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—— FOREWORD ——

espite considerable chatter in recent years about the globalization of religious authority

in the Muslim world and the importance of transnational networks, public opinion polls

conducted by the Pew Global Attitudes Project in 2006 suggest that the vast majority of

Muslims worldwide, including 46% in Pakistan, turn first and foremost to local religious
leaders for guidance in matters relating to Islam. This would suggest that in trying to understand
“who speaks for Islam” in any particular setting, we would do well to pay close attention to the
voices shaping the immediate environments inhabited by Muslims. This NBR Special Report, “Who
Speaks for Islam? Muslim Grassroots Leaders and Popular Preachers in South Asia,” explores the
changing dynamics of religious order in three key national settings: Pakistan, Afghanistan, and
India. The authors of the three studies that comprise this report are all noted experts on their
respective countries, having spent considerable time on the ground observing first hand the
production and circulation of religious knowledge at the popular level.

Reading across the three cases, several key themes of crosscutting significance seem to emerge.
First is the fact that because the nations in question are all ethnically and religiously heterogeneous,
deeply embedded sectarian differences and social segmentation has ensued, as Dietrich Reetz points
out, such that effective national religious leaderships or state-controlled religion have never emerged
(despite the best efforts of certain countries, such as Pakistan). Second, as in much of the Muslim
world today, in South Asia the emergence of a wide range of new, nontraditional voices of religious
authority is occurring. Where the production of religious knowledge was once the sole preserve of
classically trained religious scholars (ulema), there is now a new generation of lay preachers—whose
educational backgrounds are often in the medical and scientific fields—rising to the fore. The
Mumbai-based preacher Zakir Naik, phenomenally popular in recent years, is a clear case in point.
Third, and related to this last point, has been the important role played by new media. The Internet
is certainly important here, but in the context of South Asia, satellite television and mobile phone
messaging (SMS) have been the main drivers. This use of new media, it is important to note, is by
no means confined to the new class of religious voices. More traditional religious scholars have also
been quick to seize on the potential of the new tools to reach ever wider audiences. Finally, and here
we come squarely to the realm of politics, it is clear that local or provincial religious leaders—and
especially some of the traditional pirs, or classical scholars, of the Sufi orders—serve as important
interlocutors between society and the state. Here they can have an impact on both formal politics, as
in the case of the Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam (JUI), the Pakistani political party affiliated with Deobandi
scholars, and informally as regional kingmakers or in alliance with tribal leaders, as in the case of
some of the madrasah-based networks in Pakistan’s tribal areas.

Unique in coverage, this Special Report represents the first systematic inventorying of
contemporary religious leadership in South Asia. This report is essential reading for anyone
wanting to understand how religious opinion and world-views are shaped in the region today.

Peter Mandaville

Senior Advisor, Muslim Asia Initiatives
The National Bureau of Asian Research

Director, Center for Global Studies
George Mason University
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This essay examines four emerging popular Muslim religious leaders in Pakistan, their
use of new media, and their impact on traditional religious authority.

MAIN FINDINGS

o Pakistan’s emerging religious authorities use their familiarity with modern disciplines,
in addition to their knowledge of traditional sources of Islamic scholarship, to reach a
wider audience and to distinguish themselves from the traditionally educated ulema.

o The so-called media revolution in Pakistan has enabled nontraditional Islamic religious
leaders to reach audiences throughout Pakistan and abroad, especially in the major
urban centers.

o Though Pakistan’s emerging religious leaders are non-political in their television
broadcasts, they are trying to create a Muslim public of their own and to influence
Pakistani Muslims’ perspective on Islam.

« Nontraditional Islamic religious leaders have been quite successful in establishing a
considerable following among the Pakistani communities abroad, especially in Europe
and North America, due to the transmission of broadcasts through satellite and cable
channels and frequent visits abroad.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

« As the Pakistani government and other powerful social institutions have formally
renounced jihad as a principal instrument of foreign policy, nontraditional Islamic
religious leaders have been tolerated, and also in many ways promoted, by the state.

« In some instances, the emergence of new Islamic religious authorities and the use of new
electronic media have allowed Pakistanis to engage in free and uninhibited debate on
sensitive religious and socio-political issues.

« Pakistan’s new popular Islamic religious leaders have been able to spread their influence
to groups previously alienated by more traditional religious authorities, particularly the
middle classes and educated women.




his essay will examine the ideas of four Pakistani Islamic scholars who have extensively
used the electronic media to disseminate their ideas during the past two decades: Javed
Ahmad Ghamidi of Al-Mawarid, Farhat Hashmi of Al-Huda, Israr Ahmad of Tanzim-
e-Islami, and Tahirul Qadri of Tehrik Minhaj-ul-Quran. It is difficult to describe these
scholars in conventional categories of modern Muslim religio-intellectual thought, given the
nuances and interpenetrative dimensions of their ideas and their tendencies to frequently cross
ideological boundaries. Generally speaking, however, one can describe Ghamidi as a neo-Islamic
liberal, Hashmi as a Salafi, Ahmad as an Islamist-revivalist, and Qadri as a populist-revivalist.'

Although all four of these scholars started their dawa (call to Islam) activities by traditional
means—writing pamphlets and books, organizing groups of followers and disciples, addressing
small and large gatherings, conducting study circles around the country, and establishing schools,
madaris (Islamic schools, plural of madrasah), and Islamic study centers—during the past two
decades, their primary medium for propagating their messages and ideas at the popular level has
been electronic technology (cassettes, videos, CDs, DVDs, and television channels).

Israr Ahmad, Farhat Hashmi, and Tahirul Qadri have their own sophisticated audio and video
recording, production, and marketing facilities and are regularly aired on religious channels. Javed
Ahmad Ghamidi appears both on regular government and on independent channels, especially
on the religious programs of the GEO and ARY channels. Since moving to Canada, Hashmi has
been less visible on religious channels, although her cassettes, CDs, and DV Ds are widely available
in Pakistan and are most popular in the religious gatherings of upper- and middle-class urban
women. Qadri has also moved to Canada from where his lectures and sermons are daily broadcast
on QTYV, a channel that is available on cable and satellite in most Muslim countries and the West.

With the exception of Qadri, none of these scholars have received traditional Islamic education
in the madrasah system: Ghamidi received a BA (Honors) degree in English from Government
College in Lahore, Ahmad is a graduate of King Edward Medical College in Lahore (although
he practiced medicine only for a short while), and Farhat Hashmi received her PhD in Islamic
Studies from Glasgow University in Scotland. Qadri, after pursuing madrasah education and
having served as a khatib (preacher) in a mosque in Lahore, obtained MA, LLB, and PhD degrees
in Islamic Studies from the University of Punjab.

In addition to claims of religious authority based on their knowledge of traditional sources of
Islamic scholarship, all four of these scholars highlight, directly or indirectly, their access to and
familiarity with modern disciplines to reach a wider audience and to distinguish themselves from
the traditionally educated ulema. With the exception of Ghamidi, all others possess considerable
facility with the English language and deliver their lectures in English before mixed audiences.
Qadri is the only one among them who speaks Urdu, English, and Arabic with equal facility.

In addition to their regular and extensive audience in Pakistan, Ahmad, Qadri, and Hashmi have
all been quite successful in establishing a considerable following among Pakistani communities
abroad, especially in Europe and North America, owing to the transmission of their broadcasts
through satellite and cable channels and their frequent visits abroad. Ahmad has been a pioneer in
this regard: he has been visiting North America since the mid-1970s and was the first to establish
the North American branches of his three organizations (Markazi Anjuman Khuddam-ul-Quran,
Tanzeem-e-Islami, and Tahreek-e-Khilafat Pakistan). Ahmad also has a large number of admirers
and followers among the Pakistani communities in the Gulf region.

1 These categories will be defined later in the sections devoted to individual scholars-preachers.
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Qadri, a scholar of Brelvi persuasion, has a “natural” constituency among the Pakistanis in
Britain who have migrated mostly from the rural areas of Punjab and Azad Kashmir. Qadri’s more
than 70 lectures in English on the United Arab Emirates (UAE) government’s television channel
during 1992-93 on different aspects of Islam, the basic teachings of the Quran, and the life and
mission of the Prophet have earned him a great deal of popularity in the Gulf region as well. He
also has a sizeable following among Pakistanis in Scandinavian countries.

Hashmi reached Pakistani and Indian Muslim women in the West first through her cassettes
and CDs during the 1990s and then through her Quran study circles organized around her lectures
and videos. She has recently built a huge Al-Huda complex near Toronto to teach Muslim women
from all over North America courses of various durations in Quranic and Islamic Studies.

Ghamidi has rarely, if ever, traveled to the West, although his television appearances on different
Islamic programs on the GEO, PTV, and AAJ channels are watched with interest by educated
Pakistanis in Western countries. A few of his young followers who came to the United States for
higher Islamic studies in recent years seem to have moved away from their mentor’s ideas.

Javed Ahmad Ghamidi

Ghamidi’s understanding of the message of the Quran is heavily influenced by Maulana
Amin Ahsan Islahi, Maulana Hamiduddin Farahi, and Maulana Abul Ala Maududi, in that
order. Ghamidi is arguably one of the most prominent nontraditionalist Islamic scholars today in
Pakistan. In the broader categories of contemporary Islamic intellectual-ideological thought, he
can be described as a “neo-Islamic liberal.”

Neo-Islamic liberalism is meant here as an intellectual trend that seeks to interpret Islamic texts
in their historical context, and makes a clear distinction between the eternal/universal theological-
moral teachings of the Quran, on the one hand, and the historically specific socio-institutional
and legal injunctions that are amenable to changes in accordance with the new circumstances,
on the other. Neo-Islamic liberalism also differentiates between the literal hadith (narrative)
and the sunnah (teachings and way of living) of the Prophet, looks with askance at the historical
institutional forms of Islam, does not regard the theological and legal formulations of early and
medieval Islamic scholars as sacrosanct, and opens the “doors of ijtihad” (independent reasoning).
Where neo-Islamic liberalism differs from earlier Islamic liberalism/modernism is in its primary
reliance on, and inspiration from, the Quran and the sunnah, rather than on modern Western
intellectual and social thought.

Religious Education and Influence

Born in 1951 in a rural Punjab family, Ghamidi initially pursued a modern education,
obtaining a BA (Honors) degree in English from the elite Government College in Lahore in 1972.3
Alongside his modern education, Ghamidi received private tutoring in Arabic, Persian, and the
Quranic exegesis in his hometown. After acquiring some degree of proficiency in Arabic, Ghamidi

2 In 2008 an affiliate group of Qadri’s Tehrik Minhaj-ul-Quran in Norway was awarded the prestigious “Oslo Award” both for its efforts
toward building bridges between different religious and ethnic communities and for serving the cause of peace in the world.

