine, and seminary. Each active 

center should act as a forum for intercultural and interreligious interaction in every country. Only 

then can the march of the radicals be halted (Schwartz, 2016, p. 59). By conceiving and holding 

the summit, the Indian Barelvi ulema distinctly identified themselves in an opposing camp than 

radicals and extremists across the world. They shared this sentiment with all the delegates from 

22 countries. By doing so, they laid claim to their unique traditions that are rooted in pluralism 

and sharing a common heritage with other faiths and belief systems. 

Unifying Theme Necessary for Religious Dialogue 

If a thematic analysis identifies a surface and unravels what lies beneath it, this theme 

represents the context and content beneath the surface. It ties in with Maulana Shams Naved 

Usmani’s Agar Ab Bhi Na Jaage Toh (discussed on page 180), which calls on interfaith relations 

                                                 

43 Schwartz focused on the same issues he expressed in his paper during the opening session of the Summit 

in New Delhi on March 17, 2016 (personal observation, March 17, 2016). 
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in India. It also connects with Deoband and Nadwatul ulema’s ethos of coexistence, and it 

provides an opportunity to examine the challenges of deeper interfaith dialogue in India.  

Coexistence with the Hindu community. Many interactions sprang from this topic or 

headed in this direction. Implicit in almost every interaction was the necessity to have an 

understanding of coexistence between Muslims and Hindus in India before moving on to 

understanding any dialogue that may have occurred on the topic between the ulema of the two 

countries. The participants did not say this directly but steered conversations toward interfaith 

relations in India. This was perhaps the most dominant theme of all. Participants were deeply 

engrossed in thought when they articulated this aspect. Perhaps the participants felt that as 

Muslims, they have been and continue to be misunderstood by other communities in India—

primarily Hindus—and these misperceptions need to be addressed.  

Any reference to Pakistan automatically produced a subtle defence mechanism in the 

participants. It was as if, on a subconscious level, they wanted to emphasize that they are not the 

same as those who advocated for Pakistan decades ago, and neither do they believe in an 

exclusive and separatist ideology. Though uncalled for and not necessary after seven decades of 

independence, they still felt the need to dissociate themselves from the creation of Pakistan. This 

implicit and unspoken disassociation pulled them strongly toward this theme. This sentiment was 

so overwhelming that several participants pointed me to the literature on Hindu–Muslim 

coexistence authored by the ulema or other Muslim scholars. They directed me to libraries and 

seminaries. In almost all interactions with participants, this theme was inescapable, extremely 

strong, and overrode discussion about interaction with Pakistani ulema. Those associated with 

different schools of thought looked at coexistence with Hindus from their own experiences, 

institutional or organizational standpoints, or histories. Ulema and members of the AIMPB from 
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Deoband, Nadwatul ulema, Barelvis, and Ahle- Hadiths schools of thought brought forth their 

own views, drawing upon their own religious and sociocultural contexts. Each participant 

illustrated the intricacy of coexistence by providing an example or event from the past. This was 

where the sociohistorical domain entwined with ethnography. It reminded me that the extent to 

which much of the data that is extracted or gained during ethnographic field work is determined 

by the concerns of the informants and participants rather than those of the researcher (Mitchell, 

2007). 

One such example was of Maulana Hasan Nadwi (Ali Miyan), the founder of the Payam-

e-Insaniyat (Message of Humanity) movement, which originated at Nadwat-ul-Ulema, Lucknow, 

India. During the partition of the subcontinent, Ali Miyan witnessed horrific scenes of violence. 

Seeing extreme hatred between human beings left a permanent mark on his psyche and shaped 

his mission in life (research participant, personal communication, March 9, 2015). As the 

convenor of the movement, he held meetings across India. During one such meeting in the state 

of Punjab, it rained halfway through Ali Miyan’s taqrir (oration), and several Muslims left the 

gathering, but the Sikhs and the Hindus stayed, giving their undivided attention while being 

soaked (research participant, personal communication, January 28, 2015). 

Office bearers of the Payam-e-Insaniyat movement provided examples of interfaith 

interaction. One of them recounted an incident that took place on the outskirts of Lucknow in the 

1960s. Four years after a small child went missing from Lucknow, a group of people hunting on 

the forested outskirts of Lucknow found the child living with jackals. One of the jackals had 

carried away the child four years ago, but instead of killing the child, the jackal, for some 

unknown reason, decided to raise it. The child was found healthy and was eating raw meat when 

it was rescued by the hunters and brought to human habitation. The child refused to consume 
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food or water provided by humans and soon afterward died showing extreme fear and hostility 

toward humans. At the time medical treatment was still underdeveloped, making it almost 

impossible to save the child. The participant narrated this incident to emphasize that if such a 

level of bonding could develop between different species, then surely the same level of bonding 

(or greater) could develop between human beings (research participant, personal communication, 

March, 8, 2015). 

Another office bearer clarified the concept of brotherhood. He stated that many Muslims 

prefer to use the term biradrane Watan (brothers of the country) to Hindus. Given the 

accusations of intolerance against Muslims, it is worth noting that within the context of the 

conflict between Hindus and Muslims on the subcontinent, there has never been an Arab 

backlash against the Hindu populations residing in the Gulf countries (research participant, 

personal communication, March 7, 2015). More examples of the intermingling of the two faiths 

were provided by other office bearers. Ishwari Prasad, a Hindu, was the first graduate of the 

Aligarh Muslim University. Nawal Kishore, also a Hindu, made donations to Darul Uloom, 

Deoband. Dainik Jagran44, India’s largest newspaper group, publishes India’s Urdu newspaper 

Inquilab, which has editions in 10 Indian cities. Rashtriya Sahara, another leading newspaper 

group, publishes the Urdu newspaper Roznama Sahara in 12 cities. Jawaharlal Nehru’s family 

owned a newspaper group called Associated Journals Limited, which had three newspapers: The 

National Herald (English), Naujivan (Hindi), and Qaumi Awaz (Urdu).45 Created by founding 

editor Maulana Hayatullah Ansari from Firangi Mahal, Lucknow, Qaumi Awaz had a wide 

                                                 

44Dainik Jagran literally translated means “daily awakenings.” 

45 Urdu newspapers are read mostly by Muslims across India. Hindu and Sikh readers form a tiny minority. 
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circulation from pre-independence until it was shut down just a few years ago. Gandhiji’s 

Sabarmati Ashram was open to prayers from all religious groups (research participant, personal 

communication, March 7, 2015).  

Ali Miyan called upon both Hindus and Muslims to remember that they are insaan 

(human beings) first before they are Hindus or Muslims. He said that they need to consider their 

responsibilities toward one another, and if they do not grasp this reality, they will bring harm to 

themselves and their country. His fundamental message—which he delivered across the 

country—was that people’s inner humanity is asleep and needs to be reawakened. In short, he 

argued that insaniyat (humanity) is not dead—it has merely gone to sleep (research participant, 

personal communication, March, 8, 2015). The Payam-e-Insaniyat movement still conducts 

meetings across India. One meeting was conducted by its general secretary, who had recently 

returned from a tour of Maharashtra state, where many rallies were held for both Hindus and 

Muslims. He emphasized that there can only be peace in this world if each community perceives 

others as equals. Otherwise, he claimed, peace will always be elusive. He quoted Ali Miyan, who 

had once said, “Hukumatein shirk ke saath chal sakti hain, lekin zulm ke saath nahi chal sakti” 

(Governance and religious disbelief may work in harmony, but governance and injustice is a 

recipe for disaster) (research participant, personal communication, March 6, 2015). 

Another research participant introduced me to the pioneering work of Maulana Shams 

Naved Usmani of Rampur, Uttar Pradesh, India (research participant, personal communication, 

March 9, 2015). Usmani took tremendous interest in the scriptures of other religions. One 

version of this story traces this interest to his hospitalization after being afflicted with a serious 

ailment. It is said that while he was in the hospital, he found and read a copy of the Bible. He 

then undertook extensive study of Sanskrit for many years and went on to study Hindu 
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scriptures—the Vedas, the Upanishads, and the Gita (research participant, personal 

communication, April 1, 2015). Usmani’s wish was that his work be seen by the leading clerics 

of India of different schools of thought. He believed that his work should not be viewed as the 

work of an individual but rather as a body of work that represents the voice of an entire 

community. For this reason alone, Usmani never published his work under his own name 

(research participant, personal communication, April 1, 2015). Usmani referred to the Vedas as 

adi vaani (the first message) and the Koran as antim vaani (the last message). He saw the two 

works as being deeply interconnected. He also acknowledged that since the Vedas are the earliest 

written books on religion, they cannot be ignored. He insisted that their significance needs to be 

reconciled with Islam. This constituted his personal quest (research participant, personal 

communication, April 1, 2015).  

One research participant’s efforts to take Usmani’s work to other ulema were furthered 

by the fact that the participant belongs to an influential family of ulema with connections to 

seminaries who arranged for Usmani’s talks. The seminaries arranged two meetings before 

Usmani suddenly died in 1993 just shy of 70. Maulana Usmani and the research participant were 

planning a trip to Bihar, and the participant proposed that he and a disciple, Abdullah Tariq, go 

ahead to Imarate Sharia (a renowned seminary) in Bihar to continue their groundwork by 

meeting the ulema. Usmani would follow later. The plan was for the research participant and 

Tariq to gather all the ulema at one place so that Usmani could present his ideas to a 

concentrated audience. However, just as the research participant was about to depart from 

Lucknow to Bihar via train, he received a phone call notifying him that Usmani had died in 

Rampur. Usmani had been planning to arrive in Patna from Rampur two days later. The research 

participant immediately left for Rampur to honor Usmani’s will, which requested that the 
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research participant read Usmani’s funeral prayers in the event of his death (research participant, 

personal communication, April 1, 2015). 

Usmani was eulogized by the participant who had worked closely with him. The 

participant considers himself a shagird (disciple) of Usmani and says he was fortunate to have 

met a man of Usmani’s stature. The participant referred to Usmani as a genius and a visionary 

and claimed that Usmani is responsible for conducting the most path-breaking work on interfaith 

issues in India. While other figures have also made significant contributions to this field of study, 

Usmani’s is unparalleled (research participant, personal communication, April 1, 2015).  

Another research participant, one of the most respected clerics in India, retained his 

prominent position during times of peace and conflict, often at the risk of attracting hostility and 

anger from the Muslim community. He argues that intercommunity relations are not dependent 

on writings or theory but on day-to-day interaction. Examples from his own life include 

interaction between his family, comprised of landlords (zamindars), and the Hindu managers and 

staff who worked the family land. There were no personal boundaries or identity issues between 

the two groups. Agricultural output would not have possible without coexistence and community 

interaction.  

Industrialization and education changed this equation as the two communities traveled in 

different directions. According to this participant, the biggest mistake the ulema made was that 

they opposed modern school education and called upon the Muslim community to study in 

madarsas (seminaries). He said this without the slightest hesitation even though he is a cleric 

himself (research participant, personal communication, March 19, 2015). He also said that while 

Muslims should be commended for establishing educational institutes, those institutes were for 
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Muslims alone. This reduced the cross-cultural interaction that occurred during the agricultural 

era and increased the ghetto mentality among the Muslims. He identifies this as the root cause of 

the distance between Muslims and Hindus. In order to achieve integration and harmony, 

Muslims need to realize that they have to go beyond studying in minority institutions and open 

themselves to educational institutions and practices from other communities. In summary, it is 

not sufficient to write about coexistence and harmony. These concepts must be put into practice 

on a daily basis (research participant, personal communication, March 19, 2015). He reinforced 

this point by claiming that Muslim youth need to be pushed toward modern schools where they 

can mix with students from other faiths. He also stated that Hindu–Muslim conferences will 

essentially be useless if this reality is not addressed. More specifically, he opposed associating a 

religion with an educational institution or university, specifically when it comes to Muslims. For 

example, he asked, “What was the need of using the word Muslim for Aligarh Muslim 

University? Why not just Aligarh University?” Overlooking such questions partly explains the 

rise of ghetto universities, ghetto colleges, and ghetto schools. The same is the case with Banaras 

Hindu University. This asymmetry in modern education has completely changed the pace of 

interaction between the two communities, in turn resulting in two mismatched religious 

communities—the Hindus and the Muslims (research participant, personal communication, 

March 19, 2015). 

Another participant summed up religion and politics in India by saying that the Indian 

constitution is secular, but India is a religious country—whatever religion people may belong to. 

India has been religious for thousands of years. Being a religious country with a secular 

constitution has resulted in a paradoxical situation that raises the question: “Are Indians secular, 

or can they be secular?” (research participant, personal communication, February 7, 2015). 
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Regarding religion and politics, another participant had some interesting points. Although 

religion has a role to play in politics, Indian Muslims have never been totally inclined toward 

religious parties. For this reason alone, after independence, the All India Muslim League could 

not expand into other parts of India and remained restricted to the state of Kerala, the only place 

in India, to date, where the League holds considerable sway in politics. Certain states have 

significant Muslim populations, such as Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and West Bengal, but these states 

do not have Muslim political parties. Instead, Muslims have put their faith in secular political 

parties. The participant also maintains that Hindus, like their Muslim brethren, are not that 

religious when it comes to their political beliefs. If Hindus were extremely religious, the Hindu 

Mahasabha, the Bharatiya Jana Sangh, or the BJP would have swept polls long ago. This is 

especially true given the fact that corruption and poor governance by the mainstream political 

parties has given rise to escalating support for the Hindu political right. For example, many 

Hindus support the BJP because unlike secular parties, the BJP has delivered on its promises and 

goals for governance and development in some of the states it has ruled. The participant 

supported this point. With his extensive experience working on diverse interreligious issues and 

platforms, the participant believes the religious leaders of India need to form a wide network and 

look within their own faiths to eradicate social evils. Only then will religion remain vibrant and 

relevant in a modernizing world. 

According to him, either we (Hindus and Muslims) swim together or sink together as 

neither can annihilate the other. Of course, dialogue within such networks needs to be followed 

up with immediate action. The need of the hour is for different religious groups to engage in 

much more intergroup dialogue. The current tendency among these groups is to interact within 

their own circles, as is the case with the ulema. The Barelvis have shown a similar tendency by 
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talking among themselves. The Barelvis are ready to talk to a Hindu religious figurehead such as 

a shankaracharya but not to the Deobandis (a different sect from their own faith). 

The participant discussed several key issues that religious groups in India can (and 

should) bear in mind when considering intergroup dialogue. He reminds us that the world is 

more interdependent than ever and that social, economic, and political interdependence is 

critically important for Muslims as they move ahead and prosper. Also, he correctly states that 

religious pluralism is here to stay. He affirmed his personal belief that we live by the will, desire, 

and design of the Almighty, who would not have created many faiths had he not wanted them, 

and whatever is the will, desire, and design of the Lord creator must be respected completely 

(research participant, personal communication, January, 27, 2015).46 

Another renowned Barelvi alim says that even though Muslims tend to refuse to 

participate in the religious functions of other faiths (as their faith prohibits them from doing so), 

many retain deep social, political, and democratic relations with India’s other faiths. More 

specifically, in all matters that do not go against the principles of their faith, Indian Muslims 

have stood shoulder-to-shoulder with others when the mutual goal is to further their country’s 

interests. Their cooperation stems largely from the fact that being disrespectful to the laws of the 

land is un-Islamic (Mulki kanoon ke khilaaf kuch bhi karna gair Islami hai) (research participant, 

                                                 

46The research participant brought out remarkable common traits between the Muslim and Hindu faiths. 

One was the 99 names of the Almighty in Islam and the Hindu worship of the same in many forms. Another was a 

higher consciousness of Hindus to seek an abstract state of “nothingness” that stands apart from worship of deities. 

He said that when religion is mixed with politics, “Ram ji ko banwas lena padta hai” (Ram needs to go into exile—

referring to the Hindu god Ram’s exile of 14 years from the Hindu epic Ramayana). 
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personal communication, March 19, 2015). In short, there are many cases in which the country’s 

laws supersede Islam. One example is the paying of taxes. Another is the question of cow 

slaughter. This act can result in fitna-fasaad (conflict) with Hindus, who consider the cow a 

sacred animal, which is why the practice is avoided in many regions of India. In some states in 

India, cow slaughter is prohibited by law and hence Muslims avoid this practice, despite the fact 

that Islam allows it (research participant, personal communication, March 19, 2015).  

Another important element of Muslim faith is that followers cannot conceive of being 

disrespectful toward other prophets, such as Jesus and Moses, as these are referred to as Hazrat-

e-Isa and Hazrat-e-Musa in the scriptures. Even though many Muslims do not accept Hindu 

deities like Ram or Krishna as prophets, Muslims would never show disrespect toward them 

(research participant, personal communication, March 19, 2015). This point was reiterated by 

another participant from the Deoband school with whom Barelvi ulema differ on many issues. At 

a fundamental level, a true Muslim’s deen or mazhab prohibits him or her from denigrating the 

religious figures of other faiths (research participant, personal communication, February 6, 

2015).  

The Barelvi alim also stated that some of the best literature on interfaith issues can be 

found at the Raza library in Rampur, the Khuda Baksh Oriental library in Patna, the Darul-ul- 

Musanafin-Shibli Manzil in Azamgarh, Hamdard University in Delhi, Maulana Azad Library at 

Aligarh Muslim University, the Nadwatul ulema library Aligarh in Lucknow, and the Deoband 

library at Darul Uloom, Deoband, Saharanpur (research Participant, personal communication, 

March 19, 2015). 
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Despite grounds for mutual respect, many Muslims still glorify the wars fought during 

the prophet’s time. Many non-Muslims portray these wars in a negative light by attributing 

violence to the early days of Islam. It is important to note that early Muslims were under extreme 

threat of annihilation from their opponents; there were 80 provocations of war on the prophet and 

his followers. This resulted in only three half-day battles: the battles of Badr, Auyd, and 

Hunnain. This point needs to be noted by those who glorify the wars and those who look at the 

history in a negative light (research participant, personal communication, March 18, 2015). 

Another participant stated that he has always insisted in many interfaith meetings that other 

communities should not be referred to as gair-Musalmaans (non-Muslims). Instead, he believes 

they should be referred to as Hindus, Sikhs, Jains, or Buddhists, as the case may be. He stated his 

position during his participation in events where his friend, Hindu religious leader Jagadguru 

Madhavananda of Omkar Dham, Delhi, was present along with other Hindu leaders. He repeated 

the same while accepting saropas (ceremonial daggers) from Sikh gurudwaras and participating 

in events commemorating the death anniversaries of Sikh gurus (research participant, personal 

communication, March 11, 2015). 

One input on syncretism came from another member of the AIMPLB. She was a delegate 

from India on a team of 18 Islamic scholars from four South Asian countries involved in a study 

tour of the United States in April 2004. Noted Pakistani–American Islamic scholar Dr. Riffat 

Hassan of the University of Kentucky at Louisville had conceived the project, which was funded 

by the U.S. State Department (Hasan, 2004). The project had two phases, each having two parts: 

Part I of Phase I involved South Asian Muslim religious preachers, scholars, and teachers who 

visited the United States. In Part II of Phase I, American scholars visited South Asia. Phase II a 

repeat of Phase I. At the beginning of Phase I, Dr. Hassan visited Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 
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India, and Pakistan to meet Islamic scholars and cultural specialists working for U.S. missions. 

After consulting with these scholars and specialists, Dr. Hassan identified a number of preachers, 

scholars, and teachers from these countries who would visit the United States for one month 

(Hasan, 2004).  

This research participant was one of these individuals. The program aimed to make the 

visitors aware of the diversity of Muslim communities, including those who live among and 

interact with the American multicultural environment. The program aimed to examine how 

Islamic studies were being taught in the United States. While the goal was to provide Americans 

with a better understanding of mainstream Islam and Muslims, it also gave the visiting scholars 

an opportunity to meet and interact with a variety of Americans at home and in public settings 

(Hasan, 2004).  

The research participant pointed out to the study group that India was the only non-

Muslim country in the four-country study tour. She also pointed out that as an Indian, she would 

like to visit Hindu temples in the United States and interact with members of the Hindu diaspora 

(research participant, personal communication, March 9, 2015). Her request was approved, and 

the delegates visited temples and met with members of the Hindu community in a number of 

cities. The main purpose was to emphasize that cross-cultural communication would be 

incomplete if interaction was restricted to Americans alone. In short, Islam in India cannot be 

studied in isolation; Islam needs to be examined in the context of its shared common heritage 

with India’s other faiths (research participant, personal communication, March 9, 2015).  

Another participant claimed that unlike many academics who study the concept of 

coexistence, he believes and practices it daily. For example, as the Imam of a prominent mosque 
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in New Delhi, he has been interacting with people from other religions and religious leaders of 

other faiths in India since December 1971, when he became the Imam after his father’s death. He 

touches on different facets of the close interaction of the two faiths within the context of his 

dwelling and its surroundings. After the mutiny of 1857, when the British took over Fatehpuri 

Masjid in Delhi, one Hindu by the name of Lala Chunnamal bought the Masjid from the British. 

