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ABSTRACT 

 

In this dissertation I explore social identity, secularism, and Indian Muslims’ 

conceptions and experiences of living in a secular state while debating among 

themselves the meanings of ethical Muslim selfhood.  Through participant observation 

and interviews based on over 15months of intensive field research, undertaken in a 

predominantly Muslim area of south-east Mumbai, my research focused on two groups 

of Muslim men—middle-class entrepreneurs and householders in their early to mid 

thirties, and senior students, from their late teens to early twenties, from a madrasa 

(Islamic seminary) attached to a prominent mosque in the city.  Owing to its complex 

and intense dynamism, I also emphasize the city as an important agent in shaping 

everyday life.  The core of my work is to explore secular life and secularism, central to 

India’s liberal conception of itself as a pluralist democracy, that emerge through the 

lived experiences of Muslim men engaging with various daily pressures and transactions 

in an intensely dynamic urban context while trying to maintain a self understood to be 

ethical in terms of an inherited Islamic tradition.  In discussing everyday phenomena 

such as piety and religious authority, gender, childraising, popular culture, personal and 

professional pursuits and ethical conduct, I demonstrate that the ostensibly ‘religious’ 

domain of Islam is not necessarily the only, or even primary, basis for achieving selfhood 

for even those who identify as observant and devout Muslims.  Rather, I argue, the 

religious domain of Islam in this context is defined as such and intersected by discourses 
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and practices of the self as a political and economic agent, that is, a self defined in terms 

of political modernity.  Thus this dissertation also contributes to the current 

anthropological rethinking of categories like ‘religion’, ‘secularism’, and ‘politics’ in 

relation to social processes and subjects: a series of projects that are related, in the 

Indian context, to modernity and liberal conceptions of statehood, sovereignty, and 

personhood.  A major conclusion of this work is that while most Indian Muslims have 

largely internalized (and accept) the liberal differentiation of politics and religion, the 

modern secular project in India nevertheless remains incomplete. 
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INTRODUCTION 

On August 14th and 15th 1947, British India was partitioned into India and 

Pakistan, and two new states proclaimed their independence from the British Empire.  

The basis for partition was religion:  Pakistan was established, on two non-contiguous 

areas, as a separate state for Muslims (East Pakistan is now Bangladesh).  Many Muslims 

left India for Pakistan, although many others remained in India.  In the violence that 

accompanied this huge transfer of populations—according to 1951 Census estimates, 

over 7 million Indian Muslims left India for Pakistan, and a similar number of Hindus and 

Sikhs left Pakistan for India—between half a million and one million people are 

estimated to have been killed, and many millions more left homeless.  Those Muslims 

who stayed in India, many of whom had not the means to move elsewhere, others for 

whom remaining in India was a deliberate choice, were reduced to the status of a 

vulnerable and marginalized minority population, forever suspect in the eyes of a Hindu 

majority as potential traitors to the nation.   

Pre-partition, Muslims accounted for about 21% of the population of India.1  By 

1961, this figure was down to 10.69%.  According to the 2001 census, it has climbed to 

13.8%.  Today, India has the third largest Muslim population in the world (after 

Indonesia and Pakistan) with about 150 million Muslims.  For a population of such 

                                                 
1
 This calculation is based on figures provided on the “Distribution of Population according to Religion” 

from the 1911 Census of India (Statistical Abstract Relating to British India from 1910-11 to 1919-20. Fifty-

Fifth Number  1922). 
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magnitude, the extent of social, economic and educational marginalization is 

remarkable, as a recent high-profile government study, the Sachar Committee Report, 

has shown. For instance, the literacy percentage amongst Muslims is 59.9% as 

compared to 75.2% among other minorities and 80.5% among the general Hindu 

population.  Muslims are disproportionately represented in the informal economy and 

consequently have inferior working conditions and less job security.  Areas with greater 

or more concentrated Muslim populations tend to have inferior physical and social 

infrastructural facilities.  Furthermore, the urban poverty rate amongst Muslims in 2004-

05 stood at 38.4% as compared to a national average of 22.8%, a Hindu average of 

22.4%, and an average of 12.2% amongst other minorities. 2 

In addition to this generalized social and economic marginalization, Muslims in 

India have also increasingly been the targets of violence perpetrated by Hindu 

nationalist extremists in recent years, such as the pogroms in Mumbai in 1992-93 and 

Gujarat in 2002, all of which were conducted with the complicity of the state and its 

police machinery.  These conditions have come about owing to a complex set of 

circumstances.  Here I draw attention to them to suggest the importance of the 

question of relations between minority religious groups and liberal democratic states in 

                                                 
2
 For details, see the report prepared by the Prime Minister’s High Level Committee, headed by Justice 

Rajinder Sachar, tabled in Parliament in November 2006.  For salient findings, see the press release issued 

by the Minister of Minority Affairs in August, 2007 (Social, Economic and Educational Status of the Muslim 

Community of India: A Report  2006: 54, 106, 149, 159; Statement by Shri A.R. Antulay, Minister of 

Minority Affairs in Both the Houses of Parliament on 31.08.2007 on The "Follow-up Action on the 

Recommendations of the Sachar Committee"  2007). 
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general, and to provide some context for the questions I raise about secularism in India 

in particular. 

 

THE QUESTION OF THE SECULAR 

Up until the 1970s, a broad national consensus held to the legacy derived from 

figures such as Mahatma Gandhi and India’s first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru.  The 

so-called Nehruvian consensus held that India would be a secular state but that rather 

than hostility toward religion in public spaces, the government would adopt a policy of 

neutrality toward all religions, favouring none over any other.  Rather than a legally 

consistent or theoretically coherent position, the Nehruvian approach was one of 

political pragmatism in its recognition that, notwithstanding the ultimate importance of 

democracy based on universal franchise in the creation of a polity that was undivided by 

community in its capacity as an electorate, there was nevertheless a need to protect 

and therefore to recognize certain minoritarian interests.  These included a “recognition 

of Indians as possessing regional linguistic identities… [and of]… Indians as members of 

religious communities," in order to protect them from "the totalitarian potentials of 

mass democracy" (Khilnani 1997: 176-177).  Consequently, while social rights specific to 

communities were seen to be necessary and proper by the Constituent Assembly during 

the framing of the Constitution, political rights in the form of separate electorates for 

minorities were not (Sunder Rajan and Needham 2007b: 21). 
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Over the last quarter century secularism has become the subject of intense and 

heated debate in India, as in other places, where it has emerged as critical to imagining 

the nation.  In particular, the political rise of Hindutva,3 which insists on attributing an 

inherently Hindu character to the nation, and on majoritarian dominance, has thrown 

the secular claims of the state into question.  Notwithstanding the addition of the word 

“secular” to the preamble of the Indian constitution under Indira Gandhi’s Congress 

Party during her imposed Emergency  in the mid-1970s (the phrase “sovereign 

democratic republic” was amended to “sovereign socialist secular democratic republic”), 

the question of the “secular” nature of the Indian state, and of the Indian polity, is far 

from settled. 

Critiques in the Indian context sometimes manifest themselves as outright 

rejections of secularism, such as the claim that India is a Hindu nation.  At other times 

the charge against secularism is that the particular form that secularism has taken in 

India in fact compromises and undermines representative democracy itself owing the 

state’s habit of making compromises with (or “pandering to”, as popular terminology 

has it) minorities (Muslims in particular)—indeed, in displaying partisanship of this 

nature, such "pseudo--secularism," as its critics call it, undermines "real" secularism 

itself (Goel 2003; Rajaram 1995; Shourie 1993). 

Although this critique is often voiced by supporters of Hindutva, a phenomenon 

in which, as a "site of intensive political contestation," secularism has become a terrain 

                                                 
3
 Literally “Hindu-ness,” the term “Hindutva” has come to denote the Hindu nationalist movement in India 

today. 
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that "right wing, religious and fundamentalist forces endeavour to claim... as their own" 

(Cossman and Kapur 1999: 1), a similar critique is also articulated by many who are 

critical of the Hindutva movement.  In particular, this critique is made by many in the 

educated middle and upper classes who see themselves as liberal, secular, and basically 

enlightened ideological guardians of the nation-state.  Such criticism suggests a liberal 

view that is more concerned with the management of apparently intransigently religious 

populations that do not conform to the normative ideals of a modern democratic state 

based on individual franchise, than with majoritarian power and its potential abuses.4 

In all these critiques, the figure of the Muslim hovers as the exemplar of this 

irrational difference from the liberal (or Hindu) ideal.  Muslims, it is argued, seem to 

resist liberal individualization and are particularly susceptible (through atavistic religious 

attachments or the more communal nature of Islam as a religion) to the irrational.  

While segments of the broader population are also criticized for their anti- or non- 

liberal tendencies, these are generally seen as backward forms of superstition that can 

be ameliorated.  In the case of Muslims, the backwardness is figured as more 

fundamentally problematic for reasons allegedly intrinsic to Islam and the nature of a 

purportedly monolithic Muslim community.  The communal and confessional nature of 

Islam is taken by its critics to foster a mindless obedience to the authority of mullahs, 

                                                 
4
 Although a member of theBJP-led Hindutva-oriented government in the late 1990s, Arun Shourie, a well 

known journalist, makes his ostensibly pro-secularist argument on the basis of recognizing only individual 

(and no group or communitarian) rights, thus ignoring the problem of majoritarian dominance.  This 

problem, as well as his adoption of a pro-Hindutva and anti-Islamic historiographic perspective, renders 

his offer of a “secular agenda” suspect, or unconvincing at best (Shourie 1993; 1998). 
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and hence a susceptibility to totalitarian, anti-liberal tendencies.5  Muslims in particular 

have come to be identified as a sort of internal national “other”:  defined in irreducibly 

religious terms as “other” to both Hindu nationalist and liberal secular conceptions of 

the nation.6 

Finally, there is the Dumontian claim that secularism is a concept alien to Indian 

culture’s pervasively deep moorings in religious authority (Madan 1987: 121-126).  

Often, this critique is articulated in the argument that secularism as manifest in India is a 

colonial effect, a Western import that is inadequate to the complex realities of religious 

difference and the imbrication of religious sentiments in peoples’ identities in India.  

Indeed, the argument goes, it is secularism’s distorted understanding of religion that 

generates communal violence (Nandy 2003b).  It is important to note that this line of 

thought is often offered by intellectuals highly critical of the Hindutva movement, but 

who nevertheless oppose what they see as the coercion of statist secularism on a 

decentralized and plural polity.  These thinkers are opposed by left-liberal defenders of 

                                                 
5
 Sami Zubeida offers a critique of the notion of a monolithic, model-based, and irreducibly religious 

Muslim society (Zubaida 1995), as well as a critique of the idea that Muslims are led by religion to resist 

secularization.  He does the latter by pointing to secularization as a process that entails the 

“differentiation and separation of institutions and spheres of knowledge and culture from religion and its 

authorities,” and argues for such processes in various spheres (of law, education, governmental structure, 

and so on) in Muslim or Muslim-majority states (Zubaida 2005).  In an influential intervention that 

critiques both a monolithic, essentialist approach to studying Islam and a nominalist one that conflates 

Islam with whatever particular Muslims might believe, Talal Asad suggests employing instead the very 

useful concept of an “Islamic discursive tradition” (Asad 1986: 14-17). 
6
 Gyanendra Pandey offers a brief historical analysis of the marginalization of Muslims, especially after 

partition, as intrinsic to Indian nationalism’s attempt to create a “core” or mainstream, a process that 

worked (and works) by constructing marginal figures (often minorities) that are situated at the (always 

unstable) geographical, cultural or social boundaries of the nation (Pandey 1999). 
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secularism who support egalitarianism, uniformity of the law, and the separation of 

religion from politics (Sunder Rajan and Needham 2007b: 1). 

There is thus a voluminous literature on the nature of the state and of its secular 

(or other) future.7  This literature is both popular and scholarly.  Indian historiography 

has been particularly affected by debates around these issues, since imaginings of the 

nation are intimately connected to constructions of national pasts.8  More broadly, 

however, intellectuals and academics from various disciplines have engaged in debates 

characterized by a deep unease and sense of crisis associated with both the limits of the 

notion of the secular and the future of a secular nation state.    In general, even critics of 

Hindutva who are committed to the idea of a secular nation are uncomfortable with 

Islam as a source of public identity for Muslims and, while they believe in secularism as a 

way to institutionalize social tolerance and harmony, they are also unsympathetic 

toward religious identity, and Muslim identity in particular, as being antithetical to the 

liberal ideals of the nation.  For them, secularism is an attempt to keep what are seen as 

some of the less, or even anti-, liberal features of religion (such as their absolutist or 

exclusivist claims) in check. 

                                                 
7
 A broadly representative but not exhaustive list of this literature would include a multitude of writers 

spanning a range of disciplines, including anthropology, economics, history, literary criticism, philosophy 

and political science (Anidjar 2006; Asad 2003; Bhargava 1998; 2000; Bharucha 1998; Bhatia 1992; 

Bilgrami 1999; Bowen 2007; Chatterjee 1995; Ganguly 2003; Haqqi 1993; Hasan 2004; 2007; Jhingran 

1995; Madan 1987; Mahmood 2006; Nandy 2001a; 2001b; 2003a; 2003b; Robinson 2000c; Sen 2005; 

Srinivasan 2007; Sunder Rajan and Needham 2007a; Zubaida 2005). 
8
 See, e.g., the report put together by the Delhi Historians’ Group on the Saffronization of history 

textbooks approved by the NCERT (National Council of Educational Research and Training) 

(Communalization of Education: The History Textbooks Controversy: A Report by the Delhi Historians' 

Group  2001). 
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In a recent collection of essays, Amartya Sen offers a discussion of secularism in 

India largely in terms that emphasize its capacity for pluralism, dialogue, reasoned 

argument and tolerance.  For Sen, the “basis of Indian secularism” is “to determine how 

a pluralist and multi-religious population can share an Indian identity without sharing 

the same religion” (Sen 2005: 16-21, 34-44, 54-55, 287-288, 294-316, 352-354).  In this 

fairly widespread and generally prevalent view, secularism is largely what Talal Asad 

calls “an intellectual answer to a question about enduring social peace and toleration” 

(Asad 2003: 5).   

Departing from conventional understandings of secularism as mainly a political 

solution oriented towards “enduring social peace and toleration” in multi-religious 

polities, realized through centralized state authority that is either divorced or 

equidistant from religious doctrines, recent attempts to rethink secularism have instead 

seen it as more a process whereby the liberal state or its institutions regulate the 

boundaries of the category and practices of religion.  In order to explore the nature of 

the secular,  Asad suggests that secularism as a political doctrine is “closely connected 

to the formation of religion itself”—to the extent that “religion” as an abstract and 

universal category must always be defined and its boundaries always policed by its self-

defined “Other,” the secular state (Asad 2002).   

Rather than approach the question of the secular by opposing it to the religious, 

as most conventional approaches tend to do,I take up Talal Asad’s suggestion that the 

secular be taken to be neither continuous with (with origins in) nor a complete break 
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from (and directly opposed to) the religious.  Secularism, Asad argues, is the “enactment 

by which a political medium (representation of citizenship) redefines and transcends 

particular and differentiating practices of the self that are articulated through class, 

gender and religion” (Asad 2003: 5).   

Here Asad is building on Charles Taylor’s argument that modern democratic 

states require actively patriotic citizenries in order to claim legitimacy issuing from the 

"popular will," owing to which they also require a strong sense of identity, via the idea 

of citizenship, between the state and its people.  It is important for states that such 

identification become the primary identity of the modern subject, "so that being a 

citizen would take precedence over a host of other poles of identity, such as family, 

class, gender, even (perhaps especially) religion."  For Taylor, this is one reason why 

secularization is a requisite outcome of, even a necessity for, the modern democratic 

state (Taylor 1998: 39, 44-45).  As Asad points out, however, Taylor overestimates the 

"direct-access" nature of popular participation given the influence of partisan pressure 

groups and opinion polls and the mass media as instruments of mediation.  Rather than 

a kind of "individual self-discipline" resulting from governmental force or consent, Asad 

proposes that the "distinctive feature of modern liberal governance" is "the statecraft 

that uses ‘self-discipline’ and ‘participation,’ ‘law’ and ‘economy’ as elements of political 

strategy" (Asad 2003: 3-5).  Asad’s Foucauldean insight, in his response to Taylor, shows 

us that the “determination” that Sen discusses above is above all a political mediation in 

play in a hierarchical historical context, with implications for understanding processes of 
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sovereignty, authority and governmentality.  The nature of this mediation and the 

context in which it is embedded is key to understanding what the secular comes to 

mean in any given time and place. 

From an anthropological perspective, such concepts as “secular” and “religious” 

need to be understood in terms of social groups and their processes, for it is here that 

we can begin to glimpse what they might actually mean in practice.  In an important (if 

overly broadly articulated) insight that points to a socially grounded approach to the 

secular, Asad suggests approaching the secular as “a concept that brings together 

certain behaviors, knowledges, and sensibilities in modern life” (Asad 2003: 25).  In this 

dissertation, I intend to draw out certain strands from the lives of some of my 

interlocutors in Mumbai, in order to show how some of the “behaviours, knowledges, 

and sensibilities in modern life” constitute both the grounds of the secular as well as the 

parameters of thinking about religious subjectivity in Mumbai today.  More specifically, I 

look at what Muslim life and subject formation in Mumbai might be able to tell us about 

these questions.  My research complicates the notion of the Muslim “other” as 

irreducibly religious by emphasizing various aspects of everyday life that cannot easily 

be captured by such an understanding.  Following Talal Asad, however, I also eschew the 

attempt to argue for a normative notion of the “secular” by fitting the complex 

subjectivities I encountered into a “rational” (secular) rather than an “irrational” 

(religious) pattern of being.  Rather, my aim is to understand what the notion of 
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“secular” might mean to my interlocutors in the context of their lives, both in their own 

explanatory terms and in practice.   

 

 

INDIAN MUSLIMS: ETHICAL SELFHOOD AND THE IDEA OF TRADITION 

The 1970s through the early part of the twenty-first century have been 

characterized by vigorous assertions of Hindu cultural nationalism both in India and 

among many diasporic Indian Hindus, and a great deal of scholarship has tried to 

understand this phenomenon and its many consequences from the streets to the 

textbooks (Butalia and Sarkar 1995; Gupta 1982; Hansen 1996; 1999; 2001b; Heuzé 

1995; Jaffrelot 1996; Jaffrelot and Hansen 1998; Lele 1996; Sarkar 2001).  Far less 

studied and analyzed have been those societies that have served as the foil for these 

assertions.   

As Imtiaz Ahmad pointed out many years ago, sociology and social anthropology 

have largely neglected the study of Muslim social life in India, with unfortunate 

consequences for understanding social processes not only among Muslims but for 

Indian society as well as Islam in the modern world in general (Ahmad 1983: vii).  

Beginning at least with early Orientalists and Indologists, and continuing with the 

Nationalist historians, Indian history has been figured as that of an essentially timeless 

Hindu civilization, with Muslims seen as outsiders.  Muslim presence in India is to this 

day conflated with the Turkish invasions dating back over a millennium (Ernst 1992: 36); 
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in addition to its utterly ahistorical nature, this view of Indian history also succeeds in 

figuring Muslim life in India as being a comparatively recent, and consequently 

superficial, phenomenon.  This has had profound repercussions not only on the writing 

of Indian history and anthropology, but also on general debates between those who 

argue for secular as opposed to Hindu nationalist histories of India, as well as between 

Marxist and post-structuralism-influenced scholars of South Asia. 

While colonial and early nationalist historiography tended to relegate Muslims to 

medieval times rather than view Muslims as agents of the present, post-independence 

histories have largely ignored the significant presence of one of the largest national 

populations of Muslims in the world except, as Mushirul Hasan points out, in 

stereotypical and polemical ways (Hasan 1997: 17-20).  This neglect is particularly 

noticeable in the paucity, with few notable exceptions, of historical or ethnographic 

work on Muslims in Mumbai (Blank 2001; Engineer 1980; Hansen 2000; 2001a; 2001b; 

Masselos 1976; 1982; 1994; Wright 1976).  This project is conceived in part as an 

attempt to redress this dearth.  One aspect of this project is also, consequently, to 

contribute to a regional historical narrative of Muslims in Mumbai and its environs. 

In addition to redressing some of the limitations of anthropological work on 

Muslims in South Asia, and Mumbai in particular, I also intend to contribute to a series 

of larger debates in anthropology and the social sciences in general on the status and 

value of liberal thought in the postcolony.  Liberal political thought, and its attendant 

structures of state, have always existed as at least a partial question-mark in most of the 
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nation-states that emerged after decolonization in Asia and Africa in the mid-twentieth 

century.  As many scholars have pointed out, liberalism was always conceived as an 

incomplete project in these contexts.  The nation would not “come into its own,”9 the 

argument went, until the “other” of liberal reason was reformed and incorporated into 

the nation.  Partha Chatterjee has shown how the need to construct a liberal citizen-

subject in India was resolved by recourse to a gendered separation of public and private 

domains, in which the latter became the repository of all that was seen as “authentically 

Indian”—usually figured in terms of spirituality and culture, and carried by the figure of 

woman.  The public domain, then, was where the split-subject performed his liberal 

identity in the political process of the late colonial-, and then nation-, state (Chatterjee 

1990; 1993). 

In this “nationalist resolution” of a liberal political form with Indian society, what 

was seen as distinctively Indian was explicitly seen as not belonging to the public 

domain of the state.10  Indeed, even the newly-emergent public domain distinct from 

the state, that of civil society, was not ungrudgingly accepted as adequately “Indian” but 

as a foreign space of imposed aesthetic and affective comportment and artifice 

(Chatterjee 2000).  However, the imperatives of universal franchise meant that subjects 

not yet constituted in liberal terms had access to the public sphere as liberal agents.  

                                                 
9
 I refer here to a phrase famously used by Ranajit Guha, although in fairness to him his own use of it was 

from a subaltern, Marxist perspective highly critical of both colonialist and bourgeois-nationalist elitism 

(Guha 1982). 
10

 Rather than continuing to define the nation in terms of “lack” in its inability to conform to the 

categories of liberal political thought, post-colonial scholars have argued that this apparent lack be seen 

rather as the limit of liberal thought and its agent, the liberal subject. 
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Such subjects-in-waiting were viewed by the state and its small number of elite 

interlocutors in civil society as backward, as projects of the state and its modernizing 

elites.  These included women, lower classes and castes, as well as religious minorities, 

who were generally seen as having irrational or superstitious orientations, or anti-

liberal, religiously orthodox beliefs. 

In being thus categorized as "populations" to be managed by the state—and 

owing to the excess they embodied relative to modes of being recognized by civil 

society—these groups dealt with the state, colonial and nationalist, on the grounds of 

what Chatterjee has called political society.  Elements of such society included "parties, 

movements, non-party political formations" that tried to "channel and order popular 

demands on the... state" (Chatterjee 2000: 46).  Although Chatterjee here emphasizes 

mediations between such "non-civil society" populations and the developmental state, 

it is worth exploring the possibility, as I shall suggest in chapter 1 below, that it is 

precisely this "public" of political society that provided the grounds upon which various 

Islamic reformist movements began to take shape vis-à-vis each other in the face of a 

dramatic loss of state patronage, even as early as the mid- to late-nineteenth century. 

Uniquely situated in this complex of nationally marginalized subjects, as scholars 

of modern South Asia have noted, Muslims and Muslim minoritarian concerns are in the 

singular position of being seen as being “communal” in a manner that is opposed to 

normative modernity and liberal democratic statehood as well as to the national project 

itself (Jalal 1998).  This predicament—that of a highly deterministic Islam being seen as a 
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defining feature of all aspects of Muslim political life in India—itself is linked to what 

Ayesha Jalal has called the colonial project of “religious numeration” (Jalal 1998: 102).  

Inasmuch as Orientalist policy and scholarship tended to view all Indians in essentialized 

religious terms (e.g., the Morley-Minto reforms of 1909, which institutionalized separate 

electorates for Muslims in India), the minoritarian status of Muslims in India left them 

particularly vulnerable to being seen as “communal” rather than “national” subjects 

after independence. 

These processes only exacerbated the dislocations undergone by Muslim society 

in North India in the aftermath of the revolt of 1857, after which Muslims were dealt 

with particularly severely by the colonial regime.  The period after 1857 saw an 

increased self-consciousness among many Muslim thinkers that the decline of the 

Mughal empire, and the rise of a new political dispensation, had implications for 

Muslims as a community, however loosely understood,11 whose way of life and interests 

qua Muslims had been hitherto institutionally protected (Metcalf 1982: 3). 

One response to this predicament in contemporary/twentieth century India has 

been the liberal Muslim argument that emphasizes self-reflection and an increased 

participation in the normative structures of state, civil society and market, a response 

that concedes the basic premise that Muslims find themselves in their current 

predicaments owing to their own intransigent attachment to atavistic religion.  This 

                                                 
11

 I emphasize here the necessary looseness or inaccuracy of the word "community" here, inasmuch as 

there is no such thing as “the Muslim community” in India as a whole.  Muslims in India are very diverse 

by virtually any social or cultural criterion one might employ (Mujeeb 1995: see, esp., chapter 1).  
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response can be traced back at least to Sir Syed Ahmed Khan, founder of Aligarh Muslim 

University.  Another response to this question has been to critique social and political 

forms associated with modernity (Asad 2003: 13) and look to Islam and its 

institutionalized interpretations and traditions to find solutions to contemporary 

issues—what might be called the revivalist response.  This response, too, has a 

venerable history, and its variants have been widely influential (Metcalf 1982; Sanyal 

1996).  These variants have continued to develop well into the present, and I follow the 

adherents of one such movement, the ‘Ahl-e Sunnat-wa Jama’at, in this dissertation. 

It is important to note that a common thread in these two strands of thought is 

their colonial legacy, which posits the modern against the traditional (although the 

particular values attached to each vary), and has left its mark in the scholarship of Islam 

in India.  Hence, for instance, the recent argument that contemporary Bohra Muslims 

“attempt… to cope with the surging onslaught of modernity [and struggle] to uphold 

ancestral customs and identities without merely becoming fossilized in an archaic past” 

(Blank 2001: 10).  While Blank understandably wishes to insist that Bohra Muslims have 

maintained a uniquely Islamic identity whilst continuing to function successfully in a 

contemporary capitalist milieu, his distinction between “traditional” and “modern” 

suggests that tradition is either in danger of being “swallowed up” by modernity, or is 

dangerously able to stop time itself (or at least Bohra participation in the world as 

modern subjects).  As Talal Asad has argued, tradition is more usefully viewed as “a 

dimension of social life and not a stage of development” (Asad 1996).  This insight also 
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helps us avoid situating postcolonial subjects in a theoretical straitjacket that insists on 

viewing “tradition” as peculiarly salient in non-Western social and cultural contexts in a 

manner that obfuscates the intimate connections between Western and non-Western 

worlds forged most powerfully through colonialism.  Indeed, the very terms of Islamic 

responses to the contemporary world have been set by their encounters with the 

colonial state, as I have alluded to above.   

Here, as I shall elaborate on further in chapter 1 below, it is already possible to 

see the unfolding of a profound secularization, in which the colonial state provided 

many of the terms as well as the terrain on which Islamic thought engaged with past 

and present whilst envisioning the future. In more recent times, too, perhaps the 

“modern” is better thought of as the terrain on which the socially and subjectively 

embodied conflicts and arguments that constitute a “tradition” unfold rather than as its 

foe.  In making this suggestion, I am drawing on Alasdair MacIntyre, who elaborated on 

a more Aristotelian conception of tradition thus: 

[W]hen a tradition is in good order it is always partially constituted by an 

argument about the goods the pursuit of which gives to that tradition its 

particular point and purpose…Traditions, when vital, embody continuities of 

conflict…A living tradition then it is an historically extended, socially embodied 

argument, and an argument precisely in part about the goods which constitutes 

that tradition (MacIntyre 1984: 222). 

 

MacIntyre's approach is important because it neither opposes “tradition” to the 

"modern" nor sees tradition largely as invention of recent vintage that tries to claim 

legitimacy by donning the aura of a past as in the much of the “invention of tradition” 
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literature.12  Drawing on Foucault's conception of a "discursive formation," Saba 

Mahmood enriches the notion of tradition pointing out that MacIntyre does not provide 

an adequate discussion of power to explain both the propagation of one tradition vis-à-

vis others, and the processes (other than rational argument) by which particular 

practices and arguments come to gain hegemony in any specific tradition (Mahmood 

2005: 114-115). 

A related debate in the anthropological literature on Islam and Islamization in 

India revolves around perspectives characterized by Charles Lindholm as “dualist” on 

the one hand and “essentialist” on the other (Lindholm 1986).  Dualists are seen to be 

emphasizing the need for an understanding of Indian Islam as encompassing, in the 

words of Imtiaz Ahmad, “the Islamic theological and philosophical precepts and 

principles on the one hand and local, syncretic elements on the other” (Ahmad 1981: 

14; Das 1984; Minault 1984).  The essentialist argument was put forward most forcefully 

by Francis Robinson in his response to Ahmad, in which he contended that Indian 

Muslims, as indeed Muslim societies everywhere, “have moved towards a greater 

realization of [the] pattern of perfection” prescribed by orthodox visions of Islam.  For 

Robinson, the gulf between Islamic law and Muslim practice in India is less a syncretic 

coexistence than a moment in which “pre-Islamic” and “dubious customs and beliefs” 

coexist with high Islamic culture as a matter of “imperfect knowledge and temporary 

                                                 
12

 Although there are such things as recently invented “traditions” (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983), the 

point here is that they do not entirely exhaust the category of "tradition." 
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expedient” while moving toward the realization of Islamic law and its “pattern of 

perfection” in society (Robinson 1983: 186-196).   

Both these positions leave much to be desired.  Robinson’s argument appears to 

be a somewhat problematic imposition of a particular Islamic teleology of history onto 

Muslim societies through time and across space, with a rather limited sense of historical 

contingency and difference.  Indeed, it is arguable that what some Muslims consider to 

be “dubious customs and beliefs” are seen by others as essential and valid dimensions 

of their faith.  Such differences are alive and well in South Asia—witness, for instance 

the differences between the ‘ulema of Deoband, the Ahl-e-Hadith, and the Ahl-e-Sunnat 

on the visitation of saints’ shrines and intercession (Metcalf 1982: 12-13; Sanyal 1996: 

12).  The argument for syncretism, on the other hand, is also inadequately historical 

regarding the very formation of elements that are otherwise assumed to be entirely 

disparate wholes that then meet each other to form a, however uneasy, synthesis.  

What is lost in this formulation is that these elements of "religion" or "religious identity" 

and their boundaries are themselves in the process of formation and transformation in a 

historical relationship with other important dimensions of social life, such as markets 

and the state. 

In this project, I aim to resituate this debate onto the grounds of more 

contemporary anthropological and postcolonial theory that focuses on subject 

formation in the context of contemporary socio-cultural, economic and political forces 

and formations (Asad 2003; Hirschkind 2001a; 2001b; Mahmood 2001; 2003; 2005; 
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Silverstein 2008).  Not entirely unlike the pervasive but problematic conceptual 

confusion around the modern/traditional dichotomy, this debate, too, flounders on 

attempts to connect a specific and meaningful sense of the past as resource and 

constraint on the one hand, with an appreciation of historical contingency and change 

on the other.  Here is where, again, the notion of a specifically Islamic discursive 

tradition proves to be very useful.  Initially articulated by Asad (Asad 1986: 14-17), an 

Islamic discursive tradition has been usefully formulated by Mahmood as 

a mode of discursive engagement with sacred texts, one effect of which is the 

creation of sensibilities and embodied capacities (all the reason, affect, and 

volition) that in turn are the conditions for the tradition's reproduction 

(Mahmood 2005: 115).   

 

The modes of engagement in such traditions can range from the scholarly to the 

practical invocation of various aspects of the tradition (including texts, practices and 

sensibilities) in order to work through everyday problems and, finally, to deliberate or 

intentional practices regularly performed through disciplined application in order to 

cultivate or develop personal piety and/or a virtuous self.  Instances of such 

engagement are always subject to historical contingency, including the practical 

possibilities and limitations set up by existing power relations and social hierarchies.  

Consequently, engagements with an Islamic discursive tradition provides for both 

continuity and change in ways that cannot be predetermined.13 

                                                 
13

 Despite the fact that such traditions do have a teleology of their own, as Robinson (above) clearly 

recognizes, such teleologies, and the means of realizing them, are always subject to the modulations and 

refractions through which existing socio-historical conditions affect all reinterpretation. 
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 In sum, I approach the “problem” of secularism in India through the figure of the 

Muslim “other,” and eschew approaches that heavily overemphasize religion as an 

explanatory factor in studies of Muslim societies.  Such overemphasis represents a 

commonsensical consensus that can be found among non-academic elites both in India 

and elsewhere, where it has functioned as a useful stereotype that has legitimated 

various forms of cultural “othering” of Muslims as unfit to either wield power or 

participate fully in modern democratic societies in which sovereignty and political 

legitimacy are seen as vested in liberal institutions derived from rational thought rather 

than theocratic forms of authority inspired by divine revelation.  Formulations such as 

these privilege a notion of social identity that divorces the domain of religion from other 

facets of social life, while nevertheless insisting on the importance of a series of ethical 

and practical dispositions as conditions for participation in liberal democratic politics.  

Simultaneously, they define Islam as a set of prohibitions and imperatives so profoundly 

pervasive in social life as to be incapable of permitting its adherents to exercise 

individual ethical reasoning in a manner consistent with the normative requirements of 

liberal democracy.  Muslims, in other words, are defined in irreducibly religious terms in 

all dimensions of their lives, and consequently as incapable of modernity almost by 

definition.  On the other hand, those who are Muslim by birth but do not profess to be 

observant in matters of religion or ritual are often seen as “secular” or “moderate” but 

as not connected to the Islamic tradition in any meaningful way, as if their identity has 

been emptied of all particularity and is a symbol of a successful project of modernity 



31 
 

  

and its values.  A prominent media figure and publisher, a highly cosmopolitan Muslim 

who has been active in the Mumbai film industry for decades decried, in a discussion 

with me, what he called the "ignorant," "superstitious," and "backward" Muslims who, 

unlike himself, did not see the necessity of embracing secular values and "liberal" 

tolerance towards others.  Although he also used the word "intolerant" to describe the 

forces of Hindutva that had perpetrated violence against Muslims, his own wrath 

appeared to be directed toward Muslims who, from his point of view, gave all other 

Muslims a bad name and made them suspect.  It was as if the existence of Islam, and its 

believers, was a provocation in itself.   Indeed, the vocabulary in which such individuals 

are asked to “explain” their nominal co-religionists by others frequently draws on a 

vocabulary that emphasizes an utter conceptual void between two worlds, such as 

“backwardness,” “superstition,” “uneducated,” “ignorant,” “impressionable,” 

“fundamentalist” and “intolerant”: a vocabulary that does not allow for Muslims to 

inhabit modernity unless they disown the very traditions to which they belong, except in 

what are seen as "cultural" terms such as embodying Islamic tradition through dress and 

cuisine.  This is not a demand made of the majority Hindu population in India, and it 

constitutes the other side of a double-bind many Muslims in India experience in India as 

a uniquely marked minority.   

In subsequent chapters I offer an ethnographically grounded critique of the 

position outlined above.  At the outset, however, it is important to point out that that 

the Muslim/secular dichotomy works to obscure a central argument of this dissertation, 
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which is that many of my interlocutors have in fact accepted, with or without conscious 

deliberation, one of the major premises of the secularization thesis, which is that of the 

liberal differentiation of religion and politics.  Indeed, for some, secular democracy is a 

necessary safeguard in order to be able to live out a Muslim selfhood in India, inasmuch 

as it is seen by them as the most effective guarantor of the ability (even the right) to be 

different, and to pursue a Muslim ethics of the self, in the face of majoritarian 

persecution. 

I also argue, however, that this does not mean that secularism as a liberal project 

has been achieved in India, for the relationships between ethical communities and the 

state far exceed the forms and bounds envisaged by the classic liberal dyad of state and 

civil society, and leak into what Chatterjee has usefully called political society in which 

liberal norms are often misrecognized or suspended altogether.  In what follows, I shall 

elaborate on these arguments in terms of Muslim self formation in the city of Mumbai. 

 

AN OUTLINE OF THE WORK 

In this dissertation, I look at Muslims in Mumbai at a particular moment that is 

saturated with figures and narratives of both grave danger and great promise—

attendant to violent religious conflict on one hand, and neoliberal discourses on global 

consumption and citizenship on the other—in the various popular discourses of a city 

that is undergoing rapid change.  I analyze three main phenomena in this dissertation, 

with an eye on the meanings of secularization processes and secular dimensions of 
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everyday life:  the city of Mumbai, senior Muslim students at a madrasa (Islamic 

seminary) in south Mumbai, and a group of Muslim entrepreneurs and householders in 

south Mumbai.  In addition to the introduction and the conclusion, chapters on each of 

these as well as contextual material constitute the eight-chapter dissertation. 

In this introduction, I have discussed in broad outline some of the major debates 

on secularism and the secular, as well as in the anthropology and history of Muslim 

identity in India, in order to provide the context for recent developments in our 

understandings of religious subject formation in India.  I also raise the issue of how to 

discuss such a contested bundle of concepts such as secularism, religion, and 

community, and what frames of analysis I find most useful in addressing these two 

broad themes—Muslim identity and secularism.  Here I also introduce the context of 

violence, in which aggressive politics and especially violence have been aimed 

specifically at Muslims by Hindu nationalists (with implicit state sanction), bringing the 

question of Indian secularism into sharp relief.   

In the first chapter, I provide a genealogy of the secular in contemporary Muslim 

India by introducing some of the major developments in modern Indian Muslim history, 

and in particular the long history of revivalist movements that arose as responses to, in 

engagement with, and on the secularizing terrain of the colonial state.  I then introduce 

the Ahl-e Sunnat-wa Jama’at—the self-ascribed name of Barelvi Muslims, an informal 

appellation considered by many to loosely include the vast majority of Sunni Muslims in 

India, as well as the theological tradition to which most of those with whom I worked in 
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this study belonged.  In broad terms, I argue that in Muslim India, what we understand 

to be secularization today can be traced back to the nineteenth century in the 

encounter between Muslim India and the consolidation of a rapidly growing colonial 

state, and that the avenues and forms of secularization in colonial India have much to 

do with our understandings of “religion” and the “secular” in India today. 

In the second chapter, I begin with a discussion of the significance of knowledge 

in Muslim India, and of its institutionalization in madrasas as these went through 

transformations over time.  I also discuss the question of madrasa reform, and the 

stakes involved in the daily polemic debate around this issue.  In particular, there is the 

matter of what counts as knowledge in general, as Islamic knowledge in particular, who 

is authorized to each what kind of knowledge, and with what vision of a Muslim society 

in mind.  A broadening of syllabi in madrasas in order to teach more current subjects, 

for instance, would likely marginalize many ulama whose only expertise is in religious 

texts in addition to generating resistance from some who insist on the importance of 

religious education and would prefer that other subjects be taught elsewhere without 

impinging on the few resources available for the transmission of Islamic traditions. 

Subsequently, I shift the focus onto students at a major madrasa in the city.  

After discussing the madrasa and its place in the city as well as in the lives of its 

students, I proceed to the students themselves, whose self-formation I discuss in the 

context of popular culture, the commercial world, and their participation in and sense of 

belonging to a specific Islamic tradition.  More particularly, I emphasize both youth 
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culture and the urban environment in order to show the multifaceted and often 

contradictory imbrication of social forces in the lives of these students, revealing them 

to be highly engaged with the secularity14 of the world in which they live while also 

retaining a deep sense of ethical and performative belonging to their own particular and 

sectarian ideals of Sunni selfhood. 

In the third chapter, I provide a brief orienting introduction to the city of 

Mumbai and its environs.  I also discuss the particular neighborhood in which I 

conducted the bulk of my fieldwork, with an emphasis on its dynamics as a Muslim 

social space in the context of a large metropolis whose spaces have become increasingly 

unwelcoming, even hostile, towards Muslims. 

In the fourth chapter, I focus on young middle-class entrepreneurs and 

householders who, despite attending the same mosques and broadly belonging to the 

same Barelvi tradition, are structurally situated quite differently to this tradition than 

are the madrasa students.  As entrepreneurs and aspiring professionals, they also have 

a different relationship with the commercial world.  Here I explore such themes as piety 

and religious authority, gender, raising children, personal and professional pursuits—

both private and public—in a particular social milieu, focusing on a particular family and 

some of its social intimates and networks.  I also explore the relationships and 

                                                 
14

 By secularity, I am referring to how the “secular” is configured in a given sociopolitical context, which 

would include a mode of secularism that regulates the relationship between statist and other conceptions 

of sovereignty, as well as that complex of experiences and dimensions of social life understood to be the 

secular.  I shall elaborate on this in what follows. 
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approaches my interlocutors have to both an inherited Islamic tradition as well as 

religious difference vis-à-vis the liberal nation-state.   

In the fifth chapter, I trace the transformation of Bombay/Mumbai from a fishing 

settlement and minor entrepôt into a 21st century mega-city, as well as the ways in 

which it, and the urban in general, have been manifest in the national imagination of 

independent India.  I also discuss and contrast various transformations of the city and its 

spaces, from increased democratization and a proliferation of modes of governance and 

resistances to them on the one hand to increasingly severe economic disparities and 

greater segregation based on religious identity on the other. 

In the sixth chapter, I draw upon the common metaphor of Mumbai as "slum" 

(Nandy 1998; Rao 2006) as well as the notion of "political society" (Chatterjee 2004) in 

order to demonstrate the peculiar conditions of neglect to which even middle-class 

Muslim areas are subject, as well as to draw attention to the broad social, legal and 

economic conditions of structural vulnerability as well as alternative forms of authority 

and governance that, while tacitly acknowledged by the state, nevertheless do not 

conform to the norms and expectations characteristic of civil society, and do not share 

in its privileges.  I then discuss some of the spatial and social dynamics that characterize 

the city, paying particular attention to subject formation in relation to circuits of 

movement and networks of identity as they are lived out by young men in search of 

narratives of belonging, citizenship, ownership, and mobility in a heavily globalized, 

commercialized and urban environment.  I also contrast narratives of the revival and 
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assertion of religious identity with those of the city as cosmopolitan, accepting and 

tolerant.  Finally, I try to situate the city and its immediate environs in terms of Islamic 

history, while also tracing some of the contours of Muslim appropriation and 

domestication of local space. 

In the second, fourth and sixth chapters, I am relying on ethnographic material 

to make two broad arguments.  First, I argue that the formation of selfhood among my 

interlocutors proceeds along multiple lines and draws upon a variety of social forms and 

forces, and that to understand this process as entirely determined by something called 

"Islam" or its representatives (mullahs) is to misunderstand complex modes by which 

people engage with both inherited traditions as well as other hegemonic forces of the 

present that both impinge upon their lives and offer concrete visions of the future.  

Second, I identify what I call three sources of the self upon which my interlocutors draw 

in the course of conducting their daily lives.  These sources are varied, complex, and 

often inextricable from one another.  They include a shared Islamic tradition, liberal 

nationalist discourses, as well as forces of neoliberal globalization.  I register points of 

divergence and conflicts that these forces generate in the conduct of everyday life and 

decisionmaking, as well as the seamless flows of apparently shared logic across these 

forces that my interlocutors sometimes articulate in quotidian settings.  I also point to 

the pragmatic negotiations necessitated, as well as the tensions generated, by their 

engagements with political and economic forces that offer both promise and danger to 

projects of ethical self formation.  These are the engagements that reveal the contours 
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of the secular in Muslim Mumbai today.  Finally, I show that although both madrasa 

students and the entrepreneur/householder group of men with whom I worked were 

all, for the most part, observant Muslims, they did not necessarily pursue or inhabit the 

same modes of religiosity or apologetics.  Hence for instance, while the latter saw 

Western anti-Islamic prejudice and the anti-Muslim practices of Hindutva forces as well 

as "secular" Indian government agencies as threats to Islam, madrasa students tended 

to focus on schisms within Islam as more significant problems that faced the faith. 