3 This author first met Ghamidi in 1974 in Lahore. Even at this young age of 23, Ghamidi had acquired considerable reputation as an
enlightened and thoughtful Islamic scholar among a sizeable group of college students in Lahore and had started mentoring them in Islamic
sciences. Interestingly, by 1974 his young disciples had already started calling him as “Allama” (the great scholar), an honorific title usually
reserved for very senior scholars, such as Allama Muhammad Igbal, the great poet-philosopher of the subcontinent.
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embarked, single-mindedly, on a path of carefully structured reading of the classical and medieval
Islamic exegetical hadith and juristic texts on his own.

An extremely disciplined and avid reader with a well-conceived plan to educate himself
in Islamic religious literature, Ghamidi soon came under the influence of Maulana Abul Ala
Maududi, the founder of the Jamaat-e-Islami and one of the most important systematic thinkers
and ideologues of Islamic revivalism in the twentieth century. At the same time, Ghamidi started
attending dars-e-Quran (Quranic studies) sessions conducted by Maulana Amin Ahsan Islahi.
Islahi was one of the few prominent ulema who had joined the Jamaat-e-Islami in the early 1940s
but left in 1957 due to differences with Maulana Maududi over Jamaat’s decision to participate
in electoral politics. Through Maulana Islahi, Ghamidi was introduced to the Quranic exegesis
methodology of Maulana Hamiduddin Farahi, one of the most original commentators of the
Quran in the early decades of the twentieth century, who based his commentary on the idea of a
structural and textual coherence in the Quran.

By the time Ghamidi came under the influence of Maulana Maududi in the early 1970s, he
had already acquired a reputation as an Islamic scholar in his own right in Lahore. Although he
had joined the Jamaat in 1974 as a rukn (full member), for all practical purposes he remained an
outsider as far as the Jamaat’s party discipline and strict adherence to its ideological positions
were concerned.* Throughout his association with the Jamaat as a member, the rank and file of the
party continued to harbor serious doubts about his loyalty to the ideas and programs of the Jamaat
and generally considered him as an Islamic snob.

Nevertheless, Ghamidi’s association with the Jamaat and Maulana Maududi for about eight or
nine years during the 1970s left an important mark in the formative phase of his religio-intellectual
career. He learned from Maududi—as well as from Islahi—to take a more systematic view of
the Quranic message, identifying coherent thematic structures in individual suras (chapters of
the Quran) and interpreting individual ayats (verses) of the Quran not in isolation but within
the totality of the Quranic message and world-view. Although Ghamidi and his associates have
long repudiated the core ideas of Maulana Maududi, especially the idea of the establishment of
an Islamic state as the primary objective of Islamic dawa, the way these scholars articulate their
arguments, build internally coherent and systematic structures of thought, and use instrumental
rationality is clearly evocative of Maududi’s writings.

Modern Media and Religious Authority

Ghamdi’s audience and readership consists mainly of educated, urban-based middle-class men
between the ages of 20-35. Many of his close associates and disciples as well as followers have come
to him through some previous religious experiences or affiliations. Like Ghamidi, many of his
associates were initially influenced by the writings of Maulana Maududi and, in some cases, were
regular members (rukn) of the Jamaat. Farooq Khan of Mardan (North-West Frontier Province,
NWEP), for example, who is one of Ghamidi’s most prominent disciples and popular interpreters,
was a member of the shura (consultative council) of the NWFP Jamaat.

Ghamidi’s television audience, however, is more diverse: it includes not only modern educated
youth but also lay Islamic intellectuals and professionals who are aware of the contemporary
Islamic controversies as well as the issues related to the relevance of Islamic laws in the modern

4 Many senior Jamaat members resented both Ghamidi’s occasional disagreements with Maulana Maududi on some religious interpretations
as well as claims attributed to Ghamidi that Maududi sought his opinion when faced with some difficult issues of theology and law.
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context. Dissatisfied with the ideas and positions of both the traditional ulema and the Western-
educated secular-liberal elite, this religiously oriented audience finds Ghamidi’s interventions and
ideas fresh, creative, sensible, moderate, and relevant.

Ghamidi is extremely articulate in presenting his point of view. When making an argument,
he relies not only on the Quran and the sunnah of the Prophet, but also on rational reasoning,
although one has to accept some of his fundamental premises about human nature and social
relations in order to agree with his argument. He is a media personality par excellence: sharp,
to the point, succinct, confident, very comfortable in front of the camera, and clearly exuding
religious authority. He is usually very persuasive when interviewed by one of his followers or
disciples—Khurshid Ahmad Nadeem, for example. Ghamidi is also very convincing when he is
delivering straight lectures on television. However, when confronted with critical questioning
and alternative views, Ghamidi’s response usually becomes polemical and falls back on an “if
you believe this then you will also have to believe that ...” type of reasoning. In recent debates
and panel discussions on television, Ghamidi has displayed a tendency to compensate reasoned
argument with rhetorical and pedantic flourish. His chaste and rather Persianized Urdu limits his
accessibility to an educated audience and readership only.

In many ways, Ghamidi represents a liberal or neo-traditionalist response to both the
traditionalist ulema as well as the politicized Islamist elements of the Jamaat-e-Islami. His
television persona grew rapidly during the Musharraf years in Pakistan, when the state apparatus
and allied media channels were pushing forcefully a project of “liberal Islam” and “enlightened
moderation.” Ghamidi made his appearance on a number of television channels espousing a
more liberal interpretation of the Quran and sunnah. He has clearly become the leading “critical
traditionalist” scholar in Pakistan who is keen on promoting a middle or moderate path toward
religion—one that engages seriously with the Quran and sunnah but clearly is dismissive of
much of the Islamic discursive tradition, particularly medieval Islamic interpretive tradition
and jurisprudence.

Ghamidi has been on various Pakistani television channels on numerous occasions and has a
program named after him on the most popular private channel GEO. He provides his views on a
variety of religious topics as well as on what Islam says (according to him) on a variety of social,
cultural, and political issues. His eloquence in Urdu (he refuses to speak in English) and mastery
of Urdu and Arabic have captured the admiration of a section of the upper- and middle-classes
inclined toward their Islamic heritage but alienated from extremist interpretations of the religion.

Socio-Political Influence of Ghamidi’s Religious Authority

Ghamidi gained particular prominence through his views about the hudood laws (Islamic
criminal punishments) and jihad during the Musharraf government. With regard to hudood
punishments, and in particular with regard to the punishment for rape and adultery (zina),
Ghamidi’s perspective marked a noted challenge to the conventional-traditionalist approach to
such questions and gave him a unique voice in the seemingly never-ending “hudood debate” in
the country.

The controversy reignited during 2006 when the Musharraf government, pressured by
women’s rights groups, presented the Protection of Women Bill in the parliament to amend

5 It should be pointed out that even before appearing on different television programs, Ghamidi had been able to attract a sizeable following
among the educated people through his publications and lectures.
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certain provisions of the Hudood Ordinance issued during Zia-ul-Haq’s regime that were seen
as particularly discriminatory and unfair. The incessant discussions and debates that followed
the introduction of the bill brought Ghamidi into the electronic limelight as never before. The
ulema and the Jamaat-e-Islami, both inside parliament and on the streets, vehemently opposed
the proposed amendments, contending that they would open the floodgates to licentiousness and
adultery in the country. In fact, these groups referred to the bill as “the protection of zina bill.”
For several months during the period the controversial bill was under parliament’s advisement,
all major television channels devoted considerable air time to the discussion of the issue and
it appeared that, for the first time, the electronic media was willing to engage in a free and
uninhibited Islamic debate on a sensitive issue.

Ghamidi’s was one of the few voices from the religious sector on television to support the
amendments proposed in the bill. In the face of the fierce opposition from the ulema and the
Jamaat, Ghamidi was intrepid, very articulate in exposing the discriminatory aspects of the
original legislation, and quite persuasive in arguing that these provisions have no basis in the
teachings of the Quran and sunnah. In a few televised debates and panel discussions, Ghamidi’s
performance was far superior to that of his antagonists among the ulema.

Ghamidi argued that the Hudood Ordinance was not the shariah (Islamic law) per se but a
man-made law that misinterpreted the shariah intent on the basis of certain opinions of some
medieval Muslim jurists, and that the views of these jurists should not be considered sacrosanct.
His easy access to and facility with the two basic sources of Islamic law (the Quran and sunnah)
afforded him the ability to challenge the ulema on their own turf. Most of these televised debates
were quite heated and lively. A few, in fact, turned ugly: in one program Ghamidi was subjected to
quite rude and somewhat threatening remarks by one of the panelists associated with the Jamaat.
The ulema openly accused him of serving the whims of the Musharraf regime and the regime’s
cause of “enlightened moderation.” At the end, Ghamidi played a very significant role in educating
public opinion on the hudood issue and prepared the popular ground for the passage of the bill.

Another critical issue on which Ghamidi has leaned toward a more liberal position is that of
the penal code of Islam as understood by the traditional ulema and the Islamists. The question of
punishments for theft, murder, adultery, apostasy, and blasphemy according to shariah assumed
especially new significance after the introduction of the Hudood Ordinance by the government
of General Zia. The ulema and the Islamists enthusiastically endorsed the new legislation while
the secularists, liberals, and women’s groups vehemently opposed it, both on humanitarian and
Islamic religious grounds.

Ghamidi was of the opinion that the penal code as formulated by the traditional schools of
Islamic jurisprudence does not reflect the true intent of the Quran and the sunnah of the Prophet.
He categorically rejected the idea of capital punishment for either apostasy or blasphemy, and said
that the death penalty in Islam is allowed only for murder and for “spreading fitna [mischief].” His
main contention is that the specific punishments mentioned in the Quran for adultery, gazaf (false
accusation of adultery), and theft are “the maximum punishments” that are to be administered
only in exceptional cases of extreme severity of crimes and definitive culpability of the criminal.
In most other cases, an Islamic state is free to propose less severe punishments and in no way is
obliged to literally apply the specified Quranic punishments.

6 Ghamidi defines fitna as encompassing a wide range of criminal activities in an Islamic state, such as creating disorder in society, rebellion
against the state, treason, terrorism, and so forth.
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As expected, in the wake of the blasphemy laws introduced by the Zia regime, the death fatwa
against Salman Rushdie, and later the Danish cartoon controversy, Ghamidi’s views on Islamic
punishments were received with utmost scorn by the ulema and the Islamists, especially when he
shared these views with a wider audience on his television programs.

On jihad and militancy in general, Ghamidi has also taken a position that has pitted him against
the ulema, in particular, the more politicized among them. His perspectives on the illegitimacy
of Muslim jihads in Kashmir, Palestine, Chechnya, and so forth have caused uproar in religious
circles. His views on jihad also angered many in the general public who had come to believe,
under the influence of the militant ulema and the jihadi groups, that a perpetual jihad against
the traditional “enemies of Muslims,” notably Indian Hindus, Israeli Jews, and more recently, the
Christian West, was a religious obligation.