A few Muslims in a village near Gurgaon gave the entire village to Chunnamal in exchange for 

the Masjid. Currently, over 95% of the population residing around the Fatehpuri Masjid are 

Hindus. A local NGO based in Delhi called Itihas (History) has brought close to 10,000 students 

of other faiths into the Fatehpuri mosque over the past decade. Interaction with other faiths is so 

intricate that during his father’s term as the Shahi Imam, many Hindu priests visited and at the 

meat prepared during Eid-Ul-Zuha. In return, they brought their food during Hindu festivals. 

Most people who visit him for faith healing are Hindus. In contrast, 30% of those who visit 

gurudwaras (Sikh temples) for langar (food offerings) are Muslims. He also referred to the 

names of the Muslim mystic saints who are mentioned in Guru Granth sahib. The basic aims of 

dawat (invitation to the faith) and tabligh (preaching) are near impossibilities if interaction is not 

encouraged. He struck a different note by saying there is more substance and meaning to human 

existence when we actively serve the needy in hospitals instead of proselytizing, as the Tabligi 

Jamaat activists do (research participant, personal communication, February 7, 2015). 

The Lucknow-based Firangi Mahal is considered to be the oldest seminary in India. It 

was established by Allama Nizzamuddin Mohammad, who was Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb’s 

associate (research participant, personal communication, March 7, 2015). On March 12, 2006, 

the seminary became the first in India to issue a fatwa against terrorism. After a month of being 

covered extensively by international media, an All India Conference of Ulema called The 
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Movement against Terrorism was convened. The Conference was held in Lucknow, where the 

ulema declared that terrorism has no place in Islam. Firangi Mahal’s stand against terrorism 

paved the way for other seminaries in India to issue similar statements opposing terrorism.  

Firangi Mahal has a department of interfaith dialogue in which religious leaders from all 

faiths meet every six months on the first Sunday of the month. A free medical camp for people of 

all faiths is held at the Firangi Mahal Islamic center. In these free medical camps, Hindu doctors 

lead a group of participants that is made up of 75 % Hindus (research participant, personal 

communication, March 7, 2015). Within the vicinity of Firangi Mahal, major faiths exist in 

harmony and members show respect for one another’s religious practices. During the nine-day 

Hindu religious festival of Navratri, Ram Lila plays are held late into the night opposite the 

Islamic center. Similarly, Hindu wedding celebrations are stopped during the tarawih prayers 

(late-night prayers held during the holy month of Ramadan) (research participant, personal 

communication, March 7, 2015).  

On another note, the participant pointed out that until a few years ago, India, Pakistan, 

Afghanistan, and Nigeria were still on the list of countries with polio. In India, 70% of those 

afflicted with polio were Muslim children. There was a rumor within the Muslim community that 

the polio vaccine was deliberately spread by America’s Central Intelligence Agency, the Mossad 

(Israel’s intelligence agency), and India’s RSS to make Muslims impotent (research participant, 

personal communication, March 7, 2015). To make matters worse, a cleric from Agra issued a 

fatwa against the polio vaccine. Hence, Muslim parents were extremely reluctant to administer 

the vaccine to their children. The participant decided to check if the vaccine was the same one 

being administered in other parts of the world. After confirming that this was indeed the case, he 

joined with the Rotary Club to form the Rotary Muslim Ulema Committee.  
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The Committee held seminars and workshops in Muslim townships and localities across 

different parts of India for the next eight years, educating people about the safety and reliability 

of the vaccine. The participant met the Agra cleric and requested that he retract the fatwa. Dr. 

Robert Scott, Chair of Rotary International Polio plus Committee, who is spearheading the 

Global Polio Eradication Initiative, attended some of the seminars. The participant administered 

the vaccine to his own son in front of the media so that people would become more receptive to 

it. Many responded to his efforts by arguing that the government was focusing too much on the 

vaccine and ignoring garbage collection and cleanliness in their townships. In other words, 

community members complained that their government had failed to take preventative measures 

by cleaning accumulated garbage. Rotary International asked the government to clean up 

community neighborhoods prior to sending in vaccination teams, resulting in these communities 

being more receptive to the vaccination (research participant, personal communication, March 7, 

2015). 

Several ulema including Maulana Hasrat Mohani, Maulana Kari Mohammad Tayyab of 

Deoband, Nabil Akbarabadi, and Imam Rabbani are of the opinion that the Hindu deities of Sri 

Krishna and Sri Ram or Gautam Buddha are messengers, since all religions stem from 

messengers sent by God (research participant, personal communication, April 2, 2015). For 

example, some ulema have referred to Sri Krishna as an arif-e-haqq (messenger). Sri Krishna is 

not explicitly mentioned in the Koran, although it is entirely possible that Sri Krishna, along with 

Sri Ram and Gautama Buddha, is among the 124,000 messengers acknowledged in the holy text 

(only 24 messengers are mentioned by name). Despite this gray area regarding whether Sri 

Krishna was a messenger, Maulana Hasrat Mohani and Deoband’s Maulana Kari Tayyab have 

clearly stated that this is indeed the case. This has been made clear in several important works. 
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For example, Tayyib’s writings were cited in Shamim Tariq’s book Soofiyan ke sheri Basirat 

mein Sri Krishn (Shri Krishna in the poetic vision of Muslim Sufis). In Imam Rabbani’s 

maktoobat (letters), Tariq found passages directly related to prophets, including, “I have found 

the glow of prophets on the banks of river Ganga” (research participant, personal 

communication, April 2, 2015).  

An ongoing problem with interpretations of messengers is the fact that the concepts of 

avataars and messengers cannot be reconciled. For example, Muslims can accept Krishna as a 

messenger, but unlike Hindus, Muslims cannot accept Krishna as God himself. Bridging this 

perceptual gap was a key project that Shamim Tariq proposed to India’s Ministry of Culture. 

After accepting the proposal, the Ministry gave Tariq the support he needed to complete his 10-

chapter book on the subject. The first of its kind, the book mentions what the Sufis have said 

about Sri Krishna. The book received positive reviews and growing support, including a positive 

review from the English-language newspaper The Hindu.  

The National Committee for Promotion of Urdu language took 60 copies of the book for 

circulation. Tariq received many phone calls from people who wished to read it, although since 

the book is written in Urdu, widespread circulation was a challenge. The book looks at the 

father–son duo of Sufis Shah Mohammad Kazim Qalandar (1745–1806) and Shah Turab Ali 

Qalandar (1768–1858). The two were from Kakori, a town 17 km away from Lucknow. Each 

year, an urs47 is hosted in Kakori. Since it is attended by a large number of Hindus, the urs serves 

vegetarian dishes only to honor Hindu customs. A Hindu family performs a specific ritual during 

the annual urs. This family’s ancestors were close friends of the Qalandar Sufis and, as a matter 

                                                 

47 Urs is the death anniversary of a Pir (a mystic saint). It attracts huge crowds of the devotees each year. 
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of respect, the honor of this ritual is given to the descendants of the Hindu family. The shairi 

(poetry) of the Sufis is in Brajbhasha, a Hindi dialect. The shairi is close to that of the Hindu 

saints Surdas and Tulsidas in terms of vocabulary and diction (research participant, personal 

communication, April 2, 2015).  

These Sufis and their writings were neglected by those who studied the bhakti 

(mysticism) movement in India. Renowned international Urdu scholar and ex-president of 

India’s Sahiyta Academy Professor Gopichand Narang’s foreword to his book refers to it as a 

sangmeel ilmi kitaab (a milestone in literature). Shamim Tariq was apprehensive about the 

possible reaction to such a book being published in the Muslim community. He was especially 

apprehensive of how it would be received by the ulema. To his relief, his book was well-received 

among progressive and conservative Muslims. Both the Deobandi and Barelvi ulema also 

responded favorably. Tariq claims that one of the reasons his book was so well-received was 

because his data (extracted from different sources) were based on solid evidence that was 

difficult to dispute (research participant, personal communication, April 2, 2015).  

Tariq identifies two groups of Sufis. The first group believes in wahdat-ul-wujud 

(essential unity of God or essential unity of being). The second group, which does not hold such 

a view, believes in wahdat-ash-Shuhood (God and his creation are separate beings). There is 

another concept called vedanti Vehdahriyat, which emphasizes that the Vedas also speak about 

the unity of God. In the poetry of shairi, there are two distinct traditions. The first is a Persian 

tradition called tasawwuf, and the second is the Sanskrit bhakti. The amalgamation of both 

traditions has resulted in hybrid poetry on the subcontinent. Some ulema have gone a step further 

and praised Sri Krishna through naath, a way of praising only reserved for Prophet Muhammad, 
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which Tariq mentioned in his book (research participant, personal communication, April 3, 

2015).  

Darul Uloom Deoband showed support for Tariq by inviting him to a special seminar 

four years ago. During the seminar, Tariq quoted certain passages from his book. During a break 

in his talk, one of the ulema met with Tariq and told him that his words go against Deobandiyat 

(the teachings and beliefs of Deoband). Tariq responded by pointing out that his statements were 

not his own, as he was referring to the writings of Deoband’s Maulana Kari Mohammad Tayyab. 

By coincidence, the seminar was attended by Tayyab’s son Maulana Mohammad Saleem. 

Saleem intervened on behalf of Tariq and told the alim that he had heard his own walid (father) 

speaking about these passages. Saleem also pointed out that his father’s writings were published 

in 1936. Saleem even referred to the page numbers of his father’s book from which Tariq had 

taken the passages. This disclosure was met with stunned silence by everyone in the room. 

Several ulema approached Tariq after the event and asked him the title of Maulana Kari 

Tayyab’s book, which was published in 1936 (research participant, personal communication, 

April 2, 2015).  

The background of Maulana Tayyab—one of the scholars of Darul Uloom Deoband—

and the significance of his ideas lent importance to his 1936 publication for both Tariq and the 

ulema. One of Tayyab’s significant discussions pertained to geographic locations and the 

prophets of different religions. He claimed, for example, that just as the Hejaz is sacred for 

Prophet Muhammad, Iraq is sacred for Abraham, and India is sacred for the very first prophet, 

Adam, from whom the chain of “prophet hood” commences. Tayyab also claimed that the first 
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revelation occurred in India and that the “big flood” is the same as the mahapralaya mentioned 

in Hindu scriptures.48 Tariq quotes the request that Tayyab made to all Muslims: “Sri 

Ramchandra aur Sri Krishna ko naam lekar boora mat kaho” (Muslims should never speak 

anything negative about Sri Krishna or Sri Ram, whom Hindus worship). Tariq also quoted the 

statement, “Mumkin hai ke apne waqt mein ye mardaane-haqq ho” (it is quite possible that they 

were sent as messengers to India during their time). It is possible that the names of prophets are 

not mentioned in the Koran because they have been either changed or lost over the course of 

history. Another possible reason is that the names were not easily translated into the Arabic 

language.  

Tayyab specifically referred to Sri Krishna and Sri Ram as Hindu quam ke badho (the 

respected ones in the Hindu community).49 Tariq organized a function at Anjuman Islam and 

invited 300 Hindu writers from Hindi, Marathi, and Gujarati languages when his book was 

released (research participant, personal communication, April 2, 2015). The level of interfaith 

work that occurs in India can be gauged by the fact that the Central Ministry of Culture decided 

to sanction Rs 96 crores50 to Jamia Milia Islamia University to translate Rabindranath Tagore’s51 

works in Urdu. Tariq’s contribution was requested for the project, and Tariq participated. There 

                                                 

48Tariq mentions this on page 266 of his book (research participant, personal communication, April 2, 

2015).  

49Tariq mentions this on page 267 of his book (research participant, personal communication, April 2, 

2015).  

50One crore is equivalent to 10 million. 

51Tagore is India’s celebrated poet, writer of its national anthem, and the winner of the Nobel Prize for 

Literature in 1913 (Nobelprize, n.d.). 
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is a large body of literature in Urdu and Persian that looks at Hindu scriptures, such as the 

Ramayana, the Mahabharata, and the Shiv Purana. This literature is at least 200 years old 

(research participant, personal communication, April 2, 2015). 

The topic of syncretic thought takes us back to Darul Uloom, Deoband, where students 

must undergo an eight-year fazilat course toward their religious studies. After completing the 

course, students enrol in specialization courses. Among these specialized courses, there is one 

elective called “Comparative Study of Religions and Civilizations,” in which students are taught 

the fundamentals of Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity, and other Muslim sects. The 

course runs for one year with two-hour classes each week (research participant, personal 

communication, March 3, 2015). Nadwat-ul-Ulema in Lucknow also introduced a course on 

comparative religions at the two-year post graduate (fazilat) level (Qasmi, 2005). These courses 

help the ulema to have some understanding of other religions of India. 

The concept of Fiqh Al Aqalliyyat relates to jurisprudence where Muslims are in a 

minority and how Muslims should conduct themselves in a non-Muslim majority society. 

Deoband has been conducting intrafaith and inter-aith conferences called Paigam-e-Mohabbat 

(message of love) and Mahasin-e-Islam (beauty of Islam) across India, which Muslims and non-

Muslims are invited to attend. The participation of non-Muslims in such congregations fulfils the 

obligation of dawat (invitation to listen to Islam’s message). Across India, Hindus participate in 

large numbers in urs at dargahs, a critical point of interaction (research participant, personal 

communication, March 3, 2015). Darul Uloom’s library is home to Vishnu Samarthi, the 

Rigveda, the Yajurveda (in Sanskrit), the Urdu versions of Rigveda, the Valmiki Ramayana, the 

Tulsidas Ramayana, the Hindi version of Manusmriti, a pocket-size Bhagvad Gita in Sanskrit, 
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the English version of the Guru Grant Sahib, the Arabic, Urdu and Persian, versions of the 

Torah, and the Arabic and Urdu versions of the Bible.52 

Syncretic thought lies in the roots and traditions of Darul Uloom. The words darul-ul-

Islam (abode of Islam) and darul-ul-herb (abode of war) are generally used in relation to the 

divisions of the world in Islam. However, Darul Uloom believes in darul-ul-aman (abode of 

peace) and has stood by that belief since its formation. Primarily, Darul Uloom is an academic 

institution, although on some occasions the institute has entered public life through its political 

body, the JUH. Since its inception, the institute has worked to facilitate a composite culture in 

India. For example, its founders, Maulana Rashid Ahmed Gangohi and Maulana Nanutawi, 

decided to add Sanskrit as one of the languages to be taught at Darul Uloom (research 

participant, personal communication, March 2, 2015). 

Later on, Deobandi leaders such as Maulana Mahmud ul Hasan realized that composite 

nationalism is a basic requirement for the fight against British rule. This was symbolized by the 

appointment of Raja Mahendra Pratap Singh as the president of the government in exile, which 

was formed in Afghanistan in 1915. This was a watershed moment when composite nationalism 

emerged (research participant, personal communication, March 2, 2015). Gandhi was the next 

Hindu leader to be politically accepted by the Indian Muslims. These events opened up interfaith 

dialogue, in turn allowing Hindus and Muslims to develop a mutual understanding of each 

other’s faiths within a political context. The participant further says that during the years leading 

                                                 

52 Through personal viewing of the museum section of the library along with Shamim Ahmed, a library 

assistant, on March 3, 2015. Shamim Ahmed’s diction and pronunciation of Rigveda, Manusmriti, Vishnu Samarthi, 

Yajurveda, Valmiki Ramayan, Tulsidas Ramayan, Bhagwad Gita, and Guru Granth Sahib was immaculate. 
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to the 1942 split in the JUH over the creation of Pakistan, Maulana Ahmad Hussein Madani 

opposed the split not from a political point of view but from a religious one. In particular, he was 

steadfast in his conviction that a nation cannot be created on the basis of religion. Darul Uloom 

furthered this notion by staunchly opposing the two-nation theory. Since India’s independence, 

Darul Uloom has been able to disseminate this message through religious freedom granted by the 

state constitution. This has added significant strength to the belief in darul-ul-aman (the abode of 

peace). Darul Uloom’s universal message is that Muslims should eat and drink with non-

Muslims, travel alongside and sit with non-Muslims, wear clothes made by non-Muslims, and 

generally accept all forms of peaceful daily coexistence (this is something that Arabs may not 

necessarily do in their own countries). Deoband ulema have also advocated that it is the duty of 

all Muslims to care for their neighbor, regardless of what faith that neighbor belongs to (research 

participant, personal communication, March 2, 2015). While referring to composite nationalism, 

the participant did not refer to the Peshawar-based Jamiat Ul Sarhad and the sectarian policies it 

adopted, thereby taking an opposing stand to that of JUH, the Congress, and the Khudai 

Khitmatgars prior to the partition. 

The participant went on to add that until 1950, Hindu students studied in Darul Uloom 

and have been mentioned in Darul Uloom’s annual report. Along with Persian and Arabic, Hindi 

was also taught. One of India’s renowned Hindi authors, Kanahyalal Prabhakar “Mishr,” was the 

recipient of India’s prestigious Padmashree award. He was born in Deoband and had his early 

schooling in Darul Uloom, Saharanpur (research participant, personal communication, March 2, 

2015). Kanahyalal studied Urdu and Persian in Darul Uloom and attributed his educational 

grooming to his primary education at Darul Uloom. This was the author’s confession to the 

research participant during an interview when the participant was working as a correspondent 
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with the Rashtriya Sahara Group of newspapers (research participant, personal communication, 

March 2, 2015). 

Darul Uloom has accepted donations from Hindus—yet another step toward reducing the 

psychological gap between Hindu and Muslim communities. It introduced the study of Indian 

civilizations into curriculum after the seventh grade and later on at the institution’s graduate 

level. These are just a few prime examples of Darul Uloom’s efforts to achieve a balance 

between ridding the faith of rasme (rituals), which crept in from the outside, and reaching out to 

other faiths to achieve syncretism. It has acknowledged that Hindus cannot be ignored as a 

people. Even though it tried to close the doors to shirk-biddat (un-Islamic practices), the 

organization was the first to advocate a transcendental belief of insaaniyat (humanity) over 

mazhab (religion) (research participant, personal communication, March 2, 2015). While the 

seminary perceives mazhab as something internal, insaniyat has always been more aligned with 

the external projection of transcendental value toward India and its other religions (research 

participant, personal communication, March 2, 2015). 

The JUH has conducted approximately 200 conferences against terrorism across India. 

One of these conferences was the Almi-Amal conference held in 2012. The JUH also met with 

RSS leadership to spark dialogue. JUH office bearers have visited the Hindu festival at the 

kumbh mela in Prayag (Allahabad), while one shankaracharya (a Hindu religious leader) has 

visited the JUH office. These cases exemplify that maximum interaction can only be facilitated 

with Hindu community leaders because of the sheer size of the community. Interactions with 

other minorities of India are on a smaller scale (research participant, personal communication, 

February 23, 2015).  
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Further insight on syncretism was provided by the daughter of a senior alim from Darul 

Uloom Deoband. Her father was asked by some of his associates in Pakistan to immigrate to 

Pakistan during partition, when there was tremendous violence spreading across the newly drawn 

borders in the Indian subcontinent. He refused, stating that he could not leave Darul Uloom. The 

associates replied by vowing to build a colossal Darul Uloom in Pakistan in his honor. He replied 

that Darul Uloom cannot be built with just bricks and stones. He claimed that the Darul Uloom is 

a “spirit” that was specifically assigned to India’s domain. He remained resolute and stayed in 

India (research participant, personal communication, March 31, 2015).  

The participant further explained that Maulana Nanotawi, cofounder of Darul Uloom, 

introduced Sanskrit at the seminary when it launched. He claimed that learning Sanskrit is vital 

because it is one of the root languages of Hindus, and because knowing the language opens a 

window to the psychology of the Hindu people. Knowing Sanskrit is a vital step toward 

coexistence with the Hindu people. Later, Sanskrit lessons were discontinued, but this decision 

was not an example of futuristic thinking. This is a crucial point of discussion—had Sanskrit 

studies been continued, Hindus and Muslims would have set aside many of the differences that 

plague their coexistence to this day (research participant, personal communication, March 31, 

2015).  

The participant contends that the Koran says that if even a single non-Muslim complains 

that a Muslim neighbor did not care for him during a time of need, the Almighty can reject all 

prayers and pilgrimages conducted by the Muslim neighbor. This bestows a major responsibility 

upon all Muslims. In addition, the Koran dictates that this responsibility has to be carried out 

until the Day of Judgment. Unfortunately, Muslims have not been able to convey this message to 

non-Muslims. This has been a significant challenge for the Muslim community in terms of their 
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efforts to coexist with other religious groups (research participant, personal communication, 

March 31, 2015).  

The participant said further that in order to develop a clear understanding of the 

aforementioned holy principles, one must have some knowledge of early scriptures such as the 

Bible and the Vedas. For example, it is important for Muslims to know who (i.e., which 

messenger) brought the Vedas to the Hindus. However, the identity of that messenger is lost. 

This matter is addressed by Maulana Shamsnaved Usmani in his book Agar Ab bhi Na Jaage toh 

(research participant, personal communication, March 31, 2015). 