In the conclusion I reiterate my critique of analytic approaches to Islam and 

Muslim social life that employ rigid dichotomies between concepts such as the religious 

and the secular, or between the traditional and the modern.  The assumed oppositions 

and discontinuities with which we often endow these conceptual pairs are misleading 

and serve to limit rather than encourage the kind of flexible analyses better suited to 

the rapid and complex transformations that characterize social life in globalizing 

capitalist societies today.  In this dissertation I try to rethink them in useful and 

productive ways, and to employ them in ways that allow us to think about continuities 

as well as subtle reinterpretations and refigurings of what is inherited from the past. 
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CHAPTER 1 

POST 18
TH

 CENTURY ISLAM IN SOUTH ASIA 

AND THE AHL-E SUNNAT WA JAMA’AT 

 

INTRODUCTION 

"Now, as far as religion is concerned, the way you and your followers made a 

mockery of it was worse than what the proverb says,  ‘ You may play as you wish, 

but will you play even with your papa's beard?’  Each and every boy who has no 

interest in religion, who has no aptitude and regard for it, who is not in a 

position to judge the matters of religion, nor even mature enough to understand 

them, who is just an ignoramus with no knowledge of religion, who is not a 

seeker of religion, who is conceited, and who just wants to be called a renovator 

of faith and a reformer of Islam, has started passing judgments on its doctrines.  

No doubt, all the people are prone to negligence in matters of religion, but those 

who have really any regard for it feel ashamed of their negligence and confessed 

their guilt (Ahmad 2002 [1888]: 234-235). 

Already in the year 1888, Nizar Ahmad’s sharp criticism of the changes wrought 

by the colonial state in Muslim India points to fundamental transformations in the 

practice of Islam, how its texts were being interpreted, and the disruptive nature of such 

changes in the social order of things.  All these changes were important antecedents of 

the challenges facing Muslims in India today, which include external assault (actual and 

perceived), internal schism, and fundamental questions about the transmission of 
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tradition and the meaning of “religion” in a transformed sociopolitical world.  As such, 

the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries provide a genealogical field that is critical 

to understanding the intertwined processes of secularization and the creation of Islam 

as a "religion" among Muslims in India. 

In this chapter I begin with a brief introduction to the historical trajectory of 

Sunni Islam in India after the fall of the Mughal Empire in the mid-nineteenth century.  

The decline of Muslim state power generated prolific and vigorous discussion and 

debate, as well as reformist movements, among Muslims on the subcontinent.  These 

debates and transformations occurred on the shifting grounds of British colonial rule 

and the transformations wrought by the colonial power in its ongoing attempts to adapt 

to, and thus codify and reify, regional and local social, economic and religious variation 

across the subcontinent.   

To a large extent, as I show below, colonial rule therefore set the terms and 

conditions of these reformists articulations.  This can be seen in many of the issues and 

themes that were discussed and the decisions that were made by various ‘ulama who 

often belonged to different movements and had a different priorities on what required 

attention.  Such differences led to the formation of different sects and schools of 

thought, one of which, the Ahl-e Sunnat wa Jama’at, I discuss in greater detail in order 

to provide a genealogical context for most of my interlocutors in the field, who belong, 

to varying degrees and with varying degrees of awareness, to this movement. 
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Finally, I provide an extended discussion on the nature of the reform movements 

in general, and that of the Ahl-e Sunnat wa Jama’at in particular, as they relate to 

secularity and and secularism in India.  As relatively modern movements despite the 

longevity of the Islamic tradition from which they draw, and having formed themselves 

in and through their engagement with a secular colonial state as well as each other, the 

processes that these movements engender do not lend themselves to easy 

categorizations such as "Islamization" or "rationalization" or even "secularization."  For 

while these movements are, as I argue below, deeply secularized in terms of the social 

realms that they occupy (divorced, for instance, from the realm of politics and state 

power; the authority of their ‘ulama usually relegated to matters of personal, family or 

inheritance law), participants in these movements range from puritanical textualists 

critical of social practices associated with mysticism (such as visitations to the tombs of 

saints) to those who, while laying claim to be no less reformist, nevertheless promote 

reform along the lines that are more open to and, indeed, encourage such practices.  

Divergences in acceptable or recommended practices of piety, the limited scope of 

authority and influence of the ‘ulama, as well as the codification and reification of the 

shari'a, all problematize any easy understanding of "Islamization," at least to the extent 

that the term is meant to indicate fundamental continuities with a classical or "un-

secularized" Islamic tradition. 

On the other hand, as I shall argue in subsequent chapters, the logic of achieving 

and maintaining a self morally consistent with ethics and notions of piety inherited from 
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the Islamic tradition is an important dimension of subject formation for those who 

belong to these movements, in this case the Ahl-e Sunnat wa Jama’at.  I am not, 

consequently, making an argument that Muslims today, Ahl-e Sunnat or otherwise, have 

become nonreligious, secular subjects through these reformist movements.  I would, 

however, argue against the notion that the reformist movements have contributed to 

the emergence of a Muslim subjectivity entirely isolated from or immune to secular 

forces that shape everything from individual subjects to communities, social movements 

and even what is understood to be "religion" itself.  I discuss the nature of the reformist 

movements and the question of the secular in the final section of this chapter. 

 

THE RISE OF REFORMIST ISLAM IN COLONIAL SOUTH ASIA 

The most powerful impetus toward reform and renewal in Muslim South Asia 

was the eighteenth-century decline of Muslim state power throughout the 

subcontinent, and the rise of rivals such as the Sikhs and the Marathas in the west and 

north-west, and subsequently the British.  The major South Asian Reformist Islamic 

movements arose as part of broad processes of community and identity formation in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, largely carried out in public spaces 

and media and around what were seen to be communally shared issues of importance.  

Such movements also emerged in conflict mostly with various other Reformist Islamic 

movements (Sanyal 1996: 2).   
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In her work on the creation of communal constituencies in north India, especially 

in the British period, Sandria Freitag has drawn loosely on Habermas’s notion of the 

public sphere to identify “public arenas” that impinged upon both imperial institutions 

of state and locally constituted groups.1  Her argument is that various publicly 

conducted activities, both formal and informal, such as religious festivals, Muharram 

mourning rituals and voluntary organizations were processes that provided “an 

alternative world to that structured by the imperial regime, providing legitimacy and 

recognition to a range of actors and values denied place in the imperial order.”  For 

Freitag, these processes provided opportunities for self-conscious choices about self 

definition, through the selective emphasis of certain symbols and motifs, “certain 

shared values and behaviors”, that led to a new and often empowering sense of 

community even as they simultaneously created an “Other” outside the boundaries they 

constructed (Freitag 1989: 6, 13; Sanyal 1996: 2-3). 

Freitag’s insight provides a useful approach to contextualizing both the rise of 

the reform movements in general and the differences between them.  Her argument 

applies to various groups in the subcontinent that emerged with what she calls a 

                                                 
1
 In distinguishing her use of “public arenas” from Habermas’s concept of “public sphere,” Freitag points 

out that she is “not examining a universe that emerged only with the coming of national and territorial 

states, nor one based on free and equal participation conditioned by access to information and the impact 

of public opinion.”  She emphasizes the nature of the colonial state, its ideological structure and ritual 

relationships with the governed populace, as not conducive to the more direct relationship between state 

and individual that, in Habermas’s usage, enabled the emergence of the “public sphere” in England and 

the continent.  See Freitag (1989): 19, 182-84.  For Habermas’s well known discussion on the emergence 

of the bourgeois public sphere in England, France and Germany, see (Habermas 1991)  See, especially, pp. 

14-43. 
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“politicized community identity” or, more specifically, drawing on Kenneth Jones’ 

definition of communalism, a 

consciously-shared religious heritage which becomes the dominant form of 

identity for a given segment of society.  [In South Asia, this also involves] a 

reinterpreted history, coupled with a new conceptualization of the world and the 

position of the identity group in that world” (Jones 1978: 39). 

 

In the case of the Muslim reformist movements, these processes of community 

formation had implications for relations between and among Muslim groups, as well as 

between Muslim groups and non-Muslims, including the colonial regime.  While most of 

the widely followed debates that contributed to constituting the reformist groups 

focused more on renewing or reforming Muslim communities themselves, rather than 

explicitly highlighting colonial rule or the colonial regime per se as their key object either 

as an impetus to or as involved in reform, Freitag’s argument usefully draws attention to 

the shifting nature of, as well as the social and political forces that constituted, the very 

terrain on which these debates and conflicts took place. 

Colonial rule had substantial political, economic, social and cultural ramifications 

for society in general in the subcontinent, and Muslim societies were no exception.  

Indeed, Muslims were hit particularly hard by the collapse of political structures of 

authority that underwrote Muslim interests and, at least ideally, patronized Muslim 

public culture and social identity and fostered religious learning.  Economic and socio-

cultural impacts of British colonial rule in India were no less disastrous.  The much-

studied Permanent Settlement of Bengal of 1793 failed miserably at its attempt to 
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create a permanent gentry in Bengal based on the English model of private property by 

destroying land productivity and drastically reducing the condition of Bengali peasant 

society, much of which was Muslim.  Demands to grow indigo, a risky crop whose 

markets varied with fashions in Europe; the demand for opium as a means of replacing 

bullion to pay for tea from China; as well as the replacement of hand woven cloth by 

flooding the markets with cheap machine made cloth from England, all had disastrous 

effects on local industry, especially that in textiles.  In addition to colonial land revenue 

assessments, these demands contributed to magnified pressures on the land.  By the 

nineteenth century, the north was well on its way to becoming a typically colonial 

economy with the export of raw materials and the import of finished products.  

Furthermore, for about the first decade after the Revolt of 1857, the British singled out 

Muslim upper and middle classes in particular for deliberate repression, holding them 

primarily responsible for the revolt (Hardy 1972: 19-91; Metcalf 1982: 3; Metcalf and 

Metcalf 2006: 75-81; Schimmel 1980: 150-215; Sikand 2005a: 68; Smith 1943: 190-191; 

Stein 1998: 212-214, 246-249). 

In addition, colonial ideological and bureaucratic demands required uniformity 

and predictability in such fields as law and education in the colony.  The intimate 

connection between knowledge and power has received much attention in recent years, 

and has in particular been explored in relation to modern state-formation—both 

colonial and in general.  Following Foucault, the argument here is that knowledge and 

power are not merely symbiotic in terms of reinforcing each other but are actually 
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inseparable, each being a form of the other, and this has important social and cultural 

effects (Foucault 1979: 27; Williams 1977: 108-114, 128-135).  In the context of colonial 

India, Cohn describes how the British imposed their own forms of knowing and thinking 

on the “facts” they encountered in India in trying to render intelligible what was not 

only a different territory but also a different epistemological space—an effort, in Scott’s 

terms, to render “legible,” and thus manageable, what were to them opaque local 

knowledges and processes (Cohn 1997a: 4-5; Scott 1998: 2-4; Scott, Mathias and 

Tehranian 2002: 4-6). 

The codification and reification of various aspects of Indian social and cultural 

processes, no matter how heterogeneous, were consequently intrinsic to colonial rule.2  

Nowhere was this more the case than with Indian judicial practices, in which the content 

and procedures of legal decision-making were transformed and the administrators of 

judicial law were sidelined.  Beginning with the East India Company’s acquisition of the 

authority to collect and administer revenues in Bengal, Bihar and Orissa in the mid 

eighteenth century, control of judicial administration began to shift to British officers.  

Initially qazis (judges) continued to administer justice under Company supervision.  As 

the Company set up a new judicial system with separate criminal and civil courts as well 

                                                 
2
 Cohn’s is the paradigmatic essay that first raised the issue of the “objectifying” social effects of colonial 

census operations (Cohn 1990a).  Dirks discusses the reification of caste as a category in colonial social 

analysis of South Asia, and its effects on self-conscious claims to identity in post-colonial India (Dirks 

1998).  Bayly modulates Dirks’ arguments somewhat although agreeing with his insight into the reifying 

and intensifying effects of colonial rule (Bayly 1999).  Mani shows the colonial reification and 

authorization of aspects of Brahmanical scripture as “authentic cultural tradition,” despite inadequate or 

contrary evidence, in British attempts to control Indian social behaviour, and the significant consequences 

this had for women in (Mani 1990). 
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as appellate courts, however, their role slowly became one of assisting British officials, 

and eventually the position of qazi was abolished.   

British reluctance to depend on local scholars, whom they distrusted and saw as 

arbitrary, however, combined with their policy of religious neutrality in the colony, to 

temper any attempt at a wholesale elimination of native laws and customs.  There 

certainly was relative consensus amongst colonial administrators as well as policy 

makers in London that native morality was in need of “improvement” by the civilizing 

effects of colonial rule.  In practice, however, the British government remained 

concerned that Indians would be offended by any direct assault on their religious beliefs 

(Viswanathan 1989: 12-13, 36).3  Hence a 1772 regulation that provided that 

in all suits regarding inheritance, succession, marriage and caste and other 

religious usages or institutions, the laws of the Koran with respect to 

Mahomedans, and those of the Shaster with respect to the Gentoos [Hindus] 

shall invariably be adhered to; on all such occasions the Moulvies or Brahmins 

shall respectively attend to expound the law, and they shall sign the report and 

assist in passing the decree” (Rudolph and Rudolph 2001: 39, cited in Sikand 

2005). 

 

Muftis and pandits hence continued to advise British judges on matters of personal law 

until 1864, when their attachment to various courts was abolished . 

The dual (if contradictory) imperatives, of both codifying the law and maintaining 

judicial practices that could be seen as consistent with native religion, were achieved by 

                                                 
3
 Viswanathan’s argument focuses on colonial educational policies and the role of evangelicals and 

missionaries in particular, but the arguments, particularly between the Anglicists (who argued for the 

rejection of all native literature and custom and its replacement by European culture) and the Orientalists 

(who maintained a respect for native literary and cultural products and insisted they not be rejected), as 

well as many of the same major voices, were also very much involved in colonial administrative policies 

more broadly, including judicial ones.  I elaborate briefly on Orientalists and Anglicists in the section on 

education in my discussion on contemporary madrasas and reform in the next chapter. 
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the selective establishment of new and fixed sets of law and precedent that retained 

none of the their past dynamism or contextual specificity (Messick 1993: 54-70).  A 

limited number of texts were identified as authoritative, and these were invested with 

almost exclusive authority as the bases of judicial practice in British courts on Muslim 

personal law.  The shari’a was thus now implemented only in relation to personal status 

(marriage, divorce, children and inheritance), and Muslim judges and officials as Muslim 

administrators of Islamic law were removed from the judicial system altogether. The 

consequences for the ‘ulama were that they were marginalized as administrators and, 

crucially, interpreters of the law, since no Islamic legal training was required to 

administer the new legal hybrid that combined legal classics with English common law.  

The possibility (indeed, reality) of non-Muslims, especially those with no Islamic legal 

training, legitimately administering Muslim law was difficult for the ‘ulama to accept, 

and many reverted to arguing that in the absence of qualified Muslim judges, the only 

recourse for a devout believer was to abide stringently by the letter of the law in the 

most literal sense (Cohn 1997b: 75; Zaman 2002: 21-27).  This is a significant point to 

note, inasmuch as it demonstrates that the phenomenon of a highly literalist 

conservatism among Muslims has less to do with unsophisticated hermeneutic practices 

than with the influence of British colonial legal policy.  But at least as importantly, and 

more to the point of the central argument of this dissertation, is that this 

transformation was also a process of secularization of a sort, inasmuch as an entire 

tradition of sacralized hermeneutics was displaced by a hermeneutics that now simply 
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required an everyday literacy—a shift from from the sacralized to the secular in its 

worldly, everyday sense. 

The relegation of Muslim law to a limited, "personal" sphere, as well as the 

restructuring of the judicial landscape that led to an extreme form of literal legal 

interpretation amongst Muslims, both threatened to severely undermine the ‘ulama.  As 

early as the eighteenth century, the political fragmentation of the Mughal empire had 

led ‘ulama to judge “moral and religious failure to be the cause of the evident political 

and social failure of the times”.  This diagnosis constituted a major challenge to the 

‘ulama commitment to carry out what they saw as their duty, safeguarding the 

intellectual tradition of Islam.  Once formal non-Muslim rule was established, ‘ulama 

moved to an increasing emphasis on such new forms of legal advice as fatawa (sing. 

fatwa), which were now given directly to believers who asked for guidance rather than 

in the traditional style in which they were issued in court by a court official, the mufti, 

for the guidance of local qazis or judges (Metcalf 1982: 29, 49-50).  This marginalization 

of both Islamic law and its interpreters was part of a broader process whereby Islam was 

slowly transformed from a legal and moral system relevant to the workings of various 

aspects of a polity into a "religion," distinct unto itself both as an abstract category and, 

socially, from the domain in which power was negotiated.  Worth noting here, too, is 

that a conceptual transformation is required in our approach to “religion” as a category 

of human sociocultural phenomena if we notice, in its genealogy, that it is being 

produced by a process of secularization. 
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MUSLIMS AND ISLAMIC MOVEMENTS IN POST-18
TH

 CENTURY SOUTH ASIA 

Tracing the general trajectory and content of reformist discourse in response to 

this state of affairs yields much insight into the nature of the various approaches and 

issues that occupied various groups of reformist ‘ulama at the time.  Most of the major 

Islamic reformist movements in India trace their intellectual lineage to the renowned 

eighteenth century Delhi theologian and saint Shah Waliullah (1703-1762).  A keen 

analyst of the relationship between rulers and the ‘ulama, Shah Waliullah emphasized 

the need for appropriate political leadership and religious guidance to complement it.  

He is known to have tried and failed to invite various Muslim rulers to Delhi to take up 

and stabilize Muslim rule and establish a polity in which the ‘ulama would play an 

important role.  But he is better known for his mastery of the Islamic intellectual 

tradition, and his success in synthesizing, consolidating and systematizing vast bodies of 

the Islamic intellectual tradition so as to make it more accessible for his times.  One of 

his most important achievements was to bring the hadith (sayings or traditions that 

have been traced to the Prophet through an unbroken chain) from a relatively 

peripheral object of study for the ‘ulama to a far more central position.  He was critical 

of taqlid (imitation of precedent), arguing that the “door to ijtihad [reasoning]”, in the 

classical phrasing, was not closed.  Shah Waliullah further advocated the need to follow 

all the four mazhabs of Islamic law, and to use that which best accorded with the hadith 

in a given case.  He also emphasized, however, the need for only qualified ‘ulama to 
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conduct ijtihad, and despite his insistence on the need for people to approach the 

Qur’an directly (going so far as to translate it from Arabic into Persian), he suggested 

that people consult a teacher if in doubt (Metcalf 1982: 39-45; Sanyal 1996: 43; Sikand 

2005a: 48-51). 

Shah Waliullah is also known to have greatly influenced a major issue in Indian 

Sufism, that of wahdutu’l-wujud, literally the Unity of Being, also called ontological or 

existential monism, a position associated with the thirteenth century Spanish mystic ibn 

al-Arabi.  Proponents, who emphasized the singleness of God, assigned creation merely 

“an illusory empirical existence”, and argued that this existence “had to obliterate itself 

(fana) in the Existence that alone subsists (baqa).  For such an identity to be possible, 

the human spirit has to be a direct emanation from the Divine.”  Critics of this position 

argued that if anything, this view “denie[d] tauhid, the unity and transcendence of God, 

and encourage[d] the believer to be lax in matters of the law.”  The late sixteenth-early 

seventeenth century Naqshbandi Sufi in India, Shaikh Ahmad Sirhindi, argued that the 

experience of wahdutu’l-wujud was merely a perception of unity that was actually 

superseded by a more spiritually developed understanding of the unreality of Unity of 

Being, and of the reality of the transcendence of God.  This ability to understand the 

unreality of Unity of Being, and to achieve the more developed one of the 

transcendence of God, is referred to by the phrase wahdutu’sh-shuhud or Unity of 

Witness (phenomenological monism).  Shah Waliullah, in his attempt to resolve this 

issue, argued that the wujudi position, if correctly understood, actually confirmed the 
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shuhudi one, since “the whole universe is pervaded by a common existence… an 

existence both immanent and transcendent, but beyond that existence is the Original 

Existence of God.”  Shah Waliullah’s intervention is understood to have contributed to 

the continued dominance of the wujudi position in Indian Sufism today, though he 

himself cautioned that discretion be used in discussing such subtle and complex matters 

that had the ability to mislead.  Perhaps more importantly, his was seen as a rational 

explanation and reconciliation of both doctrines, and was instrumental in facilitating the 

acceptance of the wahdutu’l-wujud position among most scholars, who had earlier 

found it to be unacceptably pantheistic.  His reconciliation was also seen as ending an 

important conflict between opposing groups of metaphysicians.  Finally, Shah Waliullah 

also criticized what he saw as illegitimate innovations that he saw in the popular 

practices of Sunni Muslims, including prostration before the tombs of Sufis and 

participation in Shi’a mourning rituals at Muharram (Khan 1996: 1069; Metcalf 1982: 39-

43). 

Shah Waliullah’s influence and the scope of his interests and pronouncements 

contributed to a broader pattern in which the ‘ulama began to emerge, paradoxically, as 

increasingly powerful and authoritative in their claims to represent all Muslims.  No 

longer did a Muslim ruler guarantee the privileges of the ‘ulama or the Islamic character 

of the state.  Until now most court ‘ulama and those of the ashraf classes (well-born; 

usually descendents of the Prophet or his companions) had demonstrated little interest 
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in the vast majority of Indian Muslims who were ajlaf
4 or of “low” origin, viewing their 

nominal identification as Muslim as sufficient marks of their Muslim identity.  The threat 

of non-Muslim political encroachment, as has been pointed out above, raised new 

challenges and problems for the ashraf ‘ulama.  Without Muslim state patronage, the 

‘ulama now had no ready means to restore the earlier balance between themselves and 

the political leadership.  Unlike various pirs who, as Sufi teachers and guides, had bases 

of support in local followers and wealthy shrines, the ‘ulama had no such broad support 

(Metcalf 1982: 28-29).  In response, reformist ‘ulama reached out to ordinary Muslims 

in their attempts to bolster Muslim community identity, thus providing non-ashraf 

Muslims access to ashraf symbols of status and the possibility of enhanced social 

mobility.  Many non-ashraf responded enthusiastically for a range of reasons including 

reformist zeal, critique of self-indulgent high-culture, or upward mobility (Sikand 2005a: 

52-56).  Reformers also demonstrated an urgent new willingness to take up spaces and 

tools associated with modernity, such as the printing press, in order to meet the 

challenges they faced (Robinson 2000a: 76-77).5  The medium of print—whether 

newspapers, pamphlets (risalas), or books—was to have a large and lasting impact on 

                                                 
4
 In personal correspondence, the historian Richard Eaton has pointed out that although the word "ajlaf" 

is common in British Census reports as an Arabic term, it appears to be entirely absent from primary 

written sources.  While I have encountered it in the secondary literature, I nevertheless did not hear it 

used by any of my interlocutors in the field, whether in reference to themselves or others.  I am grateful 

to Professor Eaton for his observation and shall take up his suggestion that I instead use the term "non-

Ashraf" henceforth in this dissertation. 
5
 See also in the same essay Robinson’s discussion on the reasons why print technology was taken up so 

recently in South Asian Islam. 
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the formation and propagation of reformist groups, not least the Ahl-e Sunnat (Sanyal 

1996: 4). 

As a consequence of their intensity, topical scope, and vastly magnified reach, 

these movements of reform also generated passionate debate and controversy, with 

different dimensions of the broad movement for reforms emphasized or criticized by 

different groups.  One of Shah Waliullah’s sons, Shah ‘Abdul ‘Aziz, wrote a series of 

fatawa that was widely interpreted as saying that north India (Hindustan) was no longer 

dar ul Islam (the abode of Islam) but was now dar ul harb (an abode of war).6  Most of 

the relevant fatawa written by Shah ‘Abdul ‘Aziz that actually discussed the political 

situation in India, however, appear to have been responses to economic concerns, often 

related to employment.  Thus for instance, his emphasis on British power made it 

possible for Muslims to make profitable economic decisions that could only be made in 

the context of living in dar ul harb, such as charging interest, or owning slaves 

unconditionally.  Similarly, he ruled that Muslims could legitimately learn English and 

take employment under the British as long as they did not oppress other Muslims.  

Issuing fatawa, thus, had become one of the major activities of the ‘ulama as a means of 

sustaining and guiding a community on a variety of matters, from faith to daily life and 

behaviour. 

                                                 
6
 For a discussion on the fatawa of Shah ‘Abdul ‘Aziz, and particularly on the ambiguities of the ideas of 

dar ul harb and dar ul Islam, both in the fatawa in particular and in Hanafi law in particular, see Metcalf 

1982. 
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Not all the younger ‘ulama of Shah ‘Abdul ‘Aziz’s own family, however, were 

satisfied with this pragmatic and gradualist approach.  His nephew, one of Shah 

Waliullah’s grandsons, Shah Isma’il, along with his charismatic teacher Sayyed Ahmed, 

actually led a large messianic movement of followers from across northern India to the 

Afghan borderlands, where they set up a territory to be ruled according to their own 

interpretation of the sharia, an Islamic territory from which they could conduct a jihad.  

Pathan tribesmen of the area, however, fought these mujahidin (those waging a 

legitimate war against non-Muslims) whose puritanical ideas about Islam they saw as 

violating their own traditions.  When the mujahidin fought the Sikh rulers of the Punjab, 

some Pathans even joined the Sikhs.  The movement mostly ended in 1831, when the 

leaders of the movement, including Shah Isma’il and Sayyed Ahmed, perished in battle.  

This was the only serious attempt at a military solution to restore Muslim rule to India, 

and despite some sporadic efforts by followers of the movement to continue the 

strategy, it was defeated by the British by mid-century (Metcalf 1982: 49-62; Sikand 

2005a: 56-57). 

Shah Isma’il himself appears to have been influenced by the Arabian puritan and 

reformer Muhammad ibn ‘Abdul Wahhab, and had produced works modeled on the 

latter’s work.  In them, he argued for strict adherence to the shari’a and emulating the 

Prophetic model.  He argued for the absolute transcendence of God and criticized Sufis 

for ‘un-Islamic’ practices and for compromising monotheism, arguing in particular 

against regarding Sufis and prophets as able to intercede with God on behalf of people.  
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He insisted that the Prophet Muhammad was a mere human, although a very pious one, 

but more radically, he also denied Sufi claims of the Prophet’s unseen powers, which he 

called shirk (associating others with God).  Many ‘ulama who were also Sufis, as well as 

his own family members, fiercely opposed and argued vehemently against these ideas 

(Sikand 2005a: 57-58). 

The majority of Sunnis in South Asia had never supported the mujahidin 

movement led by Sayyed Ahmed, and most were also critical of Shah Isma’il’s views; the 

collapse of their movement marked the beginning of major rifts among Sunnis.  The Ahl-

e Sunnat wa Jama’at is one of three major movements to have emerged from this 

heated context.  Those supporters of the mujahidin who remained hostile to Sufism and 

were critical of the practice of taqlid in the four major mazhabs (schools of fiqh) formed 

the ‘Ahl-i Hadith (People of the Prophetic Tradition).  Those who accepted the four 

mazhabs, and who insisted that taqlid be followed unless novel situations arose that 

were not already addressed by existing fiqh, in which case only the ‘ulama should 

undertake ijtihad, were the Deobandis, whose madrasa in Deoband is the most 

influential madrasa in South Asia.  Deobandis also did not oppose Sufis so much as 

certain practices, which they advocated be reformed along what they saw as 

appropriate lines.  Finally, and ranged in vehement opposition against both the Ahl-i 

Hadith and the Deobandis, was the ‘Ahl-e Sunnat wa Jama’at.  They insisted on the 

centrality of Sufism in Islam, and defended various practices associated with the cults of 

saints.  They also argued for taqlid, and argued against ijtihad as undermining the 
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shari’a as the law of the Prophet (Sikand 2005a: 58-60).  The major distinction between 

the Ahl-e Sunnat and the other reformist groups such as the Deobandis and the Ahl-e 

Hadith thus had to do with their outlook on how the transcendent was related to this 

world.  The Ahl-e Sunnat embraced all aspects of Sufism, including the importance of 

saintly mediators, miracles, and instances of holiness in the present (Sanyal 2005: xi).  

All three movements live on through large networks of madrasas in contemporary India. 

 

THE AHL-E SUNNAT WA JAMA’AT 

Often called Barelwi Muslims in South Asia, the Ahl-e Sunnat wa Jama’at are one 

of the major groups to have emerged out of the “reform” movements in South Asian 

Islam over the course of the eighteenth through the twentieth centuries—essentially 

the period of the decline of Muslim political power in the Gangetic heartland and the 

rise of British imperial power.  Those who identify with the movement themselves reject 

the appelation Barelwi, however.  The term Barelwi is a geographical marker associated 

with Ahmad Riza Khan (1856-1921), who resided in Bareilly in present-day Uttar 

Pradesh.  Ahmad Riza Khan was the most senior ‘alim (religious scholar) of the 

movement as well as its acknowledged mujaddid (renewer) of the thirteenth century 

AH, seen as having given renewed purpose and direction to its followers to follow the 

Prophetic way.  Rather than seeing themselves as a newly founded movement, Ahl-e 

Sunnat wa Jama’at see themselves as simply continuing along a path newly renewed, 
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the path of the broader Sunni community, whom their name claims to represent: 

“people of the (Prophet’s) way, and the majority community” (Sanyal 1996: 8-9).7 

As by far the most prominent, influential and central, ‘alim of the movement, 

Ahmed Riza Khan provides the most accessible point of entry for identifying some of the 

major beliefs of the Ahl-e Sunnat.  In his own fatawa, he identified what he called the 

“fundamentals of the faith”, based on three factors:  clear verses of the Qur’an that are 

not open to a variety of interpretations; widely known and accepted hadith; and the 

consensus (ijma) of the Muslim community.  These beliefs included: 

The unity of Allah, the prophethood of Muhammad, heaven and hell, the 

delights and punishments of the grave, the questioning of the dead, the 

reckoning on the day of judgement, belief in the prophets, in the corporeal 

existence of the angels, including the Angel Gabriel through whom Muhammad 

received the revelations contained in the written Qur’an, in the jinn and Satan, 

and the occurrence of miracles (Friedmann 1989: 160). 

 

These beliefs constituted the “articles of faith” or aqida, and were mandatory; as 

Friedmann has argued in his discussion of the Ahmadi8 position on other religions, 

however similar they might be to Islam, “[f]aith is…indivisible: even the rejection of one 

                                                 
7
 The phrase “Ahl-e Sunnat wa Jama’at” historically describes the prescribed ideal for Sunni Muslims: 

“that all Muslims should follow the sunnah, the example of the Prophet, and should constitute one, 

united community.”  Using this phrase to designate one’s own movement, therefore, is a claim to 

representing Sunni orthodoxy.  This is particularly the case given that even opponents of the movement, 

or those that the movement opposed, also used the phrase to signify this ideal rather than the movement 

that claims its name.  See (Mujeeb 1995: 57, 449).  Following Sanyal, I use the phrase here both out of 

respect for, and in order to better understand, those who identify with it, while recognizing the confusing 

nature of the term.  See the discussion in Sanyal (1996), 8-9.  I should note that the phrase “Ahl-e Sunnat 

wa Jama’at” was never used in conversation with my interlocutors, who used the more common term 

“Sunni” to describe themselves, although the implications of using that term are the same.   
8
 The Ahmadi movement was founded by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, and was highly controversial among 

Sunnis.  For major points of contention, see Friedmann 1989.  Sanyal has pointed out the irony of the 

criteria of the indivisibility of faith being applied by other Indian ‘ulama to Mirza Ghulam Ahmed himself 

in judging him an unbeliever. 
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essential article places the person outside the pale” (Friedmann 1989: 160; Sanyal 2005: 

104). 

Ahmad Reza Khan’s thought in the spiritual realm was defined by his highest 

priority, which was closeness to God.  In the scholarly sphere, he accorded highest value 

to the amount of knowledge a person had.  On both counts, the Prophet Muhammad 

came first, followed by other prophets, who in turn were followed by ‘Abd al-Qadir Jilani 

Baghdadi (d. 1166), the founder of the Qadiri order to which Ahmad Reza belonged.  

The founder of the Qadiri Sufi order was then followed by the ‘ulama and sufi shaikhs 

and pirs (Sufi masters who had disciples).  Ahmad Reza’s general outlook was thus based 

on a fundamentally hierarchical order with God followed by the Prophet, ‘Abd al-Qadir 

Jilani, and his own pir, in that order, providing the successive tiers of the hierarchy of 

spiritual authority (Sanyal 2005: 63, 76-77, 87).  This pattern of beliefs broadly follows 

what Eaton, in his discussion of the shrine of the well-known Sufi saint Baba Farid, has 

described as a hierarchy that has mediation as its organizing principle.  In addition to the 

mediation of intercession, Eaton also points to a mediation that linked local Muslims to 

the broader Islamic tradition, while creating Islamic figures and traditions grounded in 

South Asia so that local Muslims did not have to look exclusively to West Asia and the 

Hejaz for spiritual inspiration (Eaton 2000b: 216, 224).9   

                                                 
9
 As Eaton describes folk Islamic practices organized around the shrines of Sufi saints, their hierarchically 

organized and mediating functions extended to both religious and political dimensions.  After the collapse 

of Muslim political rule, the shrines attained an enhanced religious status in their devotees’ estimation, 

while their political authority was greatly reduced.  See (Eaton 2000a: 232).  In the same essay, Eaton also 
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Another prominent element of Ahmad Reza’s worldview was his love of the 

Prophet.  Ahmad Reza aspired to follow the Prophet’s sunna (“way”) in every detail of 

his life, from his gestures to his speech, his movements and habits or prayer, even which 

foot he put forward and when, and so on.  He was devoted to the Prophet, and followed 

the mystical tradition in which Muhammad was seen as “created out of God’s light,” 

was God’s beloved, and was the mediator between God and the Muslim believer in the 

“here and now,” (that is, it was not only on judgment day that such mediation 

occurred).  His affection for the Prophet was also evident in the verses he wrote 

celebrating and appreciating the Prophet.  On the second of his two Hajj pilgrimages to 

Mecca, in 1905-06, Ahmad Riza spent a month in Medina, including spending almost all 

the Prophet’s birthday celebrations at the Prophet’s tomb, from where he believed the 

Prophet prayed, meditated with God, and offered intercession on behalf of various 

people before God (Sanyal 2005: 76, 87-88, 96-100).  Such beliefs are related to the 

physical and spiritual beauty and miracles associated with the Prophet, but they go 

beyond such phenomena to a deep appreciation of and affection for the personality of 

the Prophet as well (Schimmel 1985: 4-8, 24-48, passim; Smith 1943: 68-75).  Clearly, for 

Ahmad Riza, the Prophet also serves here as the ideal for cultivating the morally realized 

self, a self who has acquired the ability to employ “the will in proper discrimination of 

                                                                                                                                                 
shows the ambiguous nature of the divide between what was seen as Islamic law or the shari’a on the 

one hand, and local custom on the other. 
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correct order, behavior, and taste”: a person with adab and, consequently, a person fit 

to wield moral authority (Metcalf 1984: 2-3, 17).10   

Finally, Ahmad Riza and his movement endorsed, and even emphasized the 

importance of, various Sufi rituals that other reformist movements frowned upon.  The 

Ahl-e Sunnat celebrated ritualized celebrations of the ‘urs (death anniversary, lit. 

marriage or union with the divine) of saints or pirs, occasions which were strongly 

criticized by the Ahl-e Hadith, and heavily regulated by the Deobandis.  Ahmad Riza 

himself marked such occasions by reciting the entire Qur’an, as well as poetry praising 

the Prophet (n’at), and delivering a sermon at the mosque in which he discussed his 

own pir, Shah Al-e Rasul, Shaikh ‘Abd al-Qadir, as well as the Prophet.  Other ‘ulama also 

delivered sermons on such occasions.  Prized relics (such as a hair of the Prophet) would 

sometimes be viewed.  Celebrations at such events would draw thousands of 

participants, and would go on for days (Sanyal 2005: 100-102).  These activities were 

and continue to be important to the Ahl-e Sunnat in particular, but also for many 

devotees of saints—Muslim or otherwise—across South Asia in general.  The ‘urs is also 

important in providing a public forum for conducting meetings and propagating various 

views critical of other maslaks (Sanyal 1996: 90). 

                                                 
10

 A difficult word to translate into English, adab has both broader and narrower, contextually specific 

meanings.  In general, it encompasses conscious training and discipline, as well as “the respect or 

deference one properly formed and trained shows to those who deserve it.” It also denotes one who is 

urbane and is familiar with high culture and literary ideals.  In Sufi usage, finally, it refers to internal 

qualities and external behaviours associated with closeness to the divine.  For an extended discussion, see 

Metcalf (1984: 2-3, 17).  Some more recent usages of the word have narrowed it to referring to the 

cultivation and knowledge required, not for conducting a highly cultivated life, but for specific tasks or 

fields of activity.  For an etymology and classical bibliography of the term, see Gabrieli (1960: 175-176).  

Finally, see Lapidus (1984). 
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A number of debates and points of contention surrounded interpretations of the 

basic Muslim articles of faith listed above, as well as those beliefs and practices more 

specific to Ahl-e Sunnat and/or various other reformist movements.  Ahmad Riza himself 

identified four groups of Indian ‘ulama whose leaders he thought to be unbelievers.  He 

castigated the Ahmadiyya, particularly for the claims to prophethood and closeness to 

God made by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, the founder of the Ahmadi movement.  The other 

three groups were all what Ahmad Riza Khan called Wahhabis, by which he meant those 

who were disrespectful toward the Prophet, not necessarily those who were linked 

directly to the Wahhabi movement in nineteenth century Arabia.  The first group of 

these ‘ulama, he claimed, believed that the world was only one out of seven, and that 

each had a prophet like Muhammad, thus denying the finality of the Prophet 

Muhammad.  The second group of Wahhabis, he argued, believed that God can lie 

should He wish to.  This was in reference to a Deobandi ‘alim who had made a 

hypothetical statement about the absolute power of God, but which Ahmad Riza Khan 

took to be a denial of the basic Muslim profession of faith (the shahada or kalima), 

whose first part is “There is no God but God”.  The final group Ahmad Riza Khan 

criticized believed, he claimed, that Satan exceeded the Prophet in knowledge and that 

the Prophet had only partial knowledge of the unseen.  Here again Ahmad Riza was 

referring to a Deobandi ‘alim who had cited a controversial hadith suggesting that the 

Prophet Muhammad did not know what lay on the other side of a wall. 
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In all four cases, although most emphatically in the first, Ahmad Riza Khan 

declared that the ‘ulama concerned were unbelievers (kafirs) and apostates (murtadd) 

from Islam.  Ahmad Riza went so far as to secure support from twenty ‘ulama from 

Mecca, and another thirteen from Medina, from three different schools of law, to add 

authority to a 1906 fatwa that made these declarations (Sanyal 2005: 105-107).  In 

response, Deobandis in India began responding to Ahmad Riza with fatawa of their own, 

leading to what has been called a “fatwa war”, with hundreds of signatures being 

collected from various ‘ulama and shaikhs, as well as others, testifying that Deobandis 

were “Sunni Hanafi Muslims.”  Deobandis were further embarrassed by being 

associated with the politically disruptive connotations of the name Wahhabi; for their 

part, they claimed to have been misrepresented to those Meccans and Medinans who 

signed their support for Ahmad Riza’s fatwa (Metcalf 1982: 310). 

Ahmad Riza also differed with many Muslim leaders on political issues.  This was 

particularly so in the case of two of the most significant anti-colonial agitations of the 

time, the Khilafat and non-cooperation movements.11  Ahmad Riza thought both 

                                                 
11

 The Khilafat movement, lasting roughly from 1918-1924, was waged against Britain’s actions against the 

Ottoman Empire in the wake of World War I, and in particularly against threats to the prestige of the 

Caliphate (Khilafat), seen as the institutional, if nominal, successor of the early caliphs of Islam, and a 

rallying point for Muslims in the face of nineteenth-century European colonial expansion.  The Khilafat 

movement was also related to a growing pan-Islamism in India after the first decade of the twentieth 

century, as well as renewed anti-British feelings amongst Indian Muslims related to the partition of Bengal 

and its subsequent revocation (Sanyal 1996: 275, 285-286).  For a detailed discussion of Muslim 

perspectives on the partition of Bengal, see chapters 6 and 7 in (Hardy 1972: 147-197).  Finally, Minault 

has argued that the khilafat movement should also be seen as an attempt to create a pan-Indian Islamic 

identity (“to reconcile Islamic identity with Indian nationality”), and cautions against overestimating pan-

Islamic identity as a major factor (Minault 1982: 1-11).  The movement collapsed when the Turks 

themselves abolished the caliphate in 1924.  For an overview of the first phase of the non-cooperation 
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movements were profoundly misguided.  He was against allying with Hindus, whose 

interests (as pagans and polytheists) he took to be intrinsically opposed to those of 

Muslims, while antagonizing the British, who were at least “people of the book.”  Even 

politically, he argued in a 1920 fatwa, at least the British had desisted from interfering in 

Muslims’ internal and religious affairs, while Hindus had actively tried to do the 

opposite, like refusing to allow Muslims to sacrifice cows during ‘Id festivities.  While 

some Deobandi ‘ulama also had similar views, they were generally drowned out in the 

political atmosphere of the time, in which both the non-cooperation and the khilafat 

movements had, for a time, a great deal of popular support amongst both Muslims and 

Hindus (Sanyal 2005: 110-111).   

Differences and splits began to arise in the movement toward the end of Ahmad 

Riza’s life.  In her biography, Sanyal suggests that these fissures were partially related to 

the rise of the press and be increasingly anonymous nature of the transactions between 

Ahmad Riza and his followers, owing to which the weight of his personal ties and 

charisma were minimized as an influential factor contributing to his cause.  They were 

also related to the increased politicization of a younger generation of Muslims in British 

India—in the midst of various anticolonial movements such as the non-cooperation, 

quit-India, and Khilafat movements—a phenomenon discouraged and criticized by 

Ahmad Riza, who eschewed political participation in favor of internal reform amongst 

Muslims along religious lines in keeping with the shar’ia (Sanyal 2005: 78-80, 118-122).  

                                                                                                                                                 
movement, a series of disparate campaigns under the broad rubric of Gandhian nationalist leadership, see 

(Metcalf and Metcalf 2006: 175-185). 



65 
 

  

Ahmad Reza's position on eschewing political action and emphasizing a realm of religion 

as distinct from the political arena, appears to have been inherited from earlier Muslim 

thinkers who, in the aftermath of British political ascendancy, withdrew explicitly Islamic 

critique and debate from an active engagement with the state and directed it at internal 

reform.  To this extent, the Ahl-e Sunnat wa Jama’at position appears to be at its very 

outset a product of the redefinition of the scope and proper jurisdiction of religion by 

the secularizing colonial state. 

 

THE NATURE OF REFORM AND THE QUESTION OF THE SECULAR 

Points of difference from other reformist movements have led some to suggest 

that the Ahl-e Sunnat was not a reformist movement at all so much as a reaction to 

reform.  As Usha Sanyal suggests in her landmark work on the Ahl-e Sunnat, however, 

not only is the Ahl-e Sunnat position more nuanced than simply a refusal of all reform, it 

emerged as a reform movement in and through its opposition to the other reform 

movements, and participated on the very discursive terrain, and in the vocabulary, of 

the reform movements it so bitterly castigated.  In its very self-consciousness, Sanyal 

suggests, the Ahl-e Sunnat was based on individual responsibility rather than 

“attachment to ancient custom”, thus representing an aspect of the broader movement 

for reform  (Sanyal 1996: 3-5).12 

                                                 
12

 See also Francis Robinson's related essay on changes in Muslim ideas of the Self for an extended 

discussion of the increased importance of individual responsibility, and "a shift in the focus of Muslim 

piety from the next world to this one" (Robinson 2000b: 105). 
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In her influential work Islamic Revival in British India, Barbara Metcalf identifies 

four characteristics common to all the major Muslim movements, including those in 

colonial South Asia.  First, that owing to their sense that Islam as a religion includes all 

aspects of life, including the political and economic, within its purview, participants view 

the troubling state of their world as a religious problem, and often seek religious 

solutions.  Second, that individual moral decline is the ultimate cause of the present 

troubles, and that the community would be both strong and enemies at bay if the 

individual was strong and steadfast in faith.  This necessitates the creation of “a new 

kind of religious person as the basis of a new society.”  Third, such movements tend to 

be against customary practices, viewing them as corrupting accretions to an originally 

pure faith; consequently, such movements tend to be “scripturalist”, tending to 

emphasize the Qur’an and Prophetic traditions as basic to cultivating a better self.  