Ghamidi began with the typical traditional jurists’ position—one taken by Maulana Maududi
during the first uprising in Kashmir in 1948—that there was no such thing as “private jihad” and
that only a legitimate Islamic government is authorized to declare jihad. Hence, the declaration
of jihad by private individuals and by the so-called jihadi groups against the Indian forces in
Kashmir or against the NATO and U.S. troops in Afghanistan was not legitimate from an Islamic
standpoint. He was also emphatic on the notion of defensive jihad—that jihad is obligatory only
when an Islamic state is unjustly attacked by a foreign country.

Lately, Ghamidi and his disciples have taken a more “consequentionalist” position in this
regard, arguing in effect that the consequences of the armed struggle by jihadi groups—
Kashmiri separatists against India, Hamas against the Israel,” the Taliban against the U.S. and
NATO forces, Sunni insurgents in Iraq, and Chechen Muslim separatists against Russia—have
been devastating for Muslims all over the world. These jihadi groups have caused more death
and destruction for Muslims and, given the current power configuration, have no reasonable
prospects of success. Ghamidi’s views on war and peace parallel those of the Indian Muslim
scholar Maulana Wahiuddin Khan, who rejects the idea of jihad as fighting and believes in the
Gandhian philosophy of non-violence.

Public opinion since early 2009 has clearly turned against private jihadi groups, especially
those groups who are engaged in suicide attacks in urban centers and are fighting against
Pakistani forces. The success of the Pakistan military operations in Swat and Dir in the NWFP
against the Pakistani Taliban led by Maulana Sufi Muhammad and Maulana Fazlullah was a
clear indication of a significant shift in public opinion about the militants. This was not the case,
however, even as recently as the end of 2008. There was still a great deal of popular sympathy
for jihadi groups and the Taliban, especially among those in the religious sector, who were
motivated more by anti-American sentiments than by any endorsement of Taliban ideology.
That Ghamidi took the position that he did on opposing the so-called jihadi activism, militancy;,
and the Taliban, and that he did so at a time when such an action was not popular, speaks of his
willingness to take risks for his views.®

It is easy to discern, however, why the state and media apparatus in Pakistan found the views of
Ghamidi highly useful in attempting to curtail the jihadi culture that the state itself had encouraged

7 Interestingly, one of Ghamidi’s close associates, and a member of the editorial board of his monthly Urdu-language journal Ishraq, published
an article arguing that Jews have a stronger moral and religious claim over the custody of Jerusalem than Muslims and the Palestinians.
Maulana Waheeduddin of India, a fellow traveler with Ghamidi, has also expressed similar views on Jerusalem on several occasions.

8 In mid-November 2009, Ghamidi received death threats—believed to be from the Pakistani Taliban—and had to leave the country with his
family at a short notice.
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up until September 11 and in supporting the subsequent turnaround in Pakistan foreign policy vis-
a-vis the Taliban and anti-Indian militancy in Kashmir. In order to discredit the ideology of jihad
and extremism, the media and state institutions deployed Ghamidi very strategically to counter
so-called extremist Islam. Ghamidi clearly has a strong command of the traditional sciences of the
Quran (as well as of hermeneutics) and of hadith, and these have clearly been useful in confronting
the traditionally trained ulema in Pakistan.

Tahirul Qadri

It is rare these days not to see Tahirul Qadri on any of the three religious channels during one
of their 24-hour broadcasts. His live and recorded lectures and sermons have become a permanent
feature of QTV and are widely watched throughout Pakistan and by Pakistani communities
abroad. Ideologically, Qadri can be placed in what we have called “Islamic populist revivalism.”

Islamic populist revivalism is a new phenomenon that borrows heavily from the Islamists’
terminology and rhetoric—tehreek (movement), dawa (call), nizam-e-hayat (system of life),
Islami ingilab (Islamic revolution)—but without the arduous burden of their ideas. Unlike the
“original” Islamist-revivalism of Maulana Maududi, for example, Islamic populist revivalism is
less concerned with the socio-economic and political aspects of Islam and, instead, relies heavily
on Barelvi devotionalism for its appeal. Because of its organic links with popular Islamic beliefs
and practices, the appeal of Islamic populist revivalism, unlike that of Islamists, is not confined
to the educated urban classes of Pakistani society and is more widespread among the vernacular
educated classes of small market towns.

Religious Education and Influence

Qadri (born in 1951) comes from a modest family background in Jhang (Southern Punjab),
where he also completed his secondary school education from a private school. In 1963 he went
to Saudi Arabia and studied the Arabic language and hadith with Maulana Zia-ud-Din Madani
and Alawi al-Malik. Upon his return from Saudi Arabia, he completed his dars-e-nizami (the
curriculum taught in madaris) from Jamia Qutbia Madrasa, Jhang, and continued his advanced
religious education at Madrasa Anwar-ul-Uloom in Multan, a renowned Barelvi madrasah in
Southern Punjab. In 1972 he completed his MA in Islamic Studies at the University of Punjab
and later obtained his PhD from the same university, writing his dissertation on “Punishments
in Islam: Their Classification and Philosophy.” Earlier, he also earned a law degree from Law
College, Lahore.

Qadri’s religious ideas owe a great deal to the work of Burhan Ahmad Farooqi, an Aligarh-
trained philosopher and a rarely acknowledged genius in the history of modern Muslim intellectual
thought. Dr. Farooqi, probably the only Muslim follower of American pragmatism, was an ardent
critic of the idealism of Islamic revivalists, such as Maulana Abul Kalam Azad and Maulana
Maududi, and argued that the ultimate test of the veracity of an idea should be its positive results
in practical life. Qadri quotes Farooqi extensively in his writings and acknowledges the intellectual
debt that he owes to the latter’s ideas. Another unacknowledged influence on Dr. Qadri has been
Fazlur Rahman Ansari, a Barelvi preacher and founder of Al-Markaz al-Islami Karachi, who was
able to cultivate a large following in several African countries and the West Indies islands as a
result of his frequent dawa trips abroad.
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For a while after completing his PhD, Qadri served as a lecturer in Islamic Studies at Law
College, Lahore. It was during this time that he was introduced to the family of Nawaz Sharif, the
twice former prime minister of Pakistan. Nawaz Sharif was so impressed with Qadri’s oratorical
skills and Islamic scholarship that he persuaded him to leave the Law College and accept the
position of khatib (the person who delivers the sermon during Friday prayers) at the Jamia Mosque
in Model Town, Lahore. At the request of Qadri, Sharif, who was at that time the chief minister of
Punjab, allotted him a substantial tract of prized land in Lahore to build an institution of higher
Islamic learning that would integrate the teaching of traditional Islamic sciences with modern
disciplines. Qadri soon developed some differences with the Sharif family, but by that time he had
become a well-known Islamic scholar and preacher in his own right and no longer required the
family’s patronage.’

Modern Media and Religious Authority

Qadri’s religious career received an unexpected boost in the mid-1980s when a popular PTV
program Fahm-e-Quran (Understanding the Quran) by Israr Ahmad was taken off the air by the
government of Zia-ul-Haq as a result of certain disrespectful remarks Ahmad made concerning
the national anthem, national flag, and the founder of Pakistan, Quaid-e-Azam Mohammad Ali
Jinnah. The PTV program on the Quran was so popular, however, that the government wanted
to re-start it soon after Ahmad was fired. This time it was Qadri who was brought in by the Zia
government to give nationally televised lectures on the understanding of the Quran.

Qadri’s Fahm-e-Quran program on the national television network was even more popular
than that of Ahmad. Qadri, unlike Ahmad, was young, charming, more lucid and articulate, and
spoke in popular idioms, illustrating his points through analogies from everyday life. In addition,
having gone through both traditional and modern Islamic education, Qadri was able to attract a
wider audience than any other contemporary Islamic scholar. Since then, Qadri’s media career
has been unprecedented in the modern religious history of Pakistan. His publication business,
Minhaj-ul-Quran Publications based in Lahore, in September 2008 listed 1,034 VCDs and DVDs
of his lectures, sermons, and interviews in Urdu, Punjabi, English, and Arabic and recorded in
Pakistan, India, Kuwait, the UAE, Oman, Syria, South Korea, Taiwan, Denmark, Norway, Greece,
South Africa, Holland, the UK, Italy, France, Germany, the United States, and Canada.”® Most
of these lectures are repeatedly broadcast on popular Islamic channels such as QTV, ARY, PTV
Prime, Roshni, Labbaik, and Indus. QTV has been broadcasting Qadri’s talks regularly on an
almost daily basis since the channel’s inception. There are more than 150 outlets in Pakistan where
the cassettes, VCDs, and DVDs of Qadri’s lectures are available for sale and rent. Most of them are
also available on the Minhajul Quran website. Besides these electronic products, Qadri has written
more than 350 pamphlets and books in Urdu, English, and Arabic on various aspects of Islam.

Qadri, a Barelvi alim (singular of ulema) by training and family background is, unlike most of
his fellow Barelvis, quite tolerant and accommodative of other school’s doctrines and practices. He
is one of the few Barelvis who allows his followers to pray behind a Deobandi imam. His relatively
tolerant views on Deobandis have caused a great deal of resentment against him by his fellow
Barelvi ulema, who are also critical of his liberal views on the role and status of women. Also,

9 There are conflicting reports as to how and why the close relationship between Qadri and the Sharif family fell apart; it is generally believed
that Qadri asked Sharif for a huge amount of government funds to build his Minhaj University, which Sharif declined.

10 This list only includes the lectures and sermons that are available on CDs and DVDs; other lectures that were recoded on cassettes or were
transcribed from notes number around 6,000.
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among the Sunni ulema, he enjoys the closest relationship with the Shia community." In fact,
the vice-chairman of Qadri’s (now almost defunct) political party, Pakistan Awami Tehreek, is a
prominent Shia leader Agha Murtaza Poya.

Qadri is also a practicing Sufi and many of his broadcasts and lectures emphasize the central
role of Sufism in cultivating true Islamic spirituality. Qadri rejects, nonetheless, the Sufi practices
that conflict with shariah norms. His detractors, however, have recently taken him to task for his
alleged claims that he talks to the Prophet Muhammad and receives direct instructions from the
Prophet as to how to conduct his religious and political activities.'

Socio-Political Influence of Qadri’s Religious Authority

Qadri has been quite vocal in his criticism of the Wahhabi doctrines and has delivered a
series of lectures highlighting their extremist nature. He considers the Wahhabis and their fellow
travelers (Salafis) as the prototypes of Khawarij (Kharajites) who “are willing to engage in senseless
violence” in the name of their “fanatical” beliefs and ideas.” It is in this context that his views on
militancy and terrorism should be seen.