In India, the Hindu community has shown intellectual curiosity for Islamic issues. One of 

the examples she cited was about Hindu women’s activists learning about gender empowerment 

as accorded in the Sharia and writing about it in the mainstream media. She quoted her 92-year-

old father living in Deoband as saying that the behavior of Muslims is creating problems for non-

Muslims. He was of the opinion that if Muslim women need to cover themselves fully in public 

places, it need not be with a hijab or burqa. It can be any dress belonging to any country or 

culture as long as it serves the purpose. We are having problems in our society because Muslims 

are using distinctive social codes and behavior believing they are Islamic. It need not be this 

way. She did not expect her father (the very last disciple of the Islamic scholar Maulana Ashraf 

Ali Thanwi) to come up with such a comment. She had thought he was conservative and 

traditional, but he surprised her. She said so with a smile on her face (research participant, 

personal communication, March 31, 2015).  

A research participant from the IFA provided his take on coexistence. He said that the 

Koran prohibits Muslims from criticizing deities or respected figures in other religions. This 
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prohibition is based on the notion that messengers have been sent across the world in the past. 

Only a few are named in the Koran, but it says that 124,000 messengers have been sent. Muslims 

believe that criticism of deities is tantamount to insult. The participant recalled an incident that 

took place during a rally in Buhranpur, Madhya Pradesh. He was delivering the last speech of the 

day and was scheduled to conclude by 10:30 p.m. (as permitted by police). The superintendent of 

police said that he could go on until 11:00 p.m. However, when the participant began speaking 

on interfaith relations at 10:45 p.m, the superintendent called some of the organizers aside and 

told them that he could go on indefinitely, as the superintendent was interested in listening to all 

he had to say. The participant’s speech (taqrir) finally ended at 12:00 a.m. The superintendent 

was impressed and asked the organizers to ensure that the participant visit the town again in the 

future and make sure that other religious communities attend the speech (research participant, 

personal communication, February 8, 2015).  

Over the past few years, several Indian ulema from different maslaks (subsects) have 

unequivocally condemned terrorism. They have also initiated dialogues with religious leaders 

from other religions in India and shared a common platform in several interfaith settings. 

Perhaps the first fatwa was by India’s Firangi Mahal in 2006 (discussed on page 169). The India-

based Jamiat Ahle Hadith Hind also issued an antiterrorism fatwa signed by 36 ulema on March 

18, 2006 (Salafi, 2006). Darul Uloom Deoband followed in 2008.The Ahle-Hadeeth has 

conducted a few interfaith workshops and seminars. It conducted a three-day interfaith dialogue 

at Jamia Milia Islamia University, Delhi, to which Hindu leader Swami Agnivesh along with 

Buddhist and Christian religious heads were invited. Zafar Islam Khan, president of Mushawarat 

and owner of the Milli Gazette, also participated in the event (research participant, personal 

communication, March 11, 2015). Then–home minister Shri Shivraj Patil paid a courtesy visit to 
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the Delhi Ahle-Hadeeth office, and the Ahle-Hadeeth issued a fatwa against terrorism in 2006 

(research participant, personal communication, March 11, 2015). 

The Barelvi body the AIUMB has participated in interfaith conferences. The national 

secretary and another AIUMB official attended most of the meetings held during the South 

Korean World Alliance of Religions Peace movement in Delhi. The first workshop on dialogue 

of the scriptures was held on March 30, 2015, and subsequent meetings followed. AIUMB 

president and founder Hazrat Syed Mohammad Ashraf Kichhouchhwi participated in the Amne 

Alam Conference (a peace conference) held on May 23, 2015. Other prominent leaders who 

attended the conference include Swami Pramod Krishnan and Mehdi Mehdavipur (a 

representative of Iran’s Ali Khameini in India).53 

Challenges to deeper interfaith dialogue in India. Despite having a legacy of a 

syncretic culture, there are some barriers to deeper interfaith dialogue in the country. First, as 

mentioned earlier, each subsect (maslak) does not recognize others of the same faith. This 

intrafaith schism often hinders deeper thinking and prevents the development of connections 

with other faiths. This distancing from one’s own contributes to the distancing from “the other.”  

The second barrier is the growth of a consumerist and materialistic culture. This has been 

driven by India’s economic liberalization program, which started in the early 1990s. The blind 

pursuit of money and comfort has rendered people uninterested in developing genuine cross-

cultural understanding. This has created yet another gap between the two communities (research 

                                                 

53A research participant provided the details and photographs of AIUMB’s interfaith meetings via e-mail 

on December 4, 2015. 
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participant, personal communication, March 12, 2015). The third barrier to interfaith dialogue is 

the presence of a fundamental difference between Islamic and Hindu conceptions of the soul: 

Muslims do not believe in transmigration of the soul, while Hindus do. Islam also promotes the 

idea that aql (intellect) and ilm (knowledge) have been imparted to human beings alone. In 

contrast, Hindus accord higher status to all living beings. Hindus also believe that dharma (the 

righteous path) can be achieved through sacrifice and an ascetic life. This approach deviates 

from the Prophet’s path that dictates that all things are provided to humans by God. These 

different approaches put the two faiths on unequal and disparate platforms. In turn, this creates 

major barriers to interfaith dialogue (research participant, personal communication, March 11, 

2015).  

The fourth barrier to interfaith dialogue is the large communication gap between the 

Hindus and Muslims. For example, books such as Agar Ab Bhi Na Jaage toh have not been 

communicated to the Hindus. A participant referred to Usmani’s work as “revolutionary” in the 

sense that it provides a glimpse into the past and the future. Several ulema have written on 

interfaith issues, but most of this literature is written in Urdu and has not been translated for 

wider cross-cultural readership. This indicates that India needs to undergo a major translation 

movement, including the creation of an institute dedicated to translating Urdu works into other 

Indian languages so they are understood by a majority of the Hindu community. A research 

participant referred to such a project as the “transfer of wealth from one community to another” 

(research participant, personal communication, April 3, 2015). The participant also made the 

point that only ruhaniyat (spirituality) can enable ulema to emerge from their isolated maslaks 

(subsects) and aqidahs (creeds) to grasp the larger picture (research participant, personal 

communication, April 3, 2015). According to a senior staff member of the IFA, another obstacle 
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to greater interfaith understanding in India is the fact that the ulema are not well-versed in other 

Indian languages. This severely limits their ability to understand the larger Hindu community. 

The participant claimed that much like the World Parliament of Religions, India needs a body 

called “Parliament of Indian Religions” that should strive to enhance interaction between 

religions (research participant, personal communication, February 3, 2015). 

Secularism: A Neutral Theme 

This theme does not relate to the research question but is an important constituent of the 

ulema’s culture and worldview. Secularism was once considered an un-Islamic value, but that is 

no longer the case. If it were, then Indian Muslims should migrate to an Islamic country, which 

will not happen. If they do not believe in the concepts of democracy and secularism, there is no 

foundation for their residence in India (research participant, personal communication, October 2, 

2016). There is considerable confusion among the Indian ulema on the concept of secularism. 

Some perceive it as an import from the West, where religion is a personal issue having nothing to 

do with the state and as such is opposite to the traditional Islamic way of thinking. On the other 

hand, many perceive secularism as a progressive value that allows them the freedom to practice 

their faith in non-Muslim majority countries. They also believe it is an inevitable political reality. 

A participant recounted an example of the Deoband-based JUH holding a seminar against 

terrorism in India in 2007. The invitation for the seminar contained a sentence that said that 

secular values in India needed to be protected. An alim from the Ahle-Hadis sect who was 

invited was extremely unhappy about the ulema discussing secularism. For him, even a 

discussion of secularism was unthinkable and un-Islamic. The participant differed with that 

approach and emphasized that even though Western secularism means the clean separation of 

state and religion, Indian secularism for him was a bit different. It means there is equal respect 
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for all religions, which in itself is close to an Islamic model. This constant collision of different 

interpretations of secularism is the norm in India. The participant pointed out that this is not the 

case with ulema from Islamic countries who consider secularism an un-Islamic idea (research 

participant, personal communication, October 2, 2016).  

Summary 

The inner world of the Indian ulema is full of contradictions. It is a heterogeneous 

community with internal constituents in a constant state of ideological struggle and competition 

with others in their own sects and with other sects. These internal fissures disappear when it 

comes to protecting Muslim personal law in the country and opposing Hindu nationalists and 

U.S. imperialist designs against the Muslim world. Many ulema have cordial relations with their 

counterparts in Pakistan, while some do not hold them in high esteem. Though Pakistan is a 

chapter in the past, it is rather unfortunate that the loyalty of Indian Muslims to the country is 

always doubted by sections of other religious communities in India. 

There is an uneasy relationship with other sects of their own faith. The minority status of 

the Muslim community in India ensures mutual coexistence and cooperation between its 

different sects. When it comes to the majority Hindu community, coexistence takes on a different 

meaning. Each sect has evolved its own syncretic culture and bonds with the majority 

community. Many factors drive these bonds: a genuine need to understand and relate to the 

other, a moral duty to convey the message of Islam, a feeling of sadness over the partition of the 

country, or a need to address misunderstanding. It may be because of a combination of reasons, 

but a culture of syncretism lies beneath the surface. The relationship may be uneasy, but this 

composite and symbiotic culture that results from the convergence of two faiths represents the 

bedrock reality that the ulema kept showing me (as the Malinowsky approach of ethnography 
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would describe it) (Mitchell, 2007). If Malinowski’s approach to ethnography is adopted and if 

the living, palpitating, flesh-and-blood organism of man is sought deep in the heart of every 

institution (Malinowski, 1934, as cited in Mitchell, 2007), then the core of the Indian ulema’s 

worldview on coexistence is the syncretic culture it has forged with the Hindu community in 

India. In Chapter 6, I attempt to answer my research questions based on my data and try to 

addressing the gap in religion in IR between the two countries. 
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Chapter 6: Analysis 

This chapter serves the following purposes: 

• It explains the need and significance of religious dialogue within the two 

countries. 

• It makes a case for dialogue between the two countries to be taken from an India–

Pakistan framework to a Hindu–Muslim one. 

• It argues that religious dialogue be initiated by the ulema of the two countries. 

• It looks at the feasibility and limitations of such a dialogue.  

As I ultimately make a case for peace building between the ulema of the two countries, I 

first explain peace building by Muslim religious leaders and specifically investigate the role of 

the ulema in peace building in other parts of the world. I then explore different obstacles and 

power centers in the existing dialogue, as India and Pakistan will compete for regional influence 

in South Asia and beyond. I also argue the need for the dialogue to move from an India–Pakistan 

framework to a Hindu–Muslim one. I identify the ulema as actors who can possibly initiate such 

a movement by bringing in the concepts of baqa-e-baham (peaceful coexistence), tasawwuf 

(spirituality), and intercivilizational dialogue between the two countries. The Deobandi and 

Barelvi sects form a religious and cultural continuum across the two countries that offers scope 

for peace building. I also explore the ulema as epistemic communities and the applicability of the 

IR theories of neoliberalism and constructivism to religious peace building between India and 

Pakistan. The chapter ends with a look at the challenges and limitations of religious dialogue 

between the two countries. 
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Chapter 2 looked at how NSRAs fit into IR theories. The IR theories of neoliberalism and 

constructivism were found to be most conducive to NSRAs, interfaith dialogue, and peace 

building. In this chapter, I take it further and examine peace building where Muslim religious 

leaders have been involved in different parts of the world. The data presented in this chapter fit 

into the theoretical framework presented in Chapter 2. There is a difference between peace 

building, religious peace building, and peace building by Muslim religious leaders. Peace 

building has different sectoral approaches. These include international development, 

humanitarian assistance, gender, the private sector, the rule of law, environmental change, health, 

media, security, and religion (Zelizer & Oliphant, 2013). Religious peace building focuses on 

religion alone. Furthermore, peace building by Muslim religious leaders looks solely at the role 

of Muslim religious leaders in building peace. Peace building by Muslim religious leaders is the 

central framework around which I describe and analyze my data. The following subtopics cover 

the data I analyze:  

• the role of Muslim religious leaders in peace building in different parts of the world; 

• obstacles and power centers in India and Pakistan; 

• the religion factor between the two countries; 

• the actors who can lead a religious dialogue between the two countries; 

• the religious continuum between the two countries;  

• the ulema as epistemic communities; and 

• challenges to religious dialogue. 
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To analyze the data, I use theory in the following ways: 

• By looking at the obstacles in the existing dialogue between the two countries and the 

certainty of the two countries competing for influence in South Asia and beyond, I point 

out that realism as an IR theory will prevail as each country will try to maximize its 

influence and interest. 

• However, as economic and cultural exchanges between the two countries have increased 

in the past two decades, the IR theories of neoliberalism and constructivism have ensured 

that different segments within the two countries can go beyond state influence and 

interact with each other. The influence of these actors keeps growing. 

• Because the IR theories of neoliberalism and constructivism are conducive to NSRAs, 

peace building, and interfaith dialogue, a religious dialogue involving spirituality fits 

with these two IR theories. This helps in bringing in concepts of peaceful coexistence, 

spirituality, and intercivilizational harmony to the neoliberalist and constructivist 

framework and expanding it. 

• The ulema can be perceived as epistemic communities who can enrich religious dialogue 

with their knowledge of coexistence. 

The results of the data analysis are as follows: 

• Muslim religious leaders have been involved in different peace-building initiatives across 

the world. Some of these are at the UN, the Buddhist–Muslim peace dialogues, and issues 

in the United States, Nigeria, Bosnia-Herzegovina, and Afghanistan. These peace-
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building efforts are either among the constituents of countries or intercivilizational 

dialogues with Christianity and Buddhism. 

• The India–Pakistan region is the only region where peace building falls within a Hindu–

Muslim framework and also between two neighboring countries across international 

borders. These two aspects makes the India–Pakistan issue unique as compared to other 

regions where Muslim ulema are involved in peace building. 

• As revealed in Chapter 5, the possibility of religious dialogue between India and Pakistan 

is not without limitations. Though the ulema can be perceived as epistemic communities 

in peace building, as evidenced in Chapter 2, Chapter 5 demonstrates that they are not yet 

a strong united entity that can generate and sustain religious dialogue. 

• The ethnographic data of the ulema reveals that although a small beginning was made at 

the World Peace Conference (2013) and the World Sufi Forum (2016), both held in 

Delhi, a sustainable religious dialogue, though necessary, will not be an easy task in the 

future. 

Peace Building by Muslim Religious Leaders 

Initiatives in Islamic peace building are occurring in many Muslim communities in the 

world, ranging from minority Muslim communities in the West to Muslim majority societies 

(Huda & Marshall, 2013). Since 1994, the Fez Festival of World Sacred Music has been held 

annually in Morocco. It brings together sacred music artists from the Middle East and around the 

world for a week of films, exhibitions, lectures, and concerts (Funk & Said, 2009). The festival 

provides for presentations and exhibitions that highlight themes of unity within the diversity of 

global spiritual heritages. In 2001, the UN, along with six other award recipients, designated the 
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festival and its organizers as “unsung heroes of dialogue” for reaching across divides to embrace 

the “other” (Funk & Said, 2009).54  

The Muslim-initiated effort of “Dialogue among Civilizations” at the UN is another 

example. The initiative was presented as a constructive response to Samuel Huntington’s theory 

of Clash of Civilizations. It was advanced by Iran’s reformist president Muhammad Khatami in 

1998 during his address to the UN. The effort symbolized a desire to explore new, creative, and 

nonconfrontational approaches to relations with the international community and with the West 

in particular. The dialogue sought to emphasize the importance of the world’s diverse heritages 

and of seeking common values. The UN General Assembly declared 2001 as the “Year of 

Dialogue among Civilizations” (Funk & Said, 2009).  

Another effort was the Cordoba initiative launched in 2002 with the stated purpose of 

“building a broad multi-faith coalition to help repair damage that has been done to Muslim-

American relations over the last fifty years” (Funk & Said, 2009, p. 222). Imam Feisal Abdul 

Rauf, an American of Egyptian origin, is the founder and president of this initiative (Cordoba 

Initiative, n.d.). In 2004, the Royal Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan brought together over 150 

leading Muslim jurists from the Muslim world’s eight most prominent law schools to discuss and 

                                                 

54 Per Helen Ranger, a French translater who used to work for the festival, Dr Faouzi Skali, a Sufi scholar, 

started the festival in response to the first Gulf War because he thought that music could be used to promote 

harmony between cultures. Religious leaders bring artists to perform at the festival, such as various Sufi groups from 

the tariqas of Morocco and the whirling dervishes of Konya. There is a conference that runs at the same time that in 

the past has invited various religious scholars to debate questions of the time (per e-mail exchange with Ms. Ranger 

dated November 24, 2016). 
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address violence in the Middle East. The jurists collectively agreed to work against the illegal act 

of calling other Muslims who differ on certain issues takfir (apostates) and against extremism. 

This resulted in the famous Amman message (named after the city of Amman, where the 

congregation was held). The Amman message stated that “Islam honours every human being, 

without distinction of color, race or religion” (Huda & Marshall, 2013, p. 156).  

The declaration of 2001 as the “Year of Dialogue among Civilizations” by the UN led to 

another project. The Alliance of Civilizations initiative was inaugurated in 2005 during the 

tenure of Secretary-General Kofi Annan. This project nurtures the idea of intercultural and 

interreligious dialogue as a vital confidence-building measure for a pluralistic world and seeks to 

develop and sustain a plan for collective action to redress rising tensions between Islam and 

Western countries (Funk & Said, 2009). In October 2007, 138 Muslim scholars came together to 

express their commitment to the common ground between Islam and Christianity. The resulting 

document, called “A Common Word between Us and You,” was addressed to leaders of all the 

world’s churches and signed by scholars from all denominations and schools of thought across 

several Islamic countries in the world. The signatories took the traditional and mainstream 

Islamic position of respecting the Christian scripture and calling on Christians to be more faithful 

to it. On the basis of shared scriptural themes, the signatories invited the Christian world for 

greater cooperation in building peace in their respective communities (Huda & Marshall, 2013).  

The Imam and the Pastor is an effort led by two Nigerian religious leaders, Mohammad 

Ashafa and James Wuye, who came together to work for peace in the northern Nigeria’s troubled 

regions. Their Interfaith Mediation Center in Kaduna, Nigeria, facilitates peace-building 

workshops. Their fame as peace builders has taken them to several countries, notably South 
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Sudan and Kenya, and they have been the subject of two films: An African Answer and The 

Imam and the Pastor (Huda & Marshall, 2013).  

In December 2005, the OIC heads of state came together for the Mecca Al-Mukarramah 

Declaration, which affirmed that “terrorism in all its forms and manifestations is a global 

phenomenon that is not confined to any particular religion, race, colour, or country, and that can 

in no way be justified or rationalized” (Huda & Marshall, 2013, p. 163). This was followed by 

the Second International Conference of the Assembly for Moderate Islamic Thought and Culture, 

sponsored by the Royal Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan in 2006 (Huda & Marshall, 2013). The 

conference issued a 25-point plan to support moderate Islamic leaders, scholars, and religious 

leaders in reviving and reforming all aspects of Islamic heritage, principles, and ethical values in 

the global Muslim community. Point 13 of the plan called for “affirming a committee on 

dialogue with leading Western thinkers and politicians” (Huda & Marshall, 2013, p. 164).  

The ulema are one of the stakeholders in the Project for Islamic Co-Operation for a 

Peaceful Future in Afghanistan. One of the project’s aims is to familiarize the Afghan ulema 

with their counterparts from around the globe and determine what the ulema and the broader 

civil society can do to promote a culture of tolerance and peace in the country (Kazemi, 2012). 

As part of the project, there were three conferences: November 30–December 2, 2011, in 

Istanbul, Turkey; June 19–21, 2012, in Kabul, Afghanistan; and March 4–5, 2013, in Istanbul 

(Kazemi, 2012; Reliefweb, 2013). Besides Afghanistan, the ulema participants hailed from 

Pakistan, Turkey, Indonesia, and Egypt. In each conference the participants released a resolution. 

In these documents, the participants: 
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• condemn religious interpretations that justify or encourage violence against civilians, 

religious leaders, places of worship, and cultural heritage; 

• advocate for a just and sustainable peace in Afghanistan; 

• commit themselves to active and responsible participation for peace in Afghanistan; 

• promote specific Islamic teachings for moderation, tolerance, peace, and cooperation; and 

• urge the ulema and Muslim communities worldwide, particularly in Afghanistan and 

Pakistan, to support the peace process (Kazemi, 2012; Reliefweb, 2013).  

The project regards peace building as a “cultural strategy” and a “collective and universal 

attitude” in direct contrast to the “political or military tactic,” thus offering an alternative 

model or narrative to the existing dominant political and military perspectives of ensuring 

peace in Afghanistan (Kazemi, 2012).  

On October 12, 2015, around 500 participants from ulema councils and independent 

ulema from Sunni and Shia communities across different regions and ethnic backgrounds of 

Afghanistan met in Kabul to discuss the peace process, Islamic values, and the role of the ulema 

in peace building (UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan, 2015). The first ever Ulema National 

Conference in Support of Peace Building in Afghanistan adopted a resolution that stressed that 

violence, hatred, and bloodshed must stop; that there should be peaceful inter-Afghan 

negotiations; that the entire nation should unite and defend Islamic values; that violence against 

the Afghan people and the government is not permissible from a religious point of view; that all 

disputes should be resolved in a peaceful manner; and that there should be tolerance between 

communities (UNAMA, 2013). Nicholas Haysom, the UN secretary general’s Special 
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Representative to Afghanistan and head of UNAMA, stated that the ulema who speak with 

authority do play an important role in promoting peace and reconciliation in the country 

(UNAMA, 2015).  