Finally, these movements are similar in being led by religious leaders with reputations 

for great learning and piety, and who symbolize the aspirations of the community and 

come to prominence at moments of crisis (Metcalf 1982: 5-6). 

Borrowing Clifford Geertz’s phrase, Metcalf argues that the increasing numbers 

of Muslims that associated themselves with these reform movements were becoming 

“oppositional Muslims,” whose 

religion was not traditional in the sense of being accepted without question.  

Rather it was self-conscious, formulated often against the pirs of the Sufi shrines, 

against other Muslim ‘ulama, and against non-Muslims, both Indian and 

British…far more characteristic [than ‘modernist’ or ‘syncretist’,] were those 
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[religious movements] that worked within the repertoire of received beliefs, but 

always shifting emphases, reformulating, and redefining. 

 

Metcalf concludes that the most appropriate description of religious change these 

movements represented might well be “‘rationalizing’ in the Weberian sense of making 

religion self-conscious, systematic, and based on abstract principles” (Metcalf 1982: 12). 

Reflecting on the classic Weberian thesis of disenchantment and secularization, 

Robinson has argued that Muslim India can be seen as having undergone a process of 

two types of secularization in Weberian terms.  The first of these, “structural 

secularization,” can be seen in “the driving out of Islam from the frameworks of law, of 

knowledge, and of power in British India.”  Here Robinson sees the imbrication of Islam 

with power as more complex than it was with legal or educational frameworks, and he 

argues that Muslim political identity in fact became more firmly distinct and gained 

strength in the first half of the twentieth century.  It is unclear, however, if for Robinson 

this is some sort of secularized form of Muslim identity, or if this political identity is 

similar to earlier forms of self-understanding of Muslims as a community.  Second, 

Robinson notes what could be seen as “subjective secularization”: a “process of 

disenchantment in the emergence of a protestant or puritan Islam...[which] had its 

immediate origins in the great movement of revival and reform which swept through 

the Islamic world in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries” (Robinson 2000c: 124-

127). 
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However, Robinson argues that these forms of secularization had to do mainly 

with Western projections of power, economic and political, either in their direct impact 

or more indirectly via imitative responses to it; they are not consequences of “new 

economic and social formations within these [Muslim] societies.  Were one to look at 

the question of secularization instead in terms of an alternative Weberian approach, 

that of exploring “unique ‘developmental history’ of Islam…as a form of rationalization 

of world views,” (Robinson 2000c: 130) what stands out is the “this worldly” emphasis 

of Islam, and its focus on a community of believers with the support and means to live 

according to the shari’a.  Here Robinson finds that paradoxically, the modern state, 

whether colonial or otherwise, owing to its superior machineries of power, and its 

consequent increased reach into the lives of its communities, has actually been more 

able to bring the shari’a closer to individual Muslims’ lives than was the case earlier, 

when customary and non-Islamic norms were pervasive in Islamic societies.   The two 

different Weberian approaches, Robinson concludes, point on the one hand to an 

increasing secularization, and on the other to increased Islamization.  Either way, 

Robinson argues, the assaults of the great reform movements on such ideas as saintly 

intercession, and their emphasis on scriptural and this-worldly paths to salvation, have 

generated new strands in Islam in which a sense of empowerment linked to personal 

autonomy, individual autonomy, and the growth of a reflective individual attuned to 

earthly activity is increasingly prominent, as is a growing tension between individual 

fulfillment and obligation to community (Robinson 2000c: 130-134). 
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Metcalf’s and Robinson’s insights are useful in pointing out certain observable 

trends in Indian Muslim societies.  It is not clear, however, that “Islamization”—by which 

Robinson is referring to increased public exposure to the shari’a under modern states—

is a useful descriptor.  As has become clear from recent research, the shari’a is not a 

stable or given entity that can be encoded into law by modern states; it has historically 

been a far more dynamic process of contextually sensitive juridical interpretation 

(Messick 1993: 54-70).  Statist codification can in this context be seen more as a secular 

curtailment and redefinition of the scope, status, and even meaning of the shari’a as 

religious law than as “Islamization.”  The very notion of the "politicization of Islam," or 

the reintroduction of the shari'a as a political-legal resource in public life, implies a prior 

separation between the shari'a and the domain of power, itself a product of 

secularization.  Stated otherwise, such codification and public exposure of the shari'a is 

better understood as a process of secularization, and to the extent that it is called 

"Islamization," it must be recognized as distinct from previous forms taken by the 

Islamic tradition in which “shari'a jurisprudence once drew on ‘sources’” rather than 

being “the ‘source’ drawn upon” (Messick 1993: 69).   

 

CONCLUSION 

I have tried to show that he rise of the Ahl-e Sunnat wa Jama’at movement itself, 

as of other Muslim reformist movements, is closely related to both ever-changing 

conceptions of the secular as well as to what we might call “contexts of the secular” 
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(those social and institutional forces that do claim authority, but not on extra-human 

terms).  But further, I would suggest that a new community is being created as a 

“religious” one, an invention that takes as a given its enabling counterpart—the secular 

and secularizing state (colonial or otherwise).  The rhetoric of reform, that of “purifying” 

the faith from external accretions that have corrupted it from “outside”, is a self-

conscious move that identifies and defines religion as not a process that is always-

already lived—whether satisfactorily or not—and defining of an ethical self, but as a 

dimension of social life that can be separated, purified, then held up as a standard, to 

which one must aspire in order to claim the social identity it offers. 

This is not an argument for the inadvertent emergence of the liberal self-

conscious and abstracting individual through Muslim reformist movements.  The 

“rationalizing” of religion here is taking place within the context of beliefs received but 

reformulated and in a constant process of redefinition.  As Metcalf’s perceptive remarks 

on Shah ‘Abdul ‘Aziz’s well-known dar al harb fatawa suggest, inherited beliefs and 

concepts are drawn upon to come to terms with novel situations and recognitions.  Her 

subtle decoding of the fatawa shows their ambiguity in seeming to want to convey an 

acknowledgement and recognition of the fact of non-Muslim political rule without 

necessarily endorsing any course of political action on the matter.  Meanwhile, the 

fatawa also offered pragmatic guidance on economic and social issues that these 

ambiguous and difficult times demanded in the everyday life of believers by permitting 
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them to gain economic advantage through means only permissible in conditions of dar 

al harb (Metcalf 1982: 48-52). 

Nor is this an argument for the trapped individual, burdened with both modern 

rationalized sensibilities and an anachronistic framework of beliefs.  Rather, I am 

arguing, as I hope my ethnographic work shows, there are several competing threads 

that self-formation and the establishment of social identity draw from among Muslims 

in the sub-Continent (as among others), and further, that these threads are not mutually 

exclusive.  The inherited traditions of Islam, their shared discourses and practices, are 

still drawn upon by people who nevertheless also participate in a world whose secular 

dimensions both delimit and constrain and enable certain forms of ethical being.   
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CHAPTER 2 

EXPLORING THE RELIGIOUS AND THE SECULAR: 

MADRASA, TALIB, CITY 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, I discuss the historical transformation of madrasas in India, as 

well as current debates that have arisen in response to recent concerns by both Muslim 

and non-Muslim critics of madrasa education in India today.  I begin with a discussion 

on the status and significance of knowledge in Islamic traditions, with an emphasis on its 

importance for the social and ethical dimensions of life, and continue to discuss the role 

of madrasas as institutions of knowledge both historically and today.  I also discuss 

competing notions of what counts as knowledge, related to distinct visions of the 

relationship between Islam and modernity, as well as who counts as authoritative and 

legitimate disseminators of knowledge proper to the Islamic tradition.  Differences on 

these issues, which are also related to the question of reforming madrasas, generate a 

good deal of passion for they often pit modern Islamists against ulama who have a great 

deal to lose if their monopoly on authoritative religious knowledge is questioned. 

I then proceed to an ethnographic discussion focusing on students at a 

prominent madrasa in Mumbai.  Here I am interested primarily in subject formation, 

and particularly in the various influences, both within the particular tradition of the ‘Ahl-

e Sunnat wa Jama’at and outside it in the urban world at large, that shape the lives of 

these students.  More particularly, I point to the complexity of forces that shape 
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everyday life and social identity in a hyper-urban environment, from the ethics of 

everyday life to economic concerns and coming to terms with conducting affairs in 

cultural and political contexts they recognize as hostile or indifferent to their own 

commitments.   Finally, I argue for non-reductive understandings of social identity 

among Muslims in Mumbai and, in doing so, I also offer a critique of mainstream Indian 

understandings of madrasas and their students that serve, in the name of national 

homogenization and security, to reinscribe marginality onto a seriously and 

systematically misunderstood social institution and its members. 

 

MADRASAS AND KNOWLEDGE IN INDIA TODAY 

Madrasas have emerged as objects of interest globally since 9/11, but 

particularly in India, where they have been increasingly associated, publicly, with 

terrorism and Muslim extremism (Winkelmann 2006).  Criticisms of madrasas have 

ranged from urges to ban them to calls in India and elsewhere for greater government 

regulation of their curricula and educational practices.  Most of this criticism is not 

based on an informed or empirically validated understanding of what madrasas do, or 

even what purpose they serve.  There is no entirely reliable figure of the number of 

madrasas in India.  Figures issued by the Union Home Minister in 2002 suggested the 

existence of just under 32,000 madrasas in India, while one Muslim newspaper, 

reporting in 2003 on a seminar on madrasas, cited figures as high as 125,000 madrasas 

serving 3,000,000 students.  Such a wide range of figures at least partially attributable to 
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the fact that there are madrasas, large and small, in almost every town or village that 

has a sizable number of Muslims, many of whom do not have access to the public school 

system for their children, and others who have grown to distrust the anti-Muslim 

propaganda to which they felt their children were being exposed in state-run schools 

(Sikand 2005a: 94-95). There is consequently a wide range in the formality of madrasas, 

some being little more than routine study groups for little children on borrowed 

premises, and others having their own buildings and established institutionalized 

procedures. 

Muslim concern that their children might be subjected to anti-Muslim 

propaganda in state schools has some basis in fact following the much-publicized and 

controversial attempt by the newly Hindutva-dominated NCERT (National Council of 

Educational Research and Training) to rewrite history syllabi and textbooks nationwide 

following the BJP's electoral success in the late- 1990s (Group 2001).  It is worth pointing 

out, however, that unlike the historians' outrage at such blatant malappropriation and 

manipulation of history in the service of a discriminatory political agenda, what appears 

to be most objectionable for many Muslims is that such activities lie at the heart of 

attempts to divorce them from traditions that are critically important to their sense of 

themselves as Muslims.  This is related to the prominence of and respect for knowledge 

in Islamic culture, not only as a token of status, but as intrinsic to Muslim personhood 

itself. 
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The acquisition of ‘ilm, or knowledge, is of great importance in Islamic tradition 

as well as Muslim social life.  The Qur’an is itself considered to be the literal, revealed 

word of God, a ‘recitation’ preserved in written text.  Islam thus places a great deal of 

emphasis on its textual tradition as a key medium through which believers can relate to 

God’s word.  The acquisition of knowledge is emphasized repeatedly in the Qur’an, far 

more frequently indeed than the obligation to offer prayer.  Furthermore, the hadith, 

the body of traditions attributed to the prophet, also consists of several exhortations of 

the Prophet that underscore the acquisition of knowledge as religious duty.  ‘Ilm in 

general "refers to a scholarly discipline, a system of knowledge, or a science—the 

material of any literate education," as well as, more specifically, "the religious 

knowledge imparted in the Qur'an, hadith, and shari'a."  It thus "encompasses the 

knowledge of all essential matters revealed by God, and belief in the truth of that 

knowledge" (Lapidus 1984: 39-40; Rosenthal 1970; Sikand 2005a: 2-4; von Grunebaum 

1953: 234- 236). 

‘Ilm is not, then, limited to what might be called religious (dini) as opposed to 

worldly (duniyavi) knowledge.  It is true that the history of the modern (colonial and 

postcolonial) madrasas is one of the retreat of madrasas from duniyavi, sometimes 

conflated with "rational," subjects to what even the ‘ulama see as attempts to preserve 

dini knowledge.  However, reasoning and rationality are still very much seen as 

important dimensions of developing a pious self, and a good deal of emphasis s placed 

on appreciating and trying to understand the mysteries of nature, of God’s creation, and 
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on availing oneself of the faculty of reason (‘aql) in order to gain such knowledge.  

Knowledge is in the final analysis not an end in itself, being rather a means to cultivating 

a self in accordance with the will of God, one whose piety is manifest in virtuous acts 

when relating to God’s other creations.  Knowledge (‘ilm), is thus connected to practice 

(‘amal), in a way that links education (ta’lim) to the ‘training’ or disciplining (tarbiyat) of 

the self.  The importance of sohbat, or keeping in virtuous or pious company as a means 

of learning and improving the self, stems from this understanding of knowledge as a 

social activity in which morality (akhlaq) and the norms of appropriate social behaviour 

(adab)
 1 are inculcated. 2  It is important to note here that knowledge is predicated not 

just on following a set of correct precepts; it is, rather, something to be sought through 

reflection and the use of mental faculties and capacities for reasoning (‘aql) (Quraishi 

1970: 6; Sikand 2005a: 3-6; Silverstein 2008: 125-127). 

It is important to keep in mind the distinctive nature and importance of ‘ilm in 

the Islamic tradition when discussing madrasas in contemporary Indian Muslim society.  

                                                 
1
 A difficult word to translate into English, adab has both broader and narrower, contextually specific 

meanings.  In general, it encompasses conscious training and discipline, as well as “the respect or 

deference one properly formed and trained shows to those who deserve it.” It also denotes one who is 

urbane and is familiar with high culture and literary ideals.  In Sufi usage, finally, it refers to internal 

qualities and external behaviours associated with closeness to the divine (Metcalf 1984: 2-3, 17).  Some 

more recent usages of the word have narrowed it to referring to the cultivation and knowledge required, 

not for conducting a highly cultivated life, but for specific tasks or fields of activity.  Gabrieli offers  an 

etymology and classical bibliography of the term, while Lapidus provides an important discussion of its 

significance in a complex of related concepts (Gabrieli 1960: 175-176; Lapidus 1984).  von Grunebaum 

provides a good general discussion that also  links the concept of ‘ilm to adab (von Grunebaum 1953: 250-

257).  I discuss the idea of adab in further detail in chapter 5 below. 
2
 Even introductory Urdu textbooks, designed for very young children in madrasas, emphasize many of 

these themes, with such sections as ’Ilm ki ta’arifein (In Praise of Knowledge), Acchi Sohbet Mein Beith, 

Buron Se Door Bhag (Sit in Good Companionship, Run Far from Bad People), Khane Peene Ke Adab (Proper 

Ways of Eating and Drinking), Sone Ke Adab (Proper Ways of Sleeping),  and Guftagu Ke Adab (Proper 

Ways of Conversing) (Qadim nd-a; nd-b; nd-c). 
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While madrasas do provide students with literacy and an induction into a sophisticated 

tradition that relates knowledge and self-formation, they are more limited in preparing 

students for a career after they graduate, since such preparation is not well suited for 

lucrative, or often even adequate, forms of employment in the current economic 

environment of urban India.  Other than joining petty trades, a large proportion of 

graduates go on to teach at other small and impoverished madrasas, and while 

educators at the larger and more prestigious madrasas often do recognize this as a 

drawback, they also emphasize that madrasas are distinct in that their main purpose is 

to offer dini talim or religious education, and that to minimize this mission would 

undermine an important aspect of Islamic socialization, if not Muslim identity itself, in 

India today.  Calls to update and broaden syllabi also often become involved in 

questions and controversies about competing visions of Islamic knowledge, and Islam 

itself, among different factions, for if all knowledge, and not just the dini talim taught by 

the ulama, were also included as part of the Qur’anic or Prophetic tradition, the ulama 

would be increasingly marginalized as interpreters and translators of Islam and Islamic 

traditions. 

 

KNOWLEDGE, EDUCATION AND MADRASAS IN MUSLIM INDIA 

The madrasa as an institution seems to have originated in the period between 

950, when the Shi’a Buyids conquered the Abbasid capital of Baghdad, and 1258, when 

the Abbasid Caliphate was destroyed by the Mongols.  Challenges posed by rising Shi’a 
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influence, as well as that of the Isma’ili Fatimids in Egypt, led to has been called a ‘Sunni 

revival’, an institutionalization of religious organization and education in order to sustain 

Sunni communitarian identity.  The madrasa was one form of such institutionalization.  

One of the earliest state-sponsored madrasas was the Madrasa Nizamiya at Nishapur 

(in present-day Iran), a madrasa that came to be regarded as the model for many later 

madrasas.  A breadth of subjects was taught at these madrasas: Although the Qur’an 

and Hadith were key components of madrasa syllabi, fiqh or jurisprudence came to 

assume increasing importance as madrasas took upon themselves the task of training 

judges to staff imperial courts.  Further, madrasas also taught subjects such as 

mathematics, astronomy and various human sciences (Makdisi 1981: 9-34; Malik 2008: 

4-6; Sikand 2005a: 25-27). 

Early medieval madrasas were largely informal and flexible, and students often 

traveled to study at various madrasas following teachers who were known for their 

expertise in particular subjects or texts.  Students received an individual certification 

(sanad) for each particular text from a particular teacher, and the reliability of 

certificates depended on the chain of teachers listed on it: from the student’s own 

teacher, to the teacher’s teacher, and so on all the way to the author of the book.  

Students’ own scholarly reputations depended on the number of texts they had studied, 

as well as on the acclaim and recognized authority of their teachers over these texts.  

There was thus an assumption of different interpretations of texts, as well as an 

elaboration of different schools of thought.  With the increased emphasis on fiqh owing 
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to madrasa graduates joining various state organizations, madrasas increasingly began 

to teach only one school of fiqh, that to which its patrons and teachers adhered.  This 

was a departure from the past, in which followers of one school often drew on another 

if they found them to be more in accordance with the Qur’an or Hadith in particular 

situations.  Limited adherence to a single school of fiqh led to an increased elaboration 

of, and sharpening of differences between, the major schools—the Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi’i 

and Hanbali.  Finally, in addition to the “transmitted” sciences (‘ulum al-naqaliya) such 

as Qur’anic commentary, Hadith and fiqh, medieval madrasas also taught “rational” 

sciences (‘ulum al-aqaliya) such as grammar, poetry, philosophy, medicine, mathematics 

and astronomy—although the balance or distribution of either emphasis varied across 

space and time in what had become a broad Islamicate3 world from the Atlantic ocean 

to South East Asia.  Students could thus follow a range of pursuits after some years at a 

madrasa: from bureaucratic employment, to teaching or preaching, to further education 

in either transmitted or rational sciences (Robinson 2001: 211-239; Sikand 2005a: 29-

31). 

Although there might have been small madrasas established in Sind in the wake 

of the invasion of Muhammad bin Qasim’s army in the early eighth century, little is 

known of madrasas in South Asia until a good deal later.  The establishment of Turkish 

rule in Delhi led to the construction of prominent madrasas, such as one in Ajmer, 

                                                 
3
 I use the word “Islamicate” in the sense first proposed and defined by Marshall Hodgson as referring: 

not directly to the religion, Islam, itself, but to the social and cultural complex historically 

associated with Islam and the Muslims, both among Muslims themselves and even when found 

among non-Muslims (Hodgson 1977: 59). 



80 
 

  

established by Muhammad Ghori in 1191.  But perhaps most significantly, the fall of the 

Abbasid Caliphate in Baghdad, in 1258, brought large numbers of Muslim scholars, 

‘ulama and Sufis from West and Central Asia to India seeking refuge.  Mostly Hanafi 

Sunnis, these refugees played a large part in developing and establishing Islamic 

traditions in India, including the establishment of various centers of learning under the 

auspices of the sultans of Delhi and various Muslim rulers of regional kingdoms, such as 

Gujarat, Bengal, Jaunpur, Gulbarga, Bidar and Bijapur.  Such patronage of ‘ulama, as 

well of Sufi masters, as well as their recruitment from Iran, Central and West Asia, was 

subsequently continued by the Mughals (Eaton 2003: 10; Sikand 2005a: 32-34). 

The Indian context provided new challenges to and generated new debates 

among Muslim scholars, and ‘ulama in particular.  It was not just that Muslims, despite 

their political dominance, were a small minority in India.  They were also confronted 

with a novel situation for which Islamic jurisprudence, as it had evolved in Western and 

Central Asia, had little guidance to offer.  Most Indians followed various traditions 

(indiscriminately labeled Hinduism) that, unlike Judaism and Christianity, were not 

mentioned in the Qur’an.  Early Muslim rulers in India pragmatically accepted Hindus 

(and other Indian religious groups) as ‘People of the Book’ (Ahl-i-Kitab) and granted 

them a protected status as zimmis, since treating the majority of the population as 

idolators and polytheists (like the mushrikun of pre-Islamic Arabia) was impossible given 

prevailing local demographic conditions (Elliot and Dowson 1964: 182-187; Friedmann 

1977: 329-331; 2003: 51-52). 
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The relationship between ‘ulama and ruling powers was dynamic throughout the 

period of Muslim rule in India, and this had implications for the law.  While some rulers, 

whether owing to pious or expedient motives, patronized and encouraged the ‘ulama, 

other rulers emphasized other means of validating their rule and drew upon more 

diverse principles of governance.  On their part, ‘ulama also varied in their responses to 

the seat of power: while some accepted official patronage in exchange for loyalty, 

others maintained a critical distance from governments and measured their 

performance against standards derived from Islamic teachings.  Many ‘ulama 

maintained a historical pattern set in earlier times by resisting attempts by political 

rulers to usurp their religious authority.  Furthermore, the distance ‘ulama maintained 

from political power was often proportional to the respect they generated, since this 

was seen as a sign of their indifference to materialistic and political pursuits (Guenther 

2003: 210-211; Nizami 1961: 152).  Muslim rulers often justified their own disregard of 

advice provided by senior ‘ulama by insisting that affairs of state had to be dictated by 

political interests, and were not strictly speaking within the purview of religious law.  

Keen to preserve Muslim supremacy in an environment they saw as potentially 

corrupting owing to the impact of local customs and beliefs, and ‘idolatrous’ religious 

influences, Hanafi ‘ulama sometimes urged discriminatory practices against Hindus.  

Such injunctions were rarely taken seriously by rulers, even when ‘ulama grounded their 

arguments in novel interpretations of traditional fiqh, for to pursue such policies would 

seriously undermine local state support (Eaton 2003: 22-23; Sikand 2005a: 34-42). 
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The tendency to follow what had slowly become a general Hanafi insistence on 

taqlid (imitation of past legal precedent), which by this time had become established as 

a preferred practice in all the four major mazhabs or schools of Islamic jurisprudence 

(Sikand 2005a: 35), did not, however, mean that the law had become a rigidly fixed code 

with no flexibility.  Rather than an unshakeable edifice, the shari’a functioned as a 

“workable basis for judicial practice.”  In the practical dispensation of law and order, the 

application of traditional legal texts appears to have been pragmatic and flexible, since 

the influence of local contexts and customary laws often entailed considerable 

reinterpretation of traditional fiqh by ‘ulama, and qazis (judges) in particular (Bhatia 

1992: 158-160; Eaton 2003: 22-23). 

Regarding madrasa syllabi themselves, the continuing heavy emphasis on fiqh, 

and to lesser extent on Qur’anic commentary, Arabic grammar and Hadith, began to 

give way to an increased emphasis on ‘rational’ sciences such as logic, mathematics, 

literature, philosophy, ethics, astronomy, physiognomy, medicine, history, theology and 

the natural sciences.  Much of the impetus for these changes from the ‘transmitted’ 

sciences to ‘rational’ sciences came during the reign of the Mughal emperor Akbar (r. 

1556-1605 CE), who was also known for his tolerant religious policies, and his political 

and familial alliances with Hindus.  By the early eighteenth century, Mullah Nizamuddin 

of Firangi Mahal, a leading center of Islamic learning in India, had established a syllabus, 

the dars-i Nizami, whose core and basic structure came to be accepted at madrasas all 

over South Asia.  The syllabus was heavily weighted toward the ‘rational’ sciences, and 
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was especially successful at training students for jobs in government bureaucracies, 

which themselves had begun to be increasingly rationalized (Robinson 2001; Sikand 

2005a: 42-47). 

With the collapse of the political and social structures that attended Islamic 

political rule in India, madrasas lost much of their patronage as well as the institutional 

context that absorbed their students.  One consequence of the loss of political power 

was an intense search for Muslim identity and community in response to, and as an 

alternative to, the new colonial order, a process that led to the increased prominence of 

‘ulama as the only remaining representatives and leaders of Muslim communities.  As I 

shall discuss below, the colonial era was largely one of ‘ulama activism toward reform in 

Muslim India, with various reformist visions competing with each other, and various 

intra-Muslim disputes arising as a consequence.  Furthermore, the consolidation of 

colonial rule meant that various dimensions of the legal system that had been under the 

purview of shari’a jurisprudence were now governed by colonial law—in particular 

various criminal and administrative laws.  Left under the auspices of the shari’a were 

realms of the law that were seen as “personal” and specific to particular communities 

that the colonial authorities enumerated and differentiated in religious terms: marriage, 

divorce, inheritance and endowments, and so on—although some of these, too, could 

be adjudicated by non-Muslims.  I discuss the consequences of colonial rule on law, and 

on the ‘ulama, in the next section, but the effect of these changes on madrasas was also 

significant: primarily, they emphasized a restricted focus on fiqh, in particular as it 
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pertained to personal issues that were viewed as “religious” as opposed to “secular” 

subjects.  When bolstered with nineteenth century British utilitarian thought, the 

distinction between “religious” and “secular” became an increasingly prominent 

framework within which Indian education under the British, as well as subsequent 

discourse around reform of Indian educational institutions, was discussed (Zaman 1999: 

297-299).  Increasingly, native knowledge was called upon to be "useful" in order to 

justify itself.  Hence, while nineteenth century British “Orientalists” appreciated the 

value of the literary and cultural achievements of the colonized, by the nineteenth 

century “Anglicists” had begun to gain influence with their argument that “Indians 

thoroughly assimilate themselves to British culture,…there was no other valid passport 

to modernity” (Kopf 1969: 7, 241-252).  And while both missionaries and the military 

(for different reasons, ranging from spreading the gospel to inculcating a morality that 

would prevent lawlessness) advocated against a secular education, colonial educators 

remained afraid of a "native insurrection" if they pursued a policy of Christian 

instruction.  Their solution was, as Viswanathan shows, to follow a policy of religious 

neutrality in education, while using English literary texts that were dissociated from 

Christianity and through which a "secular inscription of ideas of truth, knowledge, and 

law" was substituted, one that emphasized "the legitimacy and value of British 

institutions, laws, and government (Viswanathan 1989: 74-93, 95).  A precedent was 

thus established that made a distinction between secular and religious education, a new 

framework in which madrasas were relegated to a realm divorced from state authority.  
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In this marginalized realm newly-carved by a kind of secularizing process, madrasas 

began to focus on fiqh related to "religious" and privatized subjects, very much in line 

with the now truncated official authority of the shari'a, and its relegation to a 

‘privatized” realm of law (Sikand 2005a: 61-64).  There is an irony here in that the entire 

modernization debate around madrasas today, in its demand that madrasas are overly 

religious and need to incorporate more rational and "secular" subjects, is arguing 

precisely against an earlier colonial moment that also very much laid claim to the 

modern, and did so, too, on the basis of the welfare of a population.  Indeed, the legacy 

of colonial history, including such aspects as inaugurating categorical distinctions 

between public and private spheres, or between secular and religious realms, 

particularly in relation to the modern state, looms large over contemporary debates on 

madrasa reform (van der Veer 2001: 14-29). 

Most contemporary discussions around madrasas have to do with changing 

curricula and teaching styles to address more pressing contemporary issues that were 

simply not foreseen when the dars-i Nizami syllabus was designed in the early 

eighteenth century.  Accelerating changes in technology and forms of knowledge have 

left the old dars-i-nizami syllabus, and an often rote-learning style, virtually useless at 

adequately training workers for what is known as the new knowledge economy.  This 

directly impacts the future economic prospects of graduates, which has become another 

major issue.  Some madrasa administrators have argued that madrasa graduates almost 

always find employment, while many college graduates remain unemployed (although 



86 
 

  

as I shall discuss below, avenues of employment available to madrasa students often 

remain limited and unsatisfactory).  Furthermore, many ‘ulama have also emphasized 

that madrasas are not designed or intended to educate students for general 

employment; they are meant to endow students with a specifically religious education 

as a means of transmitting the Islamic scholarly tradition (Alam 2004: 66; Sikand 2005a: 

140-141). 

There are various competing agenda and rationales engaged in the debate on 

madrasa reform in India.  ‘Ulama are often wary of diluting the religious character of 

madrasas, which they interpret as a weakening of the foundations of the faith itself.  

Although many ‘ulama are sympathetic to the need to integrate modern subjects into 

their syllabi, others argue that an overemphasis on modern subjects in a madrasa that 

was already emphasizing religious ones would produce graduates who would be 

overwhelmed and consequently ill-suited to function adequately either for the faith or 

for the world at large.  Others argue that the function of the madrasa is to provide an 

education in the Muslim religious tradition, and that parents who would prefer their 

children to get a modern, secular education and have the option to enroll their children 

in government or public schools.  The problem here is, of course, that madrasas are not 

necessarily the preferred but quite often the only means at hand for parents to offer 

their children a modicum of education and literacy, given government neglect of general 

social and physical infrastructure in Muslim areas and society.  At the heart of some of 

these objections are also simply competing visions of Islam, and of knowledge in Islam, 
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amongst Muslims.  If, as many reformers argue, all knowledge that is conducted within 

the purview of the Qur’an and the Prophetic tradition can be considered to be Islamic 

knowledge, rather than only those subjects emphasized by ‘ulama, the latter can no 

longer be seen as the most authoritative interpreters of Islam or Islamic traditions, and 

their authority as authoritative representatives and leaders of Muslim communities is 

significantly weakened (Alam 2004: 67, 76; Sikand 2005a: 97-100; 2005b: 52-53). 

Many Muslim modernists, including Islamists, offer other rationales for madrasa 

reforms, although here, too, there is a good deal of disagreement about how far 

reforms can or should go.  Among such thinkers, the most commonly agreed upon view 

is that madrasa education be reformed in ways that permit and enable students to join 

regular universities and courses after they complete their madrasa courses.  For these 

reformists, there are four major reasons for bringing modern subjects into madrasas.  

First, broadening the horizons of what is seen as Islamic knowledge is seen as recovering 

a more holistic understanding of Islamic knowledge as incorporating social relations and 

worldly pursuits in addition to faith and worship:  the study of God and His creation.  

Second, familiarity with such subjects is seen as importance for ‘ulama to regain their 

waning authority as leaders of Muslim communities.  Third, these subjects are 

important for Muslims to prosper, both in this world and the next.  Finally, such work is 

essential for the work of both missionary work and inter-religious apologetics (Sikand 

2005a: 159). 
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There is also an increasing consensus, especially amongst the alumni of some of 

the major madrasas, that such forms of employment as teaching at other madrasas, or 

minor jobs like shoe repair, or declining skills and trades like calligraphy, watch-repairing 

and bookbinding (for which training is sometimes offered) are not substantially helping 

the economic prospects of new graduates.  In a volatile capitalist global economy that 

despite its uneven nature generates needs and desires at a rapid pace, questions of 

lucrative employment, technological savvy, and general functional competence in the 

complex commercial world outside the madrasa have assumed some urgency (Mazhari 

2005: 41).   

Most commercial and cultural industry elites in the early twenty-first century 

tend to view madrasas in largely stereotypical terms, as backward, irrelevant to 

contemporary commercial and civic needs, and dangerously reactionary in ideology.  

Such notions do not go unnoticed among reformists, many of who question some of the 

subjects that madrasa syllabi emphasize.  One such subject is ikhtilafiyat, the discipline 

of disproving the other groups as ‘un-Islamic’.  This is seen as contributing to rivalry 

between maslaks (sects or schools of thought such as the Deobandi, the Ahl-i Hadith 

and the Ahl-i Sunnat-wa Jama’at) and conflicts among Muslims by teaching students to 

condemn other Muslim groups as virtually outside the pale of Islam.  Critics also 

question various outdated aspects of, and medieval perspectives in, fiqh as it is taught.  

Books on fiqh are criticized first for the archaic style and language in which they are 

written, which make them incomprehensible to most people as well as further 
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complicate rather than clarify issues.  Second, they are criticized, often even by their 

own alumni for the subject matters they address, which some see as trivial (such as an 

emphasis on the benefits of using toothbrushes because the Prophet cleaned his teeth), 

or embarrassingly irrelevant to the state of contemporary science and technology today 

(questions like whether there is one sky, seven, or nine; or whether the sky can be 

broken in two parts), or even social or commercial concerns.  Criticism is also aimed at 

how Qur’anic commentary or tafsir is approached.  Most madrasas draw upon a very 

limited amount of medieval commentary to help students approach the Qur’an.  Many 

reformist critics argue that this is not just inadequate but limiting, and that the Qur’an 

should be approached directly as a text of practical guidance rather than through 

outmoded commentaries.  They also draw attention to the socio-historical context upon 

which any commentary rests, and that gives it its relevance, arguing that newer 

commentaries must be used to supplement studies of the Qur’an in a manner more 

relevant to the present (Mazhari 2005: 37-40; Sikand 2005a: 170-177). 

The matter of madrasa reform has also been taken up by the state in recent 

years.  Although this is not an entirely new development, the rationale for state 

intervention in reforming madrasa education has changed over time, from a concern 

with an inadequate educational system being detrimental to Muslim participation in the 

national mainstream to a more recent concern with madrasa autonomy and the state’s 

insecurity about madrasas ostensibly encouraging and cultivating militant activities and 

students.  This transformation has much to do with the rise of Hindu chauvinist 
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movements and their increased influence at the level of federal and state governmental 

agencies, but it has also received an impetus in public opinion from the US response to 

9/11 and its war on terror, the latter of which has further legitimized and popularized 

discourses that equate Muslim institutions and collectivities with terrorism.  The 

financial independence of the vast number of madrasas from the state has meant that 

the state has had little leverage on madrasas, which Hindu nationalists have seen as an 

obstacle in their project to recast Indian nationalism in terms of a Brahmanical 

Hinduism.  ‘Ulama defences of “orthodoxy”, their claim to represent all Indian Muslims, 

as well as their supposed allegiance to pan-Islamism, are all seen as threats to the 

Hindutva project.  Hindutva leaders have hence demanded increased state regulation of 

madrasas, and in some cases that they be shut down.  In response, the more “secular” 

political parties have, in general, sought to assist madrasas, aware of both the influence 

of ‘ulama over sections of the Muslim electorate as well as from an acknowledgment of 

the efforts madrasas are making in promoting literacy among Muslims (Malik 2008: 2; 

Sikand 2005a: 185-189). 

Critics of the government have argued that the state’s new-found solicitousness 

is belied by the practice of successive governments since independence of neglecting 

the setting up of modern schools in heavily Muslim localities.  The few public schools 

that do exist in impoverished Muslim areas are renowned for the poor quality of 

education they offer:  madrasas, for all their faults, at least have the interests of 

children in mind.  Furthermore, state sponsored syllabi for public schools themselves 
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have been embroiled in controversy following the Hindutva takeover and politicization 

of the NCERT.  In the 1990s, history textbooks were rewritten to further the project of 

identifying Hindu traditions with national identity in ways that explicitly marked out 

Muslims and Islam as alien to an ostensibly authentic Indian nation figured as Hindu.  

Structurally, then, the current alignment of forces renders the state’s interest and 

participation in madrasa reform both ambiguous and potentially very controversial.  For 

many ‘ulama, statist intervention in madrasas would dilute, if not destroy, one of the 

last few institutions in which Muslim identity and traditions can be consolidated in the 

face of increasingly prominent hostile forces (Alam 2004: 68-73; Faleiro 2006; Sikand 

2005a: 182-188). 

 

THE MADRASA IN THE CITY:  HABITATION AND IMAGINATION 

Now attached to one of the more prominent mosques in Mumbai, the Dar ul 

Uloom Muhammadiya lays claim to being the oldest Sunni (by which is meant Ahl-e 

Sunnat wa-Jama’at) madrasa in Mumbai and one of the largest in the state of 

Maharashtra.  It was first established in 1968 in a mosque in central Mumbai, but 

moved to its new, more prominent location in south Mumbai location in 1990.  Prior to 

1968, according to the nizaam-e ‘ala (chief administrator), there was no religious 

education of its type provided in the city for Sunnis, and the pressure of local demand, 

voiced especially by donors who were funding madrasas elsewhere, eventually resulted 

in the establishment of the Dar ul Uloom. 



92 
 

  

The madrasa has over 400 students, at least one from every state in India, most 

of whom receive free boarding and lodging.  Annual expenditures for the madrasa are 

entirely met by donations from the local community.  The donorship is mixed: many 

people come to the madrasa or mosque and give small donations; some donors are 

anonymous, especially the large donors.  The annual budget of the madrasa is about Rs. 

35 to 40 lakhs, or about US $ 76,000 to US $ 87,000.  The madrasa offers three courses 

corresponding to three qualifications:  an eight year course for an ‘Alim or cleric fully 

trained in Islamic jurisprudence; a three to four year course for a Hafiz, who is trained in 

the complete and accurate memorization and recitation of the Qur’an; and finally a two 

year course for the Qari, who is trained to read the Qur’an with correct pronounciation, 

which is considered important in rendering correct meaning in the Arabic original. 

The madrasa staff consists of forty members, twenty of which are selected 

‘ulema of Mumbai.  Teachers include Imams from some of the prominent local 

mosques.  Overwhelmingly, the teachers were themselves trained at the Jami’at ul-

Ashrafiyya in Mubarakpur, UP.  The madrasa provides “dini taleem” (religious 

education), but students are not obligated to join or enter any particular profession.  

The madrasa itself does not require students to follow any particular occupations or 

sources of employment, and its administrators use the extensive contacts available to 

them in Mumbai to provide employment for graduating students.  The nizaam e ‘ala 

attributed to what he called “is shehr ki mehrbani” (the kindness/beneficence of this 

city) the fact that all the students of the Dar-ul-Uloom eventually find employment of 
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some sort.  Graduated students follow a variety of paths.  Some become Imams, some 

teach in schools or offer private tuitions, while others join businesses engaged in various 

industries such as hand-embroidery, shoe-making and construction. 

Far from being an ivory tower cloistered away in scholarly and contemplative 

isolation, the Dar-ul Uloom is situated in the compound of a large and prominent 

mosque in the heart of a heavily populated and traveled commercial and residential 

area of Mumbai.  The madrasa itself is in a building in one corner of the mosque 

courtyard, near an exit that opens onto one of the city’s busiest thoroughfares.  The 

doors into the mosque courtyard from the main road are large and ornate, but old, 

grimy, and easily missed.  The main doors are shut, while a smaller door built into one of 

the main doors is open.  The opening is hardly a few feet wide, making the mosque 

entrance inconspicuous, and also making it difficult to imagine the large open space of 

the mosque courtyard from the sidewalk.  This effect is exacerbated with dense crowds 

of people and the snack, perfume, and clothing shops that spill over onto the sidewalk 

just outside the main doors.  The building inside the courtyard is like other buildings in 

the area—a small, dark entrance leading to a narrow, dingy passageway, with a creaky 

staircase going up straight ahead and a small passage next to it with access to the 

ground floor of the building.  Just inside the madrasa entrance, to the left of the 

doorway, is a ledge which appears always to be occupied by two or three students, 

usually simply chatting amongst themselves, but also keeping an eye on arrivals and 

departures, and offering to help the occasional stranger. 
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Half a flight of stairs up is where, on my first visit to the madrasa, I saw the first 

and only physical indication of the philosophical and theological leanings of the school: 

plastered on the wall was a large poster—both an announcement and an 

advertisement—that proclaimed details of applications for admission to the Jami’at ul-

Ashrafiyya in Mubarakpur, in Uttar Pradesh.  As noted earlier, almost all the teachers at 

the madrasa received their training at the madrasa in Mubarakpur, which is one of the 

major madrasas in India, and the most prominent one for the Ahl-e Sunnat-wa Jama’at 

(Sanyal 2008).  Hence the poster served, in addition to a post-graduate option for some 

of the more successful students, as an attempt to recruit students in the service of 

transmitting the ‘Ahl e Sunnat wa Jama’at theological tradition to future generations.   

The first floor of the madrasa has a classroom and various offices, including that 

of the nizaam-e ‘ala.  Offices are set off from the stairwell as well as the classroom by 

wooden frames and glass panels.  The second floor houses the library, the center of 

student scholarship.  The library has tiled flooring, with a few mats on the ground.  All 

around the large room, against the walls, are steel almirahs or armoires containing 

books, many of which look old and bound, some seemingly hand-written.  Many of the 

books are large notebooks, or bound compilations of them.  There are also books and 

mats on top of the almirahs.  During my visits, there were usually a handful of students 

sitting on mats and studying quietly in the library.  More recently, a portion of the 

library has been closed off with wooden frames and glass panels, in the fashion of an 
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office cubicle, and has been equipped with computers as part of an attempt to 

modernize the syllabus to keep students’ education current and relevant. 

Another flight of stairs leads to both a side passage with toilets and latrines, and 

finally to the topmost floor, a large hall lined with mattresses all along the floor.  Many 

students spend a good deal of their time here when classes are not in session—some 

listening to cricket on a cell phone radio, others chatting, munching on snacks or 

catching short naps.  On the far side of the room is a small balcony which in earlier days 

would have overlooked a busy thoroughfare.  Now it overlooks a new concrete flyover—

an elevated road—that runs for about 3 kilometres over the main road in an attempt to 

ease traffic congestion by diverting non-local through-traffic.  Cars on the flyover appear 

to be speeding past no more than 10 feet from the balcony, often loudly, and there is no 

view to speak of from the balcony except the new tarmac of the flyover. 

Despite there being no view of the street itself from the balcony, the general 

agreement among the students seems to be that the bridge is a good thing and an 

impressive (shaandaar) edifice.  Many young men, including talibs from the madrasa, as 

well as young couples, cruise up and down the flyover at nights, when traffic is minimal, 

on motorcycles or scooters.  Up here, roads are relatively smooth, and completely clear, 

with no fear that someone might run out from an alley or a shop on the side of the road.  

Despite being a relatively narrow, four-lane road, surrounded by buildings on both sides, 

racing along the flyover provides a sense of space and possibility to youth in this part of 

the city, and madrasa students are no exception. 
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The city is, in very real and tangible ways, more than a mere backdrop to the 

goings on at the Dar-ul Uloom and the lives of the students.  Of course, it provided the 

initial demand for the institution, and now provides the kinds of opportunities students 

would scarcely find elsewhere upon graduating, as the nizaam-e ‘ala told me.  But the 

city also creates dilemmas and tensions for students.  As one of the madrasa students, 

Tamam, told me, he had sent his younger brother away from a madrasa in the city to 

Nasik, a smaller town some distance from Mumbai, because he was getting too 

distracted from his studies, and getting into bad habits.  Economic opportunities also 

mean that for the occasional student, completing a madrasa education simply does not 

seem relevant or worth the trouble.  For instance Ayman, another student, spent much 

of his time outside class enthusiastically following the trajectories of various schemes 

for network marketing, and was convinced that if only he could sign up enough people 

and get them to pay into the scheme, they would all be able to have secure incomes.  

My skepticism did not dissuade him, although newspaper reports of the collapse of one 

of his preferred schemes did disappoint him briefly.  The city provided opportunities for 

Ayman to see himself as an entrepreneur in ways that his native town could not. 