Qadri regards militant groups such as al Qaeda and the Taliban as an outgrowth of the type
of religious extremism propounded by the Wahhabi doctrines. Qadri was one of the few religious
leaders in Pakistan who unequivocally condemned the September 11 terrorist attacks in the
United States and challenged the Islamic legitimacy of those who approved the use of violence for
advancing religious or political goals. In several of his lectures and sermons in Pakistan as well
as in Western countries, he condemned terrorism in “all its forms,” declared al Qaeda a “lethal
threat to Islam and Muslims,” and denounced the use of violence as antithetical to the message
of peace in Islam." Qadri was also quite vocal about his opposition to the religious policies of
the Taliban government in Afghanistan, although he was equally critical of the U.S. invasion of
Afghanistan and Iraq.

Qadri’s clearest statement against terrorism and suicide bombing came on December 5, 2009,
during a televised press conference from Canada in which he explained his position on the basis of
extensive references from the Quran, hadith, and juristic literature.” Qadri stated that “Islam does
not permit, under any circumstances, the massacre of innocent citizens, terrorist explosions and
suicide bombings.” Elaborating on his fatwa (religious edict), Qadri said:

The continuous carnage and slaughtering of people, suicide bombings
against innocent and peaceful communities, explosions at mosques, shrines,
educational institutions and businesses; the destruction of government

institutions, buildings, trade centers; attacks on defense training centers,
embassies, transports systems and other institutions of civil society; all these

11 Qadri’s recent series of lectures on QTV extolling the virtues and religious and spiritual status of Ali, the son-in-law of the Prophet and the
most revered figure in Shia eschatology, was unprecedented in the recent history of Sunni Islam.

12 Qadri is reported to have once claimed that he could write the name of Prophet Muhammad with his pointer fingers on the surface of the
moon. It is also reported on his website that while he was giving a lecture on the life of the Prophet, the clouds formed the shape of the
Arabic letters spelling the name of the Prophet Muhammad.

Pakistan Awami Tehreek (Lahore: Minhajul Quran, 2008), 7-9.
14 Ibid., 7-9.

w

«

See Tahir-ul-Qadri, “Terrorism and Suicide Attacks” the Video Press Conference of Dr. Tahir-ul-Qadri,” Press Conference, December 5,
2009, available from the Minhaj-ul-Quran International website, http://www.minhaj.org/english/tid/9385/ Terrorism-and-Suicide- Attacks’-
the-Press-Conference-of-Dr.-Tahir-ul-Qadri.htm. The press conference was carried live on some channels. Qadri stated that a detailed
version of his position will be available in a soon-to-be-published book of about 200 pages.
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acts are grave violations of human rights and constitute kufr, disbelief, under
Islamic law."

Describing the background of his edict, he said “a terrible wave of terrorism” has maligned
Pakistan in particular and Muslim and non-Muslim nations in general for several years now.
To remain silent on the issue on the part of Islamic scholars, he stated, is tantamount to “a tacit
approval of such atrocities.” Qadri appealed to all Muslim scholars, intellectuals, and opinion-
makers not to concentrate on who these terrorists are, who is behind them, and why they are
committing these acts. “Whatever justifications they may give for their actions, they act against the
teachings of Islam...They are in clear contravention of what Islam stands for. Their each action is
premised on bringing harm to Islam and to the whole of humankind.”” He said that the Pakistani
nation is in a “state of war” and that the entire nation should stand behind the armed forces that
are fighting a war for the protection of the innocent citizens and securing national defense by
eradicating terrorism.

Qadri denounced those who commit these atrocities in the name of jihad, and claimed that
“perpetrating terrorism against innocent citizens, massacres of humankind, suicide bombings,
the destruction of national assets and property can, in no way, be considered jihad according to
Islamic law; it amounts to an ‘act of kufr.”’® Qadri argued that Islamic teachings do not allow any
group of people to take up arms to wage war against the state and challenge its writ: “This is sheer
mischief-mongering and civil war. Islamic law regards it rebellion and insurgency.” He said that
even if Muslims are persecuted at the hands of foreign (non-Muslim powers), and the Muslim
government take no action over such persecution, “even then no individual or group of individuals
is allowed to take the law into their own hands.” Instead, only democratic means of protest and
peaceful ways of conflict resolution should be adopted.

Another unique contribution to contemporary Islamic discourse has been Qadri’s efforts to
promote inter-sectarian and inter-faith understanding and harmony. In the current Pakistani
religio-political context wherein sectarian violence, especially between Shias and Sunnis, has
been quite widespread and rampant, and non-Muslim minorities have often been subjected to
discrimination and hostility, Qadri has been incessantly trying to build bridges between different
sects and faiths. His outreach efforts to the Deobandis and goodwill gestures toward Shias have
been viewed as welcome developments in a usually charged sectarian environment of Pakistan.

Equally important have been Qadri’s goodwill gestures toward Pakistan’s Christian minority.
Qadri is the only religious leader in Pakistan who has initiated serious efforts toward reaching out
to the Christian community and sharing its concerns. He is a founding chairman of a Muslim-
Christian dialogue forum that facilitates regular contacts between the two communities and
organizes discussions on matters of mutual concerns.” Qadri’s Minhajul Quran is the only Islamic
group in Pakistan that organizes Christmas celebrations, inviting Pakistani Christians of various
denominations to a grand Christmas party.*°

16 Qadri, “Terrorism and Suicide Attacks.”
17 Ibid.
18 Ibid.

19 During the 2002 general elections, Qadri was elected a member of the National Assembly from a constituency in Lahore where a large
number of voters are Christian.

20 During Christmas 2008, for example, Minhajul Quran, Lahore, arranged an ostentatious Christmas party for the Christian community. The
only problem was that the chief guest, a senior U.S. Consulate official in Lahore, turned out to be Jewish.
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Israr Ahmad

In terms of religious and political ideas, Israr Ahmad is arguably the most radical among the
media-based preachers included in this study. An articulate and forceful speaker and polemicist,
Ahmad has influenced a sizable number of educated Muslims in Pakistan as well as Pakistani
Muslim communities in the Gulf and the West. Ahmad represents what can be described as
“Islamist-revivalism.”

Islamist-revivalism refers to a broad spectrum of movements launched in the twentieth
century—Muslim Brotherhood in the Middle East and the Jamaat-e-Islami in South Asia—that
regard Islam as “a complete way of life” and seek to capture political power, either through the
democratic process or through revolutionary means in order to implement Islam in its entirety
through state power. What differentiates Dr. Ahmad’s revivalist movement from that of the
Jamaat-e-Islami in Pakistan, for example, is his categorical rejection of democratic and electoral
means to create an ideal Islamic society and state. In addition, while mainstream Islamists are
focused primarily on the efforts to establish Islamic states in Muslim societies, Ahmad considers
Islam’s world dominance—not only as a faith but also as a political power—as the sine qua non of
Islamic obligation.

Religious Education and Influence

Born in Eastern Punjab, British India, in 1932 in a middle-class family, Ahmad was active
even during his high school years in the student wing of the Muslim League movement for the
establishment of Pakistan. His family migrated to Pakistan after the Partition in 1947, where
Ahmad came under the influence of Maulana Maududi and his mission of establishing an Islamic
state in Pakistan. During his student days at King Edward Medical College in Lahore, Ahmad
joined the Islami Jamiyat-e-Talaba, the student organization primarily inspired and encouraged by
the Jamaat-e-Islami, and was elected as its nazim-e-ala (president) in 1952. Upon graduation from
medical college in 1954, he joined the Jamaat as a rukun (full member) and was later elected as an
amir (president) of the Jamaat of Sahiwal district as well as a member of its central consultative
council (majlis-e-shura).

Ahmad, although fully committed to the Jamaat’s mission of transforming Pakistani society
and the state along the prophetic model, nevertheless developed serious differences with the Jamaat
leadership on the issue of participating in electoral politics. Ahmad’s position was that there was
no Islamic justification for participating in a system of politics that was corrupt, degenerate, and
un-Islamic to its roots, and that by contesting elections under these conditions the Jamaat could
not escape the evils associated with modern politics.”!

In 1957, Ahmad resigned from membership of the Jamaat-e-Islami and launched his own
Quranic studies circle in his hometown of Sahiwal in Punjab. In 1965 he obtained an MA
degree in Islamic Studies from Karachi University, thus strengthening his formal credentials
as an Islamic scholar. He discontinued his medical practice in 1971 to devote himself full time
to Islamic work, focusing exclusively on the teachings and exegesis of the Quran. In 1972 he
established Markazi Anjuman Khuddam-ul-Quran (Central Association of the Servants of the
Quran) in Lahore to promote the teachings of the Quran through courses offered by its two

21 Ahmad later described his differences with the leadership of the Jamaat-e-Islami in his book. See Israr Ahmad, Tehreek-e-Jamaat-e-Islami:
Eik Tehqiqi Mutalia [The Jamaat-e-Islami Movement: A Critical Study] (Lahore: Darul Ashaatul Islamia, 1966).
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affiliated institutions, the Quran Academy and the Quran College, as well as through lectures,
study circles, and publications.

In 1975, Israr Ahmad assembled a group of his followers, mainly cultivated through the work
of the association, and announced the launch of Tanzeem-e-Islami (Islamic Organization) to
establish “an Islamic order” and to “work toward the implementation of the Quranic teachings in
all walks of life.” Tanzeem-e-Islami was followed by the launch of Tehreek-e-Khilafat (the Caliphate
Movement) in 1991 with the objective of bringing about an Islamic revolution by a “disciplined
force” that will culminate in the establishment of global caliphate.?

In his formative years, Ahmad was profoundly influenced by the inspirational poetry of
Muhammad Igbal and his strong emotional longing for Islamic renaissance. It was also during
this period that he started reading Maulana Abul Kalam Azad’s early writings, especially those
published during 1910-20, calling upon Indian Muslims to join his short-lived organization
Hizbullah (Party of God) and to work toward the establishment of a caliphate or hakumat-e-
illahiya (divine government). Azad’s impact on Ahmad is evident not only in the latter’s rhetorical
style in his writings and speeches but also in his close textual reading of the Quran. Much of
Ahmad’s understanding of the Quran seems to have been influenced by Azad’s celebrated exegesis
of the opening chapter (al fateha) of the Quran. Ahmad was also greatly influenced by Maulana
Hamiduddin Farahi and Maulana Amin Ahsan Islahi’s methodology of Quranic exegesis, which
emphasizes the internal coherence of the Quran.

The most important influence in terms of Ahmad’s religious and ideological thinking, however,
has been that of Maulana Abul Ala Maududi. Notwithstanding his later differences with Maulana
Maududi and his disassociation with the Jamaat-e-Islami in 1957, Ahmad continues to echo
Maulana Maududi’s ideas and his signature phrases—“ihya-e-deen” (revival of religion), “dawat-e-
deen” (call to religion), “iqamat-e-deen” (establishment of religion), “ghalba-e-deen” (domination
of religion), and “Islami inqilab” (Islamic revolution). Such ambivalence testifies to a common
refrain among the former Jamaat-e-Islami members: “While I have got out of the Jamaat, the
Jamaat has not got out of me.” Long after leaving the Jamaat and denouncing Maulana Maududi’s
“acquiescence” with “degenerate modern politics,” Ahmad continued to pay tribute to Maududi as
“the greatest political thinker among the Muslims of our times.” It was from Maulana Maududi
that Ahmad received so much of his ideological energy and stimulus for Islamic revolution that
formed the raison d’etre of his Tanzeem-e-Islami and Tehreek-e-Khilafat. It is no wonder that
many of his critics dismiss him as an offshoot of the Jamaat-e-Islami.