The Bosniak ulema were a part of the Interreligious Council of Bosnia–Herzegovina 

(Medureligisko Vijece u Bosni Hercegovini; MRV), which saw the participation of the four 

religious communities of Bosnia–Herzegovina: Muslims, Orthodox Christians, Catholics, and 

Jews. The MRV was formed in the late 1990s and has been advocating interreligious 

collaboration, tolerance, and reconciliation in post-war Bosnia (Cetin, 2012). Yet true 

reconciliation has been elusive. A survey conducted in 2007 in Bosnia by the UN Development 

Program revealed that only one in 14 respondents (7.2%) said they can trust other people. 

Surveys and studies conducted in 2012 (17 years after the signing of the Dayton Peace accord), 

indicated that distrust was a major trait found in Bosnian society (Cetin, 2012).  

During a field work study conducted by Onder Cetin, the Bosnian ulema clearly 

emphasized that trust cannot be considered a determining factor in intercommunity relations in 

the near future (Cetin, 2012). The ulema agreed that among all the values, trust is the one that is 

needed for coexistence and tolerance. However, there has to be a central emphasis on three 

values—truth, justice, and respect—and this emphasis, guided by the overarching framework of 

faith, helped them to facilitate an intercommunity dialogue (Cetin, 2012). Hence, within a 

hierarchical model, truth, justice, and respect were necessities for building trust and 

reconciliation with other communities. Through several sermons in the post-war period, the 

ulema reiterated the message that a harmonious coexistence between different religions and 

cultures and real peace can only be achieved if truth and justice is realized (Cetin, 2012). This 
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call was within the context of the war crimes and Serbian atrocities against Muslims in Bosnia 

Herzegovina.  

The ulema put more emphasis on truth as compared to justice because they felt that there 

is a moral value attached to truth as it is crucial if the human soul is to be at peace. It is a sign of 

respect for the victim’s loss by the offender. By identifying specific individuals, it also helps to 

lift the collective guilt heaped on the perceived offenders by the victim. In this case, the entire 

Serb nation can be freed of collective guilt. Cetin (2012) points out that Mustafa Ceric, one the 

leading ulema in Bosnia Herzegovina, called for abstaining from revenge. This call for was a 

sign of moral fortitude. Ceric denounced revenge, saying it is not part of their religion or fate, 

and although revenge is a right recognized in the Old Testament and the Koran, he encouraged 

Bosnians to agree only on truth and justice. He legitimized this renunciation by saying that in 

doing so they will be forgiven of their own sins (Cetin, 2012). In fact, Ceric concluded his 

prayers at the Potocari memorial for war crimes victims by saying, “May grief become hope! 

May revenge become justice! May mother’s tears become prayers! That Srebrenica never 

happens again! To anyone, anywhere!” (Cetin, 2012, p. 308). 

The Islamic community of Bosnia-Herzegovina (Islamska Zajednica; IZ) also launched 

the “Platform of the IZ in Bosnia and Herzegovina for Dialogue,” which stated that coexistence, 

reconciliation, and dialogue was nonnegotiable in Bosnia. Dialogue and coexistence were 

considered the only way of survival (Cetin, 2012). IZ focused on specific initiatives for interfaith 

dialogue that were to be held by educational institutions and organizational units of churches and 

religious communities, including Imams, priests, and ordinary believers. Associations of 

believers, public electronic and print media, panel discussions, roundtables, seminars, and 

symposiums were specified (Cetin, 2012). Though the ulema contributed toward peace-building 
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in Bosnia-Herzegovina, there were limitations to their role. There has been occasional friction 

between the top leadership of the MRV, with the Catholic Cardinal Puljic and Reisu-l-Ulema 

Ceric accusing each other’s community of hegemonic policies in areas where they are in a 

majority. Some ulema leaders were perceived to have intervened in the realm of politics and had 

come under criticism (Cetin, 2012).  

When it comes to India and Pakistan, the significance of religious peace building needs to 

be contextualized within a broader framework of the obstacles and challenges to the bilateral 

relationship between the two countries.  

Obstacles and Power Centers 

The CDP, which was initiated in the late 1990s, expanded the bilateral dialogue between 

the two countries and brought in economic and cultural actors. Since then, there has been a 

considerable increase in trade and cultural exchanges. However, several variables internal and 

external to both countries and the region influence the long-drawn relationship. India’s defence 

and strategic policies, programs, and expenditures are driven by its perceptions of Pakistan and 

China, two neighbors with whom India has fought wars. The defensiveness of these perceptions 

is exacerbated by the fact that Pakistan’s programs, policies, and expenditures are guided by its 

perception of India as its singular enemy. India’s Ministry of Defence and armed forces will 

continue its modernization program to have the competitive edge over China and Pakistan. 

Pakistan will also continue its modernization efforts in order to keep up with India. The 

imbalance among India, Pakistan, and China will continue to foster rivalry and competition.  

Pakistan will always remain distrustful of the India–Afghanistan Strategic Partnership 

and its implications for Pakistan’s western frontier. India and Pakistan’s ongoing competition for 

holding sway in Afghanistan will continue to foster suspicion and animosity. The historical roots 
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of Pakistan’s policy toward India stem from the nation’s claim to parity with India (Shaikh, 

2009). Based on Jinnah’s historical insistence that the Muslims of the subcontinent were a 

sovereign nation that deserved parity with the Hindu nation, Pakistan has defined its perennial 

national and international quest as being India’s equal. This quest determines Pakistan’s alliances 

with global powers (especially the United States), and it seeks to emulate India by aspiring to be 

a regional power. For this aspiration to come to fruition, Pakistan exercises control over 

subordinate powers, most notably Afghanistan (which Cohen identifies as a pressure point 

between India and Pakistan) and through the development of nuclear weapons (Shaikh, 2009). 

These aspirations have created ongoing competition and conflict between Pakistan and India 

when they compete for influence in all parts of South Asia, specifically Afghanistan.  

Also, the U.S.–India Strategic Partnership is built upon the fact that India is now 

Washington’s key ally in Asia. In January 2015, U.S. president Barack Obama and Prime 

Minister Modi modified this partnership by changing the U.S.–India Strategic Dialogue to the 

United States Strategic and Commercial Dialogue (S & CD). The new initiative reflects the 

priorities of both countries, including creating jobs, improving the investment climate, generating 

economic growth, and strengthening the middle class in both countries (U.S. Department of 

State, n.d.). This partnership is different than the partnership that the United States has with 

Pakistan, which is limited to combating terrorism, securing Pakistan’s nuclear weapons, and 

ensuring further nonproliferation of nuclear technology.  

The U.S.–India partnership aims to counterbalance China’s global influence and the 

country’s dominant position as Asia’s sole power. The U.S.–India nuclear deal has been one of 

the milestones of this partnership. The Strategic Partnership involves investment and cooperation 

in a multitude of sectors, including business relations, science and technology (including space 
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technology), armaments, defence contracts, higher education, commissioning of nuclear plants, 

and other areas. On several occasions Pakistan has demanded the same nuclear deal that the 

United States has with India, but these demands have been denied by the U.S. administration. 

The differences between U.S. objectives in India and in Pakistan will continue to fuel mistrust, 

rivalry, and competition between India and Pakistan. 

Changing political scenarios in both countries can derail peace initiatives. For example, 

the surprising election of the Narendra Modi-led BJP majority government in 2014 led to major 

shifts in peace talks. Further, the BJP now has a major say in the state legislature of Jammu and 

Kashmir by joining a ruling coalition. This changed equations at the ground level in Kashmir. 

The BJP adopted an uncompromising stand on terrorism. Mixed with Pakistan’s insistence on 

Kashmir, the official dialogue continues to be stalled. 

Although Kashmir is considered as the most important issue in the India–Pakistan 

relationship, there are deeper issues that go far beyond Kashmir. The partition of India was not 

because of Kashmir. It was the other way around. The Kashmir dispute was not a cause but a 

consequence of partition. The dispute came into being two months after the creation of the two 

countries in 1947. Kashmir is a geographical entity. Even if it is resolved completely, the 

mistrust, suspicion, competition, and rivalry will continue. If Kashmir were the only issue 

between India and Pakistan, Pakistan would not have allegedly supported the Sikh insurgency in 

India’s Punjab region in the 1980s and 1990s and disruptive activities in other parts of India. 

Similarly, India would not allegedly do the same in Pakistan’s Baluchistan and Sind provinces, 

and in Karachi city in particular. Hence, it is necessary to move beyond Kashmir and look at the 

religious divide, one of the driving forces behind the partition. Mere economic cooperation and 

trade will not address issues deeply rooted in faith. 
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A Subsidiary Axis of Movement 

The variables mentioned above put India–Pakistan dialogue in a state of perpetual 

uncertainty. The following factors provide supplementary reasons why this uncertainty continues 

to grow. 

Aside from the military and strategic conflicts that persist between India and Pakistan, 

issues pertaining to culture, faith, and civilization will escalate mistrust between the two 

countries. In particular, there is a virtually insurmountable psychological gap between an India 

ruled by Hindu nationalists and an Islamic Pakistan. Despite this gap, it is possible for Islam 

itself to become an instrument of peace building between India and Pakistan. Islam can play this 

role because Muslim contact groups from India have the potential to reach parts of Pakistan’s 

psyche that are out of bounds for the United States (a predominantly Christian nation) and Indian 

Hindu powers. Hence, introducing intrareligious and intrafaith dialogue would be a different 

approach. 

The engagement between Indian Muslim contact groups and the Pakistani power centers 

can be independent of official dialogue between the two governments. Similar to economic and 

cultural exchanges that continue and grow even when official dialogue stalls, religious dialogue 

could continue even if official government dialogue between the two countries collapses. 

The dialogue on India–Pakistan relations needs to be taken beyond the India–Pakistan 

framework into a Hindu–Muslim one. This shift in dialogue brings religion to the forefront of 

debate on India–Pakistan relations.  

From a historical perspective, religion has been embedded into the discourse that shaped 

the events prior to Pakistan’s birth and afterward. The Muslim League was formed in 1906 to 
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nurture a sense of loyalty to the British government among the Muslims of India (Ali, 2008). Its 

thrust was always anti-Hindu rather than anti-British (Ali, 2008). It collaborated with the British 

government during the Second World War and was successful in extracting a separate Muslim 

state in 1947 (Ali, 2008). The League led by Mohammad Ali Jinnah contended that Muslims had 

a special identity that would be erased in a Hindu majority India (Haider, 2011). Official 

Pakistani nationalism attributes the country’s creation to the two-nation theory, according to 

which Indian Muslims were always a distinct and separate community that had resisted 

assimilation into the subcontinent’s Hindu culture (Jalal, 2011).  

Pakistan survived its early years against all odds because of the iron will of its founder, 

Mr Jinnah, the enthusiasm of its Muslim population for a country not only free of British rule but 

also from the threat of Hindu subjugation, and a dream of reviving the glory of Islam’s millennia 

of rule on the subcontinent (Akram, 2011). The official scribes of Pakistani nationalism 

portrayed Pakistan as an Islamic entity that was distinct to Hindu India (Jalal, 2011). Pakistanis 

are conditioned to think that their nation emerged from a religiously inspired separatist 

movement against Hindu domination in an India free of British rule (Jalal, 2011).  

In 1960, as president of the country, Ayub Khan authored a paper on foreign affairs in 

which he defended the necessity of Islamic ideology in Pakistan and of “liberating the basic 

concept of our ideology from the dust of vagueness” (Haider, 2011, p. 117). In his biography, 

Khan stressed that Islam was the fundamental basis for Pakistan and that India is the enemy of 

Pakistan and Islam (Akbar, 2012a). He further elaborated on his people’s need for a clear 

ideology, stating such ideology would have the following impact:  
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They [the people] will have tremendous power of cohesion and resistance. Such an 

ideology with us is obviously Islam. It was on that basis that we fought for and got 

Pakistan, but having got it, we failed to define the ideology in a simple and 

understandable form. (Haider, 2011, p. 117) 

This parochial thinking was executed in the education sector (Haider, 2011). The history of 

Pakistan as taught in schools was no longer about the subcontinent’s syncretic and shared 

Hindu–Muslim heritage or about a post-colonial power-sharing struggle. It was almost a 

relentless culmination of the arrival of Islam on the subcontinent. Notions of unstoppable 

Muslim and Hindu hostility were reinforced (Haider, 2011). 

As years went by, Pakistan’s armed forces absorbed a significant outlay of the total state 

budget. The Awami League of East Pakistan repeatedly opposed financial outlays to the military, 

which was overwhelmingly non-Bengali and saturated from top to bottom with racist and 

religious chauvinism against the Bengalis, who were traditionally perceived as weak, dark, and 

infected with Hinduism (Ali, 2008). The presence of a large Hindu minority in East Pakistan and 

the Bengali language (with its roots in Sanskrit spoken by Bengali Muslims) were perceived as 

detrimental and corrosive to Islamic unity (Shaikh, 2009). There were also questions raised about 

Pakistan’s local roots, which were entrenched in Indian Islam. Many perceived this as making 

Pakistan vulnerable to non-Muslim (Hindu) influences. Those who voiced such an opinion 

include poet-philosopher Mohammad Iqbal, who years earlier identified Arabian Islam as a 

corrective measure for the corrupted versions of Indian and Persian Islam (Shaikh, 2009).  

To quell opposition in East Pakistan, the Pakistani military launched Operation 

Searchlight in March 1971, which involved killing intellectuals and students (Ali, 2008). As the 
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initial attack did not lead to a clear and swift victory, the military, with the members of the JEI, 

turned on the local Hindus, and tens of thousands were killed (Ali, 2008). Following the war 

against East Bengal and its aftermath, Pakistani soldiers were heavily indoctrinated with anti-

Hindu propaganda—that the Hindus were the enemy and would destroy Pakistan at the first 

given opportunity (Ali, 2008). 

After the separation of Pakistan’s eastern wing in 1971, not all leaders and scholars 

viewed the separation as a disaster. As Lawrence Ziring points out in his book Pakistan: At the 

Cross Current of History, the presence of a large non-Muslim population of East Bengal, with its 

Hindu overtones, had a disturbing resonance. This presence always suggested that Pakistan, as a 

country, could never realize its potential as a Muslim country while it remained connected to its 

eastern wing (Shaikh, 2009). Some Pakistani scholars like Shahid Javed Burki argued that the 

separation of East Pakistan was an event that was rich with possibilities for Pakistan because 

West Pakistan would always struggle with its Muslim identity as long as the Bengali East 

Pakistan was attached to it. This perplexing struggle damaged West Pakistan. Burki argued that 

as long as Pakistan remained divided, it could not clearly define the role of Islam in the affairs of 

the state. He also pointed out that the people of East Pakistan remained content with keeping 

Islam in the personal sphere without allowing it to be the religion of the state (Shaikh, 2009). 

The hostility between the two countries has deep historical roots. Despite cultural, ethnic, 

and linguistic affinities, the mutual hostility between Hindus and Muslims of the subcontinent is 

real and endemic and was the reason for the creation of Pakistan (Akram, 2011). Since the 

creation of the two countries, this hostility has further intensified. The Kashmir dispute is but one 

expression of this divide and hostility (Akram, 2011). Even if outstanding disputes like Kashmir 
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are resolved between the two countries, the relationship will remain competitive in the 

foreseeable future (Akram, 2011).  

The clash of ideologies in the conflict between the diametrically opposed philosophical 

systems of Islam and Hinduism is one factor that can be identified as the source of enduring 

enmity between Islamabad and New Delhi (Hussain, 2011). As pointed out by Pakistani 

diplomat S. M. Burke, “Centuries of dedication to such diametrically opposed systems as Islam 

and Hinduism could not nurture an utterly different outlook on the outside world among their 

respective followers” (Hussain, 2011, p. 323). Another factor that contributes to a state of 

perpetual hostility is the legacy of the trauma of partition. This legacy is carried over in the 

mind-sets of those who took over the administration and governance of the two countries. The 

political and social concepts that dominated the ideology and psychology of the narrow-minded 

elites during partition have survived into the independence period and have not disappeared 

(Hussain, 2011). 

Since its formation, Pakistan has lived not only next door to India but in opposition to 

India (Racine, 2002). Centuries of relations between Hindus and Muslims on the subcontinent 

impinge constantly on the short lifespan of the two states. The well-entrenched feeling of 

difference that was fundamental to the partition of the subcontinent brings into play essential and 

inherent identities: “Islam, Hinduism, with an emphatically capital I and H” (Racine, 2002, p. 

113). Jinnah’s famous theory of two nations—a Muslim one and a Hindu one—in claiming 

Pakistan’s right to be created in 1940 has become an essential reference point, making religious 

affiliation the sole basis of divergences covering every domain of thought and culture (Racine, 

2002). Historian K. K. Aziz puts it like this: 
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Thus Hindu-Muslim conflict was not merely religious. It was the clash of two 

civilizations, of two peoples who had different languages, different literary roots, 

different ideas of education, different philosophical sources and different concepts of art 

. . . when this cultural variance was combined with diversity in social customs and modes 

of livelihood the emergence of a united nationalism was doomed without redemption. 

(Racine, 2002, p. 114) 

The founding philosophy of Pakistan chose to deny everything that the two faiths have in 

common in order to emphasize all that divided them and thus to justify secession (Racine, 2002).  

Central to this argument of religion is the fact that when Pakistanis look at India with 

mistrust and suspicion, they do so under the unshakeable belief that the words India and Hindu 

are synonymous and inseparable (Shaikh, 2009). Within the dominant Pakistani religious 

narrative, Pakistan perceives itself as a victim of Hindu domination (Cohen, 2013). This 

perception has led to the mother of all “trust deficits”—a deficit that can never be eradicated 

because it originates from the deeply held belief that Indians are untrustworthy, insincere, and 

dominating. In this perspective, “there is hardly anything that the Pakistanis can do to normalize 

the relationship because Indians/Hindus are basically untrustworthy and have proven to be true 

time and time again” (Cohen, 2011, p. 13). If trust is a component of a problem, then it is a 

perpetual problem (Cohen, 2011). Needless to say, being Hindu is implicitly tied to being Indian, 

and the religious angle is unmistakably present.  

When Pakistanis look unfavorably toward India, the underlying factor determining this 

outlook is their perception of a Hindu India rather than simply India as a geographical and 

cultural entity. Since 1947, the conditions of life for Indian Muslims and their treatment in India 
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and in Kashmir specifically has been a sensitive issue among Pakistanis (Cohen, 2013). In a 

2008 World Opinion poll designed to gauge public opinion of Kashmir, Pakistanis who were 

questioned doubted the Indian government’s ability to treat its Muslim population respectfully 

and responsibly (Cohen, 2013). According to another recent poll, more than half of Pakistan’s 

population believes that India has been negligent on this matter. A commonly cited example of 

this negligence was the 2012 re-election of Narendra Modi as the chief minister of the western 

state of Gujarat. The re-election was considered to be a clear example of communalism in Indian 

politics by the liberal English press in Pakistan. Polls also indicate that most Pakistanis do not 

believe that the Pakistani government supports Islamic militancy in Kashmir or India and that the 

Indian government is to blame for terrorism in its own country. Going a step further, 

conservative Pakistanis believe that India is responsible for spreading communal and sectarian 

strife in Pakistan (Cohen, 2013). Hence, when Pakistanis look unfavorably toward India, they are 

excluding the Muslim component of India from such a view and specifically looking at India’s 

Hindu component. In short, it is logical to conclude that the India–Pakistan conundrum is more 

of a Hindu–Muslim conundrum. This makes it necessary to pay close attention to the religious 

divide between these two nations and not simply to their political conflicts.  

As Pakistanis exclude India’s Muslims when they hold an unfavorable image of India, it 

means they hold the Indian Muslims closer than India’s Hindus. This spatial difference between 

the two indicates a need to identify a new conceptual framework for an additional component to 

the dialogue between India and Pakistan. This is the point where religion in IR theory can be tied 

in by introducing religious dialogue aimed at religious peace building. A track-two diplomatic 

initiative could produce unforeseen results and possible outcomes that have never been 
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predicted, predetermined, or anticipated. Such a framework would supplement official dialogue 

between the two governments.  

The Actors 

Even though Pakistan’s army is considered the nation’s most powerful institution, the 

army is by no means the custodian of religion in the country. Rather, it was the ulema who spent 

decades (from independence until the 1970s) ceaselessly working to enhance the role of Islam in 

Pakistan’s constitution. The ulema even clashed with Mohammad Ayub Khan, the first military 

dictator of the country, over this particular matter (Akbar, 2012a; Shaikh, 2009). The ulema went 

further by playing a pivotal role in the army’s Islamization—particularly during the Zia years 

(1970s and 1980s) when Zia was influenced by the JEI and the Tablighi Jamaat (Akbar, 2012a; 

Shaikh, 2009). 