Ultimately, the city promised, and provided opportunities for, experiments in 

identity formation.  While there was no doubt, particularly for students at the madrasa, 

a fundamental sense of their own Muslim identity, this was complemented by various 

attempts to inhabit different visions of being, as I will elaborate on in the final section of 

this chapter. 
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NARRATIVES OF SELFHOOD 

 

There was a greedy maulvi sahib who taught a class.  He found out that the 

father of one of his students was going away for some time.  So he thought this 

would be a good opportunity to take advantage of the situation.  He told the boy 

that he would like to visit the boy’s home one day to taste his mother’s cooking.  

The boy and his mother knew of the maulvi’s greed, but they had to invite him.  

So the boy went to the maulvi and said that he was welcome to come the next 

evening, but that the boy’s father would certainly notice the missing grain from 

the ration cupboard, so could the maulvi please give the boy some wheat-flour 

for the meal?  The maulvi agreed to give the boy some wheat in exchange for a 

fully cooked meal at the boy’s house.  The next evening, as the mullah neared 

the boy’s house, he heard shouting in the house, and the boy ran out.  The 

apprehensive mullah asked him what had happened, and the boy said that his 

father had returned early, and was upset that his mother was cooking extra 

food, accusing her of entertaining another man in the house.  Hearing this, the 

mullah turned around and fled, forgetting even the wheat-flour he had given the 

boy! 

(Joke told by Tamam, a senior madrasa student, mocking the pious pretentions 

of the clerical classes) 

 

Ayman and Tamam had been students together at the Dar-ul Uloom 

Muhammadiya for over six years.  Both are originally from the environs of Islampur in 

West Bengal, a state from which the madrasa has drawn a good number of students.  

Their families still live in West Bengal.  Both resided in dormitory-type settings in the 

madrasa while I was conducting fieldwork; subsequently, both have moved out.  Tamam 

completed the course and teaches in a smaller madrasa nearby.  Ayman moved out a 

year and a half earlier, first to a rented room in a nearby neighbourhood, and now to a 

far northern suburb that has a large Muslim population. 
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Ayman is a quiet man, slight of build and with the beginnings of a mustache.  

When I first met him, he was about nineteen years old, and was a student at the Dar ul 

Uloom, where he was nearing the end of the sixth of his eight year course.  His 

demeanor is quiet and studied, and conveys a maturity that his youthful looks belie.  

Ayman has six siblings:  two older brothers, two older sisters, and two younger sisters.  

His older brothers work on the family’s land in their village in Bengal, and his two older 

sisters are married.  Ayman is cautious in his speech, and avoids revealing his views on 

most matters. 

Tamam, on the other hand, is loquacious.  He too is slight, and looks younger 

than his nineteen years, but less so than Ayman owing mainly to a wispy beard.  His 

demeanor and his expression are playful, and he enjoys ribbing friends and cracking 

jokes.  Tamam is less hesitant to express his views on society and politics, and also more 

apt to engage in argument and discussion.  He is also generous to concede a point, and 

to acknowledge the need to change or re-think positions. 

With the odd rare exception, the students at the madrasa do not have any social 

standing in terms of wealth.  Furthermore, the prestige associated with being religious 

scholars or students is always vulnerable to mocking accusations of overblown piety or 

hypocrisy from the general public, or to insinuations of naïveté and insularity from 

broader society, from the “real world” outside the mosque.  The students themselves 

are certainly aware of this, having themselves participated in a folk culture that often 

punctures the pomposity or self-importance of the cleric (as the joke above, narrated by 
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Tamam, illustrates).  In addition to their mantle of scholarly religious erudition (perhaps 

even somewhat in response to it) there is also a certain masculine self-possession that 

the students cultivate.  This is evident in conversation and even in bodily comportment 

and sartorial choices, and conveys a distinctive sense of self in public spaces.  All the 

students wear a skullcap, and a white or off-white (usually matching) salwar and 

kameez, for instance, and they invariably sit up straight or walk directly with the 

shoulders back.  The effect is one of disciplined dignity. 

 

Inter-Maslak Conflict: In Defense of the Prophet 

As Ayman, and I were walking down Muhammad Ali Road (the main road just 

outside the madrasa) one day, we were discussing various areas of the city.  Ayman said 

that he enjoyed the sea, and that he and his friends would sometimes walk across to the 

western side of the island to sit on the parapet on Marine Drive and watch the sea.  He 

said he enjoyed the sense of openness and the breeze, but then added that the problem 

was that there was nothing else there.  Here in the mohallas, on the other hand, there 

are shops and restaurants, and you can get what you need.  Since he was indicating that 

he felt more comfortable here on and around Muhammad Ali Road, I asked him if it was 

also because he felt strange or odd being a Muslim in those areas of the city that had 

very few Muslims.  Ayman denied that he felt afraid in other places, but then added:  

“This is our area.  Nobody can say anything to us.  We are strong, and we can have two 

hundred people here to fight for us right now.”  I had assumed that he was referring to 
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majoritarian Hindus as a threat, but a diminished one in an overwhelmingly Muslim 

area.  But then he added that the students at his madrasa were well organized and, 

gesturing in the direction of a few men gathered around a shoe-stall on the side of the 

pavement, and seemingly engaged in innocuous conversation, said that if these people 

try to bother/trouble us, we can take care of it.  It was unclear who Ayman was referring 

to—whether he was talking about ordinary Muslims who might cause trouble for 

madrasa students, or people from another maslak. 

The older madrasa students are obviously aware of the particulars of their own 

maslak and its differences from others.  One of Ahmad Reza Khan’s sons, Mustafa Reza 

Khan, taught at the Madrasa Ashrafiyya in Mubarakpur, and the connection to the 

madrasa there is keenly felt, as is admiration and respect for Ahmad Reza Khan.  Ayman 

recounted a story about the time when Ahmad Reza Khan made his second Hajj to 

Mecca and Medina, and gathered support for his fatwa against Deobandis: 

When ‘Al-Hazrat went to Mecca, he clashed with the Deobandis.  So he wrote 

Daulat al Makkiya.  He wrote in six hours what it would take us weeks to write.  

He wrote both his hands.  If not for it being disrespectful, he would have even 

written with his feet! 

 

Ayman was amused as he told this story, as it seemed clear that this achievement had 

put the Deobandis to shame.   

Ayman’s pride and admiration for Ahmad Riza, as well as his pride in being part 

of Ahmad Reza’s tradition, was clear; his comment, however, demonstrates the ongoing 

fact of inter-maslak rivalry, which many contemporary proponents of madrasa reform 
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deplore owing to its propensity to generate conflict and the waste of teaching resources 

that it represents to them.  It also does, however, very usefully demonstrate the fallacy 

of a monolithic Muslim identity in India and that, and particularly in the case of those 

who attend madrasas belonging to specific traditions like the Deobandi or Ahl-e Sunnat-

wa Jama'at, a sense of Muslim selfhood is often in constructed in contrast with, even in 

oppositional struggle with, Muslims of other maslaks.  This sense of inter-maslak 

oppositional identity is linked to the particular, somewhat modified version of the Dars-i 

Nizami curriculum taught at Ahl-e Sunnat wa Jama'at madrasas that are modeled on the 

Ashrafiyya madrasa in Mubarakpur, in which many of Ahmad Riza Khan's texts, 

particularly those that defended the Prophet against the Deobandis and the ‘Ahl-I 

Hadith, are taught.  However, these are supplemented by other texts that perform a 

similar polemic function in their arguments defending the Prophet against the 

disrespect of other maslaks.  Finally, students of the Ashrafiyya madrasa in Mubarakpur, 

as well as many others in the tradition, frequently have weekly performances by 

students in which they gather in groups and conduct performances in the form of na’t 

(elegy sung in praise of the Prophet) or taqrir (public speaking) or framing arguments for 

debates defending the Prophet.   

It is not unusual for students of other maslaks to be spoken of as the enemy, or 

as infiltrators of whom one must be very careful.  One story that is popular, and 

circulates at least from Mubarakpur to Mumbai, is that the Prophet had prophesied that 

his community (quam) would fragment into seventy three groups, of which only one 
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would go to heaven, the Ahl-e Sunnat wa Jama’at being that one.  As Alam points out, 

much of this sense of self, and its commitment to the maslak, stems from a sense of 

defending the Prophet from disrespect or attack, and provides solidarity based on what 

is seen as a righteous cause and a sense of belonging and identity with other students 

(Alam 2008). 

Given the size of the city, and the large number of madrasas in the area, 

including Deobandi madrasas, Ayman and his colleagues are used to arguing with 

Deobandis.  Another student at the madrasa, Tamam, narrated a story about a 

Deobandi student who once attended his class at the Dar ul Uloom Muhammadiya.  The 

student was respectful, but disagreed with the contention made by the ustaad (teacher) 

that the Prophet knew who would go to heaven and who to hell.  The student asked the 

ustaad if the Prophet knew who was a bhangi (cleaner of toilets) and who wasn’t.  The 

ustaad was annoyed, because this was a flippant and aggressive question, and asked the 

student if he had read the first sura of the Qur’an, in which the ustaad’s position is 

plainly spelled out.  The student said he had, and that he did not recall it supporting the 

ustaad’s point, whereupon the ustaad showed the student the first sura, and explained 

it to him anew.  The student said that he had also studied the same sura in his Deobandi 

madrasa, but had never read it in this way.  Tamam concluded this story by remarking 

that different people read things in different ways, but that he could not figure out the 

Deobandis (“magar in Deobandhi ka kaun jaane?”).  Tamam feels that one has to be 

wary when talking to Deobandis.  He argues that the Deobandis will say many things 
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that you agree with, and then, right at the end, they will pull the argument in a different 

direction, and since you have been agreeing all this time you will feel forced to agree 

again, even though you might disagree.  

 Accompanying me one day to a local bookshop while I was purchasing a short 

guidebook on how to properly conduct the namaaz or daily prayer, Tamam browsed 

through it quickly before slowly nodding a somewhat reserved approval and handing it 

back to me.  As we left the store after I had purchased the book, he told me that one 

had to be careful of the version of namaaz the book endorsed.  For instance, he said, 

the Deobandis begin their Bismillah by saying "Shuru kartein hein Allah ke naam mein” 

(We begin in the name of God), while he, and those who said it correctly, say "Allah ke 

naam mein shuru kartein hein” (In the name of God we begin).  According to Tamam, if 

one is saying that one is starting in the name of God, then one should begin there.  

Although my English translation lacks the effect of the original lines, it is clear that the 

order of the phrases "Shuru kartein hain” (We begin) and "Allah ke naam mein” (In the 

name of God) have been reversed in the latter version.  Since in the Urdu, the latter 

phrase literally begins with "Allah," the point conveys an additional linguistically derived 

punch.  Adding that there were twenty points in the Qur’an at which the Deobandis 

read it differently, Tamam said that most people are not aware of these matters.  But he 

emphasized that they were actually very important, and that they could spell the 

difference between being a Muslim and being a kafir.  This last point was controversial, 

and demonstrates why many proponents of madrasa reform emphasize the need to 
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move away from the teaching of ikhtilafiyat (disproving other maslaks, on the basis of 

disagreement between jurists, sometimes as “un-Islamic”) (Esposito 2003; Sikand 

2005a: 170-171). 

 

Ambiguity, Adab and the Shari’a 

 For the outsider, regardless of maslak, madrasa students are noticeable in 

general, and stand out in public spaces even in the Muslim parts of the city (in non-

Muslim parts they are immediately marked as not just Muslim but determinedly, and so 

threateningly, so).  All the madrasa students, from the youngest to the oldest, wear a 

long kameez (a loose shirt down to the knees) and salwars (loose pants), white or off-

white in colour, along with a skullcap.  Western clothes are not considered to be 

appropriate attire, and none of the students wear them.  The Prophet serves as the 

model to be emulated, so students do not shave and, when old enough, allow their 

beards to grow.  There are other norms based on an understanding of the Prophetic 

model that regulate eating, drinking, and even sleeping and other daily acts, but these 

are subject to the whims and vagaries of everyday life, and are inconsistently followed 

by students.  These norms sometimes emerge in unexpectedly reflexive moments.  

Once, after an Urdu lesson with Ayman, I stood up at our table and picked up my glass 

of water to drink.  Ayman remained seated, and asked why I had stood up to drink, 

following up with a request that I sit down and drink calmly.  I complied, and upon my 

asking why, he said that this is how it is said one must drink; this is how the Prophet and 
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his companions drank.  From Ayman’s general tone, and since I have accompanied 

Ayman in public places where he did not sit down to drink his water, I gathered that this 

was not a strict religious injunction: rather, it was a matter of propriety and appropriate 

conduct—of adab—to be followed where possible, but not entirely free of contextual 

ambiguity.   

While Ayman has a sense of distinction between the imperatives of the shari’a, 

on the one hand, and those of the world on the other, his approach when the two come 

into conflict is one of pragmatic acceptance.  In December 2004, he left Mumbai for a 

few days.  He said he had to go home to get his mother’s sister’s daughter married off.  

Although his father and older brother were in the village, his father had asked Ayman to 

return to their village to help organize and conduct the wedding.  On his return in 

January, he told me that the wedding had gone well.  It was a big one, he said while 

implying that it was also correspondingly expensive.  The dahej (dowry), he said, was 

very substantial, and he listed the items his family had to give to the groom:  a 

motorcycle worth Rs. 50,000; furniture worth Rs. 15,000; Jewelry worth Rs. 30,000; all in 

all, about Rs. 1,50,000.  Adding that this is haraam (forbidden) in shari’a, Ayman 

observed with neither anger nor resignation that this is what people do now—it’s the 

reet-rivaz (custom and tradition) and mahaul (environment) of the day.  In the past, he 

said, dowry went from men to women; now it is the reverse. 

 

The World Outside the Madrasa 
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For young men in their late teens and early twenties living in a large metropolis, 

it is hardly surprising that urban popular culture is a major dimension of their lives.  

Ayman and Tamam both insisted to me, for instance, that idols and images are 

forbidden.  This also applies to television and movies, although, they added somewhat 

somberly, such things are now pervasive in society.  As I began to make generally 

sympathetic noises, Tamam asked me if I watched movies.  I told him that I did, 

sometimes, but that I was not an avid movie watcher.  Barely waiting for me to finish my 

sentence, he asked me excitedly, “aapne DDLJ dekhi hai?” (“have you seen DDLJ?”)4  

Surprised, I said no, whereupon they both recommended it enthusiastically as a great 

movie.  Shah Rukh5 is in it, they said, in tones of enthusiastic approval. 

For Ayman in particular, although he does not say this directly, the Mumbai 

outside the madrasa is the world he is interested in.  He is enterprising, and works at a 

telephone booth, as an Urdu tutor, and as a reader of the Qur’an, all for pay.  He does 

not work for fixed rates, preferring to build a kind of relationship of patronage—he will 

take what you want to give, he says.  Notwithstanding the pious humility with which he 

                                                 
4
 Dilwale Duhlaniya Le Jayenge, released in 1995, was a major hit in the Indian film industry, and was one 

of the first movies to feature the “global Indian”—the Indian who lives (or travels) in the West, and 

appears to thrive competently in Western culture while trying to resolve its conflicts with what are 

understood to be fundamental Indian values.  The movie is a love story about a carefree Indian man from 

a wealthy family in London trying to win over the conservative family of his love-interest, a woman from 

another wealthy family in London. 
5
 Shah Rukh Khan is a major actor in the Mumbai film industry, and has for over a decade been one of the 

top, if not the top, box office draws in the country.  He, Aamir Khan and Salman Khan have been the most 

popular and the most highly paid actors in the industry for many years.  All three are Muslims who are 

generally popular with audiences all over the country.  Shah Rukh Khan’s role in Dilwale Duhlaniya Le 

Jayenge drew increased popular attention to Shah Rukh, and contributed to making him one of the 

highest paid and most prominent male lead roles in the Mumbai film industry. 
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conducts business related to his education, however, Ayman gives a good deal of 

importance to making money, and is drawn to the commercial world despite his limited 

experience and knowledge of its workings.  In 2004, he had begun to both save and raise 

money to deposit in a scheme that promised him that if he deposited Rs. 3,000 initially, 

after six months he would get Rs. 3,000 back, and then after another three months he 

would get Rs. 6,000, and after another three months he would be paid another Rs. 

12,000.  Then he could deposit money and re-start the cycle.   When I told him that this 

sounded too good to be true, and that it was unlikely to work, Ayman argued that he 

was sure it worked, though he admitted that he didn’t know how exactly the money was 

multiplying.  It was not interest, he said, which would be haram (forbidden) but it was 

the increase of money in the pot because more and more people were joining.  

Eventually, about six months later, he told me ruefully that the man who had started the 

scheme had been jailed; he had tried to abscond, but had been apprehended by the 

police.  Ayman remained convinced that he could retrieve his money, but had lost hope 

in making any additional profits. 

A few months later, Ayman had stopped attending the madrasa altogether.  On 

my return to Mumbai in 2005, I learned from Tamam that Ayman had not been 

attending classes for some months.  Tamam himself had not met him for months, and 

did not know what he was doing.  When I finally managed to contact Ayman, he met 

Tamam and me at a tea shop.  While expressing pleasure at meeting us both, Ayman 

repeatedly evaded Tamam's queries about what he was doing by trying to change topics 
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with a smile.  Sensing Ayman’s need for discretion, Tamam did not quite accommodate 

him; rather, he pleaded that even if he did tell somebody, it would not be chugli 

(tattling) but something that he would be doing, as his dost (friend), for Ayman himself.  

He emphasized that it was his farz (duty or obligation), as a friend, to talk to Ayman for 

the latter's own benefit.  Although he did not specify what precisely he was responding 

to, and Ayman had not revealed any specifics, it was apparent from the tone and the 

specific words that he was using (offering not “chugli” but “dosti” out of a sense of 

“farz”)  that Tamam was speaking to Ayman as a fellow-believer.  He also seemed to be 

responding to an unspoken sense that Ayman’s evasions constituted a kind of 

dishonesty, a moral mistake in his obligations to his friends and community and, to that 

extent, a straying from their common path.  Ayman waited until we left the tea shop 

and Tamam had taken our leave before, after my asking him once more, he finally 

revealed that he was working with a relative trying to conduct a business in Mira Road 

and New Mumbai, distant suburbs where a good deal of construction was in progress.  

He said that he and his relative had a contract to do the plaster of Paris molding 

decorations around ceilings in newly built apartments.  Ayman said that he intended to 

return to the madrasa, although he did not say when.  Eventually, as I learned on a 

subsequent visit in 2007, he did not return, and had not stayed in touch with his 

erstwhile companions. 

Tamam, of course, did not know what Ayman was doing, but he was aware that 

Ayman was no longer attending classes, and that Ayman was still a student.  As a friend, 
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he also was discomfited by Ayman's evasiveness, which he assumed indicated that 

Ayman had something to hide.  Nevertheless his focus remained not on criticizing 

Ayman or telling him to reform himself, but rather on inviting Ayman to rebuild a sense 

of community with his friends at the madrasa by confiding in them and drawing on their 

support and guidance.  It is also notable that Tamam did not offer his own support, but 

that of himself and a broader community that he felt had Ayman's best interests in 

mind.  Tamam's approach to Ayman, a kind of earnest advice, incorporated both "an 

expression of good intention on the part of the advice giver" and "the sense of offering 

moral advice to an erring fellow Muslim."  This interaction conforms to what Asad has 

identified as nasīha, an important mode of advice (rather than a more adversarial form 

of engagement) that the shari’a calls for as a “precondition for moral rectitude” (Asad 

1993: 212-220).   

Despite Tamam's intervention being unsuccessful (at least as of 2007), what is 

interesting is his drawing upon a classically Islamic form of ethical criticism and 

invitation (nasīha and da’wa), in order to draw into engagement a friend who is both 

familiar with, and participating in, an Islamic tradition that emphasizes the cultivation of 

virtues that bind the ethical self to God, while simultaneously conducting affairs in a 

rapidly changing commercial environment "inhabited by individuals aspiring to self-

determination…[and] whose moral foundation is universal [market-driven] reason, not 

disciplined virtues" (Asad 1993: 220). 
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The point here is not that Ayman is stuck between two worlds, traditional and 

modern, and that Tamam is trying to preserve the traditional.  Tamam himself is not 

averse to the world of business outside the madrasa.  By 2007 he had graduated and 

was teaching at a smaller madrasa nearby, but he intended to leave teaching after three 

to four years and get involved in some kind of dhandha (business).  He was happy 

teaching for now, he told me, but he was beginning to think about the future, and about 

marriage within the next three to four years, which meant that he would have to get set 

up with a steady income and livelihood so that he could support his wife.  Tamam's 

critical engagement with Ayman, despite drawing on a form specific to a particular (in 

this case, Islamic) tradition, was hence not an attempt at preserving tradition in the face 

of some kind of corrupting or corroding forces of modernity; rather, it was about 

Ayman’s ethical subjectivity, which, in Tamam's view, was in need of corrective 

intervention. 

What is of greater interest is Tamam's use of nasīha at the intersection of, so to 

speak, two worlds: that of an inherited tradition with a sense of ethical selfhood 

produced through a certain process of education and the development of virtues on the 

one hand, and a commercial world based on a sense of self-determining selfhood 

produced by participation in universal reason in its articulation with the market.  

Irrespective of whether Tamam's strategy worked, it was intelligible to Ayman who was 

also, at least at that moment, quite deeply immersed in the latter logic.  Arguably, it was 

this intelligibility, and his implicit understanding of what Tamam was asking of him, that 
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had rendered him evasive and unresponsive.  In this sense, Ayman was very much 

participating in the tradition Tamam was drawing upon, rather than rejecting it.  

 

Of Piety, Human Affairs and Knowledge 

I conclude this section by returning to Tamam’s own engagement with the world 

at large, outside the constraints of madrasa life and the world of teaching of which he 

has been a part for many years.  I had asked Tamam to give me his thoughts on the 

relationship between religion and politics, largely in the context of discussing world 

politics during which I had mentioned to him ongoing debates in the United States on 

the influence of religious constituencies in the Bush administration.  Upon meeting him 

some days later, I asked him if he had had an opportunity to think about the matter.  

Tamam began by saying that people like Bush are very wrong when they invoke the 

name of God to justify acts such as invading Iraq.  Interestingly, however, he did not 

point to the act as impious (although he might well have meant to imply this).  Nor did 

he even suggest that human action in such fields as politics, or the world of commerce, 

should be or could be conducted in ways entirely consonant with standards of piety.  

Instead he spoke, as he had once before, of the thirteenth century Persian poet Shaikh 

Sa’di.  "Shaikh Sa’di ne teen batein kahi thi,” (Shaikh Sa’di said three things) he told me: 

“Ek, ke na mulk bina siyasat” 

 (One, that there cannot be a realm/kingdom without politics) 

“Doosra, ke tarakki karni hai to tijarat ki jaroorat hai” 
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(Second, that if you want to progress you need a treasury) 

“Aur phir yeh ke ‘ilm ke liye bahas ki zaroorat hai” 

(And then this, that for knowledge it is necessary to discuss/argue) 

For Tamam, the world of human affairs seem to have its own rules distinct from, if 

related to, the rules that guided the ethics of individual piety.  He seemed to be 

suggesting that politics and money could not be avoided, and that negotiating these 

dimensions of life required a kind of knowledge that was dynamic and responsive to 

critique.   

Tamam's conception of knowledge was particularly striking in that it flies in the 

face of stereotypical conceptions of madrasas as institutions of rote learning.  In my own 

experience, the word "bahas" had a somewhat negative connotation as a kind of 

needless, even impudent form of argument, having been told repeatedly by my often 

exasperated grandmother "bahas mat kar” (don’t argue/talk back).  Tamam clarified 

what he meant: for him, “bahas” means to ask and get a reply, to keep asking about 

something until one understands or until the other person changes their proposition to 

accommodate the objection one has advanced.  I asked Tamam if this was something 

that one could do in the madrasa classroom, or if one had to simply take the word of a 

teacher who was, after all, an elder.  One can always ask, was Tamam's reply, but you 

cannot ask repeatedly if it is clear that the teacher does not understand what you're 

getting at.  In that case, after asking one or two times, you let it go in class.  You can 

always ask and talk about it after class with others. 
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Tamam's dynamic and open understanding of the construction and 

internalization of knowledge, and his pragmatic approach to the political and economic 

constraints and necessities of social life, while flying in the face of stereotypes about 

madrasa education as well as madrasa students’ identities as narrow-minded or bigoted, 

are not altogether surprising in light of some of the comments made by Ayman 

regarding his sister's wedding , in which he conveyed an implicit recognition of social 

norms as a powerful force with which one had to come to terms regardless of one's own 

moral concerns.  Such social openness was also evident in Tamam's reflections on the 

question of whether or not the state should provide subsidies to Muslims going on Hajj, 

although here his thinking was very much in line with the kind of neutral state 

patronage that embodies official secularism in India: if Muslims got the subsidy, Tamam 

said, then other religious groups should also be given these things by the state. 

 

CONCLUSION 

I have tried to make it evident that these madrasa students, while they are 

rooted in a particular Islamic tradition, the Ahl-e Sunnat wa Jama’at, are also deeply 

involved in the broader cultural, social and economic processes of which they are a 

part—processes that are in this case magnified by their habitation in a dynamic 

megacity.  The forms of social identity available to them, and the notions of selfhood to 

which they aspire, and often inhabit successfully, are dynamic and complex, and can 

sometimes give rise to conflict.  But they can hardly be easily categorized in terms as 
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neatly separate and apparently self-contained as “religious” or “secular.”  For these 

men, the nature and extent of their involvements outside the madrasa determine the 

parameters of and even the meaning of a religious subjectivity and to that extent, they 

are living through a process one might call secularization—a process not so much 

opposed to the religious so much as continuously reshaping its contours.  Whether they 

are risky financial entanglements or the cultural and social imperatives of arranging a 

sister’s wedding, or even leaving the madrasa to join a construction business, as in the 

case of Ayman, or the participation in broader popular and youth culture via watching 

cinema as in the cases of Tamam, these madrasa students constantly are called upon to 

adjust and make accommodations between the interests and desires insistently 

generated by the secularity that surrounds them on the one hand, and the ethical selves 

that they, as Muslims, are engaged in becoming on the other.  I shall pursue these 

themes in the fourth, fifth and sixth chapters as I bring the urban context to bear more 

centrally in thinking about everyday life and subject formation among Muslims in 

Mumbai.  For now, I shall turn to a brief, orienting section on the city-space of Mumbai 

in order to better ground this ethnography in local geography. 
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CHAPTER 3 

SPACES OF AN URBAN SECULAR 

 

 

ENVIRONS 

Mumbai lies broadly on a north-south axis, with four major arteries—two rail, 

the others road—connecting the southern end of the city to northern and north-eastern 

suburbs.  In general, western Mumbai is the more affluent, modernized side of the city, 

with broad and gentrified thoroughfares and most of the elite residential and 

commercial real estate.  There are various road and rail routes that connect the 

northern and north-eastern parts of the city to the Indian mainland to the East.  The 

eastern edge of the island consists of various dockyards and the Mumbai harbour, and is 

largely owned by the Mumbai Port Trust.  Much of the eastern coastal area is off limits 

to the general public. 

Sandwiched between these two shores—eastern and western—lie various less 

affluent and less gentrified areas of the city.  These areas were built up outside and to 

the north of the old “Fort” area (now the main “national" commercial centre of the city) 

in colonial times, and provided various kinds of labour for the commercial heart of the 

burgeoning city.  At the northern end of the Fort area lies the Chhatrapati Shivaji Rail 

Terminus (commonly referred to as VT for its old name, Victoria Terminus), which is one 

of south Mumbai’s two major railway lines leading to the north-eastern suburbs and 

beyond. 
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The area of south Mumbai in which I conducted my fieldwork lies just to the 

north of these older settlements and VT, and extends gradually north and west into 

what might be called central Mumbai.  The main eastern north-south artery of the city, 

known here as Muhammad Ali Road, goes through this area, and is one of the busier 

thoroughfares of the city.  This is the main Muslim commercial and residential area of 

south Mumbai, and includes the areas of Chakla, Umarkhadi, Bhendi Bazaar, Mandvi, 

Dongri and Pydhonie, bordering on the mostly Hindu and Jain area of Bhuleshwar.  

These areas, (except in the case of Bhuleshwar and to some extent Pydhonie) have for 

some time now been predominantly Muslim, both residentially and commercially, at 

least since the broad early 20th century transformations that led some of the wealthier 

classes to leave these older business quarters of the city for elite residential areas north 

and west (Edwardes 1909a: 200-201). 

 

MOHALLAS 

Much of the commerce in the side-streets of this area is wholesale, but the area 

is known throughout the city for its reasonable prices and draws retail shoppers from all 

over the city.  Mosques and shrines to saints are scattered throughout the area, which 

also includes some prominent landmarks.  The area is further divided, though informally 

and not in official administrative terms, into “mohallas” or neighborhoods, and these 

often are designated in terms of the ethnicity, religious or sectarian affiliation, caste or 
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(often relatedly) occupation of those who settled there during the early growth of the 

Indian town, and whose descendents often still live there.   

The presence of these mohallas, and it designations, point to a key aspect of the 

Muslim “community” in Mumbai, which is that there is no such thing.  Notwithstanding 

the monolithic identity imposed upon Mumbai's Muslims, and on this area as a 

"Muslim" area in general, there are, in fact, a large variety of Muslim communities in the 

area, most of them with multigenerational local histories.  In addition to differences in 

terms of geographical origin (Gujarat, Kerala, Karnataka, Hyderabad, the Konkan and 

Malabar coasts, as well as Uttar Pradesh and to a lesser extent other northern states), 

there are sectarian and (often related) occupational differences (Sunni Memons from 

Gujarat tend to be traders; Shia Khojas and Bohris are influential in trade and 

commerce; North Indian Sunnis tend to be worse off in general since many once worked 

in the now defunct textile industry) (Vora and Palshikar 2003: 164-166). 

The eastern part of this broad area is generally known as Dongri, an area strongly 

identified with the Muslim mafia of the city. 1  While the area studied here is larger than 

Dongri alone, Dongri nevertheless functions synechdochically to represent all the 

Muslim areas of south Bombay, in the imagination of the city as well as various agents 

of surveillance such as the police, often in clichéd terms, as dens of vice, of illicit acts 

                                                 
1
 A series of gangs and dons constituting the Mumbai criminal underworld has been recognized since at 

least the 1950s as involved in such various enterprises as extortion, bootlegging, smuggling, gambling, 

drugs peddling, contract killings and murky real estate dealings.  Many, though not all, of the prominent 

dons have been Muslim, such as Karim Lala, Haji Mastan, Yusuf Patel, and Dawood Ibrahim.  For a brief 

discussion, see (Hansen 2001b: 180-181, 185-193)  
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and relationships, and of violence and retribution fuelled by criminals and religious 

extremists. 

My own lodgings were in Chhachh mohalla, a small section between Chakla, 

Mandvi and Umarkhadi, that lies just East of the main road (Muhammad Ali Road), and 

about a fifteen minute walk north of VT.  Like most of the other mohallas around, this is 

a mixed use neighbourhood, with the ground floor of buildings used as commercial 

establishments and the four or five stories above used mostly for residential purposes.  

The particular street on which I lived is lined with shops dedicated to wholesale 

footwear, with the odd travel agency or cold drinks/snacks stall interspersed among 

them.  There is also a madrasa (Islamic school) for small children and a laundry service 

associated with it (but catering to the public at large).  The narrow road is lined with 

bicycles and motorcycles along the sides, and although cars are not an unusual sight, 

they are almost never parked on the street for any length of time, and are experienced 

as a major inconvenience when they do come through what is otherwise a heavily 

traveled pedestrian road.  This is not unusual; the roads in these areas are narrow and 

mostly confined to two-wheelers and pedestrians.  One usually sees vans or cars parked 

here only in the mornings when bringing supplies to stores.  Even then, the most 

common mode of transporting goods is the wooden hand-cart.  At night, one sees hand-

carts parked along the side of the street, with their operators often sleeping on or next 

to them on the streets or the steps leading up to stores. 
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At southern end of the “footwear” block, the street meets a broader access road 

which, in addition to the usual commercial establishments, is also occupied by various 

street vendors that spill onto the street.  This, too, is mainly a pedestrian and two-

wheeler thoroughfare, although cars and vans are more frequent.  This area is 

particularly known for its restaurants and its sweetshops, and is considered to be an 

important stop for those outsiders who wish to experience the “authentic” Muslim 

cuisine of the city.  Cross-streets in the area feature butcher shops with roadside stalls 

on which choice cuts of meat or displayed on slabs of ice covered with gunny-bags, dairy 

and sweetmeat shops, cobblers and tea stalls.  Three major mosques are located on this 

thoroughfare, and the entire road is closed down for the afternoon namaaz (prayers) 

and khutba (sermon) every Friday.  Businesses, and the restaurants especially, stay open 

and continue to serve customers during these Friday prayers, while people wander on 

and off the mats that are laid on the road for prayers.  The commercial bustle of the 

streets does not seem to be much affected by the khutba, which is amplified over 

loudspeakers. 

This area can be seen as the "core" of south Mumbai's Muslim area, and along 

with surrounding neighborhoods, it conveys a distinctively Muslim semiotic in public 

space.  The presence of butcher shops and leather related businesses usually tend to be 

located in Muslim areas, for instance.  Even the various retail establishments are 

distinctive in their sales and decorative displays of such items as bottled attar 

(perfumes), womenswear (most prominently full length displays of an infinitely subtle 
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variety of burqas, the distinctive black gowns, often with attached headwear, worn by 

many Muslim women) hung on cantilevers above the barely passable sidewalks, 

children's clothes ranging from small ready-made salwar-kameez sets to elaborate pink 

and white Victorian looking dresses for little girls to wear on special occasions, to, 

finally, all manner of artifacts associated with the Prophet and Mecca and Medina, 

including green banners with golden or silver edgings imprinted with Qur'anic verse, and 

pictures and photographs of the Kaaba. 

In an important article on the Islamic city, Janet Abu-Lughod suggests that in 

Indian cities, Muslim areas seemed to be characterized by a higher ratio of males to 

females in public space, 2 in addition to levels of noise and various sounds (including but 

not confined to the call to prayer) and the public presence, in bazaars, of butchers and 

trades related to leather and animal products.  Eventually, she suggests that while there 

is no prototypical Islamic city, there are forces that have, in Islamic cultures, allowed 

conditions to flourish that have shaped patterns of urban life, including juridical 

distinctions among people based on their relationship to the Umma (the community of 

believers), a concomitant neglect by the state of the minutiae of land use and 

settlement patterns, whose regulations were left to local bodies, as well as the 

                                                 
2
 It should be noted that public space in Mumbai quite generally is very heavily male-dominated, 

regardless of whether an area is "Hindu," "Muslim," or even "cosmopolitan" and consequently, in the 

latter-most case, usually assumed to be safer for and more hospitable toward women.  My own 

observations in passing were that the presence of women in burqas was, not surprisingly, much more 

heavily pronounced in Muslim areas, but that the numbers of women out on the streets were not 

appreciably different in other parts of the old native town.  I hasten to point out that this is just an 

impression; however work done on women's presence in public space in Mumbai by the Gender and 

Space Project has demonstrated the surprisingly low ratio of women out on the streets in a city frequently 

assumed to be one of the safest for women in the entire country (Phadke 2007) 
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segregation of the sexes.  These factors, she suggests, were critical in the creation of 

enduring ethno-religious neighborhoods, as well as spaces outside the home that 

women could frequent informally while being simultaneously shielded from public 

spaces (Abu-Lughod 1987: 162-173). 

The Muslim areas of the old Indian town do exhibit some, though not all, of the 

features of the classic Arabo-Islamic cities.  There are, for instance, enduring 

neighborhoods that were originally based largely on ethno-religious criteria although for 

the most part these were different Muslim groups, classified in terms of geographical or 

caste origin in some cases, and sect (Sunni or Shia; Bohri or Khoja, etc.) in others.  While 

neighborhoods, and even buildings, are somewhat more mixed today, neighborhoods 

still maintain their old names and associations, especially among those whose families 

go back a generation or more in the area.  Thus, for instance, one of my Sunni 

interlocutors, whose family immigrated from North India over a century ago, pointed to 

a neighborhood across the main street we were on, and discouraged me from buying 

things from there by remarking, "those people from Nakhoda mohalla are thieves, don't 

rely on them [for honesty]." 

Not unlike the Maghrabi cities in the "Islamic city" literature cited by Abu-Lughod 

(Abu-Lughod 1987: 156-162), some of the lanes of mohallas end in cul-de-sacs, a 

practice that helped communities to better control their spaces, whether to defend 

them from outsiders, maintain privacy or generally control ingress and egress (Dossal 

1991: 17).  But for the most part, the streets in most of Mumbai's mohallas today 
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appear not to be convoluted by design,3 either in order to defend residents or to create 

enclosed areas that might serve as semi-private spaces outside the home to which 

women might have access on a regular and informal basis.  However, there are some 

interesting parallels.  For instance stairwells and landings of buildings, all of which are 

multistoried, often serve as communal spaces for various families who live in the same 

building.  Securely private from the bustle of the streets outside, women can, and do, 

visit neighbors without covering themselves as fully as they might had they been going 

into the public space of the street.  In such contexts, as Abu-Lughod points out, "co-

residents who might inadvertently have visual access are appropriated into a fictive 

kinship relationship to neutralize danger" (Abu-Lughod 1987: 168).  Upon my taking up 

residence in a chawl-type room in a building, the Sunni family that had helped me to 

find the room, and which lived in the same building, adopted me in similar fashion.  The 

couple living there, similar to me in age, began to refer to my partner, who was not 

present, as bhabhi (sister-in-law), thus subtly appropriating me, an alien man living 

alone, into a fictive kinship relationship that imposed certain modes of propriety and 

expectations on my interactions and behavior with the family.  Similarly, an elderly 

Gujrati Bohri (Shia) woman, who lived on the storey above the family, was referred to as 

ma-ji (respected mother) on the rare occasions when she was encountered in the 

                                                 
3
  Certain sections of my area of fieldwork, such as the western parts of Mandvi and Umarkhadi, do have 

particularly narrow and irregular streets.  This area was built on what was once an old koli village.   In 

general, however, most of these areas, and the buildings that occupy them, were built up in the 19th 

century, after a major fire in 1803 destroyed much of the native town as well as some buildings in the 

Fort, during a period when the British had begun to take an active interest in urban planning and hygiene 

(Dwivedi and Mehrotra 1995: 65; Edwardes 1902: 228-230) 
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stairwell or when she visited the family.  These strategies for negotiating space, its 

scarcity, as well as privacy both in and out of the home proper, appear to be adaptive, 

blended practices drawing on traditional Islamic and Indic idioms of kinship and patterns 

of spatial use that are nonetheless also functions of the constraints of class as it is 

constituted in any given social space.  Here, the social class of residents is inflected also 

by virtue of their being Muslim, and living in a Muslim area that is spatially and 

infrastructurally impoverished. 

 

HABITATION 

When compared to the reclaimed and gentrified expanses of the west side of the 

island, these areas are noticeably poorer and more crowded.  Roads are packed with 

stalls and various slower- or faster- moving forms of transportation—bicycles, scooters, 

motorcycles, handcarts, cars, vans, and on the main roads buses and trucks.  People pick 

their way around these, as well as puddles of gutter water.  The general lack of 

infrastructure in the city becomes visible and tangible, as waste from food-stalls flows 

onto, and builds up on, footpaths and roads.  Smells of sewage and food mingle and 

linger in the air; these assault first-time visitors as a shock until one eventually gets used 

to them. 

Buildings overlooking the streets sometimes boast beautiful old-fashioned wood-

carved arches on little balconies, now fallen into disrepair.  The wood is rotting, bright 

bits of paint pock the otherwise graying fibres of wood to suggest a more decorative 
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past.  The balconies now have clothes lines strung across, resplendent with colourful 

garments drying on them.  Balconies, especially on the lower stories, invariably have 

metal bars and grilles enclosing them for security.  Many of the buildings here serve as 

reminders of the mixed populations, including some of the city's wealthier and 

prestigious families they once housed.  These areas were once the heart of the “Black 

Town” or Indian town that grew up adjacent to the main Fort area, the “White Town” or 

European enclave.  The growth of commerce in these native parts of the city included a 

vast variety of enterprises:  godowns, warehouses and granaries near the docks; cloth-

dealers, saddlers, booksellers, copper, drugs, sugar, ghee, and even bullion.  It was only 

in the late 19th century, following a plague, that many of the better off families moved 

out into what were then considered the city’s suburbs, leaving mostly those whose daily 

work obliged them to continue living in these most crowded areas of the city (Edwardes 

1909a: 30-47; 196-197). 

The buildings themselves, most of them five to six stories high, are tightly 

crammed in on either side of the narrow streets.  They are literally a foot or two apart 

from each other—close enough to see into and smell at close quarters either an 

apartment in the neighbouring building or a dank, grey wall.  The narrow gaps between 

buildings serve as garbage dumps where now and then one sees local “recyclers” or 

street dwellers looking for the odd bit of useful refuse—anything from twine to plastic 

bags to food-stained cardboard scraps to bits of broken plastic and metal.  Rats abound, 

both in these gaps and in the dark stairwells and landings in the buildings.  Concerns 



125 
 

  

about security run high, and often even upper stories have metal grilles around 

windows that open out onto two feet of walled space. 

In general, the buildings all have inconspicuous entryways at the street level, 

which one can easily miss as just another dark gap between large, brightly lit shops and 

stalls.  Most of the entryways are not lit, and a few feet into them have old wooden 

stairs that go up the building.  Some of the landings have dim lights, but these are at the 

mercy of the owners of particular flats, and many do not leave lights on, either from 

thrift or out of fear of bulbs being stolen.  A few buildings have elevators as well, but 

that is very unusual.  For the most part, new cement staircases are put in when the old 

rickety wooden ones start falling apart. 

Inside, space is organized on a communal, tenement “chawl” system.  While 

there might be one—at most two—self-contained apartments on each floor, the 

remainder are two to three “rooms”—flats comprising a single large room separated 

into a bedroom and a kind of drawing room or living space by a wooden partition, and a 

small bathroom with faucets and, in the better equipped rooms, a small geyser 

mounted in the bathroom to heat water.  A nook near a window is the designated 

kitchen with a sink, shelves and a countertop where a stove can be set up.  The 

doorways to most flats are fitted with grooves on either side from the ground up, about 

one and a half to two feet high.  Into these grooves are inserted boards of wood that are 

about two feet high and wide enough to fit into the grooves on either side of the 

doorframe.  These serve to keep infants in and rats out.  This allows doors to sometimes 
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be left open for a modicum of cross-ventilation.  Furthermore, it permits the occasional 

inhabitant to keep an eye on the comings and goings of the building.  The sounds of 

Bollywood music from hi-fi systems, or of various television shows, flood the landings, 

interrupted mainly by rats scurrying at the sound of footsteps. 

The bathroom contains no latrine—for that, one needs to go out to one end of 

the landing, where a small door leads to a tiny room with a latrine that is communally 

shared between the rooms (the apartments have their own).  Outside the latrine is a 

neat row of sandals (usually rubber flip-flops), suggesting a keen consciousness to 

change shoes when entering and using the latrine, ensuring that none of its filth be 

inadvertently dragged home.  The latrine has one lightbulb for each room, each of which 

is connected to a different circuit that leads to a different room.  One has to switch on 

the light from one’s own room before going to the latrine.  Since the landing is dark, this 

discourages strangers from using the toilet, since they have no access to light. 

But while electricity need not be shared, 4 water is a different matter, and its 

shortage is felt acutely on a daily basis.  Water is in severely short supply, and when it is 

available the pressure is low—except to an extent on the first and ground levels.  The 

municipal corporation releases water twice a day to this area, once between about 

                                                 
4
 Although the occasional "tapping into" the electricity meters of others is not unheard of, the relative 

security people feel about their electricity connections marks this area as quite different from the large 

slum areas.  Not all areas are positioned in the same way vis-à-vis the state, even as their main mode of 

relating to the state (whether the police or municipal services) is in many ways that of political society.  