Modern Media and Religious Authority

Ahmad’s religious work until the late 1970s remained mostly confined to the traditional
methods of Islamic preaching, that is, Friday prayer sermons, lecture tours, study circles, and
pamphleteering. It was only after the 1977 military coup that Ahmad found an opening in public
television in the wake of Zia-ul-Haq’s Islamization program. The popular protest movement
organized in 1977 by the religious and centrist political parties under the name of Nizam-e-
Mustafa (the system of Prophet Muhammad) against the secular-oriented government of Zulfikar
Ali Bhutto had already created a groundswell for Islamization that the military regime found
convenient for its own legitimacy.

22 Ahmad relinquished the leadership of Tanzeem-e-Islami in 2002 and handed it over to his son, Hafiz Akif Saeed.
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Ahmad, on the special instructions of General Zia, was thus given a prominent spot on the
Pakistan Television (PTV) network to deliver lectures on the teachings of the Quran. His program
“Al-Kitab” (the book) was followed by several other programs such as “Alif Lam Meem,” “Rasool-
e-Kamil,” “Ummul Kitab,” and “the most popular of all religious programs in the history of
Pakistan Television, ‘Al-Huda’ (the guidance).” His television lectures focused mainly on the
need for the revitalization of faith through the study of, and reflections on, the Quran. More
significantly, however, Ahmad’s political message, especially his criticism of modern democracy
and the electoral system, and his view that the head of an Islamic state can reject the majority
decisions of an elected assembly (majlis-e-shura) and make decisions based on his own judgment,
was precisely what the military doctors had ordered.

Ahmad soon developed a devoted audience among a section of the educated middle-classes,
especially in Punjab and urban Sindh, but his stint with the PTV was cut short, reportedly due
to his controversial remarks about the role of women in Islamic society. However, the preexisting
network of Quranic studies centers that he had organized during the 1970s continued to
sustain Ahmad in the public religious sphere. Denied access to national television, Ahmad now
disseminated his message through the mass production of tapes and video cassettes. The “cassette
revolution” launched by Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran in 1979 was also taking root in Pakistan,
where pre-recorded religious sermons and lectures were becoming as popular as gawwalis
(devotional songs) and film songs.

The cassettes of Ahmad’s Friday sermons and lectures organized by the Tanzeem-e-Islami were
aggressively promoted by his followers and were widely available in Pakistan and other countries
with sizeable Pakistani immigrant populations. During the 1980s, Ahmad spent most of his
time in organizing his dawa work in North America and elsewhere among expatriate Pakistani
communities. But the real boom in Ahmad’s career as a media-based preacher came after the
privatization of the electronic media at the end of the 1990s, with the introduction of cable, dish,
and satellite-based communication facilities, and the subsequent proliferation of private television
channels, including those exclusively devoted to religious programming. Ahmad was one of the
earliest among the Pakistani religious figures to take advantage of these new avenues of Islamic
dawa. New in the field of religious broadcasting and short of material to fill in a full day of air
time, both the QTV and Peace TV were glad to give Ahmad considerable air time, broadcasting
his pre-recorded sermons and lectures sometimes in three different time slots a day.

Unlike Qadri, Ghamidi, and Hashmi, Ahmad’s reputation as a competent Quranic scholar did
not originate with his media exposure. Long before his television programs, he had been able to
develop a constituency of devoted followers among a section of the educated middle-class through
his organizations, publications, and Quranic studies circles throughout the country. His religious
influence and authority undoubtedly received a considerable boost from his daily appearance on
the television screen but was not entirely dependent on the media. What television did give him,
however, was a wider audience, name and face recognition, and the kind of credibility that, in a
cultural context such as that of Pakistani society, comes with media endorsement.

Socio-Political Influence of Ahmad'’s Religious Authority

Ahmad’s ideas about Islamic revolution, the methodology of Islamic change, and the Islamic
obligation to establish a world-wide caliphate as the ultimate goal of the prophetic mission were
quite well-known even before his regular appearance on religious channels. The electronic media,
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however, helped him greatly in disseminating his ideas to a wider circle of audience accessible
through cable networks.

Surprisingly, despite his more than two decades of media exposure his constituency has
remained largely amorphous and has not helped him in recruiting new members for his two
organizations, Tanzeem-e-Islami and Tehreek-e-Khilafat. Both groups have remained largely
confined to the original disciples and followers that he assembled in the 1970s from among the
disgruntled elements of the Jamaat-e-Islami. Ahmad seemed to be making some headway in the
1980s among the business community in Karachi, especially among the Delhi-Punjabi Saudagran
(a merchant community of migrants from Delhi), but this too has reached a stalemate since the
1990s. He has gained some new admirers in the urban areas of Punjab who are impressed mainly
with the way he explains the teachings of the Quran but are not necessarily interested in his views
about Islamic revolution and a caliphate.

Ahmad begins with the fundamental premises that constitute the core of Maulana Maududi’s
ideology: Islam is a complete way of life that must be implemented in all aspects of human activities;
Islam does not recognize the separation of state and religion; and it is the fundamental obligation
of all Muslims to strive toward the establishment of an Islamic state in the form of a caliphate and
then try to spread the religious and political domination of Islam throughout the world.

Yet, whereas Maududi for all practical purposes accepted, or indulged, the idea of Muslim
nation-states—in some way tied to each other despite their diverse entities—Ahmad, in line with
the ideology of Hizb-ut-Tehreer, considers the establishment of a single caliphate incorporating
the entire Islamic world as a fundamental Islamic obligation. Also, unlike Ahmad who regards
democracy, its philosophical underpinnings of popular sovereignty, and its institutional structures

» «

as “un-Islamic,” “evil,” and “degenerate,” Maududi opted for the electoral process and democratic
politics as “the only legitimate means” to bring about the desired Islamic change. Ahmad is
even critical of the demand for the enforcement of shariah by the religious political parties and
considers such demands as futile because the “the blessings of even the best of Shariah laws will
not be evident” unless “the entire system is changed radically.”? This radical change “can only be
achieved by launching a mass movement and by staking and sacrificing all that the aspirants of
Islamic revival have got at their disposal.”

» <«

Words such as “revolution,” “resistance” and “radical change” were part of Ahmad’s religious
discourse in the 1970s, but they were used more as rhetorical devices than as core concepts of a
coherent ideology. What transformed these concepts from their use as figures of speech to a more
substantive commitment in a literal sense was the impact of the Iranian revolution in 1979, which
demonstrated the efficacy of popular forces in overthrowing an oppressive regime. Although clearly
not a fan of Ayatollah Khomeini’s ideas and doctrines, Ahmad nevertheless admired the Iranian
leader’s methodology of revolution and ability to mobilize the masses for Islamic change. Another
important factor that contributed considerably toward radicalizing Ahmad’s religious discourse
was his exposure to the ideas of Hizb-ut-Tehreer during frequent overseas travels in the late 1970s
and 1980s. His launching of Tehreek-e-Khilafat in 1991 was the culmination of his extended
discussions with the ideologues and activists of Hizb-ut-Tehreer in Britain and the United States,
although he said he disapproved of the use of violence to bring about an Islamic revolution.

23 Israr Ahmad, Khilafah in Pakistan: What, Why and How? (Lahore: Maktaba Markazi Anjuman Khuddam-ul-Quran, 2001), 4.
24 Tbid., 5.

1 6 NBR SPECIAL REPORT =~ FEBRUARY 2010



It is not clear from Ahmad’s writings and lectures, however, how this mass movement will
transform itself into an established political power if the movement neither participates in electoral
politics nor believes in violent revolution.”® What Ahmad is quite clear about, however, is his vision
of the caliphate system that will be established after the Islamic revolution. According to Ahmad,
the caliph will be elected by the people but will be given “wide administrative powers.” There will
be a majlis-e-shura to advise him in legislative and administrative affairs but the caliph will have
the veto power to override its decisions. Only Muslims men “whose character is above board” will
be eligible to take part in the process of legislation; in other words, non-Muslims and women will
have no voice in the affairs of the state. Neither will non-Muslims be permitted to “take part in the
highest level of policy making” for the simple reason that the “topmost priority of an Islamic state,
whenever it is established, will be to extend the Islamic Order to other countries,” and since non-
Muslims “do not share this vision with Muslims, they cannot be entrusted to devise, plan, and
execute this policy.”

Interest will be abolished completely from financial transactions, and zakat (alms giving) will
be collected compulsorily by the state. Non-Muslims will be required to pay a corresponding tax.
“Intermixing of sexes will be prohibited and in principle separate areas of activity will be determined
for men and women.” In addition, “for the protection of chastity and honor” and for “the sake of
purity of eyes and heart,” Islamic restrictions regarding “concealment and veil will be strictly
implemented.”” The caliphate will also implement “harsh penal laws” as provided by shariah.

The most important task of the caliphate, however, will be to extend the religious and political
boundaries of Islam, eventually encompassing the entire world. It is precisely this millennial idea
of the prospective world domination of Islam that seems to capture the imagination of many
among Ahmad’s television audience and seems to reverberate with their views on the role of Islam
in the current world politics.

Ahmad seems to enrapture his viewers and audience with references from the hadith literature
that purportedly describe five phases of history from the time of the Prophet to doomsday.
According to a tradition of the Prophet frequently quoted by Ahmad, these include the period
of the life of the Prophet, followed by the caliphate of the “rightly guided caliphs,” followed by
the reign of oppressive monarchies, then the period of enslavement of Muslims, and finally once
again the establishment of the caliphate on the pattern of the Prophet. Like some of the Christian
end-of-time preachers, Ahmad firmly believes that the third world war will soon break out to
pave the way for the fulfillment of the prophecies mentioned in the hadith literature. “The first
Caliphate will be established in Pakistan and Afghanistan [at the end of this war] ....The [Muslim]
armies will march from this [caliphate] under the leadership of [I[mam] Mahdi. Then Hazrat Isa
(Jesus) will appear, and that will be the end of the Christian religion.” The beginning of the third
Christian millennium, according to Ahmad, marks the beginning of Islamic revival and the end
of Christianity. “The global domination of Islam is bound to come,” Dr. Ahmad has declared,
because it is in the “divine scheme for the ascendancy and revival of Islam.”?®

2> Although both Ahmad’s Tehreek-e-Khilafat and Hizb-ut-Tehreer share the idea of the establishment of Khilafah as the ultimate political
goal of Islam, there hasn’t been any formal cooperation between the two movements. According to Ahmad, he does not endorse Hizb-ut-
Tehreer’s methods of armed struggle and coup detat.