In the latest report on Madarsas in Pakistan—The Madarsa Conundrum: The State of 

Religious Education in Pakistan, author Umair Khalil points out that according to various 

official sources, the number of madarsas in Pakistan stands between roughly 26,131 and 35,337 

(Khalil, 2015). The number varies according to which official source is consulted. For example, 

officials in Pakistan’s Interior Ministry and the Ministry of Religious Affairs claim that 8,249 

madarsas operating across the country are not registered with the Ittehad-e-Tanzeemat-e-

madaris-e-Deeniya Pakistan, the apex madarsa organization in the country. Based on data 

collected by the provincial departments, the Ministry of Religious Affairs estimates that there are 

125,000 mosques operating across the country (Gishkori, 2015).  

In addition to power by sheer numbers, the ulema hold sway over mosques and their 

faithful visitors seeking council, healing, and sanctuaries for prayer. Of course, this area of 

influence is supplemented by a considerable degree of political power. The aforementioned 
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report The Madarsa Conundrum states that most madarsas are associated with mainstream 

political parties and that a considerable number of madarsa graduates go on to fill important 

positions in these parties (Khalil, 2015). The ulema also control the Council of Islamic Ideology 

and the Ministry of Religious Affairs. Both organizations advise the Pakistani government on 

religious matters, including legislation involving religion.  

The influence and power of the ulema even go beyond religious and political institutions. 

The ulema also operate as social, religious, and cultural intermediaries in many types of 

community matters, including weddings, divorces, funerals, and others that are pivotal to 

religious tradition. The ulema hold this power despite having no official status. In short, the 

ulema are firmly entrenched as the true custodians and transmitters of religious power in 

Pakistan. This broad span of power is part of a trickle-down effect that takes place when the 

power of the ulema extends to the government. Ghumman (2015) points out, for example, that 

the Nawaz Sharif government turned to religious leaders for consultation on objectives for the 

National Action Plan that was launched to combat extremism in religious schools after the school 

massacre in Peshawar on December 16, 2014. This is just one example of how the ulema’s 

invisible and nontangible sphere of influence makes them strategic actors in the Pakistani state. 

Therefore, any dialogue on religion in Pakistan that excludes the ulema will always remain 

incomplete. 

This invokes the next question: Which cross-border actors would be best suited to speak 

on this subject? In order to answer this question, I conducted a process of elimination that 

assessed the suitability of key actors for shaping international communications between India 

and Pakistan.  
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The Indian and Pakistani governments have serious differences over existing bilateral 

issues. This renders the governments the most unsuitable parties to introduce sensitive topics 

(especially religion) into political talks. The first and foremost difference is that the Indian 

government is led by Hindu nationalists and the Pakistan government is overwhelmingly 

Muslim. This difference is exacerbated by the fact that even though India is not a theocratic state, 

Pakistanis perceive India as a Hindu nation. To a large extent, this perception is well founded. In 

contrast, Pakistan is an Islamic republic. These fundamental differences create perceptual, 

historical, and sociocultural gaps that make it extremely difficult—and often impossible—for 

any Hindu entities, including the government, religious leaders, and the public, to initiate or 

sustain dialogue. Given these gaps, the Hindu component of India has no strategic weight as far 

as improving ties with Pakistan is concerned. In fact, the peace process is hindered when the 

Hindu component asserts itself. This leaves the Hindu element excluded from dialogue. This 

leaves us with the Muslim component of India, which, by default, takes on the entire weight of 

strategic initiatives during any instance of religious dialogue between the two countries.  

Indian Muslim civilian actors can appeal to that part of Pakistan that is out of bounds for 

the Indian government. There are instances where the Indian government has used prominent 

Indian Muslims to intervene on India’s behalf during crises. Per Khushid Mahmud Kasuri, 

Pakistan’s ex-foreign minister, veteran Indian film actor Dilip Kumar55 was twice flown to 

Pakistan in special aircraft on secret missions by the Indian government (Naqvi, 2015). The actor 

also spoke to Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif to defuse the 1999 Kargil crisis at Indian Prime 

                                                 

55 Dilip Kumar is the screen name of Yusuf Khan. He was born to a Muslim family in Peshawar in 

undivided India. He is the second Indian to be awarded Pakistan’s highest civilian award, Nishan-e-Imtiaz. The 

first was India’s former prime minister Morarji Desai, the first and the only Hindu to receive the award. 
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Minister Vajpayee’s personal request. This was per recent disclosures by Kasuri just prior to the 

release of his book, Neither a Hawk Nor a Dove, in India. Kasuri quoted an aide of Prime 

Minister Sharif as confiding in him that in the middle of a conversation in July 1999 between the 

Pakistani prime minister and India’s prime minister Atal Behari Vajpayee, the latter handed the 

phone to Dilip Kumar, who was listening to the conversation. “The prime minister did not 

believe it was his celluloid hero on the phone,” Mr Kasuri told India-based New Delhi Television 

(Naqvi, 2015, n.p.). Dilip Kumar assured Sharif that it was indeed he who was speaking, and he 

was concerned about the flare-up between the two armies on the Kargil heights. He called on 

Sharif to help defuse the crisis quickly as it would be the right thing to do in the interests of the 

people on both sides (Naqvi, 2015). Another example is when Prime Minister Vajpayee sent a 

delegation of Indian Muslims that included a few people from academia and the ulema 

community to meet General Musharraf in Pakistan during the 2001 standoff between the two 

armies after the attack on the Indian parliament (research participant, personal communication, 

January 27, 2015). These examples illustrate the involvement of Indian Muslim civilian actors 

working in tandem with the state in defusing conflicts. 

It would help to identify which constituent within the Indian Muslim community wields 

the most power and influence over religious issues. Such power—often unidentifiable and 

invisible—would not be in the hands of Muslims from academic circles, members of parliament, 

the business community, police forces, the entertainment industry, or the general public. 

Individually or collectively, these constituents may be able to speak to the Pakistani government, 

its military, or its civil society, but they will not be able to address the Pakistani ulema directly as 

most of them keep a distance from the Indian ulema, let alone the Pakistani ulema. Thus, even if 

these constituents use their considerable influence and resources to work together, their efforts 



RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE   211 

 

will be severely limited if the Pakistani ulema are not integrated into any and all matters in which 

religion is even remotely involved. The Pakistani ulema, which have significant strategic weight 

in Pakistan, will be excluded from such dialogue. The ability to speak to the Pakistani ulema in 

matters of religion then falls on the shoulders of the Indian ulema alone.  

Once the religious actors on both sides have been clearly identified, it would be logical to 

explore which specific topics the Indian ulema should address when engaging in religious 

dialogue with Pakistani ulema. Thus far, the two groups have concentrated on interacting within 

maslaks (subsects) whenever they meet. While these meetings have their merit, they are not 

sufficient to bring the two nations closer together. To achieve this goal, dialogue needs to be 

taken to another level—it needs to transcend not only intra-maslak interaction but also intra-

Islam dialogue. That is, dialogue needs to develop outside the framework of Islam by dealing 

with coexistence with “the other” (i.e., the Hindus). 

In other words, as a starting point, if it is assumed that Indian Muslim citizens from all 

walks of life, including cinema actors, members of the academia, members of parliament, retired 

members of the armed forces, and businessmen, decide to meet their counterparts in Pakistan, it 

would not still result in penetrating the topic of religious dialogue beyond a certain point. 

Pakistan already has a far more rigorous and healthy debate on Islam going on than India. Also, 

members of the Indian Muslim community have been meeting people from Pakistan regularly for 

years. There are instances of the Indian government using prominent Indian Muslims to 

intervene on India’s behalf during moments of crisis.  

There are three key limitations of these seemingly amicable exchanges. First, these 

exchanges took place during times of crisis or flashpoints. Such exchanges tend to be forgotten 

after the crisis is defused. Therefore, the exchanges have little to no bearing on long-term 
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initiatives such as furthering religious dialogue. Also, if any other constituency or segment of the 

population initiates religious discourse, the ulema can interject and cut off dialogue on grounds 

that in matters of religion, the ulema are more qualified and competent than anybody else to offer 

critical opinions. Last, religious matters are intertwined with elements of power and influence 

that limit the scope and influence of dialogue initiated by basic segments of the community. Such 

power and influence rest in the hands of the ulema alone. Therefore, the ulema need to be the 

primary participants (and at the forefront) of any religious dialogue between India and Pakistan. 

Other constituents can be secondary participants to discussion, supplementing the process.  

This discussion does not aim to ignore or overlook the fact that progressive sections of 

Muslim, Hindu, Sikh, Christian, and other communities in India hold the ulema community 

responsible for holding back the Muslim community’s social reform or for projecting a negative 

image of the entire community across the country. The ulema’s refusal to budge on Muslim 

personal law reforms related to issues of triple talaq and women’s empowerment is at the core of 

the country’s liberals’ rejections of the ulema. A deeply conservative outlook still informs the 

ulema’s world. Deoband’s 2005 fatwa calling on women to observe purdah or veil while 

participating in politics is an example of such an outlook. Maulana Marghoobur Rehman, the 

vice chancellor of Deoband, said, “If a Muslim woman contests an election, it becomes a matter 

of our society and religion” (Neyazi, 2010, p. 16). Another Deoband fatwa in 2010 stated that “It 

is unlawful for Muslim women to do a job in government or private institutions where men and 

women work together and women have to talk with men frankly and without veil” (Neyazi, 

2010, p.17). Similarly, the JUH, in its 30th general session on November 3, 2009, endorsed a 

2006 fatwa from Deoband calling on Muslims not to sing “Vande Mataram,” India’s national 

song, as it invokes polytheism (Neyazi, 2010). All such fatwas come under criticism by various 
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Muslim groups, politicians, and intellectuals (Neyazi, 2010). After the 1985 Shah Bano Supreme 

Court judgment, there was complete unity among all ulema in calling for the revocation of the 

court order that went against the Sharia Application Act, 1937. Such conservatism and orthodoxy 

is not restricted to Deoband alone. It also extends to ulema from other schools of thought. India 

is not immune to the shadow of extremist ideologies. Several mosques and madarsas are funded 

by Saudi Arabia, and not all are moderate in their beliefs. However, there is a measure of 

hybridization between conservatism and cultivating a syncretic culture with other communities 

of India. While being cognizant of the orthodoxy of the ulema, the efforts of some sections of the 

ulema to produce and evolve a syncretic culture in India need to be acknowledged. 

The India–Pakistan Context 

The ulema have been involved in peace building in Afghanistan, Bosnia, the United 

States, and Nigeria. They have also been participants in several international conferences, such 

as the 2002 Cordoba Initiative, the 2004 Amman Conference, the 2005 Mecca Al Mukarramah 

Declaration, the 2006 Second International Conference of the Assembly for Moderate Islamic 

Thought and Culture, and the 2007 Common Word between Us and You. These initiatives differ 

from the India–Pakistan issue. Afghanistan and Bosnia are states where there were U.S.-led 

international interventions. Nigeria and the United States are examples of reconciliation efforts 

between Muslim and Christian communities within a country.  

Moving away from Abrahamic faiths, a Buddhist–Muslim dialogue has been going on for 

a few years. After the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddha Statues in Afghanistan in 2000 and the 

events of 9/11, the Global Family for Love and Peace, which is affiliated with the UN 

Department of Public Information and works in consultative status with the UN Economic and 

Social Council, commenced a series of Buddhist–Muslim dialogues (Global Family for Love and 
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Peace, n.d.). The first dialogue occurred in March 2002 at Columbia University in New York, 

and since then dialogues have been held in Kuala Lumpur (May 2002), Jakarta (July 2002), 

UNESCO Paris (2003), Morocco (2005), and China (2006) (Selim, 2011). In 2006, a conference 

was held with the theme “Buddhists and Muslims in Southeast Asia Working towards Peace and 

Justice” (Selim, 2011). This conference resulted in the Dusit Declaration, which referred to the 

threat of global capitalism to Buddhist and Muslim values. It also established the Buddhist-

Muslim Citizen’s Commission for Southeast Asia (Selim, 2011). In November 2008, the 

International Islamic Forum for Dialogue held an interfaith conference between the Jamiyah 

Singapore and the Singapore Buddhist Lodge (Selim, 2011). In February 2010, the World 

Federation of Muslim scholars, major Indian Muslim organizations, Jamia Milia Islamia’s Zakir 

Husain Institute of Islamic Studies, the Milli Gazette, and the Interfaith Coalition for Peace held 

a conference titled “The Conference for Dialogue between Islam and the Followers of Oriental 

Beliefs” (Selim, 2011). Needless to say, these dialogues have seen the participation of the ulema 

as religious scholars from both faiths.  

In all the countries mentioned above, including Nigeria, Bosnia, the United States, and 

Afghanistan, peace building was within constituents internal to these countries. The international 

conferences on peace building between Christians and Muslims and between Buddhists and 

Muslims are intercivilizational efforts aimed at a larger world community. 

There are two prerequisites to realize the peace-promoting potential of religion and make 

a positive change: understanding and careful considered action (Carter & Smith, 2004). The 

India–Pakistan issue is between two countries, one Islamic republic and the other a Hindu 

majority country. It is also the only region in the world where the religious peace-building effort 

across international borders falls within a Hindu–Muslim framework. The other two Hindu 
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majority countries in the world are Nepal and Mauritius, where such a situation with a 

neighboring country does not exist. Nepal and Mauritius do not have large Muslim minority 

populations as compared to India. This difference makes religious peace building involving the 

ulema between India and Pakistan unique. Toward that end, the religious and cultural continuum 

across borders merits some attention. The common ground between the two countries needs to be 

explored. 

The Religious and Cultural Continuum Across Borders 

The Deobandi and the Barelvi schools of Sunni Islamic thought emerged from an 

undivided India. These schools of thought originated from Deoband and Bareilly (towns of Uttar 

Pradesh, India) and influenced Muslim populations in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Nepal, Sri Lanka, 

and Bangladesh. Maulana Abdul Haq, who graduated from the Deoband seminary in Deoband, 

established the Darul Uloom Haqqania at Akora Khattak near Peshawar, Pakistan, in 1947 

(Long, 2001). The Haqqania is one of the largest and the most influential Islamic seminaries in 

Pakistan’s NWFP. The country-wide chain of Deobandi schools in Pakistan is called Darul 

Uloom Jamia Banoria (Reza, 2003). Similarly, Mufti Mohammad Shafi, another Islamic scholar 

of the Deoband seminary, established the Darul Uloom Karachi in Pakistan (Bostom, 2009). 

Shafi was the grand Mufti of prepartition India prior to his departure from India after partition 

(Bostom, 2009). Similarly, the Barelvi school of thought was established in the late 19th century 

by Islamic scholar Ahmed Riza Khan in Bareilly, Uttar Pradesh, India (Metcalf, 1982). Similar 

to the Deobandi School, the Barelvi school spread to all parts of undivided India.  

The Deoband-affiliated JUH is one of the largest organizations of Islamic scholars on the 

Indian subcontinent. Formed in 1919, the JUH is the parent body of the JUI of Pakistan, which 

was formed in 1942 after splitting away from the JUH (Jamiat Ulama-e-Hind, 2009). The JUI 
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went on to become an influential political party in Pakistan. As the majority of Pakistan’s 

population adheres to the Barelvi and Deobandi schools of South Asian Islam, there is common 

cultural ground between the Muslim populations of the two countries.  

There has been a gap in identifying new contact points between the two countries as far 

as religious dialogue is concerned. India–Pakistan relations scholars and practitioners have 

overlooked the role of religion and religious dialogue over the past 70 years. All the limitations 

of IR theory discussed earlier are applicable to this oversight and can be applied to the India–

Pakistan context, including (a) lack of scholarly work on religion in IR theory; (b) scholarly bias 

against modernization theory; (c) excessive focus on the Cold War; (d) inadequate theoretical 

constructs for studying religion; and (e) scholarly bias against the Judeo Christian religions and 

Islam. Perhaps the only scholar who recommended religious dialogue between the two countries 

was Sundeep Waslekar, but he proposed a religious dialogue between Pakistan’s JEI and the 

Hindu nationalist BJP (Waslekar, 1995). 

Nitin Pai is the founder and fellow for geopolitics at the Takshashila Institution and editor 

of Pragati, the Indian National Interest Review, a publication on strategic affairs, public policy, 

and governance. In an article titled “Your Own Private Foreign Policy” (published August 2010), 

Pai briefly touched on the importance of Indian nongovernmental effort in engaging Pakistan 

(Pai, 2010b). The article was written after official talks between the two countries resulted in a 

deadlock. On October 26, 2010, Pai released another article, titled “Missing Ingredient in India’s 

Soft Power,” which emphasized the critical need for India’s Muslims to provide an alternative to 

the radical doctrines being promoted throughout the Middle East (Pai, 2010a). His article 

focused on the importance of India identifying its soft Islamic power, which could be used 

strategically as an instrument of foreign policy. While Pai provides a critical and in-depth 



RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE   217 

 

discussion of India’s soft Islamic power, the author is yet to make a connection between this 

power and Pakistan. Rather, between the two articles, Pai slightly touched upon the continuum 

between the two countries. 

Engaging India’s soft Islamic power could be an important next step in India–Pakistan 

relations because this particular power base could mitigate the mistrust and conflict that continue 

to shape ongoing talks between the two nations. For example, during a debate on terrorism at the 

UN (held December 9, 2008), Abdullah Hussein Haroon, Pakistan’s permanent representative to 

the UN, requested that clerics from the India-based seminary Darul Uloom visit the NWFP in 

Pakistan and issue edicts to condemn the killing of innocent people by militants in Pakistan and 

India (Wajihuddin, 2008). The call was rejected by the clerics of the Indian seminary on grounds 

that Darul Uloom was Indian and Pakistan should handle its own problems rather than drag the 

seminary into such issues (Wajihuddin, 2008). However, the Sunni Deobandi school of thought, 

which is followed by inhabitants of Pakistan’s western tribal areas, originated at the Indian 

seminary. The Pakistani envoy had this fact in mind when he made his call to the Darul Uloom. 

It is highly unlikely that the envoy took this step without the prior knowledge and consent of the 

Pakistani government. The Indian government neither interfered nor commented on the exchange 

between Darul Uloom and the Pakistani envoy. This indicates that while the envoy’s call was 

rejected, there is ongoing potential for Indian and Pakistani religious institutions to introduce 

new forms of dialogue.  

Maulana Fazlur Rehman, chief of Pakistan’s JUI and alumni of Deoband, hosted the 

125th anniversary of Deoband in Peshawar, Pakistan, in the mid-1990s. The event was attended 

by the Deoband chief and clerics from India (Puri, 2009). In February 2011, Rehman and a six-

member cleric delegation visited Darul Uloom (Deoband) to pay respect to its late former rector 
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Maulana Maghubur Rehman (Mishra, 2011). Rehman, also the chief of Pakistan’s 

MuttahidaMajlis-e-Amal56, has been associated with Maulana Arshad Madani of the JUH of 

India for the past four decades (Mishra, 2011). Barelvi Muslims (including ulema and 

politicians) from Pakistan regularly visit the important Barelvi centers and shrines in India to pay 

their obeisance. 

A question may arise regarding religious commonality as a major determinant in peace 

building, given the hostile relationship between Pakistan and Bangladesh (both Muslim 

countries). The India–Pakistan relationship differs from the Pakistan–Bangladesh relationship. 

Although Muslim clerics may talk to each other across the border, the ultimate objective of the 

dialogue is to change it from an India–Pakistan framework to a Hindu–Muslim one. Coexistence 

with Hindus and an intercivilizational dialogue will eventually come into play. There is no 

Hindu–Muslim framework between Pakistan and Bangladesh as both are Muslim majority 

countries. This is the major difference between India–Pakistan issues and Pakistan–Bangladesh 

issues. In the case of India and Pakistan, a religious commonality (the different schools of 

thought across the borders) is being used to bridge a religious divide (Hindu–Muslim). This is 

not the case between Pakistan and Bangladesh. 

People from India and Pakistan visit Barelvi shrines and Deobandi seminaries in the two 

countries. This interaction may not be as strong between Pakistan and Bangladesh. The 

                                                 

56 The Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal (MMA), which once was a ruling party in Pakistan’s NWFP, is a coalition 

of the country’s Islamic religious organizations. Organizations affiliated with it are the JamiatUlema e Islam (Fazlur 

Rehman faction); Jamiat Ulema-e-Pakistan, a Barelvi organization; JEI; Tehrik-e-Islami, a pro-Iran Shia group, and 

the Ahl-e-hadeeth jamaats of Pakistan (Right to Information National News Network, n.d.). 



RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE   219 

 

geographical and cultural distance between the two countries is far greater as compared to India 

and Pakistan. An example is the seminary Darul Uloom Deoband. Although there are Deobandi 

Muslims in Bangladesh, the religious and the spiritual pull exerted by India’s Darul Uloom 

Deoband on its Bangladeshi followers is far greater than that exerted by Pakistan’s Deobandi 

seminaries. The ijitmas (congregations) of the JEI and Tabligi Jamaat wings of Pakistan, 

Bangladesh, and India are an exception to this imbalance. Last, a common faith does not ensure 

peace between countries. Pakistan and Afghanistan have their own disagreements and hostilities 

even though they are neighbors and both are Muslim countries. The historical origins and the 

contexts of disagreements between these countries are unique. The atrocities by the Pakistani 

army and the JEI cadres of East Pakistan on its Bengali population in 1971 still haunt 

Bangladeshi consciousness and impinge on the relationship between the two countries. Similarly, 

the Durand line drawn by the British permanently split the Pashtun population between 

Afghanistan and Pakistan, affecting relations between the two countries. The fact remains that 

the question of religious identity and the Hindu–Muslim divide is a central bone of contention 

between India and Pakistan.  