See for example Chatterjee on the relationship between governing authorities and the urban poor on the 

question of illegal infractions of infrastructural property, such as the pilfering of electricity in the slums 

(Chatterjee 2004: 135). 
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5:30am and 7:00am, and then in the evening between about 4pm and 7pm.5  The 

evening pressure is usually so weak that one sometimes gets no water at all on the 

middle or higher floors, so the morning is usually the best time to get water.  All flats 

have their own water tanks and pumps.  Tanks are fitted in a false ceiling above the 

bathroom or kitchen space.  Pumps have to be switched on when the water is flowing in 

the pipes, and off when the tank is full, or certainly when the municipality stops the 

water supply.  Leaving the pump on with no water supply creates an air bubble 

blockage, which requires the services of a plumber, and plumbers seem to be in short 

supply and very busy as well.  The capacity of most tanks is enough for about one day of 

heavy use or two of moderate use. 

The latrine on the floor I lived on (the third floor) also had a common water tank 

out above the landing to which both rooms were connected.  There was a tap in each 

room that would switch on a pump to fill this tank with water, but the only outlet for 

this tank was the latrine.  This meant that different rooms took turns to fill the latrine 

tank, so that the burden (of inconvenience as well as financial) could be shared evenly.  

So there came into effect a mutual understanding that all parties were to periodically 

(perhaps every other day) turn the faucet on in their room to fill this communal latrine 

                                                 
5
 According to the Department of Relief and Rehabilitation, a subdivision of the Revenue and Forest 

Department of the Government of Maharashtra, this area of the city (Ward B) receives water three times 

daily: from 5 a.m. to 6:30 a.m.; from 3:45 p.m. to 5:20 p.m.; and from 8:30 p.m. to 10 p.m. (On the Web at 

http://mdmu.maharashtra.gov.in/pages/Mumbai/bwardplanShow.php.  Accessed on April 25, 2008).  

While this may well be an accurate account of a new regimen of water distribution regimen, it is quite 

possible that it is simply a bureaucratic one that bears little relation to the actual water distribution times 

in the area.  My own experience of maintaining an adequate water supply suggested, at the time, that 

these times, and the consequent flow of water, were somewhat subject to human error. 
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tank.  This was initially awkward for me, my neighbours being a woman, her two 

teenage daughters and one younger son.  When we did talk about it, I got the sense that 

she had adopted a kind of deliberate strategy to address the problem of talking to a 

male stranger about something as symbolically intimate as a bathroom latrine.  Her 

approach was to adopt a combination of matter-of-fact seriousness and a hint of 

supplication, as if to ask me to do what was, after all, the reasonable thing, and try to fill 

up the latrine tank every other day or so.  I hastily agreed, expressing some contrition at 

her having to bring the matter brought to my attention. 

Even in the early twentieth century, Chakla was one of the most thickly 

populated areas of the city (Edwardes 1909a: 200).  In addition to the flourishing 

merchant classes, these areas also housed various service classes such as shipbuilders, 

clerks, weavers and mill-hands.  For those who could not own their own 

accommodation and were in lower-paid employment, the most common form of 

housing was the chawl system, which has changed little from Edwardes’ description of 

such habitation in the early 1900s: 

The rooms in a typical chawl measure about 12’ X 8’ X 8’ with an open verandah 

3’ wide running the entire length in front.  Every room is divided by one partition 

only, the inner portion being used by females generally and the outer room with 

its verandah by the males (Edwardes 1909a: 210). 

 

Although today most of the rooms do appear to have a place to bathe or shower, and a 

sink, they still do not have toilets, which have to be communally shared with other 

rooms. 
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While I stayed in a chawl-style room, better-off families in the area, particularly 

those who have inherited ownership, live in more complete apartments, although these 

too have changed little since the early twentieth century.  Many inherited apartments 

have been divided to accommodate separate families of siblings, as was the case with 

one of my acquaintances when his brother got married and set up his own family, but 

the basic configuration of the larger apartments has remained.  The apartment of a 

neighbour in the building I stayed in is very similar to what Edwardes describes as typical 

over one hundred years ago: 

The richer middle-classes, both Muhammadan and Hindu, are found residing in 

what for want of a better term may be called flats, the most prominent feature 

of which is the divankhana or reception room.  Around this are grouped the 

kitchen, washing room, sleeping-rooms and women’s apartments, which vary in 

size and number in proportion to the wealth of the owner (Edwardes 1909a: 

199). 

 

Notwithstanding their limitations, the chawls described above are far superior to 

slums, which also house large numbers of middle-class Mumbaikars (Bombayites).  This 

is one of the most concentrated Muslim areas of the city, and the security provided by 

that fact itself is important to local inhabitants.  The area also has its own distinctive 

feel: shops are open late into the night; carts and stalls selling everything from fruit to 

dry fruit to cooked food to clothes and little knick-knacks are open for business until the 

police van comes around past midnight to shut down all commercial activity.  Often 

even then a local stall will switch off its lights until the van has driven by before opening 

for one last bit of business.  The constant bustle and flow of people and commerce 
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usually intensifies in the evenings, when the pursuit of recreation and leisure through 

shopping and eating out pick up.  The colourful displays, savoury smells of roasting 

meats, and kerosene lanterns hanging from carts all give the area a somewhat festive 

feel.  It is not unusual to see families that have ridden in on a scooter or motorcycle, or 

even taken a train or bus from suburban Mumbai, enjoying a night out in the heart of 

Muslim Mumbai.  It is significant here to note that most such families, even if they live in 

slightly less crowded or better maintained conditions in suburban areas, cannot afford 

to live here in south Mumbai for, despite its chronic infrastructural problems, this is 

high-value real-estate; space is, as elsewhere in the city, at a premium, and is a major 

concern that shapes the lives of everyone in the city.  I shall return occasionally to 

discuss the pressures of space, among other urban pressures, as I discuss their 

intersections with gendered, classed, and other ethical processes of self-formation in 

the city. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

EXPLORING THE RELIGIOUS AND THE SECULAR:  THE HOUSEHOLDER/ENTREPRENEUR 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In chapters 2 and 3, I began to discuss several dimensions of Mumbai as an 

urban space, and aspects of urban culture upon which madrasa students draw and 

which they seem to experiment with in supplementing, complicating or even implicitly 

questioning understandings of the ethics of selfhood and belonging that they have 

inherited as part of a particular Islamic discursive tradition.  In this chapter, I shift my 

focus to the entrepreneurial middle-classes and to a group of people who, while for the 

most part devout and practicing Muslims, are not as closely identified with the 

intricacies of inter-maslak disputes or the Ahl-e Sunnat wa Jama’at identity as are the 

madrasa students.  As middle-class family members and aspiring business owners or 

professionals, they confront and engage different issues from madrasa students, and 

have different horizons of ambition, hope and opportunity.  Through a series of 

ethnographic vignettes, I explore a variety of issues and phenomena that arose as either 

salient or common themes during the course of ordinary conversations over many 

months of fieldwork. 

I begin by drawing attention to some of the contexts and pressures of familial 

and domestic life.  Here I discuss the production of gendered subjectivities both in 

public spaces and in the home, as well as discourses about religion as shaping and 
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shaped by class and gender in intra-familial interactions, as well as ways in which they 

are related to the various telecommunications media that saturate the space of the 

home.  I then discuss professional and public life before proceeding, eventually, to 

discussions and attitudes about religion, secularism and politics more generally.  As a 

means of providing depth, continuity and a degree of familiarity, I focus mostly on 

various members of a particular family, and pay attention to significant themes that 

emerge in the course of their daily conduct. 

In the first section, I pay particular attention to questions of gender, power and 

authority in the formation of gendered identity, status, and familial dynamics.  I also 

discuss the formation of selfhood as it relates to both raising children and cultivating the 

self as an ethical person.  My focus here is largely, although not exclusively, Islamic 

traditions, both inherited and freshly interpreted and promulgated by various media, as 

providing a rich resource for ethical subject formation. In the subsequent section, I shift 

this focus to a discussion of the state and explore the effects of subjects in their 

interactions with liberal forms of sovereignty, governmentality and marginalization.  I 

emphasize, at the very localized and particularized scale of an extended family, the high-

stakes involved in the nature of the state, and of the particular form of "secular" that it 

inhabits and practices.I then move on to professional and entrepreneurial activities, 

where I expand my exploration of the constitutive features of Muslim selfhood in 

Mumbai to include the neoliberal logics and effects of a recently liberalized marketplace 
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whose effects are still barely understood in a city rapidly changing as it is increasingly 

absorbed in a global market economy. 

I conclude the chapter with a discussion of the more explicitly visible points at 

which secular and religious understandings or processes intersect, collude or collide, 

both in the home and, in business and professional contexts, outside it.  Throughout the 

chapter, my aim is to continue to demonstrate, as I try to in earlier chapters, the 

dynamism and multiplicities involved in Muslim subject formation in Mumbai, without 

thereby settling on formulaic distinctions between tradition and modernity, or the 

religious and the secular.  It is important to emphasize the dangers of such 

dichotomously framed distinctions.  Inasmuch as Muslims remain bound to being seen 

as overly bound to religious forces, or “escape” into being seen as “secular” subjects 

entirely disconnected from the Islamic tradition, they are likely to be seen as either 

lacking all individual agency and in the thrall of outmoded ways, or as Westernized and 

inauthentic subjects.  Either way, modernity on one’s own terms, to the extent possible 

in a world with multiple determinants, is an impossibility.  Here I draw upon 

ethnographic work to question this dichotomy and suggest that Muslim identities and 

subjective and ethical commitments are not confined to its terms. 

 

NARRATIVES OF SELFHOOD 

 

Status and Manliness 
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When I met Ishaq through a network dedicated to selling Amway products,1 he 

was in his mid thirties, married and had a year and a half old daughter.  He lived in a 

larger flat in my building, and helped me find the room in which I was staying.  Ishaq was 

raised in this area, and is from a family that had, until the Mumbai pogroms of 1992, a 

successful local garment business.2  Ishaq has an older brother who also lives nearby, 

but from whom he is estranged.  He also has an older sister, as well as a younger 

brother, who live in Mumbai.  They also had an older sister whose husband and 

daughter live in Allahabad, in Uttar Pradesh (UP).  The niece frequently visits Mumbai 

and stays with Ishaq and his family. 

Ishaq describes his family as Shaikhs, descendents of the Prophet.  The family is 

originally of a soldier caste from the Meerut area, he says.  Meerut was one of the 

epicenters of the great revolt of 1857, and Ishaq claims with pride that his family fought 

the British in the revolt.  After the revolt was defeated, the family moved to Rae Bareilly, 

also in UP, and Ishaq’s grandfather subsequently moved to Mumbai in the 1930s, where 

the family established a successful garment business. 

                                                 
1
 Amway is a Michigan based company with wholly owned subsidiaries in India and other countries.  It 

provides various consumer products directly (and consequently at discounted rates) to its distributors 

(now called “Independent Business Owners” or IBOs) who in turn recruit more distributors.  It has often 

been called a pyramid scheme, although not proven to be an illegal one.  Amway India markets itself as 

promoting entrepreneurship as well as the local economy by sourcing all its products in India (see 

www.amwayindia.com).  I discuss Amway further below in the context of entrepreneurship, gender 

relations and domesticity. 
2
 Muslim protests in the aftermath of the Hindutva demolition of the Babri Masjid, a sixteenth century 

mosque built in north India by the founder of the Mughal empire, provoked a severe response from Hindu 

nationalist forces, in particular the Shiv Sena, in the form of pogroms against Muslims in various parts of 

the city, with substantial police cooperation.  For a concise account of the anti-Muslim pogroms of 

January 1993, followed by the bomb blasts of 1993, see (Hansen 2001b: 121-126)  For a journalist’s 

detailed account of the events surrounding the 1993 bomb blasts in Mumbai, see (Zaidi 2002) 
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Being brought up in this area meant that he was brought up in the milieu of the 

city’s burgeoning Muslim criminal underworld.  As a youngster, Ishaq was familiar with 

the notorious Dawood Ibrahim, who has gone on to become Mumbai’s, and India’s, 

most notorious criminal, and to whose agency the bomb blasts in the city in 1993 have 

been attributed.  Since the 1980s, Dawood has been living abroad, first in Dubai and 

since then in Karachi, Pakistan, but he, through his eponymously named syndicate the 

“D company,” still has a great deal of influence in India, and in Mumbai in particular.  

Ishaq claims with pride that he never got along with Dawood and his goondas (ruffians), 

and that he and his brothers were the only people in the neighbourhood who fought 

back against them.  At this time, he said, Dawood was not yet big-time, and his goons 

were afraid of the Shaikh brothers, who always excelled at sports and were healthy and 

tough, and never took nonsense from anyone. 

Ishaq’s father emphasized education, and the children were both taught Urdu 

and sent to English-language schools (or what Ishaq calls, even in the case of boys’ 

schools, ‘convent schools’).  As was typical of most English-language schools of the time, 

children still spoke and mostly interacted in their mother-tongues, either Gujrati, Hindi 

or Urdu as the case may have been.  What emerges from Ishaq’s memories as the 

salient points of these schools was the opportunity to participate and excel in organized 

sports, where Ishaq and his brothers represented their schools or regions at district or 

state, or sometimes even regional level competitions.  This meant that the brothers 

interacted with a broader segment of society than just the Muslim milieu in which they 
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lived.  Ishaq himself, he told me, was an excellent boxer, and reached the Western-India 

regional level.  He said that even though he was encouraged by the President of the 

Indian Boxing Association to continue, his father thought it a waste of time and refused 

to let his son even consider doing so.  His father also refused to allow Ishaq to entertain 

thoughts of joining an elite army commando unit, and insisted that he join the family 

business.  Ishaq’s younger brother Mujeeb, too, was an excellent student and 

sportsman.  He captained his school junior teams in various sports and topped his class 

regularly until the eighth grade.  At that point, their father moved Mujeeb to a school on 

Peddar Road, one of the most prestigious areas of town.  Although Mujeeb still did well, 

one of his teachers offered to give him private tuitions to help him pass.  But Ishaq’s 

father refused to pay for extra tuitions, saying that Mujeeb was already a good student 

and did not need extra private tuitions.  At this, the teacher failed Mujeeb.  “Ever since 

then,” Ishaq said, “Mujeeb has gone on the wrong path.” 

I first met Mujeeb on Muharram, the Shi’a observance of the martyrdom of 

Huseyn, grandson of the Prophet Muhammad.  I wanted to go to the main Muharram 

procession in town, and was asking Ishaq if he knew the route, since the procession was 

to be very close to his home.  Ishaq told me where it was, but he himself would not 

come since, he said, as a Sunni, it was haram (forbidden) for him to go to this Shi’a 

event.  But he insisted that I not go alone. His brother Mujeeb, he told me, was probably 

going to go anyway, so I should go with him.  Mujeeb is just about thirty years old, five 

years younger than Ishaq, and very different in his outlook and attitudes to life.  Before 
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introducing me to Mujeeb, Ishaq had told me that although he was a very good person, 

good hearted and helpful, he was a “punk.”  Mujeeb, Ishaq told me, has many Shi’a 

friends, and he goes to the procession, so he could show me around.  “He even prays to 

Ganpati,” Ishaq remarked, “he’ll pray to anything!”3  Ishaq did not seemed angry about 

Mujeeb’s Shi’a friends, or his attendance at a procession that Ishaq thought was 

forbidden, or even the fact that his brother prayed to Ganpati, the most prominent and 

worshipped Hindu deity in Mumbai.  Rather, his tone was a mixture of amused 

disapproval. 

When Ishaq took me to the edge of the procession to meet Mujeeb, I was 

surprised by the contrast between the brothers.  Whereas Ishaq was dressed in an 

elegant and formal salwar kameez, Mujeeb arrived in a tight, even body-hugging full-

sleeved shirt with a glossy shine, which looked almost like a tight leather jacket.  He had 

on blue jeans, and pointed shoes that looked like a mix between cowboy-boots and 

mojdis.4  He had short hair, and long, styled sideburns, was clean shaven and had two 

gold rings in his left ear.  At the edge of a large crowd awaiting the procession, Mujeeb 

barely acknowledged Ishaq as he came up to us, greeted us curtly, grabbed my hand and 

led me into the crowd, snapping at people who, through no choice of their own, 

happened to jostle us in the crowd.  He led me across the path of the procession to a 

                                                 
3
 Also known as Ganesh or Ganesa, Ganpati is perhaps the most prominent and prominently worshipped 

and iconically displayed Hindu deity in Mumbai, and is easily identifiable owing to his elephant head. 
4
 Mojdis are slip-on shoes, often very ornate, and sometimes (as in this case) with pointed fronts that 

curve upwards. 
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spot where his friends were waiting for us, and had one of his friends fetch us a sherbet 

each. 

Mujeeb sees himself as a man-of-the-world, unlike his brother, he says, who is 

naïve.  He says that he likes to be free, that employment is not for him.  One of his first 

questions for me was whether I drink alcohol, and told me that he likes to start the day 

with a few drinks, perhaps a bottle and a half of whiskey or rum a day.  Ishaq was 

concerned that Mujeeb kept bad company, but would eventually come good.  Mujeeb, 

on the other hand, seemed to think that the world of “respectability” was ignorant of 

the ways in which power really operates in Mumbai.  Among his companions, Mujeeb 

exuded the aura of being a local dada or local tough, although it was difficult to gauge 

the extent to which this was just bravado.  He certainly flouted the kind of convention to 

which his brother aspired.  Mujeeb lived with Ishaq and his family much of the time, but 

he also lived with his girlfriend in the distant suburb of Mira Road, he said, depending on 

what was convenient. 

Mujeeb’s strategy for negotiating personal status appears to be toughness at the 

expense of respectability, not an uncommon strategy to pursue in Mumbai, a city in 

which the exercise of power—from local matters such as claiming public space to larger 

ones that have to do with public order and interacting with the law—is fluid and has 

many avenues, most of them unofficial.  On the other hand, the themes of toughness 

and respectability that emerge throughout Ishaq’s narrative underlie Ishaq’s own sense 

of his middle-class status.  Both these traits are important to his sense of class survival.  
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The toughness is important to show that he has resources in what is otherwise a difficult 

world in which to survive.  State-sanctioned channels for civil society to function are 

corrupt and inefficient, and this is especially the case, even at the micro-level of the 

household, in the Muslim area of town.  As one of my interlocutors told me with pride, 

“even the police know better than to interfere in this area.  They will come and stand 

here to maintain presence.  But they know how far they can go.”  Personal contacts, 

reputation, and the ability to draw upon favours are essential in order to maintain 

status.  But in order to maintain a certain standing in professional matters, it is also 

important to maintain respectability.  Mere toughness without respectability would 

leave Ishaq vulnerable to the charge of being connected to the underworld, and at 

worst, as someone with whom respectable people cannot do business openly.  Perhaps 

because he is the younger brother, this seemed to be a risk that Mujeeb is more willing 

to take. 

In doing so, however, Mujeeb is also drawing on an older and widespread ideal 

of masculinity identified by Adelkhah as jawanmardi or, in Urdu, mardangi: a kind of 

manliness that incorporates social risk, violence and disorder, but also generosity, 

courage, and a sense of fundamental integrity (Adelkhah 1999: 31-35; Hansen 2005: 

190-191).  In his willingness to live on the edge socially (by both cohabiting with an 

unmarried partner and emphasizing his fondness for alcohol), he projects a sense of 

rebelliousness as well as one of strength and defiance against an establishment from 

which he is, or expresses himself to be, alienated.  His declared fondness for alcohol was 
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immediately followed by a warm invitation to me to join him, and it was clear that while 

I was in his company, I would be under his protection in what was obviously an 

environment with which I was unfamiliar.  The assertion of toughness, then, was linked 

to a generosity that seemed to legitimize the toughness, a key dimension of ensuring 

the loyalty of those who this kind of power claims to protect and even, at times, 

represent.   

 

Gender, Learning and Authority 

 

Ishaq is the head of a household that includes his wife Fanar and daughter Sahar 

on a permanent basis, and his brother Mujeeb and sister Sakina most of the time.  His 

sister is older than he and his brother younger.  Ishaq, Fanar and Sahar share one 

bedroom, while Sakina and Mujeeb share the other.  Sakina is married, and her husband 

lives in Mumbai, but in a distant suburb.  She works as a teacher in a girls’ school 

nearby, and owing to various health concerns, prefers not to commute daily from the 

suburbs, so she lives with Ishaq’s family.   

Sakina and her husband had only recently returned from the Haj when I met 

them first, and Sakina is seen as the religious authority in the family.  Any question 

about Islam—whether social, legal or doctrinal—is first directed at her.  Sakina 

frequently has a strong opinion on most matters, so argument and discussion often 

follow her pronouncements, usually until she cites a passage from the Qur’an or a 

Hadith, at which point discussion shifts to interpretation of the passage.  



141 
 

  

Notwithstanding such discussions, though, it is clear that although her particular 

judgment or opinion on a matter might be sometimes questioned, her expertise, and 

hence authority, is not.  Differing judgments then end up expressing mild doubts about 

the good sense of established interpretations, but not about Sakina’s knowledge of 

them.  Sometimes disagreements with established interpretations are explained by 

reference to the ostensible isolation of the religious classes from everyday life, which 

gives them a skewed understanding of the way things really work (although at other 

times critiques of these same religious authorities are made by reference to their 

ostensible over-involvement in worldly life and consequent corruption). 

When I first met Sakina, for instance, she was talking about the Hajj, and in 

particular the diversity of people who she saw perform the pilgrimage.  At one point, 

she mentioned some people from Africa who, she added disapprovingly, came with 

their entire families.  Sakina implied that she did not understand, and disapproved of, 

the ways of these people.  Ishaq jumped into the conversation and, nodding 

knowledgeably, added "woh hain na junglee log, jo ped pe rahte hain.”  "Junglee” in this 

context refers to being uncivilized, of the jungle, and is often a word used to chide 

children in Urdu and various other languages of India for unruly behaviour.  Ishaq's 

entire sentence translates as "those are the junglee people, who live in trees," following 

which he turned to me and explained in English "Negroes, you know."  As he finished, 

Sakina said that while she disapproved of the people she saw, they were not tree-

dwellers.  She added that the Prophet's companion Bilal, the first person to utter the 
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azaan (call to prayer) in Medina was also from Africa, and was a worthy person.  

Following a murmur of voices, Sakina narrated a brief hadith which, she said, 

demonstrated the Prophet's regard for him, a fact that obviously vouched for his 

character.  Although this was not a particularly controversial point, Sakina's intervention 

was pivotal to the conversation.  The conversation continued to explore whether Biial 

was an exception or whether he was at least to some extent representative of his land 

of origin, but Sakina's point was now established, and not subject to dispute. 

In addition to their obvious implication of the authority that education and 

knowledge can bestow on women vis-à-vis men, such episodes also instantiate the 

functioning of a particular Islamic discursive tradition, in which, as Hirshkind has pointed 

out in the context of Egypt, “reference to authoritative Islamic sources does not close 

debate.  Instead, the lines of argument pivot precisely on the proper interpretation of 

those sources.”  As Hirschkind points out, rather than pose constraints on free speech as 

liberal thought would assume, here the introduction of an authoritative religious text 

actually has the effect of encouraging reasoning and argument (Hirschkind 2001a: 9).  

That this also turns out to be precisely a space in which gender and authority can be 

negotiated suggests both transformations in the nature of familial gender relations with 

women’s increasing levels of education vis-à-vis men, and the degree to which the 

discursive tradition is open to such changes.   

 

Gender at Home and Work 
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As is not uncommon in middle class families in the area, the women have 

completed many more years of formal education than the men.  Fanar has completed 

her MA in sociology, and Sakina has completed two: one in education and another in 

psychology.  Ishaq himself only attended college.  For both Ishaq and Fanar, college was 

difficult:  the problem was that the medium of instruction was in English, as were the 

textbooks.  For both, Mumbai’s unique version of Hindi and Urdu are primary languages.  

They also can speak and understand various amounts of Marathi and Gujrati, but English 

is the language they grew up least accustomed to, notwithstanding its extensive use in 

the elite and commercial worlds of the city.  Consequently, they understood very little 

of the lectures, and would work through the textbooks slowly with others to try to 

figure out important points for their examinations.  This was related to me both as a 

matter of pride and amusement:  pride at having overcome a substantial obstacle, 

especially as Muslims who were, with the decline of Urdu, even linguistically 

marginalized; amusement at what even they saw as the absurdity of such an education. 

Both Fanar and Sakina gain social status and power from their advanced 

education, and this comes through in various contexts.  For one, it is a point of emphasis 

in dealings with English-speaking classes—whether middle or upper class.  One of the 

first things Ishaq told me about Fanar when he introduced me to her was that she had 

an MA degree, and she in turn told me that Ishaq’s sister Sakina, who I hadn’t yet met, 

had two.  Fanar and Sakina’s achievements are sources of pride and status for the whole 

family, as Ishaq’s own comments made clear.  But they are also a source of status within 
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the family, a status that is both acknowledged and contested by those who do not have 

it.  Hence, Ishaq voiced a regret that he himself did not pursue more education owing to 

having to start working—a regret that seemed to convey less actual complaint than an 

implicit comment that he, too, could have had the same achievements had he either 

tried or had the opportunity. 

For Sakina, as noted earlier, her religious knowledge and status as an educator 

give her a certain authority within the family as well.  Fanar’s enhanced status is also 

subtly present in conversations that raise the issue of the family’s own position in the 

middle-class scheme of things.  Whether watching the news on television, or discussing 

a local rumour, it is often Fanar’s opinion that will sway whether certain facts or 

rumours can be accepted as true.  This is not necessarily a strongly voiced opinion.  

Rather, it is articulated as a mild doubt about whether a certain presentation or line of 

argument can be seen as reasonable.  Fanar’s education allows her to straddle the line 

between what is seen as a modern, somewhat more cosmopolitan middle-class 

sensibility and the less educated, more parochial background of the family to which she 

belongs.  She consequently has access to a sensibility that endows the family with 

higher status, and exercises a certain authority as a result. 

The difference in formal education does not necessarily affect some of the basic 

patterns of gendered interactions in the family.  Ishaq is viewed as the main generator 

of income, while Fanar stays home and takes care of Sahar as well as the household.  

Fanar employs and supervises various domestic servants who come and work for a few 
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hours daily—a cleaner and sometimes a cook for basic foods such as rotis—but does 

much of the domestic work herself.  When guests are visiting, Ishaq entertains them 

while Fanar prepares and serves snacks and cold-drinks or tea, and is often in the 

kitchen more than in the living and dining area.  However, this pattern depends on the 

context and the company.  With male guests with whom she is unfamiliar, Fanar tends 

to stay in the background.  With more familiar guests, such as many of Ishaq’s long-time 

friends, all of whom are male, Fanar often interjects her thoughts into the conversation. 

When talking about their future, Fanar says that she would like to work from the 

home, and that it would be good to have another source of income.5  This is one of the 

draws that Amway had for Ishaq and Fanar.  One of the basics of networking in Amway 

is that couples work together.  Given that the business depends heavily on household 

items such as cleaning agents and domestic commodities, and that household decisions 

are often made by women, the importance of women’s involvement in networking (in 

order to recruit and sign-up more Independent Business Owners) is heavily emphasized.  

Women’s participation is also emphasized because of an assumption that they are 

better at relating to people and responding intuitively to emotions, unlike men.  Ishaq 

and Fanar have frequent interactions with other couples who are networking, and 

conversation very often revolves around personal and social strategies that would help 

them become better at both increasing the size of their network and retaining its 

members.  Topics such as sensitivity, emotions and gender relations are often discussed 

                                                 
5
 On my return to Mumbai in 2007, Fanar said she was working at home on a computer; regretfully, I did 

not have the opportunity to pursue this in more detail. 
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at great length.  Tapes on self improvement, which are translated into Hindi from 

English, are often of lectures or seminars given by women who have, along with their 

husbands, succeeded in the business.  Indeed, the founders of the particular network 

that Ishaq and Fanar are members of are portrayed as almost a super-couple—a middle-

class American couple with a host of personal and medical problems who managed to 

complement each other in a professional context to succeed financially beyond their 

own and everyone else’s wildest dreams.  This new vision of complementary 

couplehood in a professional context is now within the horizons of acceptability and 

even possibility for Ishaq and Fanar and other couples. 

Purveyors of this vision are often at pains to avoid contradicting what they see as 

traditional gender relations.  The discourse of gender I heard in networking contexts was 

one of a kind of complementary equality, an equality claimed in rhetorical terms which 

nevertheless attributed stereotypically different roles and strengths to women and men, 

and which seemed to conform very much to gender stereotypes when it came, for 

instance, to household divisions of labour or childraising.  Although peppered with light 

insights or acknowledgements that a woman might be more outgoing or gregarious, or a 

more confident networker than her husband, or might be more driven to achieve 

financial success than him, such comments were coded as exceptions to the rule that 

did not work against the ability of a couple to network successfully.  Consequently, they 

did not provide much of a critique of stereotypical patriarchal relations. 
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Gender dynamics and relations of particular couples also came up in 

discussions—usually between a particular couple and the couple that sponsored and 

continuously mentors them—about maximizing their networking potential, and such 

conversations could provide specific and individual insights into transforming or 

reaffirming certain dimensions of how spouses related to each other in professional 

contexts.  Although all these discussions about gender did not necessarily transform or 

alleviate patriarchal norms in an immediate sense, there seems little reason to doubt 

that this new vision of professional couplehood does offer women like Fanar hitherto 

unseen possibilities for enhanced social status in a more public, professional context. 

In her interactions, Fanar rarely contradicts Ishaq’s pronouncements directly; she 

appears, rather, to pursue a strategy of both deferring to Ishaq as a husband and 

establishing her own mark in a way that changes the terrain of the argument to one on 

which she can participate.  To an extent this is a culturally sanctioned strategy of 

pragmatism that Indian women often use to ensure their own interests in guiding 

familial decision-making, but its successful execution depends on interpersonal abilities.  

In Fanar’s case, her successful implementation of this strategy appears to be contingent 

on an ability to be tactful and intellectually sure of herself.   

About two weeks after I had moved into my room in Ishaq’s building, Fanar 

brought her daughter Sahar up to my room to see it.  She had never seen it before, but 

it was noticeably less grimy than much of the rest of the building.  She expressed her 

satisfaction at the improvements I seemed to have made to the room, such as having it 
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repainted and installing new curtains.  Then she said that it would need to be kept clean, 

and that I should think about hiring a cleaning-lady.  Fanar’s own cleaning lady is a 

Bengali, she said, just as Ishaq joined us.  Having heard only the most recent fragment of 

our conversation, Ishaq launched into a tirade against Bengalis.  In an emphatic anti-

immigrant tirade directed at the Bengali and Bangladeshi immigrants in the city, Ishaq 

declared that Bengalis and Bangladeshis are very lazy, and should not be relied upon.  

He continued in this vein, finally warning me that their last cleaning lady was Bengali, 

and that she had left suddenly and irresponsibly to have another baby.  Having let Ishaq 

have his say, Fanar seemed hardly to have left the main thread of our earlier 

conversation, saying that this new cleaning lady had been with them for a while, and 

was working out very well.  She continued, pointing out that the Bengalis are here 

because they need work and are willing to do the most menial of jobs, so one has to hire 

them.  Of course, she added, in a city like Mumbai there will always be dust, and 

cleaning must be done regularly, so why doesn’t she just send this lady up to my room 

every day when she is done cleaning Fanar’s place?  And as if to finalize and confirm the 

point before the conversation took another turn, she told me that the very most I 

should pay the lady was one hundred rupees a month (about $2.25 at the 2004 

exchange rate). 

Not all Fanar’s interventions are quite so seamlessly accomplished.  Particularly 

when watching the emotionally-laden cricket matches between India and Pakistan in 

March 2004, Ishaq would sometimes turn to me after a disappointing performance by 
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an Indian player and say that he himself could do far better than that, especially in the 

days when he was at his peak fitness.  These players are supposed to be fit, he would 

complain, yet he could probably still outdo them.  “They should have selected me,” he 

once announced in disgust.  While his statement was not meant to be taken literally, 

Ishaq did not say it in a manner that conveyed mere jest either: given his earnest 

personality, he often comes across as taking himself too seriously.  Fanar often laughed 

at or made fun of Ishaq for such statements, which Ishaq sometimes took well but 

sometimes got very defensive about and responded to with long explanations about 

how others did not understand the intricacies of what he was seeing in the game.  I was 

surprised that Fanar would mock him in my presence, but such mocking was usually 

confined to light interactions, not serious conversations. 

In general, though, Fanar navigates this strategy fairly well, and is respected by 

Ishaq’s friends.  One of Ishaq’s friends, Zaheer, told me once that Ishaq is fortunate 

because his wife is a very “capable and sensible” woman.  Zaheer himself is also 

married, and sees himself as a modern professional.  He is a self-described secularist; he 

smokes, although he does not drink, and tends to avoid talking about religion.  His wife 

is from a small village in northern India.  She stays at home and looks after their 

children.  Zaheer says that his wife does not want to, and has not cultivated the ability 

to, participate in the modern professional world.  She is too timid for a place like 

Mumbai.  Particularly in the current professional climate, in which there are increasing 

numbers of women in the workplace, Zaheer feels that this is a disadvantage. 
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Islam and the Media at Home 

 

The center of home life in Ishaq and Fanar’s home is the main living room.  The 

room is arranged as a mix of traditional and more contemporary “western” styles.  

There is a small dining table with four chairs, and a rexine-covered sofa near the 

entrance to the apartment.  But further in, where Ishaq spends more of his time hosting 

friends and visitors, there are simply two thin mattresses and a couple of cushions laid 

out on the ground, next to a large fish-tank and across from an entertainment center 

that has various knick-knacks, books, a stereo, and a colour television.  Usually Ishaq and 

his guests sit or lounge on the mattresses with a couple of cushions and chat, often with 

the television running in the background.  There are no photographs on either the walls 

or on the entertainment center, which Ishaq told me was because of the prohibition on 

photographs in Islam.  Since television can be educational, and because it is difficult to 

keep in touch with the news without it, the television is permitted.  Ishaq has cable 

service for his television, which gives him over a hundred channels.  Ishaq does not pay 

for his cable service.  His apartment is on the first floor and in the front of his building, 

and the side wall of his balcony, which overlooks the street, is necessary for the cable 

operator to use in order to install cable for the entire building.  So the cable operator 

has offered Ishaq free cable in exchange for the use of his apartment as the conduit for 

cable into the building, an arrangement Ishaq is happy to go along with. 
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Most of the time Ishaq’s television is tuned to the Hindi version of the news 

channel Aaj Tak.  He also watches western (usually Hollywood) movies, which he 

sometimes likes.  Sometimes the channel is also tuned to MTV or one of the music video 

channels.  Watching these, Ishaq often bemoans the immorality that has led to 

programmes with scantily clad women singing and dancing in obviously provocative 

fashion, although on the other hand he sometimes seems to enjoy watching and even 

admire the dancing.  Often, though, Ishaq’s television is tuned to various Islamic 

programmes.  One of them is a program called Istikhara,6 broadcast by QTV (a Pakistani 

channel), in which various callers call in to two religious experts with their problems or 

dilemmas.  The experts then consult the Qur’an by opening it to a particular page.  The 

page and passage that is first opened is meant to be the clue to solving the caller’s 

problem, and the experts translate and decode the text in a way that fits the caller’s 

question.  Ishaq and Fanar, while they might sometimes express exasperation at the 

questions being asked, still listen with great interest to what the maulvis on the 

television have to say.  The maulvis draw on contexts of information not available to the 

average viewer when deciphering texts and relating them to particular situations.  But 

the texts themselves are often known to the audience, and draw expressions of 

familiarity from Ishaq and Fanar as they find themselves both drawn in by their 

familiarity to the texts yet open to learning about them more deeply as the contexts for 

                                                 
6
 The title of the programme, Istekhara, describes perfectly what it is about: the word itself refers to 

"looking into the Qu’ran, or the Bible, for a good augury or omen; judging from omens or augury" (Platt 

1930: 48). 
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interpreting them for practical application become clearer.  The language used by the 

maulvis is a high Urdu, which alternates with Qur’anic Arabic as they quote relevant 

portions of the text, and I get the sense that Ishaq does not always understand exactly 

what is being said.  When I ask him about particular words, he conveys what he thinks is 

the main gist of the maulvis’ reply to me. 

Another program that is often on is that of a Dr. Zakir Naik of the Islamic 

Research Foundation, a local organization.  Dr. Naik is young, in his later thirties, and 

was trained as a medical doctor before turning to his current concern, which is Islamic 

Da’wa.  He is articulate in English, and gives speeches and question-and-answer sessions 

about Islam and what he calls common myths about Islam held by both Muslims and 

non-Muslims.  Much of what Dr. Naik says has to do with justifying various Islamic 

practices in the face of what is assumed to be a hostile audience—whether it be the 

practice of eating beef or polygamy.  Dr. Naik also emphasizes the compatibility of Islam 

with modern science and modern approaches to knowledge—indeed, his own rhetoric 

is heavily loaded with words like “evidence” and “proof”—and he points to Qur’anic 

prescience in predicting various modern phenomena that seventh century Arabs could 

not possibly even imagined, let alone known anything about. 

In addition to Islamic programming on cable TV, Ishaq’s neighbourhood also has 

a network that broadcasts various sermons from mosques on various channels, so that 

residents can hear the Friday khutba directly in their homes if, as in the case of women, 

if they cannot attend the mosque, or if for any other reason they do not attend.  Like 
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the street outside, the home also does not stop its normal activity during the khutba.  

Although people are listening to it, there is not the attempt to hear every word or follow 

the arguments made too closely; the gist seems to be sufficient, and seems to be largely 

exhortatory. 

These programs often lead to discussions about faith and religion in general, as 

discussed earlier in relation to Ishaq's sister Sakina and her authority in such instances.  

However, they can also sometimes lead to a kind of religious defiance:  not only is Islam 

not inherently violent or inferior, it is in fact superior to any alternatives.  Dr. Zakir Naik, 

in particular, argues that modern scientific discoveries are only vindicating what the 

Qur’an said centuries ago.  This is a theme taken up by Ishaq, who sees a connection 

between the hubris of science and the inability of allopathy to cure patients of illness.  

For him, healing is a spiritual (Islamic) practice.  Knowledge alone without the religious 

context is meaningless for him, he says, and he sees the increasing recognition given to 

holistic healing in the West as further vindication of his approach.   

Ishaq has a similar argument about ecological issues and Islam.  “Hindus,” he 

once told me,  

don’t like it that we eat beef.  They say we are eating sacred animals.  But what 

would happen if we did not?  There would be so much cattle in the world, it 

would eat all the grass and overgraze the land.  Look at the cattle everywhere, 

they are not even well treated.  It is the natural order that the balance has to be 

kept between everything.  This is why we are meant to eat beef. 

 

He added that this is why Islam is the perfect religion:  it is completely holistic.  It 

reminds us that the world was made for us to enjoy, and that we must take care of it 
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and keep it in balance.  Some months later, I saw almost exactly the same argument on 

Dr. Zakir Naik’s programme on cable television, which often repeats his public lectures 

every few months.   

Both the local and international Islamic media play an important part in 

generating a certain discourse of Islam that offers both continuity with and participation 

in traditional ways of linking Qur'anic exegesis (as in Istekhara) and newer forms of 

apologetics catered toward a kind of liberal sensibility.  By "liberal sensibility," I am 

referring to a secularized way of talking about religion, even by those who consider 

themselves to be believers, in which the (usually beneficial) qualities of particular 

religious traditions are explained in terms and categories that are seen as 

commonsensical in the modern world in which individual belief and doubt, alienation 

and a sense of spiritual and ecological imbalance are recurring and intensely debated 

themes.  This kind of sensibility has been well described by Saba Mahmood as that of a 

"normative religious subject," who can be counted on to interpret scriptural texts as 

signs and symbols open to interpretations consistent with secular liberal political rule 

(Mahmood 2006: 344).  Hence Dr. Naik's (and Ishaq's) explanation of the necessity and 

even value of eating beef, or even Ishaq's discussion of networking around Amway 

products, or even, finally, a vague idea of Islam as embodying and contributing to a 

more general good that is articulated not in classically Islamic terms but in terms 

compatible with liberal rational understandings of state and society. 
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While Ishaq is very warm and welcoming towards me, especially in his own 

home, he balked when I expressed a desire to visit his mosque with him.  I could not go 

to the mosque, he said, only Muslims can go to the mosque.  Similarly, he was emphatic 

that as a non-Muslim, I should not even touch his copy of the Qur’an.  He said that it 

would become impure if a non-Muslim touched it.  Having been to mosques before, I 

was surprised at this.  Later, I talked to a madrasa student to whom Ishaq had 

introduced me about this.  He expressed surprise, and said that I was welcome to do 

both; indeed, he took me around to many of what he thought were the biggest or most 

important mosques in the area. 

Ishaq’s concerns raise the issue of exclusion via the metaphor of purity which, 

given the strong association between caste and purity/pollution, would appear to be 

more of an Indic practice related to caste than to Islam per se, which would illustrate 

the deep imbrication, at least at a folk level if not at a theological one, of Indic culture 

and Muslim identity in India.  However, it is also important to note that while the notion 

of "permanent uncleanliness" is not an Islamic concept, there are "elaborate and fairly 

defined rules relating to napaki (uncleanliness) and its removal."  As Hasan Ali has put it: 

Contact with a defiling object or person causes impurity that can be removed 

through washing and sanitary methods.  A woman's state of pollution is removed 

after the period is over.  One is not supposed to recite the Koran or say namaz 

while in a state of uncleanliness. 

 

Such rules of inter-commensal distance, furthermore, tend to be more closely followed 

by those ethnic groups with a higher status (Ali 1978: 27).  As a Shaikh, Ishaq identifies 
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as having descended from the Prophet's family, a status and market identification he 

takes seriously.  While Ayman, too, claims a high status as an Ashraf, his is not as high a 

status as that of Ishaq.  This is especially the case among the Ahl-e-Sunnat wa Jama'at, 

who place great importance on the unique qualities of the Prophet, and hold his family 

in high esteem. 

This is not to suggest that caste is not a feature of socio-cultural, economic and 

political stratification among Muslims as well as Hindus, as has been well-documented 

(Ahmad 1973).  In this particular case, however, it is the link between spiritual and 

physical purity, articulated in the concept of being pak or clean, that is at issue.  Indeed, 

Ishaq himself is highly critical of caste distinctions, and often makes the argument that 

social hierarchies like caste were what prompted many Hindus to become Muslims.7  

While this does not mean that caste is not play a part in Ishaq's life, the point I wish to 

bring to attention is that there are notions of purity and pollution in South Asian Islam 

that are not fully attributable to caste.  Although such notions might well articulate with 

caste at certain moments, they are dimensions of the Islamic tradition as it is drawn 

upon in the course of everyday life in Mumbai today. 

 

Adab and Childraising:  The Formation of Personhood 

                                                 
7
 Holding the phenomenon of caste as responsible for Hindu to Muslim conversion is a common 

argument, often put forward either by those extolling the virtues of Islam as opposed to caste Hinduism, 

or by those seeking an alternative to earlier narratives that centered on forced conversion as explaining 

the large Muslim population of South Asia.  Unfortunately, in addition to conceptual problems associated 

with the notion of conversion itself, there appears to be little evidence in support of this explanation.  The 

growth of Islam in South Asia appears to have been caused by complex and varied forces over a long 

period (Eaton 1993; 2003). 
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Noticing Muslim ritual purity as distinct from notions of caste purity draws 

attention to the conscious dimensions of a certain kind of self-making as a form of 

cultivating piety, as well as the often multiple sources of similar (and often the same)  

dimensions of selfhood.  I discuss these issues here in the context of women’s wearing 

of the burkha,8 which in turn was explained to me by Fanar with reference to 

childraising.   Although Fanar and Sakina do not practice purdah in the home, they both 

wear a burkha when they go out in public.  Both of them did not wear burkhas until they 

were adults, they said.  They did not wear them as girls, even in school.  The decision to 

wear the burkha was explained to me in the context of talking about raising children.  

Fanar and I were talking while Ishaq was building blocks of Lego for their daughter, 

Sahar, to take apart and learn to re-build.  Watching them, Fanar said that for now Sahar 

was too small to really know what to do with something like Lego.  She will learn by 

watching others—either her parents, or her older cousins when they come over to play.  