26 Ahmad, Khilafah in Pakistan, 6, 26.
27 1Ibid., 8.
28 Tbid., 29-30.
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It is not that Ahmad is stating something here that is not shared by mainstream and orthodox
Islamic scholars. But what remains an essentially eschatological part of Islamic theology, however,
has become, in the case of Ahmad, a political platform and has assumed a new significance in
the current debate popularized by the late Harvard professor Samuel Huntington’s notion of the
inevitability of the “clash of civilizations.” Interestingly, Ahmad’s views about the Christians
and Jews are not significantly different from Huntington’s views about Muslims—that is, both
Christians and Jews are enemies of Islam, and the main goal of the West is to destroy Islamic
civilization and to replace it with its “satanic civilization.”°

The current domination of the Muslim world by the United States, according to Ahmad, is a
“form of divine punishment” because Muslims have strayed away from the path of Islam and have
become disunited. Both in his Friday sermons and in his television broadcasts, Ahmad lashes out
heavily against Jews and calls them “agents of Satan” who have “gripped the gullible Christians in
their hands (mutthi mein).” His weekly publication Nida-e-Khilafat (The Call of Caliphate) and his
Friday sermons are the main outlets for his political views, although his television broadcasts are
also full of oblique—and sometimes not so oblique—references to current world politics, especially
the nefarious role of the West in the Muslim world.

Despite the fact that Ahmad’s religio-political organizations have never been among the more
popular religious groups in Pakistan, his impact on the nature and direction of Islamic discourse
in contemporary Pakistan has been considerable—due largely to his access to electronic media
over a period of more than two decades. There is no doubt that his popular programs such as
Al-Kitab and Al-Huda on the national television network created a new interest among educated
Muslims in studying the Quran, rather than merely reciting it, and in reflecting on its meaning.
This direct contact of educated Muslims with the Quran—that is, contact independent of the
ulema’s guidance—has been a singular contribution of Ahmad. Unlike the madrasah-educated
ulema whose Friday sermons do not usually follow a thematic sequence and jump from topic to
topic, Ahmad introduced a more coherent and systematic study of the Quranic themes in his
sermons and broadcasts.

Although Ahmad has never been associated with any of the so-called jihadi organizations,
his impact on the radicalization of religio-political discourse in Pakistan in recent years has been
enormous. Much of what is being discussed in the Pakistani media today in terms of conspiracy
theories—especially those that employ religious idioms—owes to Ahmad’s ideas on how the troika
of Christian-Jewish-Hindu forces has been up in arms to destroy Islam and Muslims. He was an
ardent supporter of the Taliban regime in Kabul and has wholeheartedly endorsed the resistance
against the U.S. occupation of Afghanistan. Unlike many ulema and Islamic groups, however,
Ahmad describes the Taliban resistance against the United States as a “war of national liberation”
rather than “jihad fi sabilillah” (jihad for the sake of Allah). Consistent with his position on the
current conflict in Afghanistan, Ahmad expressed similar views about the Palestinian, Chechen,
and Kashmiri resistance movements, declaring them as legitimate movements of national
liberation but not jihad in strictly Islamic legal terms.

29 In a two-day meeting held with Ahmad in Lahore in 2003 along with a group of American academicians, this author sought some
clarifications from Ahmad as to how this world domination of Islam would be achieved. Ahmad’s response was that the Islamic state, once
it is established and has acquired the necessary material and military strength, will send an ultimatum to all the non-Muslim nations of the
world either to accept the message of Islam or to get ready to be “exterminated.”

30 Israr Ahmad, sermon, June 25, 2009.
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Farhat Hashmi

The rise to prominence of Farhat Hashmi as a religious scholar should be seen within the
context of the larger trend toward Salafi religious orientation in Pakistani society since the early
1980s. Her singular contribution, however, has been to bring middle-class, urban-based Muslim
women into the fold of traditional Islamic practices, rituals, and modes of dress. Salafi religious
orientation derives inspiration from the puritanical ideas of the eighteenth century Saudi Arabian
reformer Muhammad bin Abdul Wahhab, relies primarily on the literal meanings of Quranic and
hadith texts, and emphasizes the legal-formal structures of religion.

Religious Education and Influence

Hashmi (born in 1952) comes from a middle-class family in Sargodha (Punjab). Her father,
Hakim Abdur Rahman Hashmi, who practiced herbal medicine, was a prominent leader and amir
of the Jamaat-e-Islami, Sargodha. Having been raised in a family wherein Maulana Maududi’s
political interpretation of Islam was considered the only valid ideology, Farhat Hashmi showed,
quite early on, a considerable independence of mind. Although she was immensely impressed and
influenced by Maulana Maududi’s famous commentary of the Quran, Tafhim-ul-Qur'an, she soon
embarked on her own path of Islamic dawa, emphasizing puritanical practices that focused on
individual self-purification rather than on the reform of social and political institutions.

Hashmi received her MA in Arabic from Punjab University and was married shortly afterwards
to Idrees Zubair, an Islamic studies teacher of Ahl-e-Hadith persuasion at the International Islamic
University, Islamabad (ITU-I). Both husband and wife later went to the University of Glasgow in
Scotland from where they received their PhD degrees with specialization in hadith literature.*
Following their return to Pakistan, both taught at the ITU-I.

It was during this period that Hashmi started her Quranic studies sessions for women in
Islamabad. Her interpretations of the Quranic teachings were interspersed with extensive references
to the hadith literature and to examples from the lives of the Prophet and his companions, mostly
emphasizing the proper observations of rituals for moral and spiritual enrichment, especially those
relevant to the role of Muslim women in an ideal Islamic society. Soon, the cassettes of her lectures
in these sessions became immensely popular among the educated upper- and middle-class women
of Islamabad, Lahore, and Karachi. Hashmi resigned from her teaching position at the IIU-I and
devoted herself full-time to a lecturing circuit around the major cities of the country.

Hashmi’s early and most devoted constituency consisted mainly of what is popularly known as
“baigmaat” (literally, wives or ladies) of Islamabad, which refers to the wives of senior government
bureaucrats living in posh sectors of Islamabad in large government-provided houses with
government-paid support staff.*> For most of these women, initially at least, Hashmi’s Quranic

31 Hashmi’s feelings toward her Western education, and especially toward her PhD from Glasgow, however, remain ambivalent: sometimes she
mentions her advanced degree in Islamic studies from a foreign university as evidence of her academic credentials; at other times, she refers to
her doctorate degree merely as “kaghaz ka TukRa” (a piece of paper) that she was required to acquire as a formality. Interestingly, however, her
advanced degree in Islamic studies from a Western university is one more reason for the ulema to reject the legitimacy of her Islamic credentials.
In a publication compiled by an anonymous Deobandi scholar, Hashmi was chastised by several ulema for pursuing her higher Islamic education
under the supervision of “Christian and Jewish teachers,” whose sole aim is to “defame and distort” Islam. See Mufti Abu Sufwan, Maghrabi Jiddat
Pasandi aur Al-Huda International: Maqasid, Azaim, Andeshey [Western Modernism and Al-Huda International: Objectives, Ambitions,
Apprehensions] (Karachi: Jamhoor Ahl-e-Sunnat-wal-Jamaat, 2003), 41-42.

32 The English-language Daily Times described Hashmi as “rich man’s [sic] preacher” in an editorial. This observation may be true of her
followers in Islamabad and Karachi but not necessarily in other cities and towns in Pakistan, where she has attracted a considerable

following among middle- and lower-middle class educated women. See “Editorial—Pakistani Factor’ in Canada Terrorism,” Daily Times,
June 5, 2006, http://www.dailytimes.com.pk/default.asp?page=2006\06\05\story_5-6-2006_pg3_1.
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studies sessions were more of a social pastime and a pious distraction from Islamabad’s bureaucratic
bickerings, cultural barrenness, and social boredom. These Islamic sessions soon picked up their
own momentum, however, and Hashmi became an Islamic celebrity and the talk of the town in a
city that had never accorded any recognition to a woman for her Islamic scholarship and piety.

What made Hashmi most acceptable to the upper- and middle-class women in the major urban
centers in Pakistan was the fact that her Islamic message neither disturbed their high-class lifestyles
in any way nor made any excessive demands that they could not accommodate in their existing
routines. Among the early admirers of Hashmi’s Islamic piety and scholarship was the wife of the
then president of Pakistan Farroq Leghari, who invited Hashmi for regular weekly dars-e-Quran
sessions in the President House to address an audience consisting of wives of cabinet ministers
and senior bureaucrats. This official patronage at the highest level further boosted the Islamic
credentials and popularity of Hashmi. In fact, it was President Leghari who granted Hashmi prized
land in Islamabad to build a huge Islamic educational complex for women, Al-Huda.** These Al-
Huda schools were later added in Lahore, Karachi, and other cities of Pakistan where hundreds of
young school and college girls as well as professional women and housewives were taught courses
on Islam of various durations based on the curriculum Hashmi prescribed.

In a typical lecture or dars, Hashmi selects a particular chapter or section of the Quran, explains
the meanings of the Quranic verses, enunciates their relevance to the current un-Islamic practices, and
guides her audience on how to apply these teachings of the Quran in everyday life. In view of the fact that
her primary audience is women, she often talks about the role of the family in Islam, answers questions
on how to raise children in an Islamic environment, discusses the rights of women guaranteed by
Islam—and insists that women must demand and assert these rights—and tells inspiring stories from
the life of the Prophet and his companions. In most of her lectures, the emphasis remains on how to live
a life of piety, how to cultivate love and consciousness of God, how to be kind and charitable to others,
and how to fulfill religious obligations with utmost devotion, sincerity, and solemnity.

Hashmi’s appeal to her constituency is also based in the simplicity of her message as well as her
excellent command of Urdu, English, and Arabic. She is a superb speaker with ready wit and an
extraordinary ability to recall appropriate references from the Quran and hadith to substantiate
her arguments. When her lectures are being video-recorded for television broadcasts, she is fully
covered from the face downward, only showing her eyes, although many women attending her
lectures do not observe traditional hijab (the Islamic practice of head-covering).

There is no doubt that Hashmi has single-handedly transformed the nature of middle-class
Pakistani Muslim women’s engagement with Islam. She has popularized the idea—initially among
upper- and middle-class Pakistani women but later among other educated women as well—that
there is a need for women to educate themselves directly and without male intermediaries on the
Quran and hadith. Trained in Western academia in Islamic studies, Hashmi has combined typical
Muslim religious authority figure pedagogy with a modern, Western educational approach to
captivate large numbers of Pakistani Muslim women, both within Pakistan and abroad.