Since 9/11, Pakistan has been studied and analyzed extensively by international scholars 

and public policy experts. One such expert is Dr. Farzana Shaikh. In her book Making Sense of 

Pakistan (2009), she describes some measures of temporal permanence for Pakistan. These far-

reaching measures focus on the need for Pakistan to reorient its approach to Islam. Shaikh’s 

recommendation includes Pakistani society distancing itself from any form of miltant Islam that 

is at odds with Islamic traditions indigenous to South Asia. She goes a step further by claiming 

that these traditions, which favor syncretistic thought by exploring the common ground between 

Islam and India’s indigenous religions, are responsive to the region’s cultural pluralism. 
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According to Dr. Shaikh, the prosperity of Pakistan’s future depends on rejuvenating these 

syncretistic traditions and seeking a cultural heritage rooted in the discourse of Indian Islam 

(Shaikh, 2009). 

The Future 

As the CDP brought trade and cultural exchanges into the bilateral dialogue between the 

countries and expanded it, the ulema can bring in religious dialogue; it has been the missing 

element so far. The ulema can and should discuss topics they are qualified to talk about, and 

these include religious concepts related to coexistence. The focus is then on finding common 

ground to bring the two nations together instead of focusing on what drives them apart. 

Pakistan’s stand on Kashmir and India’s stand on militant strikes in India that originate in 

Pakistan are the key obstacles in the dialogue between the two countries. Neither fall under the 

purview of the ulema. The ulema cannot help the current obstacles in the peace process and are 

not inclined to intervene. To ask religious actors to take positions on other existing issues would 

neither help to improve matters nor resolve them, particularly when the Indian ulema are 

unwilling. The Indian ulema influence different political parties for the protection and the 

continuity of Muslim personal law in India. Also, different political parties turn to the ulema for 

electoral support during elections. The ulema show no inclination to interfere in other issues 

between the two countries. If they do, they support the Indian government. 

Several ulema from both countries have been resisting radicalization for years. It is 

necessary to work on new concepts that can transcend the divide. They can add a unique aspect 

to the existing relationship by bringing in something new, which the ulema did at the World Sufi 

Forum. They now need to build on the concluding speech at the Forum and talk to each other 

about better relations between the two countries. This can be done by transcending the ongoing 
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disputes. It may set an example, and the protagonists involved in other disputes between the two 

countries may feel belittled by the efforts of the ulema.  

Religious peace building could have an informal and intangible dimension as compared 

to the formal and tangible dimension of peace building. Tangible dimensions of peace building 

are often quantifiable and visible and can consist of things like number of weapons destroyed, 

soldiers demobilized, jobs created or number of dialogues held (Peace Building Initiatives, n.d.). 

On the other hand, an intangible dimension includes qualitative and invisible phenomena such as 

new forms of dispute resolution, trust in public institutions, and reconciliation between former 

antagonists. Of the two, the intangible qualitative processes are more difficult to induce and 

assess (Peace Building Initiatives, n.d.). An informal dimension of peace building involves 

building informal institutions of values, norms, and attitudes that facilitate nonviolent 

management of conflict. It involves relationships and networks that develop between individuals 

and groups that shape communication and interaction outside official channels. They consist of 

quality working relationships between individuals building trust, openness, and acceptance 

(Tebbe, 2006). Formal institutions are official structures of the state through which individuals 

carry out specific tasks and duties through official channels (Tebbe, 2006). A religious dialogue 

involving the ulema would stand some chance of succeeding if the governments stay out of it. 

An informal and intangible dimension is better suited for such a dialogue. 

This interaction on coexistence could be generated and sustained between the two groups 

alone. They could speak about concepts such as baqa-e-baham (peaceful coexistence), tasawwuf 

(spirituality), and intercivilizational dialogue based on a common heritage. Tasawwuf was the 

central theme of the World Sufi Forum, in which delegates from 23 countries participated. It 

must have some significance for the organizers to choose it and for others to agree. This 
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approach is one of the ways to bring religion and spirituality into India–Pakistan relations. Such 

a different approach can take on a greater role as years go by, just as trade and cultural 

exchanges have done since 1998.  

The primary aim would be to achieve interfaith harmony. If interfaith harmony was not 

important, the Nobel Peace Prize committee would not have declared the 2014 Nobel Award 

jointly for Pakistan’s Malala Yousafzai and India’s Kailash Satyarthi. While declaring the joint 

Nobel Peace Prize, the committee used specific terms: a Hindu from India and a Muslim from 

Pakistan (Nobelprize, 2014). The issue of interfaith disharmony has not yet been addressed in the 

India–Pak relationship and deserves attention.  

Religion in IR and Epistemic Communities  

Bringing baqa-e-baham (peaceful coexistence), tasawwuf (spirituality), and 

intercivilizational dialogue into the India–Pakistan framework can help address the gap in 

traditional IR scholarship that has largely ignored religion as a determinant of IR between nation-

states and people. This would facilitate an understanding of the role of religion in IR theory, 

which calls for a nuanced understanding of how religion can influence the international system 

and nation-states. 

The importance of peaceful coexistence, spirituality, and intercivilizational dialogue also 

fits with the constructivist approach, which as Sandal and Fox (2013) say focuses on the role of 

human ideas, values, emotions, and beliefs in influencing the interests and identities of nation-

states and nonstate actors. This approach goes a step further by positing that an international 

structure can be created by nation-states and nonstate actors. If a dialogue on these concepts is 

generated and sustained, a new reality can be socially constructed across borders that can give 

new meaning to the relationship between the two countries. In other words, it can affirm that 
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collective social norms can have the power to influence foreign policy just as much as (if not 

more than) issues of economic development and security.  

Constructivism has two basic tenets: (a) that the structures of human association are 

determined primarily by shared ideas and not by material forces; and (b) that the interests and 

identities of purposive actors are constructed by these shared ideas rather than given by nature 

(Wendt, 1999). Haynes (2012) points out that TCS networks exist because their individual 

constituents aim for goals based on shared conceptions of a larger public good. These networks 

are bound together not by self-interest but by shared values (Haynes, 2012). The sharing of 

values brings forth the connection between TCS and constructivism. By that definition, the 

ulema from both countries do not yet fall under the category of TCS. Though many ulema have 

worked against radicalization in their own countries and have social and religious networks with 

one another across international borders, they have not yet come together for the larger public 

good across the borders. If they are able to rise above petty issues, internal divides, and self-

interests and galvanize toward a shared goal aimed at a larger public good, they could make that 

quantum jump. The concepts of peaceful coexistence, spirituality, and intercivilizational 

dialogue can then provide a platform for shared values for such a transition. Out of the three 

concepts, peaceful coexistence and spirituality can lay the foundations of a dialogue transcending 

all other disputes between the two countries, but the intercivilizational dialogue alone can take 

the dialogue from an India–Pakistan framework to a Hindu–Muslim framework.  

Bringing in the concepts of peaceful coexistence, spirituality, and intercivilizational 

dialogue has another angle to it. These concepts and their discussion can offer counternarratives 

to the underlying premise of Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations theory. Huntington claims that 

“differences among civilizations are not only real; they are basic” (Huntington, 1993, p. 25). 



RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE   224 

 

Huntington (1993) means that civilizations have many basic historical, linguistic, cultural, 

traditional, and religious differences. Huntington (1993) argues that religious differences are the 

most significant because religion shapes people’s views on some of the most important aspects 

of daily life, including what it means to be an individual and part of a group, what it means to be 

a citizen of the state, family, morality, the importance of rights and responsibilities, liberty and 

authority, and equality and hierarchy. Huntington (1993) contends that since these cultural 

elements have been built up over centuries, it is extremely unlikely that they will disappear in the 

near future. Therefore, civilizations will clash because they are highly defensive about the 

possible influence that external forces might have on their traditions (Huntington, 1993).  

However, traditions intrinsic to religions have also borne ideas and concepts of peace, 

tolerance, and coexistence that can offer an alternative narrative to Huntington’s theory. The 

intermingling of Hindu and Muslim civilizations over centuries has created a syncretic culture 

whose roots go deep. Huntington (1996) writes in the preface of his book The Clash of 

Civilizations and the Remaking of the World Order that discussions of his ideas, his 1993 article, 

and his 1996 book took him to several countries across the world. These discussions exposed 

him to all major civilizations of the world except Hinduism (Huntington, 1996). His lack of 

exposure to Hinduism may have resulted in his oversight of how Hinduism and Islam have 

coexisted and interacted to create a composite culture that exists to this day. The Indian 

subcontinent is the only place in the world where the two major faiths interacted to produce a 

composite living culture. Hence, the concepts of peaceful coexistence, spirituality, and 

intercivilizational dialogue rooted in this composite fabric are the blind spots in Huntington’s 

theory. 
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IR and religious worldviews are informed predominantly by the Judeo-Christian 

religions, with almost nonexistent influence from Hinduism, Buddhism, and other religions 

across the world. The bias is entrenched in literature and theory on IR. IR theories such as 

realism, neorealism, liberalism, and constructivism stem from ideas put forward by Western 

philosophers and thinkers such as Thucydides, Machiavelli, Thomas Hobbes, Kenneth Waltz, 

Hans Morgenthau, Michael Barnett, Emmanuel Adler, and others (Sandal & Fox, 2013). An 

intercivilizational dialogue between India and Pakistan would be a departure from the scholarly 

bias toward Abrahamic faiths. 

Nukhet Sandal and Jonathan Fox (2013) admit that they are not familiar with the East or 

South Asian cultures and languages or any other religions or traditions. Hence, they have not 

been able to probe into the native literature and news sources that followed any contemporary 

debates that could have escaped the attention of the international media. This makes it difficult 

for them to offset the existing bias in the literature. They welcome any such work of IR and 

religion that goes beyond Abrahamic traditions (Sandal & Fox, 2013). In order to develop a 

deeper understanding of IR, we must set aside our bias toward dominant Judeo-Christian 

worldviews. While these views should receive attention, like any other religious paradigm, it is 

important that scholars dedicate much more of their attention to regions where worldviews 

originate in other faiths. Within this context, the concepts of baqa-e-baham, tasawwuf, and 

intercivilizational dialogue between the ulema offer an opportunity to go beyond Abrahamic 

traditions. 

If this dialogue is generated and successfully sustained, it can be supported by the 

concept of evolution of cooperation that is used in interfaith dialogue and is a result of repeated 

interactions and reciprocity. The requirements of a sustainable dialogue and conflict resolution 
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may be studied under the evolution of cooperation framework (Sandal & Fox, 2013). Axelrod’s 

(1984) evolution of cooperation concept places emphasis on repeated interaction and reciprocity, 

which leads to long term cooperation (Sandal & Fox, 2013). The quality of understanding 

between the two parties would depend on the duration of interaction and reciprocity. Issues of 

culture, religion, and conflict resolution fall under the framework of the evolution of cooperation. 

The concept lies at the core of identifying trends in religious traditions that nurture and foster 

tolerance, cooperation, and mutual understanding (Sandal & Fox, 2013). The concepts of 

peaceful coexistence, spirituality, and intercivilizational dialogue would directly fall under 

religious traditions that nurture tolerance, cooperation, and mutual understanding. 

By initiating and sustaining this dialogue, the ulema of both countries could be looked 

upon as epistemic communities. The term epistemic communities can be given to religious 

leaders of all religions who show a high level of agency, positively influencing the politics of 

divided societies, rather than being just being adaptor’ to change (Sandal, 2011). The role of 

religious actors in today’s political and conflict settings qualifies them as an epistemic 

community because of their status in the society, their level of expertise, and shared norms of 

validity (Sandal, 2011).  

In philosophy literature,“any coherent body of special knowledge may qualify as 

episteme, and that body does not need to be in the realm of science proper as we understand it 

today” (Sandal, 2011, p. 922). Per Peter M. Haas, “epistemic communities need not be made up 

of natural scientists alone: they can consist of social scientists or individuals from any discipline 

or profession who have a sufficiently strong claim to a body of knowledge that is valued by 

society” (Haas, as cited by Sandal, 2011, p. 923). In this context, the ulema of both countries can 



RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE   227 

 

be looked as epistemic communities if they are able to take forward a dialogue based on peaceful 

coexistence, spirituality, and intercivilizational. 

The need exists to discover more concepts of coexistence within the Islamic tradition. A 

few concepts were briefly referred to during interviews and the immersion period. The word 

humwujudiyat is one such concept. Persian in origin, it means mutual or united existence 

(research participant, personal communication, October 8, 2016). It also means the total 

unification of one with another. It could mean unity between different entities: a person, an 

organization, or a personality (research participant, personal communication, October 8, 2016). 

Another meaning is ek saath (collective) existence (research participant, personal 

communication, Oct 8, 2016). It seems to be a combination of two words: hum, which means 

“collective” or “together,” and wujood, meaning “existence.” Other concepts referred to are 

bahami aqhuwat (brotherhood) and alami biradari (religious brotherhood) (research participant, 

personal communication, March 2, 2015). The ulema can play the role of epistemic communities 

if they throw more light on the origins of concepts such as humwujudiyat, bahami aqhuwat, and 

alami biradari and other similar words and their use in religious or interfaith contexts.  

The governments of the two countries interact with each other on various issues within 

the framework of realism in IR, which accords the state with the highest authority and power. 

However, trade and cultural exchanges included in the bilateral relationship in 1998 have 

expanded, and even if official dialogue between the two governments stalls, economic and 

cultural exchanges continue. Here we can see the IR theories of neoliberalism and constructivism 

at play. Slowly but surely, these IR theories take certain areas of bilateral relationships away 

from the sphere of realism. The politicians cannot stop or reverse economic or cultural 

exchanges. New actors have new priorities. Religious dialogue can go the same way. 
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Neoliberalism’s emphasis on coexistence of several cultures in society and constructivism’s 

emphasis on movement of ideas, thoughts, and values across international borders support the 

idea of a religious dialogue between the two countries. 

Challenges To Religious Dialogue Between the Ulema 

Currently, ulema-led dialogue between the two countries is a necessary but insufficient 

condition. There are several challenges to such a dialogue. The foremost is that the ulema in 

India are a disunited and fractured entity divided into different sects that are at loggerheads with 

each other. Going beyond the Sunni–Shia divide, they are divided within different Sunni sects 

such as the Deobandis, Barelvis, JIH, Ahl-e-Hadis, and Ahmadiyyas. This internal disunity 

prevents them from coming together on a single platform except when it comes to opposing the 

BJP–RSS combination, protecting Muslim personal law in the country, or opposing the anti-

Muslim policies of the United States. The second factor is related to intrasect differences that 

prevent the community from coming together as a united front. This is particularly acute in the 

case of Barelvis, who account for a larger population with allegiance to different shrines that has 

led to wider dispersion and disunity. Barelvi leaders compete fiercely with one another for social 

and political space. This internal disunity (both intersect and intrasect) is a bit different from the 

one the ulema suffer in Afghanistan. In Afghanistan, the internal disunity relates to the serious 

divide between moderate and extremist ulema (those aligned with the Taliban), which makes it 

difficult to measure the success of the ulema’s involvement in peace building in the country 

(Kazemi, 2012). The second challenge in Afghanistan is theological differences and the lack of 

consensus between different sects of the ulema (Kazemi, 2012). This aspect has relevance to 

India. Disunity was not identified as a trait in the Bosnian ulema. This may be because the 

Muslim community faced genocide at the hands of the Serbs and Croats in Bosnia-Herzegovina. 
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A third factor is the ulema’s involvement in resisting the political advance of Hindu 

nationalist groups and working for the protection of the rights and security of India’s Muslims. 

This perpetual effort leaves neither the time nor the energy for anyone to look beyond national 

boundaries and think about a larger international context. A fourth factor relates to the animosity 

many Indian ulema feel toward Pakistan. Although they meet with Pakistani ulema often, the 

idea or thought of holding a religious dialogue with their counterparts has not yet occurred to the 

Indian ulema.  

Summary 

Chapter 6 described the need and significance of religious dialogue between the two 

countries. It presented a case for dialogue to be taken from an India–Pakistan framework to a 

Hindu–Muslim one and for religious dialogue to be initiated by the ulema of the two countries. 

At the same time, it examined the feasibility and limitations of such dialogue. As this dissertation 

ultimately makes a case for peace building between the ulema of the two countries, it explained 

peace building by Muslim religious leaders and specifically investigated the role of the ulema in 

peace building in other parts of the world. It then explored obstacles and power centers in the 

existing dialogue as India and Pakistan compete for regional influence in South Asia and beyond. 

It identified the ulema as the actors who can possibly initiate such a movement by bringing in the 

concepts of baqa-e-baham (peaceful coexistence), tasawwuf (spirituality), and intercivilizational 

dialogue between the two countries. This chapter explored how the IR theories of neoliberalism 

and constructivism found to be most conducive to NSRAs, interfaith dialogue, and peace 

building can be applied to the India–Pakistan context.  

The CDP was implemented in 1998 and brought economic and cultural ties between the 

two countries (Dasgupta, 2015). It expanded the bilateral relationship. Although tensions over 
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other issues continue, there has been considerable progress on economic and cultural fronts, 

leading to movement of people visiting each other’s countries. It has been almost two decades 

since the CDP came into being, and it is the right time to consider expanding it further by 

bringing in religious dialogue. In doing so, one can address the missing element of religious 

dialogue in the relations between the two countries. The question remains whether the ulema can 

muster that numerical, intellectual, and spiritual critical mass to sustain such a dialogue. This 

possibility looks bleak from a distance. 

Though difficult, a delicate balance between pragmatism and optimism needs to be 

achieved. “Cultures do not hold still for their portraits” (Clifford, 1986, as cited in Mitchell, 

2007, p. 16). They are moving and dynamic. A few ulema are capable of looking at the bigger 

picture and go beyond narrow inter- and intrasectarian divides and the Hindu–Muslim schism. 

Conceiving and sustaining a dialogue with Pakistani ulema needs leadership of great stature, 

which has not yet come to the fore. However, in spite of these factors, a small beginning was 

made at the World Peace Conference of 2012 and the World Sufi Forum of 2016. A call for 

improved India–Pakistan relations by a cleric of Pakistani origin at the World Sufi Forum 

provided hope and promise for the future. It now depends how other ulema chart a future course 

of action. If they are unable to or choose not to, the effort will implode. A religious dialogue 

based on peaceful coexistence, spirituality, and intercivilizational harmony can act as a platform 

for religious peace building. Religious peace building involving NSRAs can help us look 

squarely at religion and spirituality and harness their constructive power so that they no longer 

remain the blind spots of IR. In Chapter 7, I discuss the perceived limitations of my research, 

future research ideas, recommendations, and personal reflections on the research process. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion and Reflections 

South Asia has been a key priority for the United States during and after the Cold War. 

The region has always been a major challenge because of proliferation issues and the nuclear 

rivalry between India and Pakistan in the early 1970s. The United States has been involved on 

the subcontinent for decades in a very delicate power balance. During the Cold War era, the 

United States tilted toward Pakistan. After the Cold War, and particularly during the years of the 

Clinton Administration, the United States tilted toward India. The United States showed equal 

attention to India and Pakistan after 9/11 (Wirsing, 2004). Perhaps through its strategic stake in 

ensuring peace between the two countries, it has been successful in this role. For example, in the 

early 1990s, the United States facilitated the Neemrana process and the Burbhan exchange 

program. In 1999, it intervened in the Kargil conflictand in 2001 it worked behind the scenes to 

deescalate the “brink of war” crisis after the attack on the Indian parliament.  

While it should be acknowledged that the United States has has a positive influence in the 

region, it is important to reiterate that its role has been primarily strategic; humanitarianism has 

been secondary. Pakistan, for instance, was a Cold-War ally the United States employed as a 

bulwark against Russian influence in Afghanistan and India. From a geostrategic perspective, 

Pakistan contained Iran’s influence in the east during Iran’s standoff with the United States after 

the 1979 Islamic revolution. The relationship between Pakistan and the United States took on a 

new character after 9/11 and the subsequent War on Terror. Because Pakistan and Afghanistan 

share a border and have close ethnic ties, Pakistan is intimately familiar with the Afghan political 

landscape. Added to Pakistan’s longstanding collaborative efforts with Washington, these factors 

have given Pakistan a natural geostrategic importance (Wirsing, 2004). The relationship between 
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the United States and Pakistan is supplemented by India’s increasingly important role in global 

affairs.  

A stable and economically prosperous India can contribute to the containment of China, 

and burgeoning U.S.–India economic ties can be beneficial to U.S. corporations. Collectively, 

U.S. stakes relate to the war on terrorism, counterproliferation, and containing China (Wirsing, 

2004). Ongoing relations between the United States, India, and Pakistan will allow the United 

States to maintain its formidable influence over South Asia. However, the United States may not 

have the same influence over South Asia over the next few decades.  