With children, you cannot tell them what to do; you have to do things yourself so that 

they can watch and learn.  This is how children become socialized, Fanar explained, 

pausing to confirm that I knew what the English term “socialization” meant.  After all, 

she added, some things are not taught in school.  Even with the religious aspects of life, 

you have to do it properly so that the child learns to do it properly. 

                                                 
8
 The burkha is commonly a black skirt and a black top throw that goes from the head to the thighs, with a 

smaller veil attached to the top that could be flipped back if necessary.  Fanar and Sakina wore the burkha 

while outdoors, but not indoors even in mixed (male and female) company when visiting non-Muslims. 
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For example, when you are teaching the child how to read the Qur’an, or how to 

do salat daily, this is not just a matter of reading or saying the prayer.  You have to 

follow the right way to do them: after all, this is also a matter of adab (“yeh adab ki bhi 

baat hai”).9  The only way to do this is to actually do it the right way yourself, and then 

have the child learn by repeating what you did.  This is how children learn.  Here Fanar 

was drawing on a long Islamic tradition that links the cultivation of the self, and in 

particular the ethical, faithful self, to a kind of repetitive disciplinary practice, the 

formation of a malaka or habitus—not as a mindless practice but as an “acquired faculty 

rooted in the soul.”  As Lapidus has it, a malaka “is that inner quality developed as a 

result of outer practice which makes the practice a perfect expression of the soul of the 

actor.”  The malaka is, finally, a “rooted disposition, [which] governs the expression of 

particular skills” with the “ease and spontaneity” of habit.  Refined and ethical habits, or 

the acquiring of a complete Muslim adab, is a result of “the development of personality 

on the basis of a dialectical interaction between knowledge and virtue and worldly 

activity” (Lapidus 1984: 54-57).   

                                                 
9
 A difficult word to translate into English, adab has both broader and narrower, contextually specific 

meanings.  In general, it encompasses conscious training and discipline, as well as “the respect or 

deference one properly formed and trained shows to those who deserve it.” It also denotes one who is 

urbane and is familiar with high culture and literary ideals.  In Sufi usage, finally, it refers to internal 

qualities and external behaviours associated with closeness to the divine (Metcalf 1984: 2-3, 17).  Some 

more recent usages of the word have narrowed it to referring to the cultivation and knowledge required, 

not for conducting a highly cultivated life, but for specific tasks or fields of activity.  Gabrieli offers  an 

etymology and classical bibliography of the term, while Lapidus provides an important discussion of its 

significance in a complex of related concepts (Gabrieli 1960: 175-176; Lapidus 1984). von Grunebaum 

provides a good general discussion that also  links the concept of ‘ilm to adab (von Grunebaum 1953: 250-

257).  See also chapter 2 above for a broad discussion of the relationships between knowledge (‘ilm), 

practice (‘amal), self discipline (tarbiyat) and adab. 
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Fanar continued the point:  When they are older, similarly, you cannot just tell 

girls how they should dress, or to wear the burkha.  It is better to let them learn by 

following the example of their elders, Fanar continued: 

Suppose that girls want to wear a mini-skirt.  You should not tell them that this is 

wrong, because human nature being what it is, the girls will want to do it.  

Instead, you should show them that it is not in their interest.  For example, boys 

will tease them [“ladke unko chhedenge”—this could also be translated as boys 

will touch them].  So that way they will learn for themselves.  It is always better 

to show the logic of the correct way rather than insisting on it. 

 

Although this was unsaid, the implication of what Fanar was saying was that the 

burkha became something useful to her when she reached an age at which the need for 

a certain bodily invisibility, or at least an ability to avoid drawing attention to oneself in 

public spaces became an issue.  Significantly, what Fanar was drawing upon to talk 

about her practice of donning the burkha was not a religious imperative but a practical 

one, as evinced by her invocation of the English word “logic,” thus indexing a discourse 

of rationality associated with imperatives that transcend the particularities of culture or 

religion.  Her concern, one of harassment from men in public spaces, but of security 

more generally,10 is a widespread concern of women in the city, particularly in crowded 

areas or on public transport, where women are constantly on the alert for men trying to 

anonymously grope them.  For Fanar, as for Ishaq in many contexts, Islam, or as in this 

case an explicitly Islamic sumptuary artifact, is seen as providing a solution to a 

                                                 
10

 Shilpa Phadke offers a useful discussion on the relationship between women's movement and presence 

in public spaces and the question of safety in Mumbai.  Phadke points to the limitations of adopting safety 

as a desirable goal for women in public spaces, and argues instead for the right to take risks as a far more 

inclusive approach (Phadke 2007). 
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contemporary practical problem, rather than functioning as a reluctantly followed 

commandment.  In other words, it is a tradition to be drawn upon, rather than merely a 

set of limitations to be tolerated.  From Fanar’s emphasis on acquiring adab for her 

daughter, it is clear that participating in and identifying with the Islamic tradition is 

important to her, both for herself and for her daughter.  But even so, the tradition is 

useful in other ways that are mundane.  It is not as if Fanar is unaware of the 

significance of wearing the burkha in public spaces: she is immediately marked as the 

Muslim Other.  But it is important to note that this assumption of a conspicuously 

Islamic identity in public spaces arises from the experience of a gendered vulnerability in 

crowded and often hostile and masculinist urban spaces rather than from a deep 

commitment to expressing the identity per se.  The intersection between a worldly or 

banal rationale, the rich resources of an inherited tradition, and an emphasis on correct 

Muslim ethical and social comportment brings all into play here as Fanar envisions and 

discusses her daughter’s development.  The difficulty in disentangling them suggests a 

field of complex and varied sources of social identity. 

 

STATE PERSECUTION AND THE LANGUAGE OF RIGHTS 

 

“They may cheer for India in public, but how do you know what is really in their 

hearts?” 
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(An ivy-league educated Hindu friend, upon hearing from me that people in the 

Muslim mohallas were not celebrating Pakistan’s victory over India in a cricket 

match earlier that day) 

Ishaq cheered heavily for the Indian team whenever we watched cricket 

together, which was usually in the context of the India-Pakistan series in spring 2004.  

He frequently also reviled it in disgust after a particularly poor or clumsy play by a 

member of the Indian team, and would often claim, sometimes with what appeared to 

be comic earnesty, that he himself could do better than the international cricketers on 

display on the television.  But his hostility toward the Pakistani team was unabated, and 

he often abused the Indian team for not being able to defeat “un saale nadawale ko” 

(those damn nadawalas).  “Nada” refers to a string that holds a salwar or pants up 

around the waist, and the word “nadawale” denotes people who wear pants that have 

strings around the waist to hold them up.  In this context, it was a term meant to index a 

certain lack of sophistication, even an uncouth quality, that Ishaq attributed to the 

Pakistanis.  During my own fieldwork, the silence in mohallas following an Indian loss to 

Pakistan contrasted vividly with the fireworks that went off in the aftermath of an Indian 

victory.   Given this context, it was both galling and revealing to hear comments like the 

one my friend made to me in the aftermath of an Indian loss one day.  Galling for its 

sheer ignorance of Muslim society, and revealing of the everyday levels to which 

suspicion of supposed Muslim “treason” and “betrayal” of Indian nationhood had 
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permeated.  This kind of suspicion, as well as active popular and statist discrimination 

based on it, arouse a deep sense of injury and injustice amongst many Muslims. 

The main narrative Ishaq tells of his life is one of unjust dispossession.  He often 

moves back and forth between a tone of regret and a sense of being wronged on the 

one hand, and, on the other, a more upbeat sense of taking life in one’s own hands and 

making something of it.  For Ishaq, the anti-Muslim riots of December 1992 and January 

1993 and subsequent bomb blasts of March 1993 marked a turning point for the family.  

Before that, the family was doing well financially.  They were involved in a flourishing 

textile dyeing and processing business.  They had one factory in Mumbai, a large hall 

which is now lying empty behind the telephone booth Ishaq owns and runs.  They had 

another one in Surat, Gujarat.  They once employed over 40 skilled labourers in Mumbai 

alone.  The work involved dyeing cloth, and then folding and packaging it.  Twenty of the 

employees were Maharashtrians, who did the folding.  The business had a good base of 

customers, many of whom were Jains.  Ishaq here was pointing to two important things: 

first, that by hiring so many Maharashtrians, their business was not sectarian in its 

hiring—these were neither Muslims nor fellow-immigrants from UP but were locals, 

mostly Hindu.  Second, many of their customers belonged to an affluent, successful, and 

mainstream community, one that is seen to be at the heart of Mumbai’s commercial 
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intercourse.  The business was both legitimate and successful.  The family even owned 

two Ambassador cars.11 

The bomb blasts in Mumbai in 1993 changed all this.  At the time of the blasts, 

Ishaq’s older brother, Altaf, was in Dubai.  He already had a history of being indiscreet, 

and would—in a habit going back to their early days growing up in the same 

neighbourhood—abuse Dawood and his gang.  So when he returned to Mumbai, police 

informants in the pay of the D company pointed to him as involved in the blasts.  Altaf 

was arrested and released only six years later, on probation despite a lack of evidence.  

But those six years devastated the family.  As the eldest son by far, Altaf was their 

father’s laadla (favourite, most doted upon), and the family patriarch was heartbroken.  

Both Ishaq’s parents died while Altaf was in prison.  The family fought hard for his 

release, working with various human rights groups to draw attention to his case and to 

the draconian provisions of the then-current TADA—Terrorist and Disruptive Activities 

(Prevention) Act.  TADA was repealed in 1995, to be replaced by POTA (Prevention of 

Terrorist Activities Act) in 2002.  Ishaq proudly emphasized that his family was involved 

in getting TADA repealed and, pointing to the floor of his living room, said that “anti-

TADA posters were made in this very room.”  Ishaq’s sister Sakina even held a dharna (a 

fast) against TADA.  But this was not the end of the matter.  The police were corrupt, 

and Ishaq’s father even sued the Commissioner of Police, who had to show up in court.  

                                                 
11

 In the early 1990s, the car boom had barely begun in India, and although the Ambassador was a car 

known for clunky engineering and had not undergone any significant redesign since the 1960s, two cars 

would certainly have been markers of an affluent family. 
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This further angered the police, and the family was threatened, but, Ishaq said, his 

father never backed down. 

Notwithstanding the pride in standing up to injustice, it is revealing that family 

members had both the resources and the combination of knowledge and dispositions to 

situate themselves not as faceless members of an intransigent or atavistic “minority 

community” with unreasonable and opaque demands or supplications but as proactive 

citizens who took on the secular state as modern political agents, making claims on the 

basis of liberal politics.  The consequences of their actions were mixed.  Altaf was 

eventually released on bail after six years in prison, pending sentencing at the 

completion of the case.  For the family, this was evidence that the state was not secular, 

but was blatantly discriminatory on the basis of religion even against those who 

interacted with it in their capacity as secular subjects. 

In addition to the personal price paid by the family in terms of health and peace 

of mind, there were also long-term consequences from these events.  Chief among 

them was the complete collapse of the family business, which lost its entire clientele.  

Particularly difficult to recover from was the loss of the many Jain customers, who all 

left once the arrest became public knowledge and the family became associated with 

the bomb blasts.  In general, there was a strong current of anti-Islamic sentiment 

amongst Gujarati Hindu and Jain communities, as there still is in many circles that are 

enthusiastic about the Hindu nationalist movement.  Being associated with the Mumbai 

underworld as well as an increasingly prominent stereotype of Islamic terrorism 
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sounded the death knell for the business.  Recovering from all this and reclaiming a past 

status appears to be a palpable goal of Ishaq’s.   

The course of the Shaikh family's commercial fortunes demonstrates quite 

clearly the stakes involved in the two broad visions of the shape of the nation, that is, 

whether the India of the future follows a Hindutva trajectory or some configuration of 

the state’s relationship with particulariisatic traditions and identities that secularists 

would espouse.  This conflict, as I shall argue below, will be resolved on the grounds of 

democracy and how it is conceptualized.  More particularly, it is likely to turn on the 

question of the status of minorities and their representation.  This question, in turn, 

relates quite critically to how one conceptualizes minoritarian selfhood, practices and 

traditions. 

 

THE CULTURE OF ENTERPRISE: PROFESSIONAL AND PERSONAL PURSUITS 

 

 

Rebuilding:  Networks and Self-Improvement 

 

Ishaq has a small telephone booth that he hires local youth in their late teens to 

run while he tries to build various other networks for his current professional pursuits.  

The booth is actually a small shop from which he also operates a mobile phone 

dealership, and where he also has video arcade games installed for neighbourhood 

children to come and play.  Ishaq himself rarely spends much time there, and only 
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comes every other night or so, from about nine to eleven, to do the daily accounts and 

catch up on events since his last visit. 

Financial concerns are always pressing, and business, he says, is not good these 

days.  For the past few years he has been trying to set up a network large enough to 

make him premiums and royalties via the consumption and distribution of Amway 

products.  Networking in Amway involves distributors enlisting new people “under” 

them to purchase the products and become distributors, and then to help them enlist 

people under them, and so on.  Theoretically, once a distributor has several “legs” a few 

distributors deep, the entire enterprise becomes self-sustaining.  And it is all predicated 

on everyone in the network buying as many Amway products as possible, particularly 

for all their household consumable goods, and sometimes even luxury items. 

For now, Ishaq sees Amway as an ideal business.  Although his efforts to create 

an adequate network have not been successful, the business has introduced him to the 

concept of “networking”, and to the need for constant self-improvement as necessary 

to succeed in what is, after all, a “people-oriented” business.  Amway distributors are 

often asked to attend events called “Opens” in which successful distributors talk up 

both Amway products and the particular networking group to which they belong.  

Distributors are sold tickets and are encouraged to bring guests, new prospects to 

whom this would be a good venue to introduce the business. 

Opens are elaborate affairs, held in auditoria, with hundreds of seats and a large 

stage and screen up front.  During each Open, the on-stage presenter dirties a 
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handkerchief with shoe polish and then almost instantly cleans it by dipping it into a 

heavily diluted but potent cleaning solution to show that Amway products are good 

enough to almost sell themselves.  A video is then shown on the screen.  Amid loud 

music and an American accented voiceover, the video shows wealthy lifestyles that are 

supposedly within the reach of anyone who cares to work hard in the Amway business.  

The images have families holidaying on ski slopes, large houses and mansions, and 

expensive cars.  These images have seemingly nothing to do with self-improvement, and 

rather more to do with sheer wealth.  When I asked Ishaq if the almost extreme 

emphasis on money was not at odds with his ethical approach to life, he disagreed, and 

launched into a long defense of the business. 

For Ishaq, this business is not only about money; it is about improving himself.  

His view is that the business asks him to break no laws, and it is not corrupt or dirty.  It 

only asks him to improve himself, learn to network well with people and work hard.  

This, he says, is very compatible with the message of Islam.  One must improve oneself; 

one must “edify” one’s colleagues and never bad-mouth anyone.  Toward this end of 

self-improvement, Ishaq, like other Amway distributors, spends a good deal of money 

and time on books and cassettes about people-oriented strategies for successful 

networking, all of which are contingent on personal growth and self-improvement.  

Although not made or sold by Amway itself, these tapes and books are made by various 

successful networkers who belong to various networking “companies,” companies that 

develop and sell complete packages of networking strategies for use in the Amway 
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environment.  An Amway distributor can only work with one of these companies.  

Disgruntled ex-participants in these Amway oriented networks sometimes grumble that 

a large part of what they spend money on seem to be not the Amway products 

themselves but networking and self-improvement “how-to” materials, and they joke 

that sales of such tapes and books, rather than successful networking, probably explains 

the “success” that their authors and developers have achieved.  But the networks 

exploit distributors’ feelings that if only they try harder, if only they use the right 

strategy, if only they can learn to develop a better rapport with people, a stable and 

self-sustaining supply of money is within their grasp. 

Notwithstanding Ishaq’s view of the benefits of the business and its compatibility 

with Islam, the discourses of self-improvement and the emphasis on individual or 

nuclear-family oriented developments in lifestyle draw on a very different tradition of 

knowledge and self-constitution, one that is essentially competitive despite its emphasis 

on in-group, and particularly family, cooperation.  This kind of individual enterprise and 

self-improvement lifestyle is, in fact, precisely what Nicholas Rose has identified as 

“enterprise culture”, a neoliberal configuration that connects: 

a seductive ethics of [way of acting upon, in a Foucauldian sense] the self, a 

powerful critique of contemporary institutional and political reality, and an 

apparently coherent design for the radical transformation of contemporary 

social arrangements…the well-being of both political and social existence is to be 

ensured not by centralized planning and bureaucracy, but through the 

‘enterprising’ activities and choices of autonomous entities—businesses, 

organizations, persons—each striving to maximize its own advantage (Rose 

1998: 152-153). 
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Rose also points out that this form of enterprise “designates a form of rule that 

is intrinsically ‘ethical’: good government is to be grounded in the ways in which persons 

govern themselves” (Rose 1998: 154).  Rose’s insight into the fundamentally “ethical” 

nature of discourses and practices of enterprise opens up the possibility of multiple 

sources of ethical self-formation.  As we have observed, Ishaq himself constructs a fairly 

seamless transition from an Islamic ethics to a more neoliberal ethics of the self, and 

sees the pursuit of both as complementary in this context.  But it is also the case that 

success in this context is not on the older, paternalistic model in which wealth might 

enable one to extend one’s sphere of personal or familial influence in the social world at 

large through, for instance, patronage.  Rather, it is viewed in terms of lifestyle changes 

that can be emulated by reference to images of upper and upper middle-class affluence 

and the “global Indian” that are pervasive today in Mumbai, and indeed most parts of 

India. 

 

Yoga, Natural Healing, and Islamic Apologetics 

 

For Ishaq, the self-improvement also helps him in his other work, which is that of 

natural healing.  He has no formal medical training, and is harshly critical of allopathic 

medicine, which he thinks introduces toxins to the human body.  Instead, Ishaq 

practices a variety of methods—all self-taught—that he thinks work far better to help 

the body both prevent and recover from illness.  Ishaq has always taken, and continues 

to take, pride in his own health and fitness.  He practices yoga regularly, and draws 
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attention to a long tradition of Sufi saints who practiced high forms of yoga, even 

though, he says, yoga is often seen as only a Hindu tradition.  He is also convinced of the 

value of Amway health supplements, which are products of highly developed science 

but are also completely natural and have no impurities.  He makes sure that his 

daughter drinks an Amway protein supplement daily, despite its expense.  The quality of 

food, air and water in the city is so bad, he says, that it is necessary to supplement a 

growing child’s diet. 

Despite the consonance between the “enterprising” individual described above 

and his strong emphasis on self-help to encourage people to heal, Ishaq is often hesitant 

taking money from those whom he calls his patients.  He sees his role as that of a helper 

and a giver, and feels like he has much to contribute to society.  But he also is very 

critical of his patients, complaining that they never do what he tells them to: they are 

too impatient, he says, they want a quick fix, whereas at other times he says that if only 

they followed his way they would heal much faster than taking allopathic pills which 

only give them new problems.  Ishaq’s patients are either people he already knows or 

those who have heard of him from someone he knows; his is not a medical practice in 

any formal sense.  Most of them are also people who have tried allopathic medicines 

but whose conditions have not improved. 

One night, Ishaq took me to one of his patients.  The man was the Imam of a 

local mosque a small distance from Ishaq’s house, and we went on Ishaq’s motorcycle.  

On the way, Ishaq told me about the Imam.  He had severe back trouble, and nothing he 
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was doing was helping his back heal.  He had dismissed Ishaq’s advice in the past, but 

nothing had worked and now he wanted help and seemed to be willing to listen.  Ishaq 

told me that he usually prescribes a combination of natural healing and yogic exercises.  

When we arrived at the mosque, an elderly retainer led Ishaq into a room to treat the 

Imam.  Ishaq emerged from the room only two hours later, followed by a grateful Imam.  

On our way back, Ishaq seemed doubtful that the Imam would take the trouble to do his 

exercises, but felt that he had at least provided the man with some relief.  He said that 

the old man was in pain, and that he had shown him what to do and how to do it, but he 

had to it regularly and on his own, which would be difficult.  Ishaq himself, after all, 

could hardly spend two hours with him every day. 

Ishaq did not take any payment for his pains, but he clearly was building up a 

store of goodwill, the extent of which became apparent to me after he introduced me to 

the retainer upon our departure.  Earlier, while I was sitting in the mosque, I had 

introduced myself to the retainer, without associating myself with Ishaq, as a student of 

Muslim society in Mumbai.  Owing to his advanced age, I had asked him how things had 

changed over his lifetime in the city and the neighbourhood.  The retainer having 

expressed mild surprise that a young man would express such interests, had been 

lecturing me—as one might lecture an impressionable young man—on the evils of 

modern society and the grandeur of the past, even his own youth, when morality was 

still important, corruption was not rampant and women were both respected and 

respectable.  Ishaq’s re-introduction of me induced a marked change in his manner, and 
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he very warmly invited me to return anytime.  Ishaq’s explanation that I was studying 

Islam but was not a Muslim did not faze him; he continued to bless me warmly and 

invite me back. 

Despite the eclectic and highly individualized nature of Ishaq’s system of healing 

practices, and the variety of sources from which he draws, which span Ayurveda, Yoga, 

Yunani (Greco-Islamic) medicine, and contemporary discourses on scientific extraction 

and concentration of organic essences, Ishaq sees the kind of healing he offers as 

basically an Islamic practice.  For him, Islam is the most natural of the religions, and 

whatever in nature or one’s self can be harnessed for good, and for healing, must be 

used, no matter what the source.  Ultimately, the most perfect form of the good, 

whether in health or morality, was achievable through Islam; indeed, as Ishaq many 

times told me, Islam is goodness.  While he did not mean this literally, he meant 

something close to literal.  His was no theological argument; rather, it was a 

commonsensical argument borne out of what one could call a modern sensibility that is 

nevertheless religiously committed.  If doing good is Islamic, and if accumulating 

knowledge to help do good is Islamic, then what Ishaq was doing was Islamic. 

 

LIVING RELIGIOUS, LIVING SECULAR 

 

Secular Life and Religious Identity 
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Ishaq considers himself to be a devout Muslim.  He goes to pray at the mosque 

regularly, and even if he does not attend the mosque five times a day, he still does his 

namaaz (prayers) regularly.  He makes a distinction between those who he thinks 

merely acquire the trappings of Islam and those who are true Muslims; for him, Islam is 

in one’s actions, not one’s beard or dress.  He himself is clean shaven and often wears 

polo shirts or tee-shirts and jeans, and is not concerned with the external markings of 

the religion.  But he is particularly critical of those who visibly mark themselves as 

Muslims but then are dishonest in their dealings.  Such issues invariably come up when 

questions of trust arise in financial dealings, and in Mumbai, few financial dealings are 

more fraught then those having to do with real estate.  When I met a real-estate broker 

to rent a room in the area (which turned out to be in the building in which Ishaq and his 

family lived), Ishaq accompanied me.  The broker had initially made an offer for Rs. 

5,000 a month.  But now he claimed that he had another offer from a renter for the 

same room for Rs. 5,500 a month.  Ishaq interrupted our conversation, took the broker 

aside and talked to him forcefully for about a minute.  I could tell he was telling the man 

off, but could not get close enough to listen closely.  Subsequently, Ishaq told me that 

even though this “bhenchode” (literally “sister-fucker,” the term is used often enough to 

the point where it has mostly lost any literal meaning; it is now used not just as a term 

of abuse but often even of frustration) was dressed in a salwar-kameez, had on a topi, 

and had a long black beard, he was only passing himself off as a Muslim:  “what he is 

doing is not Islamic” Ishaq told me, and I got the distinct impression that, since he 
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thought I was studying Islam, he wanted to make sure that I not get the wrong 

impression.  Ishaq claims a moral authority from his own tendency to be too honest and 

a straight talker; he said what was on his mind instead of being dishonest.  “God says in 

the Qur’an,” Ishaq added, “that if your neighbour is unhappy with you, if you have 

caused your neighbour grief, then you are not a Muslim, no matter how much you pray.  

That is the true meaning of Islam.”  Taking advantage of others was bad; doing so in the 

guise of moral authority derived from Islam is worse.  So Ishaq countered the broker’s 

sartorial claim to moral authority by rebuking him on the basis of scripture as well as 

abusing him for his hypocrisy. 

More recently, in 2007, Ishaq and Fanar had taken up selling insurance, and had 

reduced their efforts in, although not altogether abandoned, Amway and networking.  

Ishaq remarked that insurance was not an easy business.  He mentioned one of their old 

friends, who worked in a bank, and had resisted buying insurance from Ishaq, saying 

that purchasing insurance went against trusting in God and His will.  Fanar said that 

Ishaq's friend’s attitude was hypocritical: his very job depended on charging interest, yet 

he was saying that insurance betrays a lack of faith in God.  Furthermore, Fanar 

emphatically argued: 

God tells you to live life, and not just to sit there and hope nothing goes wrong 

and never prepare for bad things to happen in your life.  You must prepare.  That 

does not mean you don't have faith in God.  It means that you do what you can 

for yourself.  If you fall in a well, you can't say that trying to swim or stay afloat 

betrays a lack of trust in God.  You should see it as using your God-given abilities 

to stay alive.  So that is how you should see it. 
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It was evident that Fanar and Ishaq had discussed the matter at some length already, 

and had come to a certain resolution about how to address the ethics of selling 

insurance, which they found to be far less problematic than charging interest.  Ishaq 

pointed out that charging interest, unlike selling or buying insurance, was actually 

haram.  "And yet," he asked with an irate rhetorical flourish, "you don't see that your 

bank salary comes out of the interest your bank has charged people?  And you talk of a 

lack of trust in God?" 

Eventually, when the outrage that memory of the episode had elicited waned 

somewhat, Fanar did point out that today one cannot avoid banks, or the charging of 

interest, and that this is simply the world today.  In the old days governments had 

treasuries (beyt al mal), and could make sure that everyone was cared for, including the 

poor.  Today, she added, the state does not fulfill these responsibilities, and when it 

comes to Muslims, it actually pursues an anti-Muslim policy.  But the state had not really 

provided for its marginalized citizenry, whether middle-class Muslim or poor, in Fanar's 

lifetime, and the age of the beyt al mal was long past.  What Fanar's somewhat nostalgic 

complaint was pointing to was a more general economic transformation pursuant to the 

economic liberalization of the early 1990s, in which the economy was increasingly 

privatized, and the state no longer took responsibility for employment.  Indeed, one can 

find in Ishaq and Fanar's discussion of insurance above, individualistic and neoliberal 

forces have begun to shape the way the ethics of everyday decision-making are 

discussed and decided. 
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Another instance of a devout young Muslim who straddles both a world of pious 

self cultivation and the commercial world, and who makes a similar distinction between 

mere trappings of Islam and “real” Islam, is Samad, a 25 year old restaurant manager in 

South-Central Mumbai.  Samad has a Bachelor’s degree in sociology from a well-known 

college in Mumbai, and takes great pride in having both worked full-time and acquired 

his degree simultaneously.  He, too, lives in the almost exclusively Muslim area just 

north of Pydhonie and west of Mandvi.  Samad sees himself as a cosmopolitan person 

who functions with ease in the non-Muslim elite milieu of the city.  He speaks to his 

clients in English, Hindi and Urdu, but also in Arabic if necessary, since the restaurant 

often draws wealthy Arab tourists who enjoy Mughlai cuisine.   

Samad himself has an interest in Muslim culture, he said, and had done some 

research during his degree work on Muslim marriage rituals in some families.  For 

Samad too, claiming an Islamic identity is very different from actually practicing Islam.  

He felt that I was on the wrong track entirely in my emphasis on studying Muslim 

everyday life, and seemed to want me to pursue a more prescriptive study.  ”First,” he 

said, “you have to ask: what is Islam?  Then, you must talk about the spread of Islam, 

how did it arrive here?  It is a very big thing, Islam.  It is a whole way of life”.  Then, 

Samad elaborated on what he felt was an important Islamic activity: 

What is Da’wa?  People take tours all over the world.  Some go for three-four 

days, some for three weeks, some for even three months, at their own expense.  

They go to people in villages, and even in Bombay.  They talk to those who have 

strayed [bicchde hue jo hain], who are not educated, those who are not in touch 

except to know only that they have to do five-time namaaz.  They go to these 
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people, and explain all the dimensions of Islam, which is much more than that.  It 

is about your whole life, your daily interactions, your mentality with people, the 

company you keep [baithna-uthna kis ke saath], all this makes a difference in the 

way you behave. 

 

Samad’s comments suggest a bias toward modern education and urban life, a theme I 

shall pursue in chapter 6 below in discussing Muslim imaginaries of the city.  They also 

reveal a common theme with Ishaq’s thought—that there is a distinction between the 

observance of certain rituals (particularly the namaaz), or sartorial guidelines, and being 

a true Muslim.   

This at first glance appears to be in line with a post-Enlightenment, mentalist 

approach to religion that would suggest that its essence is deeper than its rituals, and 

performing the rituals do not necessarily make one a good Muslim.  But it is worth 

noting that despite their critical statements, neither of these men has eschewed the 

ritual.  They both continue to participate in it fully, and both feel it is incumbent upon 

them to do so.  This is so because, as Mahmood argues in her discussion of the women's 

piety movement in Egypt, they differ significantly from, despite often sounding similar 

to, a liberal conception of a "good" Muslim subject as one who conforms to the 

normative ideals of a liberal citizen.  For the latter, certain civilities in public life are seen 

as signs of an "enlightened" citizen fit to participate in civil society (Mahmood 2005: 

131-134).  Even while Ishaq and Samad do subscribe to such liberal norms to an extent, 

the virtues of the "enlightened" subject are, for them, peripheral benefits of being a 

good Muslim.  The rituals they perform, while not guarantees of virtues intrinsic to 
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being pious Muslims (as is clear from their critiques of people they see as impious 

Muslims who perform rituals to conceal their impiety), are nevertheless necessary to 

cultivating virtues intrinsic to being pious Muslims.12  This is why both men continue to 

nevertheless observe the daily namaz with scrupulous discipline.  This is an important 

distinction, inasmuch as it reveals an apparently subtle difference, which turns out to be 

quite substantial, that can easily pass unnoticed, or be misrecognized and recast in 

political terms as a kind of "Liberal" or "moderate" forms of Islam, neither of which can 

be seen as an adequate, or even intelligible, descriptor of the phenomenon.  

Continuing to probe the question of daily life, I asked Samad if perhaps a better 

question might be to ask if Islam affected something more specific than “daily life”, like 

for instance one’s career choice or daily work, Samad was doubtful.  He said that 

banking was prohibited, but people do it.  So I asked him if this was a common concern, 

or if this created difficult choices or tensions for people.  Samad’s response was 

impatient:  why did I not understand, he said, that people need food.  Of course, if they 

are only thinking of survival, they will not be able to address any problem at all, he 

added.  At this point Samad’s friend and colleague Sajid joined in the conversation, 

adding that there was no tension between these two things:  one does one’s job, 

whatever it is.  But, he added that interest is a very big sin.  Since one has to work with 

                                                 
12

 Here I am drawing on an understanding of a virtue as internal to, defined, justified and provided a telos 

by, and cultivated through practices specific to, a particular tradition.  MacIntyre provides a useful 

definition: 

A virtue is an acquired human quality the possession and exercise of which tends to enable us to 

achieve those notes which are internal to practices and the lack of which effectively prevents us 

from achieving any such goods (MacIntyre 1984: 191; italicized in the original). 
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banks, and since India is not run as as an Islamic system but a as democracy, the best 

way to avoid this sin was to keep separate records of interest from different sources 

(such as savings accounts, for instance), and distribute any money gained through 

interest, rather than keep it for oneself.  He added that there are groups such as the 

Chillia community from Palanpur in Gujrat, who are in the confectionary and sweets 

industry.  They are very reluctant to charge interest, and many of them still store money 

at home instead of in banks, often with two or three trusted elders.  But it was evident 

that both Samad and his friend, while they admired the piety this demonstrated, were 

not entirely comfortable with it.  I got the impression that they saw it as somewhat 

atavistic, and were uncomfortable with any association between Islamic propriety and 

atavism. 

This was not the first time I had heard democracy and an "Islamic" polity 

compared and contrasted.  The tone of the comment, as often the case, was matter-of-

fact and did not suggest bitterness or disappointment.  The comment appeared to 

express a recognition of minoritarian status, and of the need for restraint on the part of 

any particular religious bloc in a context in which everyone had a voice.  I return to an 

analysis of the relationship between secular democracy and Islam, as understood by my 

interlocutors in Mumbai, in the next section of this chapter in which I discuss politics 

more explicitly. 

To return to the immediate issue at hand, while both Samad and Sajid saw a 

problem working in a field that was religiously proscribed, neither saw it as the kind of 
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major ethical dilemma that I was suggesting it might be.  I was approaching the entire 

issue from a mindset that took for granted a liberal, secularized conceptual separation 

between “religious” and “economic” obligations as belonging to different and conflicting 

logics, of which one had to be privileged.  Samad’s impatience with me seemed more to 

do with my not seeing the obvious, and for trying to imply or generate an accusation of 

hypocrisy when it was obvious that one’s professional life could hardly live up to the 

demands of one’s religious commitments which, after all, were patterned on perfection.  

Rather than a conflict or dilemma, Samad seemed to see this as an obvious fact of life in 

an imperfect world.  To starve for religion did not seem to make sense to Samad; 

indeed, it would make it impossible to even recognize or think about the problem.13  

Both Samad and Sajid said that such situations are common, so there is no question of 

“tension”14 about them; you cannot do good if you cannot look after yourself, so you 

just do your job.  From these exchanges, it appears that for both men, pragmatic 

accommodations with contemporary economic arrangements were sometimes 

preferable to what they saw as atavistic forms of conformity with scripture.  But rather 

than seeing this as a betrayal of tradition, both saw it as a way to empower themselves 

                                                 
13

 Muhammad Mujeeb offers an interesting discussion related to the question of choosing to undergo 

hardship as an ethic of living.  He discusses his own, and what he suggests is a general Muslim, inability to 

empathize with, and even aversion toward, Mahatma Gandhi's emphasis on austerity, abstinence and 

self-denial, which a Muslim would regard "as a form of ingratitude to God unless there are obvious and 

compelling reasons for it," the latter of which Mujeeb does not see (Mujeeb 1972: 184-185).  In making 

this argument, however, Mujeeb ignores the respect and high regard accorded to Sufis who are known in 

popular folk stories to have undergone extreme forms of austerity and hardship as a means toward 

acquiring spiritual greatness. 
14

 “Tension” as used here is today a popular word used in Mumbai’s unique form of Hindi (Bambaiyya 

Hindi; see chapter 6 below) to denote worry or concern.  It is often, but not always, used in lighthearted 

contexts.  The Bollywood hit movie Munnabhai MBBS further popularized this usage. 



181 
 

  

to actually contribute to it in more meaningful ways.  This suggests a sense of individual 

agency and commitment to ethical practice distinct from blind obedience to tradition 

but yet very much committed to a disciplined cultivation of it.  This is the sense in which, 

I would suggest, what appear to be “liberal” or “secular” compromises with the forces of 

modernity, whether encountered in the state or neoliberal financial systems, are not 

necessarily decisions made within the logical confines of secular liberal thought. 

But attacks on the character of the prophet as a hypocrite or a sensualist are 

common forms of anti-Muslim rhetoric used by both Islamophobic forces in the West as 

well as Hindu nationalists, and I sensed that Samad’s impatience also had to do with a 

perception that I was trying to impute hypocrisy to ordinary Muslims whose lives did not 

conform strictly to religious injunctions as a way to attack Islam and Muslims in 

particular.  This, I would suggest, is precisely the kind of double-bind many Muslims 

experience when they are seen as either purely in religious terms or as having no 

commitment to or connection with the Islamic tradition at all: one is either laudably 

secular but inauthentic and not rooted in any particularistic tradition, and thus merely a 

cipher for Western modernity, or one belongs to a "religion" that entirely determines 

one's being and marks one as incapable of, and unfit for, modern existence.  This 

analytic, in its inability to recognize the complexity of either subject formation or social 

life, dooms its subjects to a perpetual accusation of hypocrisy. 

 

Politics:  Citizenship and the Possibilities of Particularity 
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One of the most remarked upon transformations on the Indian political scene 

has been the mass participation of people from lower and middle classes in the formal 

political process.  This has been remarked upon as a revolutionary transformation, so it 

is consequently encouraging but not altogether surprising that Muslims should turn to 

the political process in order to have grievances were addressed.  Ishaq, who I have 

already introduced earlier and discussed at length, has taken part in elections not just as 

a voter but as a candidate as well.  Some years ago he had stood as for election to the 

municipal council as a Muslim League candidate.  He was defeated, and felt that the 

party let him down.  More recently, his older brother Altaf decided to run for the Indian 

parliament, also on the Muslim League ticket.  Altaf had decided to go to Uttar Pradesh 

to take on one of India’s most prominent and powerful, and possibly most popular, 

politicians who was standing as a moderate member of the BJP.  The likelihood that 

Altaf would win the election was virtually nonexistent, and Ishaq found the entire 

matter both amusing and typical in its stupidity of a brother from whom he was 

estranged.  Ishaq said that the Muslim League would not support Altaf, who had no 

chance of success anyway, but would take money from other parties to not support him.  

The corruption in politics has made Ishaq both critical of and cynical towards the 

political process, and he does not think highly of the secular Samajwadi Party or any 

other party today, including the Congress.  But Ishaq did give me an insight into the 

question of secularism and Muslim identity in India. 
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One question that puzzled me when I began to conduct fieldwork was that a 

prominent Muslim critique of Hindutva forces took the form of a defence of 

“secularism”.  Prominent Muslim leaders, including national and even local legislators 

and politicians, stood as candidates of the Samajwadi party, an awovedly socialist and 

secular party (that was nevertheless dominated by the Yadav clan in Uttar Pradesh).  

What could explain this explicitly Muslim emphasis on the secular character of the 

state?  Was it simply a matter of bad faith—a way to denounce the intolerant forces of 

Hindutva as anti-secular without recognizing the obvious contradiction that this 

denunciation created for Muslims themselves?  The problem with this line of thought 

was that no such contradiction seemed to be perceived by those voicing the demand. 

One of my conversations with Ishaq wandered, as was not uncommon, into the 

area of Islamic apologetics, in which Ishaq was talking about the sad state of 

infrastructure in the area and how less corrupt, more ethical governance might be able 

to do something about it.  So I asked him about what Islamic governance would be in 

such a context.  He paused, and then said that democracy was not much good, but that 

it was necessary.  It was not an Islamic ideal, for Islam itself is the epitome of justice and 

even democracy.  However, an Islamic ideal could not be realized in a multireligious 

society.  Democracy is the only way in such a society.  Given Ishaq’s awareness of his 

own status as belonging to a religious minority, it occurred to me that his was no simple 

or crude understanding of democracy as majority rule.  There was no conflict here 
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between democracy and the protection of minority interests.15  This understanding of 

democracy as not necessarily contrary to minority interests is, arguably, a conception of 

democracy as a dimension of the secular, and of a secular context that actually enables 

the articulation of a religious identity.   

Talal Asad has argued that secularism is “an enactment by which a political 

medium (representation of citizenship) redefines and transcends particular and 

differentiating practices of the self that are articulated through class, gender, and 

religion” (Asad 2002: 5).  The understanding of secularism that Ishaq conveys above 

would seem to both underline and modify this insight somewhat.  Ishaq, for instance, 

clearly and insistently identifies as a practicing Muslim.  It is the transcendence of this 

particular identity to citizenship on a formal plane (democratic participation) that 

guarantees, paradoxically, the ability to claim and live it.  What is being lived in the 

everyday is not the transcended identity but various particular ones, including that of 

being a Muslim.  What I am suggesting is not the secularist argument that a democratic 

framework that protects minority interests works best when it is secular, that is, not 

affiliated to majority (here, Hindu, and therefore partisan religious) interests.  Rather, 

what I am pointing to is Ishaq’s own sense of the enabling nature of the secular when it 

comes to his Islamic identity.  In line with Asad’s argument, it is necessary for Ishaq to 

become the liberal citizen-subject of the state, and to subscribe to its secular ideals, in 

                                                 
15

 More recently, when I met him in 2007, this interpretation was confirmed when Ishaq referred to 

secularism as "minority ki hifazat,” (protection and care, even defense, of minorities) owing to which, for 

him, the perfect form of secularism was realized in Islam. 
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order to then be able to claim his own religious identity.  While this throws into doubt 

the complete separation of secular and religious, as Asad has suggested, it also draws 

attention to overlapping and mutually constitutive processes of identity formation that 

are both liberal and religious, in and through each other, simultaneously.  Once this 

argument is extended to broader sections of social life, as for instance Ishaq’s 

discussions of his professional life as a networker or healer, yet more avenues and 

modes of subject formation come into view.  The whole notion of “religion”  animating 

all aspects of the lives of Muslims, and being particularly salient in all the ways in which 

Muslims are constituted as subjects, becomes increasingly untenable, in that it is unable 

to take seriously the various fields of the social in which subjects are made and unmade 

continuously. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I have continued to explore various realms of, and themes arising 

from everyday life in order to trace the broad contours of social subjectivity amongst 

middle-class Muslims in Mumbai.  In particular, I have tried to distinguish between two 

broadly defined sources of selfhood.  On the one hand, I identify those elements that 

can be seen as arising from an Islamic tradition.   On the other, I identify and discuss 

various political and economic forces that are relevant and important to, and therefore 

actively shape, understandings of, as well as consequent commitments and decisions 

made by, variously situated social subjects.  I have argued that these two broad 
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categories are important to distinguish for two reasons: first, in order to critique and 

complicate the supposedly irreducibly "religious" nature of Muslim subjectivity in 

Mumbai; and second, in order to trace the contours of the secular as that which shapes 

and contains what is seen as the religious.  Finally, I have discussed various 

manifestations of three sources of selfhood that I see as most important in thinking 

about Muslim subjectivity and its relationship with the secular in Mumbai today: an 

Islamic discursive tradition, the liberal state and the political, cultural and economic 

forces of neoliberal globalization.   
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CHAPTER 5 

MEMORIES OF AN URBAN SECULAR 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, I offer a theoretical and thematic discussion of the city of 

Mumbai as not merely a backdrop for, but as deeply implicated in the continuous 

production and unfolding of the modern and the secular as shapers of social life as they 

are lived out in the city.  The urban occupies a prominent place in this dissertation on 

Muslim selfhood in Mumbai owing largely to the disproportionately intense and 

exaggerated nature of Bombay/Mumbai as an experienced urban space.  In the 

contradictions it generates, between promise and delivery, between desire and 

substance, it contributes to conflicts and forms of resolution beyond the scope of the 

liberal secular parameters of the state and its visions of local governance, and well into 

the realms of political society.  In its intensity, excess and the scope, the city itself 

becomes an agent in the lives of its inhabitants. 

In its previous incarnation as Bombay the city had, for the better part of the last 

century, been associated with a set of values such as cosmopolitanism, tolerance, 

pluralism, and a relatively mature civil society, and also with more apprehensive 

interpretations of urban modernity, such as alienated and rootless individualism, vice 

and danger.  Bombay was seen and experienced as the one city emblematic of Indian 

modernity (Prakash 2000).  From movies to popular film songs to the popular 
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imagination, Bombay was also seen as a city open to and welcoming towards 

immigrants who saw it as a city of great promise and possibility. 