Hashmi’s famous mode of transmitting her knowledge of the Quran and hadith is the dars
format, a gathering of women to learn and gain greater understanding of Islam. Initially, beginning

33 These Al-Huda institutions have become a permanent feature in many other cities in Pakistan where female Islamic teachers trained by
Hashmi teach courses on Islam to women of diverse socio-economic backgrounds. According to a newspaper report, more than 10,000
students had graduated from these Al-Huda schools by 2006 (Daily Times, Lahore, June 5, 2006). Hashmi’s recorded lectures and television
broadcasts form an important part of instructional material in these courses. As a nonprofit charitable institution, Al-Huda enjoys a tax-
exempt status from the government of Pakistan.
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in the early 1990s, Hashmi’s religious discourses took place in nothing less than five star hotels
in the major cities, principally Karachi. Her lectures and instructional sessions were recorded
and widely distributed, particularly overseas to expatriate Pakistani women in the United States,
Canada, and the United Kingdom. Today, in an overwhelming majority of Pakistani Muslim
women’s religious gatherings in North America, Hashmi’s recorded lectures and Quranic lessons
have become a regular feature.

Hashmi’s voice and standing as a female religious authority have earned her an unprecedented
legitimacy and popularity among women in Pakistan and abroad. Within Pakistan, Hashmi
presents a significant challenge to the hegemony of a more liberal disposition among middle- and
upper-class women, as well as to the more conventional secular women’s movements that emerged
during Zia ul Haq’s regime in the 1980s to oppose his Islamization measures. The stories of the
“born again” Islamic experience of erstwhile liberal or secular women as a result of attending
Hashmi’s lectures are quite widespread in Islamabad. Her impact has been most visible on young
college students who have started observing hijab—in many cases with nigab (covering of the
face)—and have brought in strict Islamic religiosity to their families, often quarrelling with their
parents and siblings for not offering their regular prayers and observing other Islamic rituals.>*

Interestingly, although she represents a more orthodox and more puritanical Salafi view of
Islam, the traditional ulema have also been displeased with her efforts to link Muslim women to the
original sources of Islam. First, the very idea of a woman preacher without the “proper guidance”
of a traditionally trained alim is an anathema to most ulema. Second, both the Deobandi and
Barelvi ulema disapprove of her attempts to interpret shariah norms without the mediation of
classical jurists. Third, even though Hashmi’s efforts are devoted to the reawakening of Islamic
consciousness among women, that these women are leaving their homes to attend lectures and
participate in (and conduct) Islamic discourses independent of the supervision of the traditional
male religious authorities, is something that the ulema cannot easily accept.

Hashmi’s Islamic approach is a neo-traditionalist, semi-literalist one, but it is seemingly non-
political. Her students are not encouraged to become involved in politics or to transform society
either through the political process or through state institutions. Instead, the approach is similar
to that of the Tablighi Jamaat. The objective is not simply to create more pious Muslim women
but to create women who are more knowledgeable as well. The rigorous curriculum and unique
pedagogical method of Hashmi has empowered numerous Pakistani Muslim women who, prior to
their engagement with her ideas, had little knowledge of the traditional sources of their religion,
namely, the Quran and the sunnah/hadith. The confidence that Hashmi’s teachings have instilled
in these women in asserting traditional Islamic values cannot be underestimated.

Hashmi’s objective, therefore, is not to mobilize Muslim women’s participation in politics
in order to influence the political landscape of the society or to directly challenge the secular-
liberal women activist groups; rather, her objective is to challenge the secular-liberal norms that
characterize the upper-class society as a whole. Hashmi’s “movement” is trying to shift the terrain
of the culture to one that reflects traditional Islamic values, but with the cultural revolution being
led by Muslim women asserting their Islamic identity. It is interesting to note here that in the case
of Hashmi and hundreds of female teachers trained by her the task of preaching private morality

34 An interesting but anecdotal piece of evidence about the impact of Hashmi’s Islamic training on these young girls is reported to be a
relatively higher divorce rate among them. It is said that, having gone through a strict Salafi-type Islamic training, these girls become
excessively religiously demanding toward their husbands and in-laws and, more importantly, tend to assert their Islam-sanctioned rights to
the annoyance of their husbands.
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and a private role for Muslim women, ironically, required a very visible, public role for them in
television programs, seminars, study circles, and schools. That the apparent contradiction between
the traditionally assigned private role of women, on the one hand, and the “public” engagement to
display this private role on television and DVDs, on the other, is likely to produce a different kind
of subjectivity that has not been appreciated by these protagonists.®

Hashmi has often been described by her followers as totally non-political. It is true that she
never discusses politics, either domestic or international, in her lectures and broadcasts. However,
to the extent that preparing the cultural terrain for a renewed Islamic piety among an important
segment of society is likely to produce some noticeable political consequences in the medium
and long term, Hashmi’s presence and teachings could be termed “political” in a broader sense.
The very notion of Islamic public normativity couched in terms of personal piety and private
morality—and not in terms of the establishment of an Islamic state—is a major political shift in
Islamic discourse in Pakistan.** However, Hashmi’s main task is to rigorously educate Muslim
women in their religion, and to have them in turn educate others and shift the religious-ideological
discursive landscape in a more conservative direction.

Conclusion

Despite important differences in their theological and ideological orientations and approaches
to Islamic renewal, some common features can be identified in all four scholars discussed in this
essay. First, all of these tele-preachers are non-political, at least in their television broadcasts.
Although Qadri was active in Pakistani politics in the 1990s, founded a political party of his own
(Pakistan Awami Tahreek), and participated in national elections, and Ahmad founded Tahreek-e-
Khilafat, a political movement to re-establish the caliphate, both scholars never discuss politics or
their political views during their television appearances. Both state-run and private channels that
air Qadri’s and Ahmad’s broadcasts do not want to alienate their audiences by allowing political
controversies in “religious” programs.

Second, with the exception of Qadri, none of these scholars is a traditionally trained alim; in
fact, all tend to highlight their modern educational credentials to reach a wider audience. Third,
none of them enjoy any goodwill or following among the traditional ulema. In general, the ulema
regard them as rivals who are trying to subvert traditional sources of religious authority and
create separate religious enclaves of their own. Fourth, with the exception of Ghamidi, all have a
considerable following among Pakistani expatriate communities in the West and the Gulf region.
Finally, only Ahmad among them has strong anti-West and anti-U.S. views, although he rarely
expresses these views—at least not directly—in television lectures and broadcasts on QTV.

Both Hashmi and Ghamidi, in their own ways, illustrate the alienation of the middle-classes
in Pakistan. Hashmi speaks to the female segment of these classes that not only seems to have
become frustrated with the secularization that has accompanied the processes of modernization
in Pakistan, and the concomitant secular-liberalism that has infected the middle- and upper-
classes, but also feels a sense of guilt for having supposedly abandoned Islam in the process
of acquiring material goods and middle-class comforts. Ghamidi, on the other hand, mainly

35 Karin Willeemse, “In My Father’s House'—Gender, Islam and the Construction of a Gendered Public Sphere in Darfur, Sudan,” Journal for
Islamic Studies 27 (2007): 73-115.

36 Peter Mandaville, Global Political Islam (London: Routledge, 2007), 303.
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speaks to those who are tired of the jihadi rhetoric and who have been searching for a moderate
voice for Islam in Pakistan.

The media revolution in Pakistan has enabled individuals like Ahmad, Ghamidi, Hashmi,
and Qadri to reach audiences throughout Pakistan and abroad, especially in the major urban
centers. Hashmi’s lectures on CDs, DVDs, and television have attracted the attention of many
women, and her influence has now spread beyond a certain elite strata of Pakistani society to
the lower middle-classes as well. Her Quranic study circles and courses have produced qualified
and competent students who are now running their own courses and training programs, mainly
(though not exclusively) as part of Hashmi’s Al-Huda International Foundation. Similarly,. Qadri’s
and Ahmad’s religious programs are watched by hundreds of thousands of Muslims in Pakistan
and abroad every day on QTV, Peace TV, and Noor TV, as well as on DVDs. Although Ghamidi’s
outreach is not as extensive as that of the other three, his frequent appearances on the state-run
and other channels have enabled him to create a constituency of his own among the educated
sectors of society.

All four scholars discussed here are trying to create a “Muslim public” of their own and to influence
the perspectives of Pakistani Muslims on Islam, particularly those who have limited knowledge of the
original Islamic sources. As Peter Mandeville has shown, the “circulation and inflections of Islamic
authority” tend to create a range of “Muslim public spheres” in which multiple understandings of
Islam are “advanced and debated by new audiences.” While the older forms of Muslim publics
emphasized spatial and physical dimensions, the newer forms are creating communities of
discourse with global connections through the use of the air waves and electronic devices.*® These
developments have two important consequences for the reconfiguration of both religious authority
and religious discourse: the emergence of new Islamic voices in the media undermines the monopoly
of the self-ascribed, traditional religious authorities (ulema and Sufis) as well as that of the Islamists
on defining Islamic normativity;* and the fundamentally “contested” and “fractious” nature of the
public sphere undercuts the hegemony of the dominant discourse.* As Schulz has noted, there is an
obvious paradox here: the more the Islamic publics are created through media-based preachers, the
more Islamic scholarly consensus is undermined. In other words, while the new processes for the
production of Islamic normativity engendered by the electronic media tend to strengthen “Muslims’
possibilities to speak in [emphasis added] public,” they, at the same time, “weaken their capacities to
speak as the [emphasis added] public.™

It will be interesting to examine here the interpretive techniques and ideological arguments
used by the four scholars to create new Muslim publics. Ghamidi, as opposed to Ahmad, Qadri, and
Hashmi, clearly employs a more nuanced contextual hermeneutical approach in his understanding
of the Quran and sunnah and, therefore, offers a more liberal Islamic product to influential sections
of Pakistanis, who either have been alienated from the orthodox, conservative, or extremist variants
of Islam, or who have tended to gravitate toward a secular outlook. In that sense, both Hashmi
and Ghamidi tend to speak to the same class of audience with similar ideological predicaments,
Ghamidi steering them with his intellectualism toward a more historicized-liberal interpretation

37 Mandaville, Global Political Islam, 303.

38 Abdulkader Tayob, “Muslim Publics: Contents and Discontents,” Journal for Islamic Studies 27 (2007): 6.

39 Amanmdo Salvator and Dale E. Eickelman, eds., Public Islam and the Common Good (Leiden: Brill, 2004).

40 D.E. Schulz, “Evoking Moral Community, Fragmenting Muslim Discourse,” Journal for Islamic Studies 27 (2007): 39-53.
41 Tbid., 39.
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of Islam and Hashmi, through her Salafi-puritanical orientation, trying to relink them to Islam as
it was practiced by the Prophet and his companions.

Qadri is a popular preacher and his audience is more diverse and his appeal is more widespread
than that of the others. Ahmad mostly preaches to those who are already his followers and
who want to learn more from their “amir.” His audience, outside the circle of the members and
sympathizers of his own organization, Tanzeem-e-Islami, is quite limited. In part, this is because
he is usually monotonous, tense, tedious, painfully repetitive, and eerily frightening. In addition,
the latent political undertones of his sermons with extremist implications also tend to alienate a
good number of TV audiences.