South Asia and specifically India and Pakistan will remain sensitive and challenging 

regions for U.S. foreign policy in decades to come. Several South Asia scholars and policy 

analysts have studied the region, including Marshall M. Bouton, William Clark Jr., Thomas W. 

Graham, Sumit Ganguly, Francine R. Frankel, Lewis A. Dunn, Stephen P. Cohen, Richard N. 

Haas, Selig S. Harrison, Neil Joeck, Paul H. Kreisberg, Michael Krepon, Shirin R. Tahir-Kheli, 

Robert G. Wirsing, George Tanham, and George Perkovich (Council on Foreign Relations, n.d.). 

Ian Talbot, Farzana Shaikh, Shuja Nawaz, Maleeha Lodhi, M. J. Akbar, Tariq Ali, Stanley 

Wolpert, J. N. Dixit, David, J. Karl, Ashutosh Misra, Rifaat Hussain, Christoffe Jaffrelot, Jean-

Luc Racine, and others have written on peace and security issues in South Asia and its history.  

Among these, Stephen P. Cohen is referred to as the dean of Pakistan studies for his 

expertise on Pakistan (Akbar, 2012b; Riedel, as cited in Cohen, 2011). Although this title can be 

contested, Cohen has been a student of the subcontinent for the past 50 years and has authored 

papers, articles, and books on Pakistan. His well-known books on Pakistan are The Pakistani 

Army (1998), The Idea of Pakistan (2004), and The Future of Pakistan (2011). Although he is an 
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expert on Pakistan, Cohen is one of the few scholars to have taught in Indian universities and 

lived in India as a visiting scholar (Brookings, n.d.). He has also authored and coauthored books 

on India, including The Indian Army and Its Contribution Towards the Development of a Nation 

(2001), India: Emerging Power (2004), and Arming Without Aiming: India’s Military 

Modernization (2010). Cohen virtually created the field of South Asian security studies 

(Brookings, 2017).  

The concluding part of this dissertation examines Cohen’s thoughts, not because he is one 

of the foremost international scholars on South Asia but because of what he possibly overlooks 

and misses. My purpose is to identify that gap. Cohen’s book The Future of Pakistan (2011) is a 

collection of 14 essays presented by experts at the Rockefeller Conference Center at Bellagio, 

Italy, in May 2010 (Cohen, 2011). All the participants were asked to identify factors that would 

affect Pakistan’s future. Taken together, the essays reflected different national, policy, and 

disciplinary perspectives for Pakistan (Cohen, 2011). The participants were predominantly from 

three countries: the United States, India, and Pakistan, and one participant was from the United 

Kingdom. India and the United States influence Pakistan in differing ways, and it was necessary 

for scholars of these two countries to be present at the workshop. There are three other countries 

that shape Pakistan in other ways. These are Saudi Arabia and Iran (in matters of religion) and 

China (in matters of economic and military cooperation). The workshop excluded scholars from 

these countries. The workshop overlooked the possibility and potential of religious dialogue 

from the Indian side, which could play a role in Pakistan’s future. 

In his 2013 book Shooting for a Century: The India-Pakistan Conundrum, perhaps the 

most expansive book exploring the future of India–Pakistan relations, Cohen moves deeper into 

India and closely looks at the barriers to reconciliation between the two countries through a 
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Hindu–Muslim lens. Not only does Cohen provide a deep and exhaustive account of India–

Pakistan relations, he throws light on lesser known, behind the scenes, track-two diplomatic 

initiatives. He also grapples with abstract concepts of possible dialogue in the future. Cohen 

published his book in 2013 when the Congress-led United Progressive Alliance (UPA) was in 

power in India. Maximum progress on India–Pakistan bilateral issues occurred during the UPA’s 

tenure (2004–2014). In May 2014, the BJP swept to a single-party majority (the first in 30 years) 

in India’s general elections. In December 2014, the BJP emerged as the second largest party in 

the state elections in Jammu and Kashmir—the disputed region between India and Pakistan. This 

success was the first of its kind in the region’s history. The BJP became a partner in the ruling 

state coalition government. Thereafter, India hardened its anti-Pakistan position, and talks 

between the two countries came to a standstill. In his 2013 book, Cohen identifies Modi (then not 

a prime minister designate) as notoriously anti-Pakistan (Cohen, 2013). However, Modi 

surprised many of his critics including Cohen by inviting Nawaz Sharif to his swearing in and by 

paying a personal visit to Sharif in Pakistan for his birthday in the last week of December 2015. 

India–Pakistan dialogues oscillate between two views. The Pakistani view is that the two 

countries are so different that no accommodation is possible (Cohen, 2013). The Indian view 

holds that at their roots, the two countries share similarities that could accommodate peace, but 

these similarities are overshadowed by the views and actions of misguided Pakistani elites whose 

stubborn military is obsessed with anti-Indian sentiments (Cohen, 2013). Cohen (2013) also 

argues that stability can only be achieved if strategic elites from both countries recognize and 

acknowledge their overarching common interests. Once this is achieved, other initiatives can 

follow, including people-to-people exchanges, increasing bilateral trade and economic 

exchanges, and facilitating cultural exchanges that could normalize India–Pakistan relations. 
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However, the clash between state and national identities will continue to hinder these initiatives 

or even prevent them outright (Cohen, 2013).  

Cohen (2013) identifies three factors that perpetuate conflicts between India and 

Pakistan: (a) tangible and visible disputes between the two states, such as Kashmir, water-

sharing, and other territorial claims; (b) identity issues that evolved after 1947 and do not involve 

commonalities between the people of the two countries; and (c) strategic pressure points shared 

by the two states—Afghanistan being the most prominent (Cohen, 2013). In the matter of 

tangible disputes such as Kashmir and the pressure point of Afghanistan, Cohen adopts an 

approach of classical realism in IR wherein all power rests with the state, and the states will seek 

to exert influence to further their own interests.  

Cohen (2013) says that there are two approaches that unfriendly or hostile states follow 

when trying to normalize relations. First, the “bottom-up” approach encompasses economic 

trade, people-to-people contact, increased cultural understanding, and track-two diplomacy. 

These increased exchanges may lead to situations or circumstances that could normalize strategic 

and territorial differences. Second, the “top-down” approach, as advocated by scholar Charles 

Kupchan, emphasizes the importance of resolving strategic differences at the top by the lead 

strategic actors, in turn facilitating other positive relations, including trade, the enhancement of 

people-to-people ties, and so forth (Cohen, 2013). 

Cohen (2013) argues that in the case of India and Pakistan, it is extremely difficult to 

gauge whether a “bottom-up” approach would alter the strategic and military policies between 

the two countries. Such an approach would involve intercountry links or any 

developments within each country related to culture, values, politics, and bureaucracy (that is, 
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developments that are unrelated to economic trade). Furthermore, Cohen (2013) states that these 

processes may take place simultaneously, but they do not necessarily move in the same direction. 

Examples include relations between the United States and China and relations between Israel and 

Egypt. In both relationships, normalization has occurred in some dimensions but not all.  

Cohen (2013) also ponders whether India and Pakistan can normalize their relationship 

along economic lines alone, without wandering into contentious or sensitive issues regarding 

Kashmir, Siachin, and others. To address this question, Cohen (2013) applies the generational 

model that combines the “bottom-up” and the “top-down” approaches. The generational model 

involves four stages:  

Stage 1: The new generation will be exposed to new and different interpretations of each 

country. 

Stage 2: Debate about these interpretations and assumptions will take place among the 

political or strategic elite.  

Stage 3: New policies are hesitantly put forward or proposed. 

Stage 4: The two countries may undergo congruence, as the reinterpretation process in 

both countries proceeds at a similar pace. This may result in a mutually beneficial relationship 

(Cohen, 2013).  

In order for all four stages to take place, each country must account for all important 

dimensions simultaneously, particularly their political elites, militaries, national identities, 

domestic interest groups, regional and coalition politics, and interrelationships. Importantly, 

these dimensions take on a different character in each country, making it vital for each country to 
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understand the other’s cultural differences (Cohen, 2013). Claiming that India and Pakistan are 

currently situated at the first two stages of this model, Cohen (2013) wonders if trade agreements 

and new contacts and exchanges between India and Pakistan can herald a shift accompanied by 

wider debates in both countries about alternative futures and policies. In the context of Cohen’s 

four generational stages and the “top-down” and “bottom-up” models, I have attempted to 

identify a gap in the existing dialogue between the two countries in this dissertation. Putting 

aside the “top-down” and “bottom-up” models, this gap can be described as a “sideways” gap 

that, if addressed, could take future possibilities to another level. I attempt it because, while 

clearly identifying religious and cultural identity issues as one of the barriers to meaningful 

dialogue between the two countries, Cohen stops short of clearly identifying and advocating 

religious dialogue and the possible role of NSRAs as peace builders between the two countries. 

This dissertation respectfully attempts to address that gap. 

Summary of Findings 

A religious dialogue between India and Pakistan has escaped the attention of policy 

experts to date. An ulema-led dialogue between the two countries is an extremely difficult 

proposition. Between these two points—one in the past and one in the future—lies a realm of 

great difficulty with a tiny glimmer of hope. To say that the possibility of a religious dialogue is 

easy would be looking at the picture with the rose-tinted glasses. To say that it will never 

materialize would be rejecting the creativity of human endeavor altogether. Between 

impossibility and certainty lies a path of possibility strewn with obstacles and hurdles. 

Indian and Pakistani ulema of different maslaks (subsects) have been meeting each other 

for decades. For those belonging to the Deoband school of thought in Pakistan, Darul Uloom in 

India is the mother institution that gave birth to all Deobandi seminaries in Pakistan. Hence, 
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visiting Darul Uloom at least once in a lifetime is a wish that many Deobandi ulema from 

Pakistan hold. Some important dargahs of mystic saints in the Barelvi sect are in northern and 

western India. Pakistani ulema who trace their roots to these centers travel to India. Pakistani 

ulema visiting India and Indian ulema visiting Pakistan move in circles within their own maslaks 

(subsects) and do not interact with other sects, let alone leaders of other religions. On only two 

occasions in the past have Pakistani ulema broken ranks and moved out of these circles. These 

visits were that of Maulana Fazlur Rehman of JUI-F in 2003 and Maulana Tahir Ul Qadri in 

2012. In each country, several ulema have taken a stand against terrorism through fatwas and 

declarations. Indian ulema have participated in interfaith seminars and dialogues with leaders of 

other religions in India. The centenary of the silk letter movement commemorating Maulana 

Obedullah Sindhi’s role in the freedom struggle was held in 2012 in India. Several Pakistani and 

Indian ulema from Deoband jointly participated in the centenary. This was followed by the 2013 

World Peace Conference (Amne Alam Conference) organized by Deoband, which was also held 

in India. Pakistani and Indian ulema jointly called for world peace (research participant, personal 

communication, January 12, 2016). The World Sufi Forum, organized by the Barelvi ulema, 

touched the third tier of Indian and Pakistani ulema speaking to each other about peaceful 

coexistence between the two countries. This development shows promise, but a religious 

dialogue between the two countries is beset with its own challenges. 

The Indian ulema, similar to Pakistani ulema, are neither united nor in agreement with 

each other on religious, social, and political issues. Going beyond the ideological fragmentation 

into different schools of thought, such as Deobandi, Barelvi, Ahle-Hadeeth, JIH, and 

Ahmeddiyas, they have allegiance to different political parties across in India. Ulema belonging 

to each school of thought do not see eye to eye with others. Intersect and intrasect power 
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struggles are a norm. The recently concluded World Sufi Forum in Delhi organized by the 

AIUMB could also be perceived as a counterresponse to the World Peace Conference organized 

by Darul Uloom Deoband in 2013.57 The three-day World Peace Conference culminated with a 

rally at Ram Lila grounds in Delhi. The World Sufi Forum also culminated in the same manner 

at the same venue. A few Barelvi leaders did not approve of the World Sufi Forum organizers 

inviting Prime Minister Modi to the inaugural function of the forum and did not participate. Even 

the Barelvis are not a united front in their grandest of efforts to unite against the Deobandis. 

Progressive sections of the Muslim and non-Muslim communities in India do not hold the ulema 

in good light for their orthodox views. The Indian ulema are not immune to extremist ideologies 

from the Middle East. At the same time, several ulema, irrespective of ideological and political 

leanings, are entrenched in an ethos of coexistence with the Hindu community. One of the main 

findings of the study is that the Indian ulema give more importance to exploring and 

understanding the coexistence between the Hindus and Muslims in India over an interfaith 

dialogue with Pakistan, which they consider distant. The Indian ulema have the potential and 

capacity to commence a religious dialogue with their Pakistani counterparts, but, as mentioned, 

the community suffers from inherent weaknesses to launch and sustain a task of such magnitude. 

Though Maulana Tahir ul Qadri, the renowned Pakistani cleric, did not say the term 

baqa-e-baham in his concluding speech at Ram Lila grounds in New Delhi on March 20, 2016, 

during the World Sufi Forum, he did use the English words peaceful coexistence in reference to 

India–Pakistan relations (personal observation, March 20, 2016). Though the Forum’s objective 

                                                 

57 The Sufi forum also attracted criticism from some within the ulema for having been convened to please 

the newly elected government in India, which is supposed to have majoritarian chauvinist persuasion. 
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was to offer a counternarrative to the extremist ideologies of organizations such as ISIS, his 

concluding speech touched upon the need for peaceful India–Pakistan relations. In this context, 

the concepts of baqa-e-baham and tasawwuf hold hope and promise for the future of the 

subcontinent. Though difficult, they can lay the foundations for religious dialogue between the 

two countries. 

The CDP was conceived in the late 1990s. The main departure from the past was the 

addition of economic cooperation and cultural exchanges between India and Pakistan. This 

would not have come about had there been no realization that the existing dialogue on territorial 

disputes was simply not enough to capture the complexity of the India–Pakistan relationship. 

Although the CDP has stalled several times in the past 17 or 18 years since it began, economic 

and cultural relations have continued to grow. Yet there is a need to recalibrate the dialogic 

process between the two nations. The United States, which has had strong influence over South 

Asia, will recede in its influence in the decades to come. During this time, both India and 

Pakistan will have to look deeper to identify resources that can foster peace, stability, and 

security. The possibility of religious dialogue between the two nations, though weak, has the 

potential to create deeper understanding between them.  

Perceived Limitations of the Research 

This study does not claim to be an exhaustive and comprehensive analysis of interfaith 

discourse between India and Pakistan. It represents only a beginning. This research project has 

several limitations. The dissertation investigates mostly the Deobandi and Barelvi sects, which 

are dominant in both countries. It excludes other sects of Islam such as the Ahmadiyya sect of 

Sunni Islam and the Shia sect along with its subsects (the Bohris, the Ismailis, the Khojas, and 

others). Though the population of these sects is smaller in Pakistan, India has a significant 
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number of Shias and other sects. The Ahmadiyyas, who have been declared as non-Muslims in 

Pakistan, are significant in India, but they are difficult to find as they are very careful and 

hesitant about identifying themselves as Ahmadiyyas. With the exception of the general 

secretary of the JIH (India), my research also excluded members of the Jamaat-e-Islami Hind58 

and the Tabligi-Jamaat in both countries because of time constraints. 

I do not claim that the study totally represents the Islamic aspect of IR between India and 

Pakistan because I did not extract data from ordinary citizens in the Muslim populations of both 

countries, which might reveal interesting results. The study excludes controversial but important 

topics of violence, cross-border militancy, human rights abuses by security forces, and the 

Kashmir dispute. Though these issues are relevant to the question of coexistence, including them 

would have made the data collection and its interpretation unwieldy. The Indian ulema show no 

inclination to speak on these topics. If they do, they speak against Pakistan. Finally, there was 

considerable hesitation among the research participants in India at the beginning of the field 

work because the topic involved Pakistan. The participants were wary of repercussions if they 

disclosed to someone that they were in touch with ulema from Pakistan. This barrier was very 

difficult to overcome. 

Future Research Ideas 

Further studies over extended periods of time are needed to add more breadth and depth 

to the subject. Substantive data can be extracted through the following four methods: (a) a field 

trip to Pakistan where ulema of different maslaks (subsects) can be personally interviewed. 

Interviews of the staff and officials of Pakistan’s Ministry of Religious Affairs and Interfaith 

                                                 

58 I could not interview the president of the JIH as he was indisposed, having just undergone surgery. 
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Harmony and the Council of Islamic Ideology could add different perspectives to the subject; (b) 

total immersion and participant observation with some of the important office bearers of the 

Pakistan Ulema Council could help in extracting more data; (c) total immersion and participant 

observation during the entirety of an India tour of Pakistani clerics could yield more data on their 

interactions with Indian ulema and Indian Muslims; and (d) total immersion and participant 

observation in a conference or seminar involving joint participation by the ulema from both 

countries or an ijitma (congregation) could provide more data. 

Because South Asia is the only region in the world with a tradition and literature of 

interfaith dialogue within a Hindu–Muslim framework, more research is needed into interfaith 

movements, figures, and processes. These are the interfaith work of Maulana Wahiuuddin Khan 

and the Center for Spirituality in Delhi, the Khuda Baksh Oriental Public Library in Patna, and 

the IFA in Delhi. The Khuda Baksh Oriental Public Library held an international seminar on 

Indic religions from December 24–26, 1994, where several Muslim scholars from India and 

other countries presented papers. Several limited edition books were published during this 

seminar (Khuda Baksh Oriental Public Library, n.d.). The IFA has held seminars and workshops 

on interfaith dialogue (Islamic Fiqh Academy, n.d.). 

Research needs to be done on the writings on interfaith issues of three Pakistani ulema: 

(a) Maulana Ammar Nasir, who is considered the foremost expert on interfaith issues in Pakistan 

today declined to give an interview out of fear even though I assured him that his name would 

not be disclosed; (b) Malaysia-based Maulana Javed Ahmad Ghamidi, a Pakistani scholar living 

in exile; and (c) U.K.-based Omar Hayat Qadri. Data on cultural synthesis in Pakistan can add 

more depth to the topic. The lifelong efforts of Dr. Ahmad Hasan Dani, the founding father of 

Pakistan’s archeology, and efforts by Pakistan’s federal and state archaeology departments to 
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protect Pakistan’s Hindu, Buddhist, and Sikh heritage needs to be documented. Conservation 

efforts at the Buddhist sites of Shah Allah Ditta, Giri Stupa, Ban Fakiran, and Tibba Bhawani 

deserve research. From an interfaith perspective, the programs and proceedings of the Islamabad-

based Gandhara Art and Cultural Association and the Harappa International Conference of 

August 2015 also deserve research. The efforts of Pakistan’s Evacuee Trust Property Board to 

protect and conserve Hindu and Sikh temples and religious centres across Pakistan merit 

attention. Last, but not least, the life story of Khurshid Kaimkhani, the founder of the Pakistani 

Dalit Forum, needs to be highlighted. India must be made aware of this cultural synthesis in 

Pakistan to help mitigate some of the misunderstanding between the two countries. 

In 2015, I contacted the Islamabad-based Pakistan Institute of Peace Studies and enquired 

if the institute has any data on how many ulema have been elected through different political 

parties to Pakistan’s houses of legislature in the four provinces and the National Assembly. The 

Pakistan Institute of Peace Studies said that it did not have that data and would get back to me as 

soon as the institute obtains it. In late 2016, I sent the institute a reminder but have not heard 

back. This aspect needs research.  

There is a need to discover more ideas about coexistence in the Islamic tradition. 

Concepts such as humwujudiyat (mutual existence), bahami aqhuwat (brotherhood), alami 

biradari (religious brotherhood), and other similar words and their use in religious or interfaith 

contexts needs further research. In each country, several ulema have taken a stand against 

terrorism through fatwas and declarations. Indian ulema have participated in interfaith seminars 

and dialogues with leaders of other religions in India. It is necessary to gauge the ground-level 

impact of these initiatives in each country. 
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Recommendations 

This dissertation proposes a few recommendations. I have based the first 

recommendation on my interviews of Pakistani clerics. The perception of one cleric who had 

visited India differed from all those who had not visited India. There was remarkable affection 

and nostalgia in his voice when he dug deep into his memories. I could sense a wistfulness in 

others who had not visited India. Currently, travel restrictions to India are a major obstacle for 

Pakistanis. Those who get Indian visas have to regularly report to the police in different cities. 

The Indian government should consider regularly inviting Pakistani ulema belonging to different 

organizations and sects to India. The Indian government should also consider sponsoring the 

travel and boarding costs of their visits. The Pakistani ulema should be allowed to travel to 

different parts of India to visit places of their choice and encouraged to travel to places of tourist 

interest they may not be aware of. These visits can foster an environment conducive to intrafaith 

dialogue on coexistence. A religious dialogue can be sustained in the long term if such a visitor 

program is put in place.  

Second, the Indian and Pakistani ulema need to know how NSRAs belonging to different 

religions have contributed to peace building across the world. During my immersion period, I 

realized that the Indian ulema are not aware of how religion and spirituality can be used 

constructively for peace building in an international context. Peace-building scholars, advocates, 

and activists should contact a few prominent ulema organizations in both countries and inform 

them about the efforts and successes of religious peace builders around the world.  