Over the last three decades, this mythology of Bombay has been modulated a 

good deal, and for a variety of reasons.  These include changing demographics through 

the growth of increasingly religiously-segregated suburban middle-class housing and 

slum settlements; the decline of the textile industry and trade unions accompanied by a 

growing service sector; the weakening of progressive political forces (associated with 

unions); the simultaneous rise to power of the Shiv Sena, a chauvinistic, pro-

Maharashtrian, anti-communist, anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim political party; an 

increased criminalization of various aspects of the life of the city, including real estate, 

electoral politics, and even the film industry; and the liberalization of the Indian 

economy accompanied by the economic integration of the city with the global economy 

(Appadurai 2000; D'Monte 2002; Hansen 2001b; Lele 1996: 203-204; Patel 2003; 

Punwani 2003; Sharma 1996: 269-274; Vora and Palshikar 2003) 

New forms of the quotidian have emerged in response to new social facts, 

realities and imaginaries.  These vary in nature from new forms of everyday governance, 

legalities and transgressions, to transformations in social intercourse, popular culture, 

the scope and content of imagined futures, to perceptions of economic possibilities and 

their realization.  One dimension of these changes has been a decrease in the "awe of 

the law" and the "sovereignty of the state" (Hansen 2005: 169) in India as a whole as 

well as in Mumbai more specifically.  Others include an increased pervasiveness of 
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consumer goods in the lives of almost all strata of the city's population; an absolute 

increase in the number of middle-class consumers; a massive consumer boom; and an 

explosion of tele-communication and various media technologies. I treat these emerging 

forces in the city as the broad political, economic, and cultural parameters of social life, 

as well as constituent elements of the secular as it is configured in Mumbai today.  It is 

in this context that I focus on a Muslim neighborhood, on groups of people who are self-

consciously engaged in developing themselves as ethical subjects in the context of a 

religious tradition, while also belonging to a community that is marginalized—politically, 

socially and economically—and largely ghettoized, in order to tease out the 

relationships between Muslim selfhood, the secular and the city of Mumbai. 

In exploring Muslim experiences and understandings of Mumbai as a city, I make 

certain assumptions about the city as space.  In particular, I accord the city and its places 

an agency of their own—as being both products and producers of socio-historical 

processes, rather than neutral spaces defined by their natural physical features but 

otherwise devoid of meaning, on which individuals, corporate entities or institutions 

project their own lives.  Thus I attempt to avoid the twin problems identified by cultural 

geographers as the "illusion of transparency" and the "illusion of opaqueness." On the 

one hand I shall avoid treating space as if it were entirely transparent and innocent, as if 

space as contemplated, or imagined, coincided almost completely with social space.  On 

the other hand I avoid a limited understanding of space as reducible to its materiality, 
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reified as primordially physical and inevitable (Lefebvre 1991: 27-30; Soja 1989: 120-

126). 

Produced through mutually formative dialectical relations with social and 

material forces, "Mumbai" means different things to, and is experienced differently by, 

variously situated embodied subjects--differentiated in terms of gender, sexuality, caste, 

class and religious affiliation, among other markers of identity -- in different and varied 

relations to those forces.   For those who are identified as members of minority or 

marginalized groups, such differences are often articulated in the form of stigma or 

"undesired differentness," by means of which "identity is locked into alienating 

attribute" (Robinson 2005: 67).  Thus for a Muslim man is who lives in a heavily Muslim 

area, the city means, and is experienced as, something quite different from what it is for 

the same person in a heavily Hindu area, and as something yet again in tense moments 

that threaten violence.  In moments and spaces characterized by hostility or violence 

against Muslims, it is precisely such stigmatized differences, "embodied markers of 

Muslim identity (such as circumcised penises or the wearing of a prayer cap or henna- 

died beard) [that] are jerked into the glare of ridicule and made violently noticeable" 

(Robinson 2005: 20).  There is, furthermore, another function to these experiences of 

newly-unwelcoming spaces that exceed those captured by the trauma of such 

conspicuous stigmatization: they have also to do with the particular social-material 

space and its accumulated circuits and templates of movement and use.  Familiar 

patterns of travel through space at particular times, whether a daily commute to work 



191 
 

  

or habitual routes of consumption or pleasure, are disrupted, and new, exclusionary 

geographies are put into place.   

On the other hand, some of the transformations, whether wrought by the 

increased democratization of the country, and particularly the participation of 

marginalized people in the electoral process, or the integration of the city into broader 

global flows—economic, migratory and cultural—have opened up new avenues of 

empowerment and agency while shutting down others.    So for instance, many of my 

Muslim interlocutors mourned the increasing discrimination against Muslims by a 

variety of agents, from local businesses and residential housing societies to 

governmental employers and even national-level companies.  A friend of mine who is a 

successful professional, self-described secularist and only nominally Muslim (by birth) 

was turned away from a series of apartments he had expressed interest in renting, 

despite being a strict vegetarian.1  Others, such as Fanar (see chapter 4) expressed 

confidence that the influx of multinational corporations would put an end to such 

discrimination since "foreigners" would not share the same anti-Muslim prejudices to 

which Indian society, and Hindus in particular, subscribed.  Mumbai's recent and 

ongoing transformations, hence, have given rise to a city very much in flux. 

Before discussing contemporary Mumbai, however, I begin with a brief 

discussion of the place of Mumbai and its rise to prominence in Indian history and 

                                                 
1
 Discrimination is frequently conducted through euphemisms and stereotype; often landlords insist on 

such criteria as compulsory vegetarianism as an excuse to reject Muslim applicants who are seen in 

cultural terms as nonvegetarian, irrespective of the dietary inclinations of particular applicants.   
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historiography, and briefly summarize scholarship in the social sciences on Indian 

urbanism in general and Mumbai in particular.  I shall emphasize somewhat Muslims 

and the presence of Islam in my introductory discussions of the city in general, owing to 

my focus on a Muslim area, and Muslim social life in the city.  Here I also build on the 

ethnographic discussion of the location in which I conducted fieldwork (chapter 3 

above) before returning again to exploring the city as experienced by some of its 

inhabitants.  In the course of these discussions, I hope to demonstrate the mutually 

shaping nature of the relationship between the city, neighborhoods, and inhabitants in 

the production of an urban secular.  In so doing, I aim to situate, and thereby complicate 

our understanding of, different modes and practices of self-fashioning amongst 

Mumbai's Muslims, in a city seen not in static terms but as dynamically involved in the 

making and remaking of its inhabitants.  More particularly, I shall show the inadequate 

and reductive nature of understandings of Muslim identity that oppose it to 

phenomena—social, cultural or economic—usually understood to be modern or secular.  

Finally, I suggest that those moments and spaces in which more or less self-conscious 

experiments at forging a sense of self encounter and articulate with the manifold 

forces—material and symbolic—of the city reveal the contours of the secular in Mumbai 

today. 

 

THE CITY REMEMBERED 
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Mumbai's ascent to prominence in Indian history and historiography is relatively 

recent.  Originally a group of seven swamp-ridden islands, the city owes its remarkable 

rise to colonial maritime commerce.  Mumbai is located off the coast of West India, just 

off the narrow strip of land between the Deccan Plateau and the Arabian Sea.  Its 

location, by virtue of both being coastal and not belonging to either the great northern 

plains or the Deccan plateau, consigned it to a marginal status both for the great land-

based empires and states of precolonial India and in the eyes of historiographical 

traditions that focused on them.  Information on Mumbai's precolonial history is 

therefore sparse.  The islands' earliest known inhabitants appear to have been distant 

ancestors of the koli fisherfolk who still live in small coastal settlements in the city, 

dating prior to 300 CE, and perhaps even prior to the Common Era.  Subsequently, for 

about a millennium, the islands appear to have been politically dominated by various 

tribal chieftains, as vassals or peripheral parts of the larger mainland monarchies such as 

the Rashtrakutas, Mauryas, Chalukyas, Silharas, and the kingdom of Devgiri before 

Devgiri was conquered by the Delhi sultanate in 1294 CE.  By the late 13th century, 

Mumbai and its environs had evolved into being a part of the broader trading economy 

of the Gujarat and North Konkan coastline with the Persian Gulf and east Africa, and had 

already developed into something of an entrepôt with Hindu, Muslim, Parsi, Persian, 

Arab, Jewish and Chinese traders and settlers (Chakravarti 2000: 37-39; Eaton 1978: 13-

14; Edwardes 1902: 6-22; 1909b: 8-14). 
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Although this entire period is usually considered to be the Hindu era of 

Mumbai's history, it is unclear whether for most of this time the local tribal population 

had been absorbed into the fold of Vedic culture, or whether it remained marginal to it 

and thus cosmologically and socially distinct.  Evidence cited by Edwardes suggests that 

although Aryan culture had arrived on the Konkan coast by the mid-third century BCE, 

the koli descendents of the pre-Aryan population of Gujarat continued a Kathiawari 

practice of worshipping the village goddess Mumbadevi, their (and now consequently 

Mumbai's) patron goddess (Edwardes 1909b: 2-4). 

The 14th century saw an expansion of the political power of various sultanates 

from Gujarat to Delhi to the Deccan, and the northernmost of Bombay's seven islands, 

Mahim, was occupied by the sultan of Gujarat as his southern outpost in 1318.  Until the 

mid-16th century, notwithstanding occasional episodes of local rule in which 

representatives of distant—Gujarati or Deccani— sultans were briefly challenged or 

overthrown, the islands served mostly as marginal outposts of a series of land-based 

empires, though mostly under the monarchy of Gujarat.  Prior to Muslim political 

ascendance, towns along the Konkan coast already had considerable Muslim 

populations, often Arab traders who had married locally, and their descendents, known 

as Konkani Muslims.  The establishment of Muslim political authority in Mahim appears 

to have had the further effect of attracting the Konkani Muslim or Naitia shipbuilder 

community, both Arab and Hindu by origin, to the islands.  The other important anchor 

of Muslim settlement on the islands was the life, and subsequent death and burial in 
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1431 CE, of a major Sufi saint, Pir Makhdum Fakih Ali, in Mahim (Edwardes 1902: 47-50; 

1909a: 147-148; 1909b: 17-24).  His shrine is now a major pilgrimage site, and the saint’s 

annual ‘urs (the celebratory commemoration of his death and communion with the 

divine) is marked by, among other festivities, a procession sponsored by the Mumbai 

Police, whose patron saint he is now considered to be.2 

The islands that make up Mumbai today were eventually ceded by the Gujarati 

sultans to the Portuguese in 1534 CE, thus commencing Bombay's colonial history.  

Despite Portuguese recognition of the potential value of Bombay's deep natural 

harbour, owing to their greater interest in Diu off the coast of Gujarat further north, 

most of the islands of Bombay were given over to Catholic religious orders, and neither 

population nor trade appear to have flourished.  In 1661 CE, the islands were 

transferred to the English Crown as part of the marriage treaty of Charles II and the 

Infanta Donna Catharina of Portugal; in 1668 CE, Bombay was leased to the East India 

Company at rent of £10 per annum (Edwardes 1909b: 24-46, 57-58). 

Bombay's initial rise as an important commercial center only began in the late 

18th century from the growth in exports of raw cotton to China.  The subsequent 

collapse of Maratha power in Western India, and the establishment of formal British 

authority in the area, connected the city to a substantial regional hinterland.  In 

                                                 
2
 The irony of this fact is inescapable.  The Mumbai police have a reputation for harboring substantial anti-

Muslim prejudice.  Many members of the police force are sympathetic toward the Shiv Sena, a 

chauvinistic, pro-Hindu, and virulently anti-Muslim political party.  In the 1992-93 pogroms against 

Muslims in the city conducted by the Shiv Sena, the police force turned a blind eye and often even 

connived with the killers.  Although much of this has been documented and made public by the Srikrishna 

Commission conducted by Justice B.N. Srikrishna, a retired Supreme Court judge, no action has been 

taken against the perpetrators. 
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addition, the growth of the opium trade involving Britain, China and India, as well as a 

revival in trade with the Persian Gulf, all provided the city with a major commercial 

impetus.  By 1838, the seven original islands that the ancient Greeks had identified as 

Heptanesia had been linked up into the island of Bombay, thus easing some of the 

limitations posed by its fractured urban setting.  By the mid 19th century, Bombay was 

fueling the Industrial Revolution by exporting raw cotton to Europe, and by 1860 had 

become the world's third-largest cotton market after New York and Liverpool.  By this 

time, the city had been linked to the mainland, both north to Gujarat and east to the 

Deccan, by an expanding railroad network.  Port facilities and telegraph lines were 

extended and constructed at this time, and despite the boom and bust of the demand in 

cotton accompanying (and following) the American Civil War, the city became an even 

more viable port for trade with Europe upon the opening of the Suez Canal.  

Furthermore, the rapid expansion of the railroad network on the Indian subcontinent 

only increased Bombay's reach into the hinterland, thus providing the city with both 

labour and markets.  The great success of the trade and, increasingly, manufacture of 

cotton textiles, the latter by Indian merchants being squeezed out of the European 

trade in raw cotton, gave rise also to a variety of economic activities in the city.  These 

ranged from diversified forms of manufacturing such as spinning, weaving, dyeing and 

printing, as well as associated activities like maintenance, leather and wood working 

industries for parts, chemicals and so on.  There was also increased employment for 

heavy engineers, various kinds of artisans for maintenance such as carpenters, 



197 
 

  

electricians, mechanics, blacksmiths, as well as others connected to cloth retail like 

tailors and dressmakers.  By the end of the 19th century, the great range of economic 

activities, which by now also included railway and shipbuilding maintenance workshops, 

and a whole range of enterprises catering to various consumer demands, had begun to 

generate banks and commercial firms at a scale unprecedented in modern India 

(Chandavarkar 1994: 29; Edwardes 1902: 243-248; Kidambi 2007: 17-23). 

Bombay has always been a city of migrants, and its dramatic rise in the 19th 

century bears this out.  We have already noted that even its earliest times were marked 

by the various immigrations that had made it an entrepôt.  This aspect of the city was 

intensified in the 19th century.  Between 1833 and 1849, the city's population had 

doubled from an estimated 234,032 to over 500,000.  The 1864 census put it at 816,562.  

The 1872 census saw Bombay's population drop to 644, 405, a drop attributed to the 

economic decline following the American Civil War, but the 1891 census showed a 

population of just over 800,000, of which only about a quarter were born within city 

limits.  As in earlier times, these migrants came to the city from all over the 

subcontinent, and from the broader Indian Ocean region more generally.  The city was 

multiethnic and multilingual: the census of 1901 recorded 62 dialects (Chandavarkar 

1994: 30-35; Edwardes 1909a: 155-165, 203, 205). 

Thus, although the modern rise of Bombay/Mumbai is, with some justification, 

attributed to the colonial era, it is important to note that the area was already part of a 

dynamic and extensive trading network, was already integrated into the much broader 
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trans-regional economy of the Indian Ocean and the Arabian Sea in particular.  

Furthermore, it is significant that the city already had local, non-European populations, 

including immigrant groups from the subcontinent and its broader trans-regional areas, 

that were active in various economic activities including trade prior to and during the 

colonial expansion of the city.  Indeed this last factor, and particularly indigenous 

manufacturing activity, was a particularly important factor in the economic and 

demographic expansion of Bombay during and after colonial rule (Chandavarkar 1994: 

29). 

Perhaps owing to Mumbai’s considerable past as a commercial and trading 

settlement, the city does not figure prominently in any other capacity in the historical 

literature.  This historiographical tendency, as I have already suggested, appears to be 

related to the fact that the major premodern political entities in India were land-based, 

and saw maritime opportunities in commercial rather than political terms.  The city lies 

off a littoral that is itself on the margins of the Deccan plateau, an area that, until 

relatively recently, had attracted far less attention from historians than had the 

northern plains (Eaton 2005: 1).  As a consequence, the modernity of the city tends to 

be emphasized far more than its antiquity in both academic work and the popular 

imagination.  For example, for many Muslims to whom I spoke, Mumbai (or even 

Bombay before it) is not seen as one of the major centers of Muslim culture, especially 

not when compared to cities like Delhi, Lucknow or Hyderabad.  This understanding 

persists despite the possibility that Muslims might have continuously lived in this area 
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for longer than there has been a substantial Muslim presence on the northern plains, 

and even despite the fact that today the proportion of Muslims as about 17% of the 

population of Mumbai far exceeds the 11% that Muslims constitute of the population of 

Delhi.  It is also somewhat incongruous with the fact that much of the culture, talent and 

creativity of the Mumbai-based film industry, one of the most pervasive and influential 

forms in which “Indian” culture is disseminated, both domestically and abroad, is 

“Islamicate” in language as well as in its major themes (Kesavan 1994).  I shall return to 

the relationship between films, the city and popular culture later in subsequent sections 

of this chapter. 

 

THE CITY IN THE OFFICIAL IMAGINARY 

Until relatively recently, scholarship on Indian society tended to emphasize rural 

and village India as more representative of Indian social, cultural and political features 

than urban India, whose cities were often seen as inauthentic and, in the nationalist 

imagination, vice-ridden products of colonial modernity (Chatterjee 2004: 140-141; 

Prakash 2002: 3).   In anthropology and sociology, for instance, a dominant perception 

that the "village community" was representative of India at large effectively focused 

scholarship on "village India" to the detriment of work on cities (Cohn 1990b; Dewey 

1972; Dumont 1966; Dumont and Pocock 1957).  This understanding of the “village 

community” as more truthfully or authentically representing Indian society continued as 

a common theme in both colonial and nationalist discourses.  For the former, it served 



200 
 

  

to maintain the myth of Indian society as undeveloped and premodern as compared to 

the metropole, and in need of benevolent intervention.  For the latter, meanings of the 

"village community" were more ambivalent, and related to nationalist negotiations of 

colonial modernity.  For nationalists, the value of "village India" lay in the space it 

provided for an ostensibly sovereign and more authentic assertion of Indian tradition as 

a basis for national identity.  Chatterjee has shown, for instance, how Indian nationalism 

posited a gendered and interiorized realm, insulated from the public spaces of colonial 

rule, in which the autonomy of native custom and tradition could be preserved 

(Chatterjee 1993).  In contrast to an urban modernity, linked to an "outer" domain of 

politics, economics, science and technology associated with and dominated by the 

West, "village India" served as just such a repository (Prakash 2002). 

But once associated, almost by definition, with the non-modern, the nation was 

figured as a candidate for development in order to take its place in what was seen, in 

the mid-20th century, as a community of modern nations.  In such a context, the 

association of the urban with the modern generated an ambivalent approach toward 

both.  While for nationalists such as Nehru, modern development was linked to 

industrialization and urbanization, Gandhi's vision of India's future lay in its villages.  This 

disagreement, as Prakash has pointed out, was nevertheless muted by the fact that both 

Gandhi and Nehru shared a "discourse of a ‘different modernity.’"  While Gandhi 

conceived of an alternative to urban modernity realized in a village idealized as different 

from its own ostensibly oppressive and stagnant past, in at least partially modern terms, 
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Nehru subscribed to a historicist approach to the relation between city and village in 

terms of stages of development.  Both visions were thus necessarily related to notions 

of modernity—the very same "outer" sphere that nationalists sought to keep at bay—

and had to do with thinking through the nature of a postcolonial nation and polity.  In 

Prakash’s words, thus, "the question of the city was refracted through the discourse of 

the nation."  To the extent that the supposed pragmatism of Nehru won the day, and 

nationalism accepted the Hegelian historicist narrative of developmental stages and its 

logic of the state realizing itself in and through an urbanizing modernity, planning and 

urbanization were subsumed by the historicist logic of the state, and necessarily lay 

outside the realm of politics.  In the nationalist imagination, the consequence of thus 

folding the urban into the unfolding of the nation through time was to obliterate any 

awareness or understanding of the socio-spatialized experience of the city (Prakash 

2002: 3-5). 

Hence although post-independence policy planning did produce socioeconomic 

surveys of various cities, these remained largely descriptive of demographic, economic 

and morphological features of particular urban areas.  The urban origins and location of 

both nationalism and industrialization in India also drew some attention to cities, but 

mostly as backdrops to these important processes.  It was only in the 1970s that the city 

itself became an object of study in scholarship on India.  Here there emerged three 

broad approaches: the city as shaped by imperial ideology and colonial rule; the social 

history of particular urban—ethnic or class—groups; and popular and urban group 
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cultures (Kidambi 2007: 2-5).  And it has been even more recent, since the 1990s, that 

the study of modern Indian cities has received prominent academic attention.  This 

development owes itself to several interrelated phenomena.  The first of these is simply 

the large increase in both the number of urban areas in India, as well as the numbers of 

people living in them.  About one third of India's population is now urban; at over 300 

million, this figure alone nearly outstrips entire national populations of countries such as 

the United States of America (Kidambi 2007: 7). Another factor is the decline of major 

traditional industries, such as that of the textile mills in Mumbai beginning in the 1970s, 

that precipitated a dramatic contraction of the productive base of erstwhile industrial 

centers, and the retrenchment of millions of workers in the formal economy.  This led to 

an expansion of the urban "informal" economy, and to a declining capacity on the part 

of the city and its infrastructure to absorb the large numbers of economic refugees who 

continued to arrive in Mumbai (Appadurai 2000: 629). 

A final reason for the recent interest in cities has been that, more recently, these 

changes have been accompanied by the geographical transformation of the city-space 

with its integration into global networks of capital responsive to tight centralized 

control.  The urban geography of such metropolitan nodes is typified by a central 

business district characterized by advanced telecommunication and transportation 

facilities as well as subsidiary service industries from accounting and advertising to 

clerical, legal and financial.  Areas outside these districts are highly socially 

differentiated, some being protected spaces for the managerial and technocratic elite, 
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various pockets of the city functionally connected to the central business district that is 

integrated into the global financial economy and each other; others disconnected from 

and functionally unnecessary to it (Chatterjee 2004: 139-142; Sassen 1991: 3-10, 317-

319; 1998: xxii-xxxvi). 

 

THE GLOBAL CITY 

These patterns are partly in evidence in Mumbai, albeit in ways affected by their 

necessarily local and historically specific articulations.  In colonial times, the city was 

highly segregated between the European commercial area in the old Fort in south 

Bombay and the native town and bazaar to its immediate north.  By the 1980s, the 

segregation between these areas as well as between erstwhile European residential 

areas had been substantially diluted.  The European commercial area had been 

nationalized, both politically and economically, and the area came to be preferred by 

the larger national commercial houses and firms.  There were still broadly two business 

districts in south Bombay, "national" and "local" (the latter being the old native town 

and bazaar).  But migration from rural areas and the lack of strict zoning policies both 

contributed to greater growth in the "local" commercial area, and its overlap into the 

more prestigious "national" business district blurred the boundary between the two.  

Since the economic liberalization and deregulation of the Indian economy beginning in 

around 1991, and its integration with the global economy, there has been an influx of 

foreign and multinational corporates into the city.  These comprise mainly finance 
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companies such as banks and investment firms, and producer service companies 

engaged in consulting, real estate, insurance, accounting, advertising, courier and other 

services: what have been called "information processing and control functions" 

(Chatterjee 2004: 142-143; Nijman 2007: 242-243).  Most of the major foreign 

companies are clustered in Nariman Point, a small strip of land in the southwest of the 

island reclaimed from the sea in the 1950s.  This now constitutes a third, and the most 

élite, business district, the "global" business district, whose rise has reintroduced a clear 

demarcation between this globally integrated commercial district and other areas of the 

city.  This is evident from both the high cost of rent in the area (in the mid 1990s, 

rental/sale costs compared with the most expensive real estate in the world) as well as 

the high level of street gentrification, sponsored by public-private collaborations, that 

has been carried out in the area.  The contrast between such gentrified areas and the 

dynamic rhythms of the densely populated urban space of the bazaars in the local 

business district is stark (Nijman 2007). 

Changes attendant to the global economic integration of Mumbai have 

particularly benefited those middle-class men and women equipped with the "technical, 

professional or processing skills" required of Indians in this newly configured global 

economic dispensation (Kidambi 2007: 8).  But, as is evident to even a casual observer of 

Mumbai, the rise of this impressively large middle-class population, and of a 

concomitantly prominent and pervasive middle-class urban culture of consumption, 

does not exhaust the urban experience in cities like Mumbai.  For serving as the 
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cheapest of cheap labour, both for global corporate processes and their middle-class 

employees, are the many millions of underpaid, dispossessed or seemingly redundant 

people populating the underside of the ostensibly thriving metropolis. 

In residential areas, many of the urban poor live right next to the urban elite 

whom they serve in various capacities, often in intimate domestic settings.   Mumbai's 

unique history of development, including rent control, the influx of rural labour, and an 

acute shortage of land makes spatially flat sprawl impossible, so that slums and shanties 

are frequently located at the very bases of the upper-class high-rise buildings that their 

inhabitants have built, and whose occupants they often continue to serve.  As a 

consequence, Mumbai is not characterized by spatially distinct areas reserved for the 

new financial and technocratic elite and marked off from the urban poor.  Rather, 

Mumbai is thus characterized by high-rise residential accommodations for the well-to-

do along with ground-level shanties, providing a modicum of shelter to the poor, 

immediately adjacent to them.  Inhabitants of these shanties and slums are often 

families of the workers who built those particular high-rises; family members often find 

employment in the same high-rise buildings as domestic servants.  As Masselos has put 

it: 

the two-dimensional flat grid conceptually is unable to handle the demographic 

disjunction between the two kinds of settlements.  Instead, a three-dimensional 

representation of the city grid is required to take into account the diversity 

within even the most affluent areas. 
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Indeed, the proximity of dwellings entailed by this three-dimensional grid has broken 

down "in the locality cellular division which had provided the dominant discourse of 

urban order and placement," and explains the explosive attacks on elite housing units by 

shanty dwellers during the anti-Muslim violence of January 1993 (Masselos 2007b: 373-

380). 

In this sense, these new urban patterns are reminiscent of the older parts of the 

city in which I conducted fieldwork.  While relatively free of slums and shanties, the 

older parts of the city are densely populated with little to no space between buildings 

and various classes of people (although not the elite classes) living together cheek by 

jowl, from middle-class families to homeless pavement dwellers.  One significant 

difference is that, owing to FSI (Floor Space Index) limits3, the better off in these areas 

do not have the same access to height as a way of escaping, however temporarily, the 

oppressive scarcity of privacy and space.   In order to convey the relationship between 

the city, its infrastructure, its incessantly felt limits to space and privacy, and the rhythm 

                                                 
3
 The Floor Space Index (FSI) is the ratio of the total floor space in a building to the area of the plot on 

which it is built.  If a building were to cover half of a 1000 ft.² plot of land, a single story of that building 

would be 500 ft.², amounting to an FSI of 0.5.  If the building were to have 10 stories, its FSI would be 5.  

The FSI regulation first introduced in 1964 set the limit for Mumbai at 4.5.  Unlike other megacities like 

Shanghai, which have tried to accommodate urban growth by raising FSI limits, the Municipal Corporation 

of Greater Mumbai, in order to discourage congestion through greater density of land use, has reduced 

this over time to 1.33 in 1991.  While lauded by those who argue that Mumbai's infrastructure cannot 

handle greater population density, this policy has been criticized by those who point out its ill effects, 

such as overcrowding on limited land, as well as the reluctance of owners of older buildings (built before 

the 1964 and subsequent restrictions were enacted) to rebuild dilapidated buildings until they collapse, 

since they would lose much of the area of the current building.  Much of the new construction of 

residential and commercial skyscrapers is related to "Additional Development Rights" and "Transferable 

Development Rights," whereby developers are permitted additional FSI rights (which can be traded in the 

case of TDRs) in exchange for allocating a certain amount of FSI to develop schemes such as slum 

resettlement on newly-built, permanent housing (Das 1996: 176-179; Panagariya 2007). 
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and conduct of everyday life, I turn to the issue of space at the scale of the city, of the 

neighborhood in which I worked, and of the domestic spaces of living quarters. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter I have tried to convey a sense of the changing life of Bombay, the 

historical Bombay and the Bombay of the imagination.  The city has, in many ways, been 

fundamentally transformed, as have the ways in which it is now experienced in its new 

incarnation as Mumbai.  For many, some of these transformations are worrying, if 

ambivalent.  The decline—for some, the demise—of the city as cosmopolitan space, 

however illusory that idea might have been, has been cause for despair for many.  There 

has nevertheless been, even among the "cosmopolitan" elite, an appreciation that, if 

only at the basic but affinally important level of nomenclature, "Mumbai" is both more 

democratic and less of a colonial legacy then "Bombay."  Other transformations, on the 

other hand, are viewed as unequivocally worrying, such as the increasingly skewed 

distribution of wealth and power, the increased "lumpenization" of the city, and 

increased social and residential segregation along the lines of religious identity. 

Unsurprisingly, as I shall demonstrate in the subsequent chapter, these 

transformations have not resulted in the realization of a South Asian Shanghai, much to 

the disappointment of Mumbai's global elite.  Rather, the more common optic with 

which the city is viewed is the slum (Rao 2006), a term that today transcends the 

material conditions of a particular type of housing to incorporate "lack of drinking 
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water, inadequate toilet facilities, garbage, absence of open-spaces, inadequate and 

unsafe access," and finally also a refusal to "recognize and accept slum-dwellers as 

active participants in the planning and development process" (Das 2003: 229).  I have 

thus also attempted to convey certain continuities with the past, particularly when it 

comes to lodgings and residential areas in the older parts of the city, although here too 

demographic pressures and municipal neglect have contributed to a decline in actual 

living conditions.   

However, it would be misleading and simplistic to suggest that all that remains is 

a narrative of victimization and decay.  In turning to ethnographic accounts of a few key 

interlocutors, I shall show how Muslims in the city draw upon the varied resources 

available to them as means by which to meaningfully inhabit and stake claims upon the 

city.  In doing so, I also extend a broader argument that the all-too-common 

overemphasis on religious aspects of "Muslim" social identity is, in the context of 

Mumbai today, misleading and ultimately reductive. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CULTURE AND POWER IN AN URBAN SECULAR 

INTRODUCTION 

Much recent literature, particularly on the intensely urban phenomena of 

megacities in the global South, has emphasized the tremendous socioeconomic 

inequalities, and particularly the extreme and massive concentrations of poverty, that 

these cities embody and even come to represent.  This representation, especially with 

the slum as its formal manifestation, has led one anthropologist to propose a "slum as 

theory" approach to the relationship between South Asian cities and globalization, in 

that the slum stands for the "distorted substance" that constitutes these newly 

globalized urban areas.  As such, as a consequence of the fundamental social and 

epistemological instabilities caused by these distortions, the slum challenges the very 

normative bases of our understandings of the nature of the urban in general, including 

associated questions of citizenship, belonging, entitlement, locality, globality and the 

nation (Rao 2006). 

This move towards privileging the slum as an organizing optic of the urban is not 

a novel development; it has been anticipated quite explicitly in the Mumbai film 

industry already.  Indeed, it would have been surprising if the city's most well known 

cultural industry were to have remained entirely oblivious of, and isolated from, the 

substance of the very city from which it draws so much of its inspiration, and whose 

relationships with its inhabitants the film industry largely mediates.  In discussing some 
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of the implications and challenges of an entire sphere of the social that cannot be easily 

reconciled with official norms of legality, spatiality and power in the city, I shall also try 

to link these conditions with transformations and experiments by my interlocutors as 

they draw on a range of social and cultural resources in the course of their own lives.   

In this chapter, then, I continue my discussion on the city of Mumbai with a 

greater emphasis on the formation of Muslim urban subjectivity.  In particular, I provide 

a narrative of contrasting experiences of and approaches to questions of culture and 

power in the lives of two young men, both Muslim, both residing in the Muslim areas of 

south Mumbai in which I conducted my fieldwork, both experiencing a broadly similar 

set of conditions as Muslims in Mumbai, yet both inhabiting vastly different worlds and 

social networks, and following very different trajectories of self formation.   

My intent is to convey a sense of the broad constraints and limitations, as well as 

possibilities, that the city of Mumbai presents to its Muslim inhabitants today.  I also 

wish, however, to complicate narratives of victimization or demonization of Muslims in 

Mumbai that, by focusing heavily on the "Muslim" dimension of a vast and varied 

populace, limit analysis to simple dichotomies that oppose the modern to the 

traditional, the secular to the religious, and the "progressive" to the "backward."  These 

categories of thought often obfuscate more than they illuminate, and substitute 

normative judgment for analysis.  Hence I try to identify and analyze some of what I 

considered to be prominent urban forces that my interlocutors encounter and engage 

with in the course of their everyday activities.  In so doing, I aim to demonstrate the 
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complex but particular articulation of forces that are widely experienced, yet uniquely 

negotiated by my interlocutors as they shape and are formed by the city. 

Finally, I also briefly address the question of whether there is indeed a uniquely 

Muslim imaginary of the urban in general, and of Mumbai in particular. 

 

CULTURE, POWER AND GOVERNMENTALITY IN THE CITY 

The massive increase in migration into cities like Mumbai, largely as a result of 

processes of development such as rural mechanization and urban industrialization, 

resulted in potentially explosive urban social conditions ranging from political unrest to 

various forms of illegality, infrastructural inadequacies and disease.  For agencies of 

governance, this generated a concern for and involvement in various educational, 

medical, infrastructural and other provisions specifically for the urban poor.  On the 

other hand, a strengthening democratic process meant greater mobilization of urban 

voters by various political parties (Chatterjee 2004: 134). 

The overlapping of these two forces--" the demands of electoral mobilization" 

and "the logic of welfare distribution"--produced what Chatterjee has named political 

society, a terrain on which the relationship between government agencies and 

populations differs from that which obtains between state and civil society.  Between 

the latter, there exists a relationship defined and bound by the law.  But the urban poor 

often live as squatters on public land, travel ticketless on public transit, and illegally 

divert conduits of electricity and water to their own habitations.  Furthermore, the 
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sheer lack of resources in general means that they cannot realistically be expected to 

inhabit a more legal or proper form of citizenship in order to qualify for government 

welfare.  Governing authorities do recognize that the urban poor require some attention 

and care, both because the urban economy needs their labour and services and for 

social stability.  But the latter nevertheless occupy a legally ambiguous status in terms of 

governance: any official legitimacy granted to their illegal occupation of lands, public or 

private, would threaten the whole structure of legally held property (Chatterjee 2004: 

134-137). 

One consequence of this impasse, and of the prominence of political society as 

the terrain on which important urban issues came to be negotiated, was the withdrawal 

of middle classes into a relatively unassertive civil society.  Although civil society has 

since the mid-1990s begun to reassert itself, largely owing to the structural 

transformation of Mumbai into a finance and services, rather than industrial, hub (the 

public-private beautification schemes around Nariman Point and Marine Drive 

mentioned above are examples of such activity), political society remains the terrain on 

which most lives in the city of Mumbai are negotiated.  This is the case even in middle-

class areas of the city that lack other resources to transform their living conditions from 

those of "populations" of political society into those of "citizenries" constituting civil 

society, as I suggested in discussing infrastructural inadequacies in the Muslim 

neighborhoods around Muhammad Ali road in south Mumbai. 
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In an essay on popular culture, and Indian popular cinema in particular, Ashis 

Nandy describes popular Indian cinema (Bollywood) by drawing on Ratnakar Tripathy's 

metaphor of the "urban slum," elaborating on the latter's idea thus: 

both cinema and slum in India showed the same impassioned negotiation with 

everyday survival, combined with the same intense effort to forget that 

negotiation, the same mix of the comic and the tragic, spiced with elements 

borrowed indiscriminately from the classical and folk, the East and the West 

(Nandy 1998: 2). 

 

Proposing further that "the popular cinema is the slum's point of view of Indian politics 

and society and, for that matter, the world," Nandy sees in both cinema and slum an 

emphasis 

on lower-middle-class sensibilities and on the informal, not-terribly-tacit theories 

of politics and society the class uses and the same ability to shock the haute 

bourgeoisie with the directness, vigour and crudity of those theories (Nandy 

1998: 2). 

 

Here Nandy is drawing attention to a transformed political culture in cities like 

Mumbai made possible by what has been described as "the decline of an older political 

culture that espoused paternalist social and cultural incorporation of the large majority 

of the population into a highly unequal system of political clientelism" (Hansen 2001b: 

9).  While the assertion of these popular open politics have been consequences of a long 

process of democratic transformation and "a rhetoric of entitlements and political 

aspiration which democracy in postcolonial India had promoted" since its early years 

(Hansen 2001b: 9), in the urban context they are most obviously manifest in Jai Sen's 

notion of the "unintended city," described by Nandy as "the city that was never a part of 



214 
 

  

the formal ‘master plan’ but was always implicit in it" (Nandy 1998: 2).  Sen himself 

offered a tripartite understanding of "unintended" in this context: 

First, it refers to dependence, the often unintended result of planning and social 

programmes and policies, as opposed to direct exploitation.  Secondly, the fact 

that independence and self-determination by the poor is against the interests of 

exploiters and of the ruling elite, i.e., those with vested interests, and is in that 

sense not intended.  Thirdly, the gradual, unconscious and unintended 

emergence of a society and city of the poor (Sen 1976: 35). 

 

Sen’s discussion of the “unintended city" raises important issues related to mutual 

dependence, governance, and the rise of new political and social formations in the city. 

The popular media, both print and broadcast, as well as the film industry, whose 

combination of wealth, mystery, and the glitz and glamour of major film stars fuel much 

of this media, indirectly index these issues as they play out in popular imaginations and 

fantasies.  They provide vocabularies and discursive opportunities that generate desires 

and fantasies as well as critiques.  The Mumbai film industry continues to be a potent 

generator of symbols of status, not only through the box office and the marketing of 

stars and lifestyles, but also in its wheeling and dealing, money laundering capacities 

that create instant social legitimacy for many (often underworld) figures who occupy the 

shadowy world of producers and funders of major releases.  Questions of power, 

legitimacy and justice are thus negotiated by the film industry, both in its attempt to 

survive and prosper in a context where legality has limited writ and power, and in the 

themes it addresses on screen.  One of the most evocative and powerful figures that 

links style and popular culture with issues of power, social exclusion and popular 
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morality in Mumbai cinema, the tapori, was brought to my attention not through a 

movie, or even in the context of discussing movies, but in a conversation with Samad, 

one of my interlocutors, about everyday life among Muslim youth in the city. 

Samad (first introduced in chapter 4), an ambitious and competent 25-year-old is 

the manager of a restaurant that serves Mughlai1 food in south and central Mumbai.  

The restaurant is well -known, located on the western side of the city and owned by a 

prominent Muslim family.  It caters to a wide variety of clients, from middle class folks 

who walk in for a meal to wealthy Arab tourists to some of the city's richest families 

who request home deliveries of some of the best biryani (an aromatic and spiced rice 

and meat dish) in town.  Always neatly dressed in a button-down shirt tucked into 

trousers and sporting a cell-phone, Samad communicates comfortably in Hindi/Urdu, 

English, and even Arabic.  He is a devout Muslim, and leaves the restaurant for a nearby 

mosque three times during his long (9am till 1am) work day in order to perform his daily 

namaaz.  He is earnest, hard-working and diligent, and conveys the impression that 

being seen as such is important both for his character to be appreciated and for his 

professional advancement. 

During the course of an early discussion, I was explaining my research interests 

to Samad, who has a Bachelors degree in sociology from a prestigious English-medium 

college in the city.  I mentioned that it would be interesting to look at how young men in 

their late teens or early twenties spent their free time in ordinary, unexceptional 

                                                 
1
 Derived from imperial and courtly cuisines of the Mughal Empire, Mughlai food is rich and, while 

influenced by other west Asian cuisines, characteristically Indian in the various blends of spices it employs. 
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moments, or how they indulged in "time -pass," as the common Indian phrase puts it.  

Samad's response was that this was not a worthy topic for someone studying Muslim 

culture.  In fact, he insisted that it would be fruitless to ask people about their daily life, 

or even about how Islam affects their lives: 

you will only get five-six answers: most people will say “I have to do namaaz five 

times a day, or I went on Hajj.  The rest of the time I do what I want.  If I have a 

job, then I do it.  Otherwise, I just sit in a shop.”  Or, they will just be taporis—

going from here to there, from there to here [that is, loafing].  Most of the young 

people who are 18, 20 are like that. 

 

Samad’s utterance of the word tapori was both humorous and disdainful.  A 

commonly used word in Bambaiyya Hindi,2 tapori refers to a streetsmart loafer, usually 

connoting a harmless good- for-nothing but sometimes also a rowdy or thuggish figure.  

The idealized figure of the tapori is a male, stylized and somewhat charismatic figure.  

Sometimes portrayed as a character-type in film, the tapori is also often seen as 

representing the public space of a neighborhood, incorporating all its contradictions, 

from its smalltime illegalities to its social conscience; from a nostalgic sense of the 

neighborhood as the village writ large in an urban context to a dangerous suggestion of 

urban rootlessness and chaos.  In his ability to organize the contradictory forces and 

senses of the urban experience, 

the tapori's personality is invested with integrity from which he emerges as the 

protector of a certain moral code.  Lacking a home, yet longing for a family, the 

                                                 
2
 Bambaiyya Hindi is a style of Hindi associated with a street sensibility and a lack of interest in courtesies, 

deployed sometimes as a send-up of the pretensions of formal or official forms of power.  A polyglot 

dialect that draws on Hindi, Urdu, Gujarati, Marathi and English among other languages, it has been 

greatly popularized by the Mumbai film industry, particularly in the Munnabhai films. 
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tapori occupies the middle space between the crisis of urban life and the 

simultaneous yearning for stability (Mazumdar 2001: 4872). 

 

In the specific context of discussing the figure of the tapori, a Mumbai scriptwriter links 

the figure to an incipient new culture of globalization in a post-1991 India: 

In the 1990s after liberalisation, new desires have arisen for this whole group of 

people.  With the entry of multinationals, we see neon lights, parlours selling ice 

cream for 100 rupees.  There are many in the city who sometimes cannot afford 

even a bus ticket.  This social difference is a very real and felt experience for 

many and results in anger.  This anger is displayed in their language and gesture, 

in the comments they make: ‘kya bare log’ [what big people].  They cannot 

change the system; they can only laugh it off (quoted in Mazumdar 2001: 4876). 

 

Mazumdar has argued that unlike earlier Bollywood icons like the "angry young 

man" responding to social injustice on behalf of the oppressed, this new counter 

narrative is more playful, and has a style that is more "individual."  The tapori’s 

resistance "relies on an ambiguous relationship to issues of lifestyle and consumption," 

thus enabling more interesting spaces for youth to construct, inhabit and experiment 

with identities (Mazumdar 2001: 4876). 

Samad's disapproving invocation of the figure of the tapori conveyed of course 

his own pious sense that to conflate the study of Muslim culture, or identity, with 

anything so profane as the tapori was something to be strongly discouraged.  But it also 

conveyed both an acknowledgment of prevalent conditions and attitudes of much of the 

youth in his own neighborhood and community on the one hand, and a recognition on 

the other that his own social and professional ambitions for power and status could not 

openly accommodate the often quasi-legal tendencies or ambiguously anti-
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establishment sentiments associated with the tapori.  In this sense, Samad was self-

consciously positioning himself against the "slum's view of Indian politics and society" 

inasmuch as his own ambition was to transcend these conditions.  Samad's comments 

also reveal a key fault line in cultural constructions of masculine identity in relation to 

power and agency in the city.  While his own trajectory has fashioned together a form of 

respectability by weaving together propriety, industriousness and piety, not all young 

men in his locality follow a similar path.  Others often follow more locally (rather than 

more broadly) valued or legitimized, frequently extralegal and more easily available 

paths to secure however limited a sense of personal or local sense of power, 

sovereignty or ethical status. 

Samad's own relationship with the city was ambiguous.  The city represented a 

kind of civilized culture in contrast to the backwardness of the village; on the other 

hand, it also quite clearly had its own dimensions of profanity, danger and vice.  Samad's 

own approach to negotiating the fraught social field of the city was to combine 

professionalism and piety in a particular way.  Rather than focus on the banalities of 

everyday life, which for him could not possibly be a study of anything Islamic to the 

extent that it would always fall short of an Islamic ideal, Samad explained to me the 

need to study Islam itself, as well as the spread of Islam, which is continuous and 

ongoing.  Referring to a well-known phenomenon of da'wa or Islamic missionary activity 

(oriented toward exhorting other Muslims to purify their own religious practices rather 
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than converting people to Islam) associated with the Tabligh- i- Jama'at,3 Samad 

explained the importance of such work: 

What is Da’wa?  People … go for three-four days, some for three weeks, some 

for even three months, at their own expense.  They go to people in villages, and 

even in Bombay.  They talk to those who have strayed [bicchde hue jo hain], who 

are not educated, those who are not in touch except to know only that they have 

to do five-time namaaz.  They go to these people, and explain all the dimensions 

of Islam which is much more than that.  It is about your whole life, your daily 

interactions, your mentality with people, the company you keep [baithna-uthna 

kis ke saath], all this makes a difference in the way you behave. 