Ghamidi is a powerful voice in making a convincing case for the illegitimacy of militant and
the so-called jihadi groups; however, the reach of his message still remains limited to a certain
small class of the Pakistani intelligentsia. Hashmi has had far more success simply because her
message has resonated with traditional understandings of Islam and because of her unique and
eloquent pedagogical style. She has also facilitated access to Islamic knowledge to an audience
hitherto not targeted by religious scholars: women. This is her main innovation, and the reason
why her teachings have spread so rapidly. The female alim in Pakistan is an anomaly, and the
importance of women finally having another woman, rather than a man, to listen to on matters of
religion cannot be overemphasized. Whereas women in Pakistan had already become quite active
in various spheres of life (education, medicine, civil service, professions, and entrepreneurship) in
recent years, there was still a vacuum for a women’s leadership in the religious sector that Hashmi
seems to have filled successfully.

Preachers such as Hashmi and Ghamidi, and the media mechanisms through which their
voices reach the Pakistani public, continue the trend toward the displacement of religious
authority away from the traditional ulema. Ghamidi, in particular, makes it a point to involve
himself in incessant debates with such ulema to prove their inadequacy in providing proper
Islamic guidance. Both Qadri and Ahmad are careful in their references to the ulema and
generally refrain from directly challenging the latter’s religious authority. Nevertheless, the very
fact that their religious discourse is independent of the mediating role of the ulema and that
they have built religiously based constituencies of their own—a new Muslim public—that pays
scant respect to the views of the madrasah-trained ulema is not an insignificant development for
traditional Islamic authorities. Hashmi, in contrast, does not shy away from directly challenging
the monopoly of the ulema on religious discourse and criticizing them for “making religion a
hardship rather than a blessing for the people.”™

What is more interesting to note with regard to the electronic media and religious preaching
is the systematic linkage between economics, technology, and ideology. The neo-liberal economic
policies of the Musharraf regime initiated a process of deregulation and privatization of all major
sectors of the economy in Pakistan, including the communication media, which for the first
time in the country’s history brought forth a number of privately owned television channels and
radio stations. The opening of the airways to the private sector in the framework of a broader
privatization drive helped both the modern and traditional sectors.

42 It is not surprising, therefore, that the ulema, especially of Deobandi persuasion, have lashed out heavily against Hashmi for (1) daring
(jurat) to interpret the Quran without the guidance of the ulema, (2) creating doubts (shak-o-shubhat) about the Islamic scholarship of the
ulema, and (3) rejecting—or at least evidencing skepticism about—the juristic literature and edicts. See Sufwan, Jiddat Pasandi, 47, 101.
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Thus, along with the channels dedicated exclusively to news, entertainment, movies, music, and
soap operas, there also emerged private channels (QTV, Peace TV, Noor TV, and Labbaik TV) that
broadcast religious programs continuously. This was precisely the same period that witnessed the
widespread use of satellite-based communication, dish networks, and cable-relayed transmission
technologies throughout Pakistan. The neo-liberal economic policies, imposed by the World Bank
and the IMF as part of the conditionality for economic assistance, that called for a free market
of goods (and ideas) thus created an environment conducive to the multiplicity of political and
ideological voices in the privatized media.

There was a market for religious broadcasts, the technology was available, and religious leaders
were waiting in the wings to take full advantage in order to advance their ideological objectives.
It is important to note here that televised and CD- or DVD-based speeches are not only a form of
religious preaching but a commercial enterprise as well. Hundreds of thousands of cassettes, CDs,
and DVDs of these and other popular preachers (for example, Zakir Naik of India, Murtaza Malik
of Pakistan, Maulana Dilawar Saeedi of Bangladesh, and Maulana Tariq Jamil of Tablighi Jamaat)
are being mass-produced, marketed, and sold in stores and online throughout the subcontinent
and abroad. Benedict Anderson describes the critical role of what he calls “print-capitalism” in the
construction of the idea of nation as an imagined community in the early modern period.*® One
can argue, following Anderson, that the onset of “media-capitalism” is similarly playing a critical
role in creating new religious communities, imagined or palpable.

The privatization wave under the neo-liberal economic policies has opened the door to the
possibility of a fundamental change in the way radio and television have become a vehicle not only
for the Islamization of society but also for the accommodation of diverse voices within the Islamic
religious discourse. In the past, one had to travel to special religious gatherings to listen to the
lectures and sermons of prominent religious scholars. Today, people can listen to—and watch—
most religious scholars through television and recorded devices right in the comfort of their
homes and in the company of their entire families. This has been an especially unique experience
for women, who rarely had the opportunity of attending religious gatherings held in public places.
Thus, much of the newly visible religiosity among women in Pakistan, as elsewhere in Muslim
societies, can be attributed to this easy accessibility that television, CDs, and DVDs provide to
religious education.

One is tempted also to point out here that only about three decades ago, an overwhelming
majority of religious scholars considered the modern communication technology, especially
cinema and television, as one of the worst effects of Western inroads in Islamic societies.** Some
Deobandi ulema were even against using loudspeakers for purposes of saying adhan (call for
prayer) and delivering the Friday khutba (sermon).

The impact of the medium itself on the message is difficult to determine in the case of the
tele-preachers discussed in this essay, especially in light of Marshall McLuhan’s famous epithet
that “the medium is the message”—that is, the communication technology of the electronic media
per se determines the nature and the content of the message. Robert McChesney has applied the
Marxist notion of “relative autonomy” in this respect, arguing that communication technologies

43 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London: Verso, 2006), 37-46.

44 In a survey of the ulema and religious leaders conducted by the present author in the fall of 1975, almost 100% of the respondents
disapproved of watching television and went as far as to say that “one should not even watch religious programs that are broadcast on TV
for a short time since these programs are then followed by songs and dance by the Benjamin Sisters [a popular duo on Pakistan Television
network in the 1970s]”
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have important social effects of their own that are not “reducible to political and economic
analysis.”*® As we have shown in our analyses in previous pages, theoretical insights from both
Anderson and McChesney are quite significant in understanding the dynamics between the rise of
communication technology and the nature of Islamic discourse.

Lastly, it is important to examine the role of the state in not only spearheading the media-based
careers of some of these actors but also determining the particular brand of Islamic discourse
to be propagated, depending on the political and ideological needs of the state at a given time.
Interestingly, it was General Zia who had brought in Ahmad for regular religious broadcasts on
national television in the early 1980s, and it was Zia again who replaced him with a Barelvi scholar,
Qadri. There are two important points to note here: first, the role of the state in launching the
religious careers of both scholars on the national television network; and, second, the timing and
the choice of a religious scholar of a particular doctrinal persuasion.

In the earlier phase of the Zia regime, Ahmad was deemed more useful given the prevailing
popular religious mood that resonated with the revivalist slogan of nizam-e-Mustafa popularized
by the Pakistan National Alliance (PNA) against the government of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto in
1977. Later, in the mid-1980s, when General Zia was trying to consolidate his political power by
cultivating a popular religious constituency, and no longer needed the support of the revivalists—
who were increasingly seen by the military regime as a threat to its power and legitimacy—Qadri,
a populist Barelvi scholar and preacher, came to be viewed as a better choice. His non-political,
devotional, and Sufi-oriented Islam was seen as a potent antidote to the Jamaat-e-Islami’s Islam
that was heavily laden with difficult political demands.

The same can be said about Ghamidi, who was given extensive air time by the state-run
television network and by other channels to help the government of General Musharraf in
promoting “enlightened moderation” and challenging the Islamic legitimacy of militancy and
jihadi ideology. As the Pakistani state and other powerful social institutions (such as the media)
have formally renounced jihad as a principal instrument of foreign policy since at least 2002,
Ghamidi, Qadri, and Hashmi have not only been tolerated but have also been promoted. A voice
such as Ghamidi’s, for example, would have been intolerable during the 1980s and 1990s, which
were the prime years of jihadi ideology.*® Ghamidi’s views have been meant to legitimate the
turnaround in Pakistan’s foreign policy vis-a-vis foreign and domestic jihadis the Pakistani
state has nurtured for the past two decades. It is clear, therefore, that the state in Pakistan,
constrained in its ideological options in the context of a semi-hegemonic discourse of political
and jihadi Islam, was able to use the neo-liberal economy of privatization of media and free
market of ideas to create space for alternative Islamic discourses to challenge the dominance of
political Islam.

This is not to suggest, however, that these scholars modified their original religious views to
suit the demand of the state but, rather, that the state found their views commensurate with its
own ideological and political imperatives and was ingenious enough to obtain their services.
Obvious in all three cases is that the role of the state was crucial in disseminating a particular

45 Robert McChesney, “The Political Economy of Global Communication,” in Capitalism and the Information Age: The Political Economy of
Global Communication Revolution, ed. Robert W. McChesney, Ellen Meiksins Wood, and John Bellamy Foster (Landon: Monthly Review
Press, 1998), 7.

46 1In fact, according to Salim Safi, a prominent Pakistani journalist, Ghamidi received threats not only from the jihadi groups in the 1980s and
1990s for his criticism of the jihadi culture as against the teachings of Islam but also from the “government agencies” that were promoting
this culture. See, Salim Safi, Afghanistan: Amrika, Taliban, Usama aur Pakistan ki Deeni Jamaaton ka Kirdar [ Afghanistan: America, Taliban,
Usama and the Role of Pakistan’s Religious Parties] (Lahore: Danish Sara, 2002), 340.
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version of Islam—through carefully selected religious scholars—that suited the government’s
ideological interests at a given time. The rising or falling of stars among popular religious
preachers in Pakistan during any given period is not, therefore, necessarily due to the given
proclivities of their ideas, or societal trends, but to the exigencies of the policy shifts of the state
in one direction or the other.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This essay examines recent trends in the evolution of traditional and nontraditional
forms of Muslim leadership and association in India marked by wide diversity and a notable
absence of national leaders.

MAIN FINDINGS

e Traditional and historical Muslim networks in India, such as the Sunni madrasah
traditions of the Deobandis and Barelwis, some reforming sects (Ahmadiyya), Shia
groups, and modern Muslim schools, have adopted new leadership formats. These
include utilizing new forms of communication, pursing non-religious agendas focused
on education and development, and networking traditional religious schools with secular
and female education.

e Religious mobilization follows the north-south divide in Indian society. Although the
historical Muslim networks are centered in north India, many groups in the south and
east Indian states pursue their own local agendas.

e The modernization of Muslim leadership has led to new bodies and institutions that are
separate from established sectarian religious associations. These modern organizations
can be divided into those related to religious issues and those related to the welfare of the
community. Caste and class factors continue to exert an important impact here.

e Religious activism among Indian Muslims is focused on two major sets of issues: (1)
securing religious lifestyles in matters of law