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To


HALIMA, my mother


and


SHAKOOR SAHIB, my most forgiving father


Both warned me very early that the most gorgeous


flower of Indian culture, secularism, is in danger,


and I must take a firm stand.




INTRODUCTION




‘I do not think simply because a community happens to be a community composed of small numbers it is therefore necessarily a minority for political purposes. A minority which is oppressed or whose rights are denied by the majority, would be a minority that would be fit for consideration for political purposes.’


—Dr BR Ambedkar, Dr Babasaheb Ambedkar: Writings and Speeches





India is currently witnessing a massive surge in the popularity of the Hindu Right as a political force. What is at stake, in this scenario, for Indian Muslims?


It is their political future.


It is the political future that determines the economic, cultural, and every other aspect of the fate of a community. Those who hold political power, alone hold the key to all forms of decision-making. They determine how the laws of the land are to be framed which in turn affects the economy, the cultural life, and just about everything else in a democratic society. As legendary African American writer, James Baldwin, once described the white domination over American state power as follows, ‘They had the judges, the juries, the shotguns, the law—in a word—power. But it was a criminal power, to be feared but not respected—and to be outwitted in any way whatever.’1


In the wake of the growing Hindu Right dominance, comparing the situation of Indian Muslims to the African American experience might seem a little far-fetched. Indian Muslims are seen as a community that once ruled India for hundreds of years whereas the African American community was subjected to slavery for centuries in America. As Cornel West writes in the Preface to his widely read book, Race Matters, ‘Black people in the United States differ from all other modern people owing to the unprecedented levels of unregulated and unrestrained violence directed at them. No other people have been taught systematically to hate themselves—psychic violence—reinforced by the powers of state and civic coercion— physical violence—for the primary purpose of controlling their minds and exploiting their labour for nearly four hundred years.’2


Nonetheless, the forces of supremacist ideology that have been working against these two prominent minorities—Indian Muslims, a religious minority, and African Americans, a racial minority—have a great deal in common in contemporary times. Both communities are confronting challenges in asserting their position for equality and dignity.3


In contemporary times, there is a great deal of commonality in their sufferings and struggles. Consider lynchings. African Americans have suffered lynchings for centuries and now Muslims are its prominent victims in India. More and more voices are calling for an economic boycott of Indian Muslims—very recently in Haryana after the Nuh violence.4 In the past, such boycott calls were made for Muslims in India during the communal violence in the 1980s in Gujarat.5 And, even before this, several caste panchayats had called for an economic boycott for Muslims during the Hindu-Muslim riot of the late 1920s in Surat and Godhra.6 Given the toxic environment of anti-Muslim prejudices in the present time, will these boycott calls intensify and lead to segregation in the future? On the question of segregation, it is worth recalling the centuries-old inhumane experiences of Dalits/former untouchables and how the Brahminical caste order denied them basic human dignity. Various forms of practices of untouchability, some may argue, could be viewed as segregation by other means.7 Indian society is not completely unfamiliar with such extreme practices. This is recognized by Hindu Right leaders as well. In September 2023 at Agrasen Chatravaas, Nagpur, Rashtriya Swayan Sevak Sangh (RSS) chief Mohan Bhagwat said, ‘We did not bother when they [Dalits] lived like animals.’8 In his comparative study of processes of otherisation of Dalits or former untouchables and African Americans, Gyanendra Pandey introduces a concept of prejudices, what he calls ‘vernacular prejudices’—‘the already known’—which always appears as common sense.9 And then there is the universal kind. Both forms of prejudices, I suggest, serve as the major source of such extreme practices.


A vigorous debate on how Muslim history is to be interpreted and taught in India, generally discussed as a textbook controversy, has been going on for some years now, prior to 2014 as well.10 In the US, the subject of Critical Race Theory (CRT) has emerged as a prominent polarizing topic in political discussions.11 The debate over affirmative action policy is an issue common to both communities too.12 Thus, there are several issues that seem to be binding the two major minorities, their struggles, and their challenges.


This is why we may very well ask if most of the painful past experiences of violence and degradation of African Americans could become the future experiences of Indian Muslims.