The following examples can be provided: the Vatican (South America); the World 

Council of Churches (South Africa); the Quakers (Nigeria); Archbishop Anastasios Yannoulatos 

(Albania); Mennonite Christians and Morovian Church (Nicaragua); Cardinal Jamie Sin 
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(Philippines); Pax Chist (Uganda); Dr. Rowan Williams, Archbishop of Canterbury (Zimbabwe); 

Somdet Phra Mahaghosanda (Thailand–Cambodia border); James Wuye and Muhammad Ashafa 

(Nigeria); Sant’Egido (Mozambique); All Africa Conference of Churches (Sudan), and John Paul 

Lederach (Niacargua). This outreach can help the ulema look beyond the narrow confines of 

intrasect and intersect disputes and rivalry and rise to a higher cause. During immersion and 

participant immersion, there was a constant grievance that Islam has been associated with 

terrorism. If the ulema are given an opportunity to demonstrate the peace-building capacity of 

Islam, it will send a different message to all communities. This can be a strong motivating factor. 

Third, even though tasawwuf was the theme of the World Sufi Forum and not an event 

held for improving the bilateral India–Pakistan relationship, it can be adapted to nurture an 

interfaith dialogue between the two countries. As discussed on page 154, its significance is in 

putting self-purification of the soul in practice. Maulana Qadri’s call for improving India–

Pakistan relations came about when he was speaking on tasawwuf in the final speech at the 

World Sufi Forum. Similarly, the concept of baqa-e-baham (peaceful coexistence) should be 

brought into the India–Pakistan religious dialogue. 

Fourth, congregations on religious dialogue between Indian and Pakistani ulema should 

be held in both countries. Initially, these congregations should be restricted to different sects. In 

other words, the Deobandi ulema from India should only meet the Deobandi ulema from 

Pakistan. The same should be the case with the Barelvi ulema, the Ahle-Hadis, and the Jamaat-e-

Islami wings of the two countries. Fifth, if there is a smooth execution of meetings for a couple 

of years, thought should be given to having a congregation where the major leaders of all the 
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sects come together on the same platform for a religious dialogue.59 Though extremely difficult, 

this is not impossible. 

                                                 

59 In Pakistan, the main Deobandi ulema organization, the JUI, which split away from its parent body, the 

JUH, in the 1940s, became one of the largest Deobandi religious parties in the country. In the 1990s the party split 

into three factions, each renamed after its leader. Maulana Fazlur Rehman led the JIU (F), Maulana Sami-ul-Haq led 

the JUI-S, and Maulana Ajmal Qadri led the JUI (A) (bin Mohamed Osman, 2009). The Barelvi bodies in Pakistan 

are numerous. Formed in 1948, immediately after partition, the oldest among them is the Jamaat Ulema e Pakistan 

(JUP) (Islamopediaonline, n.d.). It is also one of the most dominant Barelvi organizations. By the 1990s it had split 

into two factions: the JUP-Noorani (named after Maulana Ahmed Shah Noorani) and JUP-Fazal Karim (named after 

Maulana Sahibzada Haji Muhammad Fazal Karim) (Islamopediaonline, n.d.). The Sunni Tehreek is another Barelvi 

organization formed in 1990, by Maulana Saleem Qadri, a JUP member (Islamopediaonline, n.d.). In 1976, Maulana 

Muhammad Shafee Okarvi formed another Barelvi organization called the Jamaat Ahle-Sunnat (shafeeokarvi.com, 

n.d.). The Jamaat remains one of the influential Barelvi organizations in Pakistan. Other Barelvi groups and political 

parties are Jamiat-e Ulema-e Pakistan-Markazi (JUP-Markazi), Jamaat Ahl-e Sunnat, Sunni Tehreek, Almi 

Tanzeem-e Ahl-e Sunnat, Nizam-e Mustafa Party, Markazi Jamaat Ahl-e Sunnat , Zia-ul-Ummat Foundation, Halqa-

e Saifiya, Anjuman-e Tulaba-e-Islam (a Barelvi student organization), Tanzeem-ul-Madaris (the Barelvi Wafaq 

body that issues degrees to the graduates of madarsas), Anjuman-e Asaatza-e Pakistan, Ahli-i-Sunnat Mahaz, and 

Mustafa Tehrik (Khan, 2013; Hasnain & Saleem, 2012). The JEI is the Pakistani counterpart of the Indian JIH. The 

Jamiat-e-Ahle Hadith is the organization of the Ahle-Hadith in Pakistan. 
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Sixth, among several fatwas against extremism around the world, one fatwa came from 

an alim of Pakistani origin. On March 2, 2010, Maulana Qadri issued a 600-page fatwa in which 

he referred to terrorists and suicide bombers as unbelievers. The fatwa covered global issues in 

an attempt to encourage Muslims in Western nations to take up this cause (Kasbekar, 2016). 

Qadri’s Minhaj ul Quran international organization has offices around the world, especially in 

Pakistan, the United Kingdom, and Canada, and has attracted the interest of policy makers. In his 

religious decree delivered in London, Dr. Qadri categorically stated that Islam forbids the 

massacre of innocent people and suicide bombings. Although many scholars have issued fatwas 

against terrorism in the past, Dr. Qadri argued that his document goes a step further by omitting 

“ifs and buts” added by other thinkers. In his fatwa Qadri set out a point-by-point theological 

rebuttal of every argument and justification used by terrorists (Kasbekar, 2016). 

Qadri’s fatwa specifically identifies acts of violence against non-Muslims and refutes 

them with passages from scriptures that deem such acts un-Islamic. In his third and fourth 

chapters, Qadri goes into great detail about every aspect of treatment of non-Muslims during 

times of war and peace and calls any injustice toward them un-Islamic. Qadri’s fatwa has 18 

chapters and contains an appendix naming all scholars cited in his document. In the third chapter, 

he covers the specific cases of indiscriminate killing and torturing of non-Muslims, killing of 

foreign delegates and religious leaders, harming a non-Muslim out of revenge, usurping the 

wealth of a non-Muslim, humiliation of non-Muslims, and protection of non-Muslim citizens 

from internal and external aggression. In his fourth chapter, he looks at the unlawfulness of 

terrorism against non-Muslims; the killing of non-Muslim children, women, older adults, 

religious leaders, traders, farmers, service personnel, and noncombatants; and waging night 

offenses against and burning non-Muslims. In chapter five, he looks at the protection of non-
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Muslim lives. He makes specific reference to the protection of properties and places of worship, 

including those that were established during the time of Prophet Muhammad and his successors 

Abu-Bakr Siddiq, Umar B. Al-Khattab, Uthman B. Affan, Ali B. Abi Talib, and Umar B. Abd 

Al-Aziz. Qadri points out the relaxation of tax collection and giving away of stipends to old, 

handicapped, and poor non-Muslim citizens during Umar’s reign. Chapter six explores the 

unlawfulness of forcing one’s own belief upon others and destroying their places of worship, the 

complete freedom of practicing one’s own religion, the unlawfulness of killing a non-Muslim 

and destroying his or her property because of religious differences, safeguarding non-Muslim 

places of worship, and the unlawfulness of destroying non-Muslim places of worship in Muslim 

majority areas. Chapter seven looks at the legal maxims concerning the basic rights of non-

Muslim citizenry of an Islamic state (Kasbekar, 2016). In all these chapters, Qadri reinforces his 

argument by going into meticulous detail about specific passages from the Koran, the Hadith, 

and events in Islamic history.  

This fatwa stands apart from other fatwas by Islamic scholars from India. Unlike other 

fatwas, Qadri’s fatwa goes into specific detail about the status of non-Muslims and their 

protection during war and peace. There are at least two reasons why Qadri may have chosen this 

path. First, he has been based in the West for a period of time, and he has developed an in-depth 

understanding of non-Muslim culture. He has witnessed, firsthand, the difficult social 

circumstances faced by minority Muslim populations after terrorist attacks in Western cities. 

Again, this is tied to Sikand’s (2004) argument that some of most innovative ways to understand 

traditional views in a modern context is to focus on Muslim minority communities in non-

Muslim countries. The second reason Qadri must have adopted his unique focus is because he 

may have received support from Western policy experts and government officials. This support 
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may have stemmed from the fact that Qadri addressed not only the turmoil in Pakistan but also 

the turmoil in other parts of the world where large Muslim and non-Muslim populations coexist. 

Qadri’s work has granted Indian ulema a special opportunity to move beyond antiterrorism 

fatwas toward building on his fatwa for future decrees related to coexistence with other faiths of 

India. The Indian ulema need to draw inspiration from Dr. Qadri and follow his example by 

issuing a similar fatwa. This can be one of the foundations on which an intercivilizational 

dialogue can be built. 

Personal Reflections 

Peace building is a Sisyphean struggle. With a lifetime of effort, it may not achieve 

anything and all effort would be wasted. Those not involved in peace building may ask, “Is such 

effort worth it?” But peace-building practitioners fall into a different category. For them, it is the 

effort that counts. The effort in this case is independent of the expectation of a specific outcome. 

Such an effort can be drawn from not only an indomitable will but also from a spiritual calling. It 

is the calling of a higher moral duty that would make some take such a path. During my 

interactions with participants from both countries, I came across only a handful of people who 

seem to see the long-term picture and have the capacity to rally others to such an impossible task. 

All it takes to start something new is a few good people. I firmly believe in this possibility.  

During this project I was concerned with being perceived as being prejudicial and 

condescending toward Pakistan. Being an Indian and a Hindu, my writings on Pakistan may be 

looked at in a different light as compared to a Muslim or an American writing on the same topic.  

I do not consider Indian ulema superior to Pakistani ulema. In my dissertation, I have 

written about how Indian clerics should learn from Pakistan’s Tahir ul Qadri. Despite all that his 

critics and detractors might say about him, Qadri remains the most popular cleric in India. He is 
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treated like a celebrity whenever he visits India. For example, as part of my research I wrote a 

paper that explored Qadri’s 2010 fatwa and submitted it to the All India Ulema and Mashaikh 

Board, which organized the World Sufi Forum in March 2016. I clearly told the international 

coordinator of the 2016 World Sufi Forum (via e-mail and in person) that Indian clerics would 

benefit from Qadri’s fatwa and it would be apt if they could conclude the summit on a similar 

fatwa as Qadri’s. This did not materialize, and I was not expecting them to publish my paper, but 

surprisingly they did publish it in the Summit publication. At the summit I was relentless in 

emphasizing this point to everyone I spoke to. At this time, there is not a single fatwa by Indian 

clerics that comes anywhere close to Qadri’s. Hence, though I say Indian clerics have more 

exposure to other religions, it does not make them superior to Pakistani clerics. If that were the 

case, I would never focus on Qadri in writing and in practice. 

I often call the cleric in Delhi I stayed with. On more than one occasion, he told me that 

he keeps thinking about my topic. When I visited Delhi to attend the World Sufi Forum, I made 

it a point to visit his new house, which he built far away in the distant suburbs of Delhi. I spent a 

night at his residence. His family was delighted to see me. During my visit, he once again 

repeated that he keeps thinking about my topic. I think a religious dialogue between the two 

countries may not happen in my lifetime, but I have a feeling it will materialize one day. 

The common ground where Islam and Hinduism converge on the subcontinent offers a 

fertile landscape for religious dialogue. The Indian ulema, with all their shortcomings and 

intrinsic challenges, have the potential to rise to the occasion and can initiate a religious dialogue 

with their Pakistani counterparts. Not only can such dialogue open a new chapter on religion in 

IR on the subcontinent and in the world, it can also help heal wounds of the past. 
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Appendix A: First Questionnaire60 

Request to the participant: If you do not feel like answering any question, you can choose 

to say “No comment.” 

General Issues 

1) From your meetings with Pakistani ulema over the years, what can you tell me about 

the difference between the Indian ulema and them?  

2) What makes them distinct? 

3) How do they look at India? What is their perception of India as a country? 

4) Can you please tell me how often have there been joint ulema conferences where 

ulema from Pakistan have participated? Where and when were they held? 

5) What are the themes of these conferences? 

                                                 

60 This questionnaire was for clerics from the Deobandi sect. It was slightly modified for Barelvi clerics as 

there was no discussion of coexistence within the Barelvis prior to partition. However, at the beginning of the 

immersion, after discovering no discussion of coexistence had occurred between the Deobandis and Barelvis of the 

two countries after partition, I thought this questionnaire was too ambitious and long. I asked general questions and 

varied my questions at each interview but stuck to the theme of coexistence. For my telephone interviews conducted 

in October 2016, I kept to a short questionnaire, which is presented in Appendix B. 
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6) Are there any areas where there is a difference of perception between the Indian and 

Pakistani ulema in these conferences? Do any debates occur? 

7) What are your thoughts on the challenges faced by the progressive sections of the 

ulema in Pakistan who advocate tolerance and coexistence with minorities?  

8) Does coexistence with non-Muslims (particularly the majority community of India—

the Hindus) come up for discussion? What are the different social, religious, and 

political issues discussed?  

9) Are there recurrent themes where there is agreement or consensus between the two 

sides? Can you please elaborate on such themes? 

10) Similarly, are there themes where there are deep differences? Can you please 

elaborate these topics? 

11) Have there been themes when earlier-held differences have changed or evolved? Has 

there been an impact or result because of dialogue on these topics over the years? 

Can you please elaborate? 

12) How have your personal experiences interacting with your Pakistani counterparts 

shaped your views about peaceful religious coexistence? They are part of you and 

yet different. You must have reflected on the commonalities and differences for 

several years . How have your experiences influenced your personal beliefs? 

13) Were there times when the ideological differences were minimal? What contributed 

to this? 

14) How do see you your relations in the future?  
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Historical Issues (It is OK if you are unaware or do not remember.) 

15) Maulana Abul Kalam Azad, independent India’s first education minister, was the 

one of the first Muslim leaders to invoke the Medina constitution (mu’ahadah) 

(contract of peaceful coexistence between Muslims and non-Muslims) in 1913 at his 

Karachi address to the Congress party (Metcalf, 2009). What is your personal 

opinion of this concept from a theological perspective? 

16) Although Maulana Azad was not from the Darul Uloom seminary (Deoband), was 

his advocacy in any way responsible for influencing Maulana Anwar Shah 

Kashmiri’s key speech on Hindu–Muslim amity at the JUH meeting in Peshawar in 

1927 (Metcalf, 2009)? Maulana Kashmiri analyzed at length how the Medina 

constitution could be a relevant model for Hindu–Muslim amity. He had unwavering 

faith in this theme. Did Maulana Azad’s call in 1913 influence Maulana Kashmiri’s 

convictions? If not, can you please discuss any thoughts as to how Maulana 

Kashmiri, who was the principal of Deoband seminary, arrived to take this position? 

17) What is your opinion on how Maulana Ahmad Hussain Madani, Mufti Kifayatullah, 

Maulana Ahmad Said, Maulana Hifzur Rahman, and Maulana Habibur Rahman 

came about to stress the same theme? Was it because of Maulana Kashmiri’s call of 

1927?  

18) The other concept Maulana Azad spoke about in 1913 was wahdat-e-adyan (unity of 

all faiths) (Metcalf, 2009). What is your personal opinion of this concept from a 

theological perspective? 
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19) Could the split within the JUH in 1942 over the question of the creation of Pakistan 

have been avoided? The JUH split into two factions: the parent body JUH and the 

JUI, which supported the creation of Pakistan. Looking back, could this split have 

been averted, and how? 

20) Even though the principal ideologue and proponent of JUI, Allama Shabir Ahmad 

Usmani, and his principal opponent and fellow student Maulana Ahmad Hussain 

Madani were students of teacher Shaikhul Hind (leader of India) Maulana 

Mahmudal Hasan, why did they come to hold such opposite positions when it came 

to the question of Pakistan? Both were given the title Shaikhul Islam, which is 

awarded to a leading authority in Islamic guidance, yet they held opposing views. 

Where and how did the divergence come in? 

21) Did Allama Shabir Ahmad Usmani make any visits to India before he passed away 

in December 1949?  

22) Did other JUI leaders make trips to India after the creation of Pakistan in 1947? 

Were these visits rare in the earlier decades and more frequent as years went by? Is 

there a pattern to these visits?  

23) The JUI advocated the creation of a separate country for Muslims on the 

subcontinent. The JUH opposed it, saying that nationalism is a territorial concept and 

goes beyond religion. The JUH said a country cannot be created on the basis of 

religion. How has this divergence of thought affected the interactions between the 

visiting clerics and the JUH? Does this theme shape relations between the two? 
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Two Theological Concepts 

24) How does the Medina constitution (mu’ahadah) inform your theological work or 

mission, and how important is it to you as a theological tool? 

25) How does wahdat-e-adyan inform your theological work or mission, or how 

important is it to you as a theological tool? I ask this question separately because the 

mu’ahadah and wahdat-e-adyan are different theological concepts. 

26) What is your opinion of the practice of these two concepts in daily life in social, 

political, or cultural contexts? 

27) Do you know if the visiting ulemas and the Indian ulemas have spoken? Do they 

speak about the mu’ahadah and wahdat-e-adyan (unity of all faiths)? This need not 

be limited to interactions between the ulemas of JUH and JUI but also between the 

Barelvi ulemas of India and Pakistan. If so, what is the nature of the dialogue 

between the ulemas (clerics) of India and Pakistan over these two concepts?  

Coexistence with Non-Muslims in Current Times 

28) The Muslim League and the Urdu newspaper Inquilab called Maulana Ahmad 

Hussain Madani, Mufti Kifayatullah, Maulana Ahmad Said, Maulana Hifzur 

Rahman, and Maulana Habibur Rahman as Congress party agents and Hindu stooges 

because they were against partition (Hasan, 1997, p. 94). Yet in Pakistan in recent 

years, writings on tolerance and coexistence by Deobandi scholars like Mufti 

Muhammad Zahid have been mentioned. Maulana Zahid came up with admirable 
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work on the tradition of tolerance among Muslim scholars on the Indo–Pak 

subcontinent. Maulana Tahir Ashrafi wrote a book on minorities’ rights in Muslim 

states (Amir Rana, 2012). What are your thoughts on this phenomenon? 

29) One of the major steps to building bridges with Hindus was the call by Darul Uloom 

in February 2004 that Muslims should avoid sacrificing cows (which Hindus 

consider holy) on the eve of Eid ul-Zuha (Neyazi, 2010). This was widely publicized 

in the media and welcomed by many sections of the Indian population. What are 

your thoughts on this event? 

30) In March 2009, Darul Uloom issued a fatwa opposing the idea of India as darul harb 

(abode of war) and declared India darul aman (abode of peace) (Neyazi, 2010). It 

also also criticized the labeling of Hindus as kafirs (unbelievers), which has a 

derogatory connotation. Maulana Abdul Hamid Naumani, a member of Deoband’s 

faculty, justified this by saying that if the word hurts anyone’s sentiments, it should 

not be used (Neyazi, 2010). What are your thoughts? 

31) Deoband has endorsed the practice of yoga by Muslims, and Deoband has been an 

audience for renowned yoga expert Baba Ramdev (Neyazi, 2010). What is your 

opinion on this? 

External Nonreligious Events Influencing Communication Discourse 

32) How have certain periods of relative peace on the Indian subcontinent influenced the 

communication discourse between the ulemas of the two countries? How were the 

interactions between 1947 and 1965 (from partition until the 1965 war)? 
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33) How were they from 1972 to the early 1980s (after the 1971 war and prior to the 

Sikh militancy in Punjab)? 

34) How were they after the 1999 Lahore declaration, a bilateral agreement between 

India and Pakistan? Did these periods bring about any change in interactions? Can 

you please elaborate on these periods as compared to other periods where the 

interactions might have been different?  

35) Do you have anything else to add? 
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Appendix B: October 2016 Questionnaire 

 

1) When you met visiting ulema from Pakistan, what was your impression of them? Are 

they different? If yes, how? 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

2) How do they look at India? What is their perception of India as a country? 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

3) Have your personal experiences of interacting with your Pakistani counterparts shaped 

your views in any way? They are part of you and yet from another country. You must 

have reflected on the commonalities and differences. Have your experiences influenced 

your personal beliefs in any way? 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

4) Do you know if the visiting ulemas from Pakistan and Indian ulema have spoken? Do 

they speak about the mu’ahadah (Medina constitution) and wahdat-e-adyan (unity of all 

faiths), which were spoken about before partition by a few ulema including Maulana 

Abul Kalam Azad, Maulana Anwar Kashmiri, and others? 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

5) Do the Medina constitution (mu’ahadah) and wahdat-e-adyan inform your theological 

work or mission? How important are they to you as a theological tool? 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
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6) Have any conversations on peaceful coexistence with non-Muslims including Hindus, 

Sikhs, Christians, and Buddhists occurred with visiting Paistani ulema? 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

7) If no such dialogue has been held, then what do you think is the reasons for its absence? 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

-- 

8) What does the term baqa-e-baham mean to you? Can you throw some light on its 

origins? 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

9) What does tasawwuf mean to you? 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

 