 

These comments suggest a bias toward modern education and urban life on Samad's 

part, although in his narrative the latter is fraught with danger as well:  the tapori 

syndrome of the modern young urban male.  Hence his qualification "even in Bombay," 

in which he seems to equate unsavory aspects of urban life with the lack of cultivation 

that village life represents: both fall short of, or have strayed from, true Islam.  I shall 

return to the question of the place of the urban in the imagination of my Muslim 

interlocutors in the concluding section of this chapter.  For now, I would like to conclude 

this section with a brief discussion on ethical subject formation in an urban context by 

focusing on Samad. 

                                                 
3
 Considered by many to be the most widely followed movement in the Islamic world, the Tabligh-i-

Jama’at is now a global movement followed by millions of Muslims in perhaps every country in the world.  

Like many of the Islamist movements, the Tabligh-i-Jama’at emphasizes the reform of Muslim society 

along the lines of the shari’a.  Unlike Islamist movements, however it is a politically quietest movement 

that discourages the pursuit of political power and does not aim to establish an Islamic state.  The 

movement enjoins taqlid (strict adherence to precedence in Islamic jurisprudence), is unenthusiastic 

regarding modern science and technology, focuses largely on individual reform and the "realms of the 

spirit and rituals ('ibadat) alone), and emphasizes the importance of din (the realm of faith and religious 

practice) rather than duniya (this world) (Sikand 2002).  It is worth noting that for those who are 

consciously committed to the ‘Ahl-e Sunnat wa Jama’at tradition, the kinds of austere reforms 

promulgated by the Tablighis, derived largely from the Deobandi school of thought, are not acceptable. 
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Samad’s comments above, whether discussing the tapori or da'wa, also indicate 

his own engagement with his religious tradition as well as the city.  His piety and his 

professional demeanor combine as two aspects of the same self.  Unlike many of his co-

residents (Samad, too, resides in the Muslim area of south Mumbai, just north of the 

Pydhonie Junction), Samad frequently interacts with non-Muslim customers, of various 

classes, in a professional capacity.  At the restaurant he manages he is often surrounded 

by staff as well as a small group of men who, while not technically restaurant staff, 

nevertheless act in an advisory, intermediary, or generally assistive capacity.  Most of 

them are older than Samad, and look upon him as a kind of gifted, perhaps even 

somewhat precocious, younger brother whose career, and anticipated success, they are 

interested in nurturing and furthering.  There is a sense in which Samad operates with 

almost conspicuous success in multiple worlds, that of his own family and community, 

his mosque, the restaurant he operates, and the broad based clientele he has cultivated 

for his restaurant.  Rather than holding these worlds to be incompatible or opposed, he 

participates in them all fluently, as if they were mutually confirming dimensions of a 

complex ethical subject used to making pragmatic decisions in a professional context 

without undermining his fundamental ethical commitments.  Notwithstanding his piety, 

consequently, the multiple contexts of Samad's life, and his ability to negotiate them 

while remaining committed to and identified with an ethical tradition, demonstrate a far 
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more complex process of self-formation than any simple opposition between the 

religious and the secular would permit.4   

 

QUOTIDIAN LIFE AND NETWORKS OF IDENTITY 

Despite the difficult and often grim conditions prevalent in the Muslim areas of 

Mumbai along Muhammad Ali Road, it bears repeating that, as I briefly pointed out 

above, these areas are not slums; indeed, there is some irony in the fact that this is 

quite possibly the only area of the city with almost no slums, owing to the densely built-

up nature of parts of the old city where, unlike the newer areas of the city, there is 

simply no space "for even a shanty" (Masselos 2007b: 379).  As one of the older and 

more important commercial areas of the city, it has many wholesale warehouses as well 

as regular commercial stores.  The latter are often frequented by elites in search of 

exotic goods or household goods at bargain prices.  Much of the local populace is 

involved in local commercial and social pursuits, and the daytime population, owing to 

the large daily influx of workers from the suburbs, makes some of these 

neighbourhoods among the most densely populated areas on the planet.5  This is true 

despite the fact that many people, from lower level peons and "fixers," or general 

                                                 
4
See chapter 4 in which I discuss more explicitly some of Samad's own comments regarding religious 

tradition, ethical commitments, and the profane imperatives of regular life. 
5
 According to the 2001 census, Mumbai's "B" Ward, which encompasses the area of my research, and is 

2.84 km² in area, houses 140,481 people.  It also accommodates a daytime floating population of about 

300,000.  This gives the area a residential population density of 49,465 per km², and a daytime population 

density of 105,634 per km².  In contrast, the overall population density of Mumbai, already considered to 

be the world's most densely populated city, is 27,209 per km² (MCGM 2008)  Accessed at 

http://www.mcgm.gov.in/irj/portal/anonymous/qlwardb on July 14, 2008. 
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handymen, to teachers, mid-level managers and service professionals in the area often 

commute to more affluent areas for work. 

Thus, notwithstanding the redundance of this area from the point of view of the 

global metropolitan city, various social, commercial and professional linkages connect it 

to other, more affluent, parts of the city.  The supposed irrelevance of this area stems 

from a new vision of Mumbai as a globally connected metropolitan hub, modeled, in the 

elite imagination, along the lines of a South Asian Shanghai.  This fact has been 

physically inscribed on the area by means of an elevated road that winds its way for 

over 3 kilometres above the former main road that winds through the old native town 

and bazaar areas.  As yet another instance of what Jim Masselos has identified as the 

third dimension (height) in which Mumbai’s spatial grid must also be thought of, in 

order to understand a kind of élite attempt to transcend or escape the immediate 

proximity of the zopadpatties (shanties) that pervade even the most exclusive areas of 

the city (Masselos 2007b: 375-380), this "flyover" quite literally enables elites to bypass 

the crowded road below without having to even get a sense of, let along meaningfully 

engage with, the daily existence of popular classes that live and conduct their business 

beneath.  Unlike the new bridge, which is clean and well-marked and looks like a 

Western freeway, the road below it teems with local traffic crawling painfully slowly 

amidst crumbling infrastructure in the form of inadequate or open drainage, sewage, 

crumbling footpaths, nonfunctioning traffic signals, and large numbers of pedestrians 
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pushed off crowded or occupied footpaths into the way of an unending stream of 

automobile, taxicab, city bus, bullock cart, and handcart traffic. 

Despite the highly segregated pattern of housing in the area, segregated 

neighbourhoods do not determine or limit the urban imaginary for their inhabitants.  

For the city has, over time, accumulated and developed what Masselos calls various 

"templates" of socio-spatial organization, based on such varied criteria as religious, 

linguistic or regional affiliations, but also functional requirements and habits.  Before 

Indian Independence, such templates usually were those of a combination of regional, 

linguistic and occupational factors.  These templates, through which neighborhoods 

were viewed as having specific characteristics (related to certain castes or caste-like 

groups), arose from earlier patterns by which the Indian town had expanded north of 

the fort walls of the old European town.  The templates thus were more than 

geographical spaces; they defined spaces in terms of neighborhood features, ethnicity 

and occupational or economic characteristics.  They also implied a certain "ownership 

and occupation... of variously defined communities" as these communities used urban 

space in terms of their geographic occupations.  In addition to the kinds of political, 

demographic or occupational criteria mentioned above, there were, and are, other 

processes and functions that also create and reiterate circuits of movement, ownership 

and familiarity in various parts of the city, such as annually conducted festive 

processions that tend to be accompanied by a heightened sense of community of one 

sort or another (Masselos 2007a). 
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Prior to independence, for most people these templates were confined to 

various parts of the Indian town.  Following independence, a new template, that of the 

whole city of Bombay as an Indian space was added to those already in existence.  These 

templates, by domesticating, making familiar or unfamiliar for the imagination various 

circuits of movement through the city, produce what Masselos describes as 

"accustomed space": 

a perception of urban space derived through accustomed activity and 

accustomed time.  When one or the other was absent, even the same space 

might become a foreign universe.  Accustomed space is hence a relative term, 

denoting a perception of spatial parameters through the interaction of activity in 

time (Masselos 2007a: 290). 

 

Accustomed space in the city of Bombay was, particularly for Muslims, shaken up 

dramatically in the aftermath of the violence that affected Muslim areas in particular in 

1992-93.  Non-Muslim areas, including necessarily oft-used, crowded and previously 

familiar modes of public transit such as suburban trains and city buses, were suddenly 

unwelcome and unfamiliar places fraught with danger, where it became necessary to 

"pass" rather than reveal one's identity (Subramananiam 2002: 10-11).  The entire city 

was reclassified into two broad categories, "safe" and "unsafe" (Punwani 2003: 239), 

and residential areas became more segregated (Das 1996: 182).  As the administrator of 

a prominent madrasa recounted regretfully to me during a conversation on the violence 

of 1992-93 that extended even to south Mumbai, "the spirit of separation increased a 

lot" ("separation ki spirit bahut bad gayi").  He himself had moved, he said, from Colaba, 

known to be a cosmopolitan area in south Mumbai to Mira Road, a distant suburb with 
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a large Muslim population.  While he expressed satisfaction with his and his family's 

new lodgings, his regret was palpable, as was his sense of the inconvenience of having 

to now undergo a long daily commute to the madrasa.  If housing is scarce in the city, it 

is far more so for Muslims.  Although illegal, discrimination against Muslims is routine in 

their attempts to purchase or rent apartments in areas of the city that are not 

predominantly Muslim.  Often, such discrimination is carried out through the use of 

euphemisms and stereotype; a common strategy employed by cooperative housing 

societies is to insist on such criteria as compulsory vegetarianism on the premises in 

order to reject Muslim applicants who are seen in cultural terms as nonvegetarian, 

irrespective of the dietary inclinations of particular applicants.  It is not uncommon for 

real estate agents to openly suggest to Muslims that they would be better off living in 

"Muslim" areas (Khan 2007: 1528-1529, 1532 n1519). 

While residential space is clearly at a premium, the city has also witnessed 

violent conflict over ownership and transformations of public space.  Already, even prior 

to the anti-Muslim violence of 1992-93, the Hindu nationalist Shiv Sena party had been 

agitating against Muslim worshipers spilling out onto streets outside mosques during 

the Friday afternoon prayers.  In December 1992, the Shiv Sena created a heretofore 

unknown public "Hindu" ritual, the Maha Aarti, in which 

a domestic Hindu ritual, traditionally conducted indoors, was converted into a 

large-scale, public devotional offering to various Hindu gods and goddesses.  It is 

marked by the centrality of sacred fires (as in most domestic worship among 

Hindus), and, in this new format, was also accompanied by elaborate and 

incendiary anti-Muslim speeches and exhortations (Appadurai 2000: 647, n.641). 
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The accompanying violence, largely mobilized by the Shiv Sena was an attempt to 

terrorize Muslims in public spaces as well.  As one of my interlocutors remarked 

poignantly when I asked him about the aftermath of the violence of 1992-93, "we 

understand now, we are not wanted in this country." 

Although such anti-Muslim actions, whether in the form of provocatively 

performed, newly minted public ritual or by means of direct physical violence, killing 

and destruction of property, are not usually articulated in terms of space, their spatial 

dimensions are important.  As Ravinder Kaur points out, the "rearrangement of urban 

spaces in favour of the dominant groups, in the aftermath of anti-minority violence, is 

an aspect often overlooked," owing to the rapid decline in media attention subsequent 

to the conflagrations themselves.  Kaur notes that such spatial "rearrangement" is 

manifest in the ghettoization of Muslims, many of whom migrate to Muslim-majority 

areas for a sense of safety, others who are forced out of their homes and warned not to 

return, as well as the creation, through the destruction of religious monuments and 

commercial enterprises, of "abstract spaces, to be filled later with social and sacred 

symbols and practices of the majority community."  Such alienation from public space is 

a key dimension of procuring from Muslims an acknowledgment and recognition of their 

own secondary status in society (Kaur 2005). 

Notwithstanding the increased segregation in residential patterns and violent 

conflict over public space, the accustomed spaces for residents of Mumbai tend to 
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follow commercial forces and flows that tend to be powerful and not easily constrained.  

The vast numbers of people who commute between distant suburbs and various parts 

of the city have the effect of creating accustomed spaces and circuits of movement 

shared by millions.  For most, these dynamics have to do with earning a livelihood in a 

fast-paced, often unforgiving city.  They are consequently tenacious and difficult to 

disrupt on a long-term basis.  Furthermore, these mass, shared commutes also generate 

shared experiences among a wide array of people, as well as discourses centered 

around such experiences including commonly held frustrations about the less pleasant 

aspects of city life, and mutually held understandings and sympathies about those 

frustrations.  This can produce solidarities between strangers, such as when a host of 

hands, attached to people themselves barely hanging on to an already crammed train, 

reaches out to pull the latecomer onto a rapidly accelerating train.  These are gestures 

of solidarity in a world of illegalities and risks; they contravene the law and recognize 

the nature and implications of risks taken and seen as necessary for survival in the city. 

For those classes who traverse the imaginary (although also experienced and 

increasingly inscribed in the real) boundaries of the city regularly, as well as for the rest 

who are exposed to various media such as cable television, FM radio channels and the 

ever present cluster of billboard advertisements, aspirations and imagined futures are 

very much shaped by discourses that glorify and glamorize the global city as a space of 

unlimited opportunity.  These aspirations are today bolstered a powerful sense of 

democratic participation and agency, not just in the obviously political realm but in such 
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mundane but powerful avenues as interactive media.  Voting for a favorite performer on 

a popular television show, or for a correct answer for a T-shirt or a monetary prize on an 

FM radio show, by text-messaging from the keypad of an affordable mobile phone, are 

new and powerful means of participating in and staking a claim in the global culture of 

the elite, while simultaneously developing a sense of being involved in shaping it. 

The far higher profile that youth culture has attained in the city is testament to 

these transformations.  The wealthier parts of Mumbai are now dotted with chains of 

coffee shops that cater to an emerging and sophisticated middle and upper class youth 

culture, and that are populated by stylish young consumers, from their teens to their 

late twenties and early thirties, busily tapping out text messages on their mobile 

phones.  While not yet part of the coffee shop culture, the Muslim areas of South 

Mumbai have not been immune to the influx of styles, technologies or even some of the 

more euphoric and enthusiastic sentiments associated with globalization.  Like in other 

parts of the city, for instance, cybercafes (often holes in the wall with just one or two 

computers with excruciatingly slow Internet connections) have arrived, and are 

frequently used for casual web browsing. 

Yet unlike some of their wealthier counterparts in other parts of the city, access 

to this world is less formal and less considered to be a matter of right for the young men 

of the madrasa and its neighborhoods.  This is largely a matter of class, in terms of 
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disposition, aesthetic sensibility and disposable income (Bourdieu 1984).6  Rather than 

consuming expensive lattés, the boys from the madrasa tend to frequent the 

mithaiwala (sweetmeats stall) for a malai lassi (a yogurt drink with cream).  A less 

expensive, and more frequent, form of socializing tends to occur in cheap restaurants 

that also serve as tea stalls.  By contrast, for wealthier youth from the prosperous areas 

of the city, particularly non-Muslims visiting the area, lassi at the same local but well-

known mithaiwalas on Muhammad Ali road would be seen as a mildly adventurous 

episode of slumming for authenticity, or for a nostalgic association between street food 

and an authentic sense of taste.  On the other hand, a madrasa student would not 

merely raise eyebrows but, given his attire in a usually white salwar-kameez and a 

skullcap, generate apprehension and discomfort among the other patrons of a coffee 

shop in an upscale or gentrified area while likely experiencing various forms of 

stigmatization, alienation and hostility himself.  Such discomfort would of course have 

much to do with class hierarchy7 and religious difference, but relatedly also a matter of 

accustomed spaces and circuits of movement. 

                                                 
6
 Bourdieu’s emphasis on the unconscious reproduction, through various practices, of individual 

dispositions and sensibilities as well as economic classes is well taken, and is useful in certain contexts like 

interactions in shared and public spaces in which multiple aesthetic conceptions vie for hegemony, as in 

my discussion in this paragraph and the next.  The limitation with Bourdieu's conception of the habitus, 

however, is that does not account for subjects whose practices belong to disciplines that are specifically 

adopted to self-consciously cultivate and constitute certain dispositions that are seen as desirable 

(Mahmood 2005: 138-139; Silverstein 2008: 127 -- 128). 
7
 In such a context, it is important to note that, as Bourdieu points out about the working class, these 

madrasa  students’ aesthetic is a “dominated ‘aesthetic’,” although in this case, unlike the working-class, 

madrasa students are less likely to have to define themselves in terms of the dominant aesthetics of the 

Anglophone Metropolitan world of the coffee shop.  This is because the pressure to conform in this 

context is more likely to express itself as hostility.  The dominant aesthetic of a coffee shop is simply too 
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While a madrasa student at a brand-name coffee-shop (such as Barista's or Café 

Coffee Day, two prominent coffee-shop retail chains in Mumbai) would undoubtedly be 

a rare sight, low-profile episodes with similar dynamics are somewhat more common.  

One of the students at the Dar-ul Uloom Muhammadiya madrasa, Ayman, and I were 

visiting the dargah (enshrined tomb) of Haji Ali, a well known Sufi saint, whose tomb is 

in the Arabian Sea and forms an island when the narrow path to it from the city is 

submerged at high tide.  The tomb is off the western shore of the city, and the way back 

to the madrasa involved going through an upscale area with a fancy new modern mall 

as well as a well-known restaurant that specialized in pav-bhaji, a spicy mix of puréed 

vegetables eaten with grilled and buttered bread.  Having not been in the mall before, 

Ayman suggested we enter it to take a look.  As we entered the mall, a uniformed 

security guard began to approach us before he noticed me and sat back down.  His eyes 

returned to Ayman, upon whom they stayed until we were out of sight.  Ayman’s steps 

quickened, although he affected not to have noticed the guard.  The mall was relatively 

empty, although Ayman did receive the occasional curious glance.  We stopped at only 

one store where Ayman looked at various watches and electronic gadgets before we 

resumed walking and left the mall.  Ayman’s discomfort seemed evident, but he was 

unruffled, and in response to my question told me that he was unimpressed, and that 

one could find goods that were much cheaper in Bhendi Bazaar near the madrasa.  As 

we continued, Ayman indulged my repeated offer to treat him to what I told him would 

                                                                                                                                                 
alien, and is more likely to be seen as uninviting and consequently ignored by madrasa  student (Bourdieu 

1984: 41). 
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be the best pav bhaji he had ever tasted.  Although the restaurant was part street-stall, 

its menu and prices were catered to a middle to upper-middle class clientele, and 

Ayman noted the prices with surprise.  Furthermore, he was the only obviously 

identifiable Muslim in the restaurant, and his discomfort was palpable.  He ate 

distractedly, and did not finish his food.  After we left, he told me that the food was 

good, but that they also had very good food in his part of town, and that one day he 

would buy me even better pav bhaji. 

It is clear that for madrasa students like Ayman, life outside the mohalla has 

comparatively limited options for comfort, a sense of security and ease of movement.  

But within the Muslim areas of the city, young men like Ayman have a broader 

landscape of opportunity, and this landscape, while different from that outside the 

mohallas, is not consequently either overly traditional or opposed to the modern.  

Rather, a complex mix of traditionally available resources and newer cultural styles are 

drawn upon in negotiating a sense of selfhood among youth in the mohallas.  A clearer 

picture of how these processes are manifest is revealed through a glimpse into the life 

of Samir, a 19-year-old student at the same madrasa.  Although most of the students 

from the madrasa come from impoverished backgrounds, Samir comes from a 

somewhat more affluent family—he has access to a motorcycle and also owns his own 

rather elaborate cell-phone.  The cell-phone, a particularly sophisticated model, is an 

object of some pride and importance for Samir.  At one of our early meetings, he asked 

to see my cell-phone, and then proceeded to examine all its features.  Eventually, when 
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returning it, he was patronizing, but polite, in informing me that my phone was simply 

not very good.  It had no FM radio reception, he pointed out, and was not even a 

camera phone.  When we met as a group, Samir himself frequently listened to Hindi 

music (usually from the movies) on his phone, with earphones plugged in.  He was often 

followed around by younger students, who would sometimes “borrow” one earphone, 

leaving the other in Samir’s ear.  Samir was obviously the charismatic senior student, 

and led the kind of lifestyle that others around him, especially some of the younger 

students, were attracted to. 

Samir was also an athlete, and was the captain of the madrasa cricket team.  His 

peers both admired him and kidded him about this; most of the crowd of students I met 

around Samir, especially the older ones, were not athletes, and there was some good-

natured ribbing about Samir’s emphasis on fitness.  His main passion was not cricket, 

however, but bodybuilding, and he showed me the membership card he had to a local 

talimkhana or akhada (wrestling pit; gym) where he did weights and other exercises.  

The card had a photo showing Samir’s bare torso, with a wide chest, bulging muscles, 

and a serious look on his face.  Despite the modernity of the well-equipped gym and a 

membership with a photo identification card, the idea of the talimkhana itself is not 

new.  Wrestling as a popular sport in Western India appears to have existed since at 

least the mid-nineteenth -century.  As early as the 1850s, the use of talimkhanas was 

common for men of all communities in Bombay, and there existed separate Parsi, 

Hindu, Muslim and Beni-Israel talimkhanas.  These competed against each other, and 
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were also sometimes involved in conflicts of various kinds, sometimes between gangs, 

and sometimes between wadis (alleys, which were sometimes entire mohallas).  

Talimkhanas themselves appear to have had changing social functions over time: from 

their falling into association with this order and crime to their use by neighborhood 

patrons, jobbers and even the underworld as "organized weapons of force" (Masselos 

1984: 44-45).  The talimkhana as an institution, then, is both modern and very much 

part of a tradition linked to recreational health, community strength, as well as forays 

into illegalities associated with (or in the service of) local exertions of sovereignty.  As 

will become clearer, Samir’s case demonstrates the relevance of this complex of themes 

in the formation of a particular kind of social identity. 

Samir was, of all the students, the most well-connected outside the madrasa, 

although I saw little evidence of these connections extending outside the world of the 

mohallas.  It was rare to be able to walk down the lanes of the local mohallas without 

frequent stops at which people would greet him, in response to which he would launch 

into expansive, often back slapping and robust little exchanges before moving on.  The 

charisma Samir exuded was akin to that of the bhai, (literally brother, but euphemistic 

word for “strong man”).  Not quite as powerful as the dada (literally grandfather, but 

again, euphemistic reference to a “big man”), though sometimes on the way to 

becoming one, a bhai tends to depend on violence (or, more commonly, the threat of 

rumour of violence) and speedy efficiency in getting things done.  In the context of Tamil 

society in South India, Mines writes of “big men” as those who have acquired “civic 
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individuality” and enjoy considerable autonomy and discretion amongst their 

constituents, and who maintain their status mainly through their public reputation for 

good character, generosity, and efficacy.  “Big men” also depend on a wide variety of 

contacts that, in turn, depend on their knowledge of and relationships with “big men” 

(Mines 1994: 42-43, 56-58). 

In the context of Mumbai’s mohallas, however, these men also have reputations 

for violence, or contacts with either the underworld or political parties.  Usually bhai 

and dada refer to figures in the underworld, but they are also used to describe men 

within a locality who have substantial local influence and clout, and often function as 

arbiters of power both inside and outside the law.  Often, they serve as intermediaries 

between locals with little power and the authorities and, since local access to state 

authorities often depends on local politics, this is an important avenue in which the 

legally and morally ambiguous power of the bhai or the dada is exercised.  But they also 

conduct activities in the daily life of the mohalla more generally.  The following list by 

Hansen is an excellent description of the eclectic, sometimes mundane, but always all 

pervasive activities of such men: “they assist in getting water connections, jobs, housing, 

school admission; they adjudicate in disputes between neighbors; they provide 

protection for those who are loyal and dependent on them, and so on.” (Hansen 2005: 

184-185). 

Samir himself is not a “big man,” at least not yet.  For now, he still mostly 

comports himself as a madrasa student, and it is not unreasonable to assume that if his 
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more flashy lifestyle and social networks assume a higher profile than his identity as a 

student, they are likely to work against his acceptance as a genuinely pious scholar.  

However, it is also not unreasonable to assume that once he has graduated his 

qualification will ground his reputation with a sense of piety and knowledge that might 

enhance his future influence as such a figure, despite the moral ambiguities of the figure 

itself.  As a young man from a well-off family, he is also positioned to pick either 

“respectable” or “feared but not as respectable”8 avenues as a means of constructing 

his authority, and for now that choice is suspended along with his third commitment as 

a madrasa student. 

Strategies of establishing informal authority and sovereignty can also be seen as 

the grounds upon which masculinity is being articulated.  As Hansen points out, “styles 

of masculinity are at the heart of local registers of respect and eminence.”  The ability to 

stage a public masculinity that conveys generosity, courage, and a capacity for ruthless 

violence, Hansen argues, is key to “who can define and represent the community, 

defend neighborhoods, punish, and discipline.”  Drawing on Adelkhah’s work in Iran, 

Hansen suggests that a Persianate ethic of jawanmardi (young man-ness) is at work in 

this complex in which informal authority works with conceptions of communitarian and 

legal notions of authority:  “a code of ethics that combines generosity and courage and 

refers historically to the young, mobile, unattached men who are morally ambiguous, at 

                                                 
8
 See Hansen’s discussion on a local dada’s dilemmas regarding his twin goals of both greater informal 

sovereignty and greater respectability.  Owing to his reputation as a dada, the two goals were mutually 

exclusive.  Politics is often one attempt to resolve this contradiction (Hansen 1995, 188-91). 
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the edge of respectable society, but also heroic and in the forefront of rebellions against 

injustice” (Adelkhah 1999: 33, cited in Hansen; Hansen 2005: 190-191).9 

 

MUSLIM URBAN 

Finally, there remains a question of whether there is indeed a distinctive 

"Muslim" imaginary of the city of Mumbai.  I have already mentioned this bias toward 

urban life in my discussion above on the place of a madrasa and its students in the city, 

as well as in discussing Samad's approach to the question of missionary work.  Although 

this question deserves further research, it appears to me that there is a link, however 

understated, between piety and the city, in the minds of some of my interlocutors.   

During a visit to the dargah of Haji Ali I mentioned earlier, my companion Ayman 

spoke in almost hushed tones about the magnitude, of both size and difference, the city 

contained.   The saint’s tomb is in the sea and, after our visitation at the tomb itself, and 

after Ayman had prayed in the attached mosque, we sat on the rocks piled high in the 

sea to prevent the saint’s mausoleum and the attached mosque from eroding away.  

Staring out at the Arabian Sea to our left and the city skyline to our right, Ayman 

remarked on the wonderful open breeze (must hawa), that was neither too hot or cold 

owing to the ocean’s moderating influence, and began to reflect on the city.  That so 

many people should settle here, according to Ayman, indicated that God favoured this 

place and had bestowed gifts upon it (Khuda ki ni’amatein).  The weather was evenly 

                                                 
9
 For perhaps India’s most famous and celebrated instance of such masculinity, see the film Sholay, one of 

the most popular films ever made by the Mumbai film industry (Sippy 1975). 
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mild throughout the year, Ayman said, unlike his native Bengal, where the winters were 

cold.  It was true, he added, that the city had many different types of people, who did 

live very differently, not the way one lives or does things oneself (nor, the unsaid 

implication was, the way one would do things oneself).  But it is a chance for us to 

reflect upon God’s generosity and upon his mysteries.   

That we were sitting by the tomb of a saint was no coincidence; Ayman’s 

remarks echoed a deeply held popular belief that I heard from a disparate handful of 

other people I’d met, especially when discussing the tombs of saints, who told me that it 

was because of the presence of these saints that Mumbai had become such a great city.  

Saints attract the favour and blessings of God, and ordinary people get to partake of 

these benefits.  One taxi driver told me that he personally knew that one hundred and 

six saints were buried in Mumbai, although he admitted that he neither had visited all 

their dargahs nor knew where they were.  As if to prove his point in the face of my 

mildly-expressed scepticism, however, he took me to a busy intersection in central 

Mumbai and showed me a tiny room, just off the sidewalk and surrounded by larger 

buildings, with grilled windows and a locked door, inside which was a tomb as well as 

some of the personal effects of its likely caretaker or sajjada nashin.  A poster attached 

to the wall of the building announced the upcoming ‘urs of a certain Khwaja Fakhruddin 

Shah Baba.  Another almost unnoticeable dargah lay tucked at the end of a long and 

narrow passage between the walls of two almost adjacent buildings, this time again in a 

busy area that was not in a Muslim-majority area of the city, near Mumbai Hospital in 
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south Mumbai.  The sajjada nashin of this dargah, a woman, told me that the saint 

buried here was Hazrat Pir Baba Sharfuddin Shah Saheb, who died here about 400 years 

ago.  Her narrative of the saint linked him to the legendary saint Mu’in al Din Chishti of 

Ajmer, the most famous and highly regarded Sufi saint among Muslims, as well as many 

others, in India.  In this hagiographical narrative, when the Prophet gave Gharib Nawaz 

(trans.: benefactor or soother of the poor; Mu’in al Din’s popular name among my 

interlocutors) Ajmer in north India as his wilayat (“spiritual jurisdiction over a specific 

territory”)10, Baba Sharfuddin Shah Saheb was given Bombay.  Here we can see quite 

clearly the presence of a powerful and still-thriving popular Islamic hagiographical 

tradition in what one might assume to be an unlikely place.  Unlike the dargah at Haji 

Ali, these two far smaller and almost hidden dargahs are not major attractions for 

tourists or pilgrims, but their existence offers evidence of the persistence of a tradition 

in which the spiritual power and jurisdiction of saints and their dargahs underpins a 

popular Muslim imaginary of the urban.  I shall return to these and other Muslim 

understandings and attitudes toward the urban in the concluding section of this 

chapter. 

I would argue that this link between piety and the city consists of two 

contradictory elements that are related to different understandings of Muslim history 

and the Islamic tradition.  Despite the dangers it is held to contain, the city occupies a 

                                                 
10

 Simon Digby provides an illuminating discussion of Indian Sufi hagiography and concepts such as wilayat 

and karamat (the miracles and spiritual powers of Sufi saints), as well as the geopolitical contexts in which 

they acquired their sociocultural salience in the Islamic traditions in India (Digby 2003: 241-243; 256-257) 
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privileged status in the eyes of most of my Muslim interlocutors owing to both the range 

of opportunities it offers for making a living, and (relatedly) a sense of divine 

beneficence resulting from the power of various saints and holy men buried in the city.  

However, somewhat contradictorily, there is also a sense of the city as more refined and 

urbane, even more civilized, than the countryside, the latter representing ostensibly less 

authentic, more corrupt (sometimes articulated as more "Hinduized") Islamic practices, 

such as the veneration of the tombs of saints, and other beliefs understood (in the eyes 

of an emerging orthodoxy) to be supernatural.  This latter bias appears to be linked to 

the more austere amovements of Islamic revival that arose as a response to colonial 

modernity.   

Broadly, then, I would suggest that the urban bias I encountered in my fieldwork 

is a product of two factors.  The first is a general historical understanding of space as it 

comes to be domesticated and incorporated into the Islamic world via the medium of 

saintly benefactors (Eaton 1993).  The second factor is a modern, even secularized 

concern on the part of the revivalist movements to purify the religious practices of 

those who, whether owing to their non-ashraf and thus historically marginalized 

status,11 or to their rural isolation and consequent geographical vulnerability to alien 

practices, do not conform to modern, (and ironically, secularized) conceptions of 

selfhood in which social identity is confined by the boundaries of particular "religions," 

                                                 
11

 See chapter 1 for the ashraf-ajlaf (non-ashraf) distinction, and on the movement by the ‘ulama to bring 

the non-ashraf into their fold in the aftermath of the end of Mughal rule. 
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rather than being shaped by traditions of practice not easily reducible to the notion of 

"religion."   

 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I have tried to relate some of the broad economic and political 

transformations in Mumbai to the concretely lived experiences of its inhabitants.  In 

particular, I have demonstrated the relationship between the city as "slum," the 

importance and prevalence of political society as a set of enabling and constraining 

conditions for those whose experience of the city conforms most closely to the 

theoretical optic of the "slum," and finally the socio-cultural forms (in terms of gender, 

power and authority) available to, and adapted by, subjects who in their everyday lives 

are attempting to carve out trajectories of selfhood and status in relation to others as 

well as their current circumstances. 

In my discussion of Samir, I have tried to convey not only his ability to draw upon 

the resources of an inherited tradition and to employ them skillfully for the present, but 

also his simultaneous involvement with urban youth culture while responding to the 

pressures and requirements of political society.  In doing so, it demonstrates a range of 

complex limitations and possibilities, circumscribed and enabled by urban forces in the 

life of a madrasa student. 

This is also evident in the case of Samad who, while also coping with a broadly 

similar set of social and political conditions at the neighborhood level, has nevertheless 
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forged networks outside his immediate milieux, and has followed a very different path, 

one that affords him an opportunity to perhaps escape some of the pressures of 

political society, and attain a measure of respectability and status among broader 

sections of the city and its commercial agents, including some of its elites.  Arguably, 

being a Muslim is a different kind of ethical enterprise for Samad than it is for Samir, to 

the extent that he is less immersed in a culture that takes piety for granted.  Thus while 

Samad felt impelled to insist that being a true Muslim went further than simply 

performing the rituals (although, significantly, he did not minimize their importance), for 

Samir, as for the other madrasa students, the major ethical issues had more to do with 

theological differences with other Muslims12 than with the need to reform Muslims in 

the face of urban rootlessness.  For both, consequently, the meanings of, and the 

conditions of possibility for achieving, ethical selfhood differed.  This suggests that it is 

by attending to the formation of selfhood at a point at which the ethical and the urban 

articulate that we can begin to glimpse what the secular comes to mean in practice and 

in scope. 

 

                                                 
12

 See chapters 2 and 3. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

In this dissertation, I have attempted to explore secular life and secularism—

central to India’s liberal conception of itself as a pluralist democracy—through the lived 

experiences of Muslim inhabitants of the city of Mumbai.  These experiences included 

various daily pressures and transactions in an intensely commercial urban context while 

trying to maintain a self understood to be ethical in terms of an inherited Islamic 

tradition.  In discussing such elements of everyday life as piety and religious authority, 

gender, raising children, popular culture, and personal and professional pursuits and 

ethical conduct, I have drawn on ethnographic research to establish another central 

theme of this dissertation, which is to demonstrate that what is considered to be the 

‘religious’ domain of Islam for my interlocutors is not necessarily the only, or even the 

primary, basis for achieving selfhood for even those who consider themselves to be 

observant and devout Muslims.  Notwithstanding the generally accurate nature of the 

general nomenclature “Muslim” as applied to Muslims in Mumbai, this appellation does 

not entirely or exhaustively define the totality of the personhood of those to which it is 

attached.  While seemingly obvious, this is an important point to emphasize in the 

contemporary world (in India, the United States and elsewhere), where often ignorant, 

and sometimes malicious stereotypical views of Muslims as irreducibly and dangerously 

“religious” in essence are widespread.  It is in part against the temptations of such 

stereotype that I have argued, instead, that the religious domain of Islam in this context 
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is defined as such and intersected by discourses and practices of the self as a political 

and economic agent, that is, a self defined in terms of political modernity.   

In the Introduction to this dissertation, I pointed out that there were and are 

strands of scholarly as well as general popular conceptions of Islam and Muslims that 

accept uncritically the universal validity of what are seen to be “orthodox” 

manifestations of Muslim social life, and dismiss regionally or socially differentiated 

ones as corrupt or incomplete.  Such views also insist that all Muslim social life through 

all time and space is a conscious attempt to strive toward a preordained “blueprint” of 

some kind.  These approaches necessarily imply that any dimension or aspect of social 

life in Muslim society can only be studied in terms of its inability to live up to the ideal of 

“orthodoxy”; or, alternatively, as so modern (or westernized) as to scarcely count as 

Muslim at all, since to count as truly “Islamic,” all aspects of social life have to be in 

conformity with the blueprint.  This unfortunate conceptual dilemma then, in the Indian 

context, articulates with the double-bind I have pointed out above, in which a kind of 

Hindu-inflected bourgeois modernity is equated with a deeper and truer Indian 

citizenship that Muslims, almost by definition, cannot inhabit.  The political and 

theoretical implications here are deeply problematic for this is an analytic that is unable 

to recognize the complexities of either subject formation or social life, consequently 

rendering its subjects vulnerable to constant accusations of hypocrisy and, in relation to 

the state, potential treason. 
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Such religious essentialism, in conjunction with the opposition between 

“religious” and “secular” as both conceptually and practically mutually exclusive leaves 

little theoretical space for an acknowledgement of Muslims as participants in a 

globalizing, urban world with a multiplicity of strong determinants.  In this dissertation, I 

have tried to show this conception of Muslim social life to be limited and reductive, 

while suggesting that an attempt to move beyond it has much to do with our ability to 

rethink relationships between the religious traditions and secularity, and of both with 

subject formation. 

At one level, rethinking relationships between secularity and Islamic traditions in 

South Asia requires revisiting the colonial terrain of nineteenth and twentieth century 

British India.  The emergence of the Ahl-e Sunnat wa Jama’at reveals the preoccupations 

of one such tradition as it encountered and continues to engage with colonial, and 

subsequently national, forms of governance.  As key elements of modern state 

formation, colonial and subsequently national forms of governance not only claimed 

sovereignty for newly emerging states but were also highly transformative of the 

conditions of cultural production and subject formation (Alonso 1994; Corrigan and 

Sayers 1985).  To the extent that these altered forms of governance gave rise to new 

conditions of possibility for social practice in general, they provided a newly secularizing 

terrain that set the terms of and limits to such practice.   In tracing the genealogy of 

colonial rule, I point to new, secularized reconstitutions of Islamic traditions that were 

marginalized from political power to a privatized realm, whose domain and modes of 
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knowledge were severely truncated.  From legal transformations that both curtailed 

and, paradoxically, further centralized the power of the ‘ulema to a literalized exegetical 

approach to the Qur’an, these transformations effected newly generated or renewed, if 

altered, emphases on the ethics of individual piety.  In the wake of these changes, 

mutual engagements between constantly changing conditions of secularity, including 

economic opportunities and transformations, and a more stable (but not static) Islamic 

tradition are critical to understanding the constitutive underpinnings of the ethical 

among Muslims in India. 

At another level, relations between the secular and the religious need to be 

explored ethnographically.  Here I draw attention to a multitude of worldly concerns 

and influences that, in addition to Islamic tradition and its injunctions, shape daily life in 

Muslim Mumbai.  This study tries not to simply assume an urban setting for a human 

subject-centered ethnography.  The urban looms large in this study.  To an extent, this is 

because of the disproportionate and larger than life intensity of urban life in Mumbai.  

Among my interlocutors, Mumbai was more than simply where they were; it was an 

agent that participated in daily life, whether owing to the opportunities it promised to 

(and often did) provide, or owing to what seemed to be absurd or insurmountable 

obstacles it threw up to even minimal standards of a decent life.  The contradictions 

between the promises and desires it generates on the one hand and the unevenness 

and limitations of what it delivers on the other contribute to the generation of what 

Chatterjee has usefully described as political society (Chatterjee 2000; 2004), and a 
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range of political, social and economic alternatives (such as the bhai or the 

neighborhood dada) to the vision of liberal governance at local levels.1  Given that it is 

this sphere of "otherness" that Muslims in Mumbai inhabit, then, we can see that the 

intersections of urban political society and the ethical serve as important nodes of the 

secularities that shape subject formation for Muslims in the city. 

As far as  an ethnography of subject formation is concerned, I particularly 

eschew too-easy distinctions between "modern" and "traditional" forms of subjectivity, 

since such formulations typically privilege the former and consign the latter, even if 

sympathetically, to a kind of waste-basket of modernity.  For instance, as I have argued 

above, while some of the statements of Ishaq or Samad, particularly on "backward" or 

"superstitious" people might well appear to be liberal critiques of overly ritualistic 

Muslims, they are not so intended or meant.  At times, Ishaq might well explain the 

rigors of kneeling and bowing during namaz as healthy habits that cultivate health and 

fitness (as he has on occasion), but such explanations are for non-Muslims, outsiders, 

for this is not how his family views the namaz, and this is not how his family 

understands him to view it either.  Indeed, both Ishaq and Samad regularly perform the 

daily namaz punctiliously, and do not view it, or its ritualized physical dimensions, as 

extraneous to the act of prayer itself, as if the prayer itself were a basically mental or 

psychological phenomenon.  For these men, the physical dimension of their namaz is 

very much a part of their submission to and exaltation of God.  Thus, while it might well 

                                                 
1
 I discuss these themes in detail in the Introduction and chapter 6 above. 
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be tempting to view them as “Westernized” liberal subjects, to do so would be to 

misrecognize their deep religiosity.  On the other hand, to ignore their deep 

involvements with the logics of state and market would be to underestimate the ways in 

which they inhabit the modern and are shaped by (and shape) its various forces. 

For my interlocutors in Mumbai, sources of the self are varied and often 

inextricable from one another.  In my research, I focused on three broad social fields--

the demands and pressures they exert as well as the resources they offer--as key to 

ethical subject formation among Muslims in Mumbai:  a shared and inherited Islamic 

tradition, liberal nationalist discourses, as well as forces of neo-liberal globalization.  

These sources are encountered and engaged with in multiple quotidian ways that are 

transformative of the self in ways that cannot easily be categorized as "traditional" or 

"modern," since they often carry--and are interpreted by agents themselves in terms 

of—multivalent meanings.  Indeed, the imperatives of being affiliated with or belonging 

to an Islamic tradition and the nation and the concrete particularities of immediate 

circumstances (whether of class, gender, ethnicity and so on) often require that aspects 

of the self be interpreted and lived out with multiple valences.  This is evident in 

instances of the apparently seamless flow of logic between diverse commitments in very 

different domains of life, such as Ishaq’s explanation of the ethics of Amway-related 

networking as intrinsically Islamic, or the multivalent meanings of the burkha for Fanar 

or even Ishaq’s apparent recognition of the value of a democracy that protects 
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minoritarian interests, in a multireligious polity, for the enabling and maintenance of 

Islamic tradition and Muslim practice.2  

I have argued that in providing the broad parameters of self-realization, these 

forces offer glimpses of secularity,3 as well as secularization, in Mumbai today.  In the 

instances I cite above, the multivalent meanings of different aspects of the self 

demonstrate the complexity and inextricability of "religious" and "secular" dimensions 

of selfhood.  However, they also reveal something of the structural relationship 

between the two.  In particular, they offer glimpses of the tensions generated by the 

normative impulse characteristic of modern secularism, owing to which subjects are 

called upon to explain their faith in worldly terms accessible to liberal thought.  As 

Mahmood argues about secularism today, "its force seems to reside not in neutralizing 

the space of politics from religion but in producing a particular kind of religious subject 

who is compatible with the rationality and exercise of liberal political rule” (Mahmood 

2006: 344). 

Two points are worth noting in this regard, both of which point to very different 

forms of religiosity among the Muslims with whom I worked in Mumbai.  The first is that 

the madrasa students with whom I worked were far less likely to explain or reason out 

their understandings of, or beliefs in Islam in terms that tried to engage secular liberal 

rationality.  They were far more likely to do so by engaging (however fitfully and 

                                                 
2
 See chapter 4. 

3
 Here I am referring to both those dimensions of life experienced as “secular,” and ways in which the 

state relates to other sovereign claims on personhood. 
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acrimoniously) Muslims belonging to other maslaks.  The second is that although less 

socially, commercially and politically isolated subjects like Ishaq and Samad did often 

translate their understandings and beliefs into versions legible to the terms of 

normative secularity, they did not thereby relinquish their difference from it, as is clear, 

for instance, from the apparent contradictions in their approach to the namaz prayers.  

Furthermore, despite the fictions and promises endorsed and offered by the state, even 

the latter has recognized its own limits, in particular its inability to constitute the kind of 

civil society once envisaged as the counterpart of the liberal state.   The state has, as a 

consequence, increasingly given way to or compromised with political society, the world 

(such as the urban slum) that is constituted by its others.  This suggests that although 

many of my interlocutors may well have largely internalized (and accepted) the liberal 

differentiation of politics and religion (and it is important to note the nineteenth-

century colonial provenance of this process), nevertheless the secular liberal project 

remains incomplete in India.  The points at which this project articulates with aspects of 

everyday life are where we can see the conditions in and through which ethical selfhood 

can be asserted and lived out by Muslims in Mumbai today. 
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