To interrogate the future of Muslims, the comparative insights should not only be drawn from African American experiences. Other cases such as Rohingyas in Burma, Hindus, Sikhs, and Christians or other minorities such as Ahmedias in Pakistan and Bangladesh, Uyghurs in China, and several others could provide valuable insights into the ongoing predicament of Indian Muslims. Quite a few valuable scholarships on this theme are already available. For instance, Aamir R Mufti has sought to compare the Indian Muslim question with the European Jewish question to reflect on the crisis of modern secularism and of postcolonial secularism through the examination of what he calls, ‘terrorized and terrifying figures of the minority.’13 On the other hand, Mahmood Mamdani, articulates the idea of what he calls ‘permanent minorities’ by reflecting on American natives and their treatment, among others, in a complex process that entails organized violence and systematic exclusion and consequently how the colonial state and nation-state feed and create each other.14


On the Limits of the Hindu-Muslim Framework


One crucial caveat in the wider debate and discussion on Hindu majoritarianism is the limitation of the frequently deployed Hindu-Muslim framework in the analysis of Muslim questions in India. This Hindu-Muslim framework conceals more than it reveals. Moreover, it offers some inherent advantages to the Hindu Right. So, we have to ask: Who are the dominant fractions who control and regulate the political, economic, and religious power of the Hindu community? To understand the power dimension of the Hindu community, it is crucial to recognize caste factors—particularly the role of dominant castes. Directly or indirectly, it is the dominant castes that govern this country, even if they are rather small in number or a numerical minority. By all means, they should not be more than 8 to 10 per cent or even much less. India’s majoritarian project thus is run by a minority and that is the dominant caste group because they have a decisive say on the Hindu social order. If today the Hindu Right has acquired so much muscle, it is because it enjoys the support of India’s dominant caste groups as never before.


Based on fieldwork in states such as Rajasthan, Haryana, Gujarat, and Uttar Pradesh, Amrita Basu suggests that wherever dominant caste groups have supported the Bharatiya Janata Party, violence against Muslims has also risen.15 Therefore, the caste dimension of the debate, especially the role and contributions of upper castes in legitimizing majoritarianism both domestically and globally through global networks (as part of the global diaspora) deserves special attention. For the Hindu community, it is the caste and caste identity that matters. Ambedkar, in his widely read essay, Annihilation of Caste,16 stresses on this caste aspect of the identity of Hindus as the genuine identity. In contemporary times, Kancha Ilaiah, in his book, Why I Am Not a Hindu,17 presents his resistance to being co-opted by this broad term called the Hindu. The Hindu Right also understands it quite well, but it cleverly wants its broad Hindu identity to consolidate and expand. It has invested decades of mobilization to present the Hindu identity, and create political conditions where it can stitch an electoral majority, which it did in 2014 quite successfully—and it is working amazingly through the politics of aggressive religious polarization in election after election in most cases. This is the reason also why the Hindu Right is so opposed to caste census.18 Indeed, Gandhi was also opposed to division based on caste.19 Therefore, the framework needs to be reformulated as a dominant caste-Muslim framework.


So we need to ask the following questions: Why and how did India’s dominant castes choose to turn their back on secularism? Were they ever secular? Or was it a reflection of some kind of constraint? Why have they become so anti-Muslim or are they simply indifferent? It is my submission that India enjoyed some variant of secularism until now, because India’s upper castes found it reasonable. Now they find Hindutva more reasonable which is the reason for India’s turn towards Hindu majoritarianism. Their role in the revival of secular democracy remains vital, and also crucial for the future of Indian Muslims. In other words, all the suggestions about the alliance between Muslims or minorities and Dalits to take on dominant castes have limits and in the long run, might not work.20


Indian Muslims: A Religious Minority or Babur’s Santan?


Two points deserve attention for clarity in any discussion on Indian Muslims and the Hindu Right. Firstly, the Hindu Right does not consider Indian Muslims as a religious minority. In its narrative of a thousand years of slavery, Indian Muslims are seen as part of Islamic colonialism that ran through a large part of medieval India, particularly Mughal rule.21 While an average Indian drawn mainly from an upper-caste background could become a full citizen having lived and worked for a couple of years in West or North America, Muslims, despite having lived here for centuries, are still considered alien. That Indian Muslims are born in this land and have been living here for ages is not good enough to convince them that Muslims can have equal rights as citizens. Strangely, the upper caste Indians who constitute the global diaspora and have profited out of the modern idea of multiculturalism in Western societies—particularly in America, Britain, Canada, Australia, etc.—have become most passionate supporters of exclusionary Hindu nationalism.22


On the other hand, most critics of the Hindu Right, particularly liberal critics, consider Indian Muslims as a religious minority and they deploy the language of minority rights to express their concerns for Indian Muslims. Consider the research of Amar Sohal who examines the lives and works of three iconic Muslim personalities—Abul Kalam Azad, Khan Abdul Gaffar Khan, and Sheikh Abdullah to make a case for Muslim secularity.23 For the Hindu Right, these iconic figures are simply Babur’s santan. This distinction in the approach of secularists and the Hindu Right needs to be kept in mind to grasp the nature of ongoing confrontation and exchange, both in the domain of political power and intellectual discourses. What we are witnessing is a lot of cross-talk going on, not a healthy exchange or debate between rival perspectives as there is no meeting point. This is a typical case of ideological warfare, about which I discuss in detail in Chapter 1. Indeed, the Muslim identity issue here could be in some ways compared to what WEB Du Bois described as ‘double consciousness’. Du Bois explains in the following words—‘this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity.’24


Secondly, liberal critics carry a general impression that the Hindu Right is against all minorities, religious or otherwise. The Hindu Right (or the Bhartiya Janata Party) is not against all minorities, religious or otherwise, per se. The Hindu Right has shown no animosity towards religious minorities such as Jains, Parsis, Buddhists or even Sikhs, etc. Its opposition to the Khalisthan movement should not be viewed as opposition to Sikhism, as the former is a political movement, to which the Hindu Right is as fiercely opposed as it is to Kashmiri separatism. Therefore, the attempt to paint the Hindu Right as anti-minority per se is a misleading formulation. For the Hindu Right, Muslims and Christians are the two prominent religious minorities that are of special concern. And, the reasons for such concerns are also different, which I explain in the following section.


Only Muslims and Christians


Put simply, the core Hindutva ideology believes that India is a Hindu land meant only for Hindu people. Or at best, for people whose religion was born in this land such as Sikhism, Jainism, Buddhism, etc. Following Savarkar’s formulations25, the Hindu Right considers people born to a religion that has its origin outside of India unable to be fully loyal. On top of it, the Hindu Right is deeply suspicious of the long-term goal of people who follow Islam and Christianity. Since both are evangelical religions, the Hindu Right fears that these two communities could transform Hindu India into either a Muslim land or a Christian land in the future. Given that some Muslims have already carved out Pakistan and Bangladesh, and the ongoing secessionist movement in Kashmir, there is empirical evidence to corroborate their fear, which contributes some legitimacy to the propagation of their anti-Muslim, anti-Islam propaganda. This lurking suspicion of Muslim loyalty runs deep and goes beyond the Hindu Right thinking. This is perhaps the reason why no Muslim diplomat has ever been appointed as India’s High Commissioner to Pakistan since India’s independence.26 Furthermore, ongoing Christian missionary activities—particularly among Dalits and Adivasis in various parts of India—form the ground of their suspicion. For historical reasons, the Hindu Right is more concerned about Muslims than Christians. In his maiden speech in Parliament, Narendra Modi after the 2014 election alluded to 1000 years of India’s slavery, which meant Muslim rule as a foreign rule. And he repeated similar observations in his speech in US Congress on 23 June 2023. He said in the following words, ‘We celebrated a remarkable journey of over seventy-five years of freedom, after thousand years of foreign rule in one form or another.’27 This is how Muslim identity is dragged into India’s contentious history in political discussions.


Thus, the ideological project of Hindutva politics seems to be guided by the simple logic: MUSLIMS NO MORE. The multi-pronged attack on everything associated with Muslims—masjid, Waqf land, dargahs, hijab, etc—suggests that the long-term goal is mainly to de-Islamise India. It so happens, most media reports indicate that the only institutions connected with Islam or Muslims like masjids, madrasas, dargahs alone have illegality associated with their land or location. But not with other religions. This singular focus indicates that for the Hindu Right, Islam and Indian Muslims have become lasting trauma. It seems the state is adopting a no-stone-unturned approach to deal with Indian Islam and their institutions. To achieve these goals, the Hindu Right organizations and their regimes seek to consistently delegitimize each and every legitimate need or policy for Muslims as part of ‘appeasement politics’ or ‘vote bank politics.’ Neeti Nair, however, responds to this otherwise ludicrous allegation of appeasement as ‘Muslim abandonment’ politics. It is ludicrous because how could a community supposed to have been pampered for ages by the state and political parties remain the world’s most backward religious minority by official reports published again and again? In the words of Neeti Nair, ‘The substance of Indian secularism in this founding moment appeared closer to “Muslim abandonment” than to the common right-wing charge of “Muslim appeasement”.’ 28 In my view, the Hindu Right considers Muslim suffering desirable.


Indian Muslims are often presented in a derogatory way as Babur’s santan or Aurangzeb’s aulad. The phrase ‘Babur’s santan’ was widely used during the Ayodhya movement in the late 1980s and later. And the phrase ‘Aurangzeb ki aulad’ was used in Maharashtra by its Deputy Chief Minister, Devendra Fadnavis, as recently as in 2023.29 Both are abusive and derogatory, to say the least. And Indian Muslims have chosen to ignore such abuses. For instance, neither Muslims nor secularists have filed a court case against such abuses as yet even if such accusations have been floating in public for years. Besides above-mentioned types of abuses, there are general prejudices against Muslims that run very deep. And much of the basis of anti-Muslim prejudices are fabricated. Shahid Amin shares interesting insights about various kinds of representations of Muslims by the state and other agencies in an essay titled, Representing the Musalman: Then and Now, Now and Then, and seeks to answer the question of what constitutes a Musalman, or more specifically, what he calls ‘commonsense about North Indian Musalman.’30


For some, the Indian Muslim identity has been problematic because it is a religious identity. That may be true, but it is perceived as a contentious one because it is a historically dense identity. The fact remains that Indian Muslims have always been a numerical minority in the subcontinent, even during the so-called Muslim rule.31 I describe it as a so-called Muslim rule because there was none. Indeed, the so-called Muslim rule was a rule by a handful of Muslim families/ dynasties—often engaged in mutual violence towards each other and their Muslim rivals as well. In Mughal families, there used to be a saying, ‘takth ya tabut’ (throne or grave).32 Therefore, the commitment of these Muslim rulers to the Muslim community in general and also to non-Muslim subjects was dictated by considerations of power/ throne alone. According to Mohammad Mujeeb, ‘The Indian Muslim states were not secular but they were not religious. They were the government of minorities ruling in their interest; apart from the religious affiliation with the masses, they could not even be called communal.’33 If adherence to religious tradition and law were to be considered, then the Rajput Hindu states were more religious compared to the Muslim states, he further argues.


According to Romila Thapar, the attempt to present the rule by Muslim dynasties as Muslim rule is a misleading claim, which has become the most enduring source of communalism in modern India. Romila Thapar has brought this reasoning to our attention consistently with great clarity in several of her works, the latest being her new title, Our History, Their History, Whose History?34 James Mill wrote the first modern history of India, The History of British India, in 1817. According to Thapar, ‘Mill maintained that this history was that of two nations, the Hindu and the Muslim, quite distinctly separate and constantly in conflict.’35 This, according to her, became the source of the two-nation theory and an enduring source of communalism in India.


The manner in which Indian Muslims have been addressed at different points of time in history—particularly in pre-Muslim rule era—also indicates prejudices people have or had against them for ages. The word ‘Muslim’ was not used that frequently in Indian languages for many centuries. They were referred to often as Yavanas and Tajiks for the Arabs or those coming from the West.36 According to Upinder Singh,37 the earliest reference to the term Musalman seems to be in the 7th-century Buddhist commentary. In Sanskrit Mahakavyas and inscriptions, generic terms such as Tajikas, Turushka, Yavana, Parasika, and Mleccha were employed to refer to Muslim rulers and invaders. In the 12th and 13th centuries Sanskrit sources used hammira (from the Arabic and Persian Amir) and surantrana (from Sultan)—the two terms used for Muslim rulers. It is worth recalling that VD Savarkar composed a poem in 1908 titled, ‘Amucha Priyakar Hindustan’ (Our Beloved Hindustan) in Marathi and delivered it in London in which he looked at the British and the Muslims as outside colonizers and used the term ‘mlecchas’ for Muslims in that poem.38


On Pasmanda Muslims


In recent times, the phrase Pasmanda Muslims has gained tremendous political currency owing to the rather surprising interest shown by the Bharatiya Janata Party’s top leadership. In July 2022, at the national executive meeting of the BJP in Hyderabad, Prime Minister Narendra Modi suggested that the party should have an outreach to Pasmanda Muslims, which is the most backward among the otherwise backward Muslims. This Pasmanda debate refers to the presence of castes among Muslims, though Islam does not recognize caste given its egalitarian philosophy. However, in India, caste among Muslims is a reality just as it is among other non-Hindu religions such as Christianity or Sikhism. Thus, caste is a unique gift to Indian Islam. Officially, it was recognized in the Sachar Report published in 2006. The Hindu Right dismissed the Sachar report as part of vote bank politics at the time of its publication and even some of the BJP leaders criticized the document as intended to plant more seeds of partition in India (for more details on this, see Ch. 6 in this book).


The term Pasmanda is a combination of two Persian words: Pas meaning left and Manda meaning behind. In other words, it means, Left Behind—left behind compared to other castes such as Shaikhs, Sayyids, and Pathans among Muslims. Ali Anwar, a journalist turned politician, is known to have used the term for the first time in the late 1990s. He started an organization called Pasmanda Muslim Mahaz (PMM) which was renamed as All India Pasmanda Muslim Mahaz (AIPMM).39


Who are Pasmanda Muslims?


This remains a debatable point from many perspectives. It is generally assumed that Pasmandas are Muslims of Hindu heritage including people of lower-caste origin. How many? Again, some suggest it is around 80 per cent or even more. Without a doubt, a vast number of Indian Muslims are of Hindu heritage but there is little scientific research to suggest who is converted from which specific caste etc. Imtiaz Ahmad has an interesting take on castes among Muslims in India. Ahmad writes, ‘It would be futile to argue that this can be solely explained in terms of Hindu influence or Islam’s contact with other cultures in the course of its journey into India. It would appear that the caste phenomenon among Muslims must be explained both in terms of external as well as indigenous influences.’40 Imtiaz Ahmad’s formulation makes sense but given that caste and occupations are historically tied according to Hindu tradition, it is plausible when people of Hindu heritage embraced Islam, they retained their occupations because the new faith did not alter the political economy in which these new converts lived. For instance, there are Hindu Patels and Muslim Patels like the late Ahmed Patel, the trusted aide of Sonia Gandhi, or Munaf Patel, an Indian fast bowler in cricket. Since the caste system is not so rigid among Muslims, it is not that hard for a Shaikh to become a Saiyid or a Pathan completely owing to a change of mind. As Richard Eaton writes, ‘A famous proverb, known throughout Bengal and northern India and uttered usually with a smile, implicitly links social status with Islamically legitimated titles:


The first year I was a Shaikh, the second year a Khan.


This year if the price of grain is low, I’ll become a Saiyid.’41


Research suggests that there was always what Raiffudin Ahmed describes as ‘brisk upward mobility of the lower orders—their effort to gain entry into one of the four respectable social groups—Sayed, Shaikh, Mughal and Pathan.’42 This is quite apparent from census reports. Ahmed writes:




The number of Shaikhs and three other categories increased phenomenally, while the occupational caste groups registered a sharp decline. In 1872, the number of claimants to these ‘Muslim ranks’ for the whole of Bengal, including Sylhet and Cachar, was shown as 2,66,378 (of this, 2,32,189 were returned as Shaikhs, 9,858 as Syeds, and 2,205 as Mughuls) out of a total population of 17,609,135. By 1901, these numbers increased so dramatically that those claiming to be Shaikhs alone were 19,527,221 in a total Muslim population of slightly over twenty-one and half a million in the four divisions of Bengal Proper, excluding Sylhet and Chachar.43





The moot point is that caste among Muslims is not a replication of caste among Hindus. The most persuasive distinction between castes among Muslims and castes among Hindus was made by BR Ambedkar in his famous undelivered speech, Annihilation of Caste (1936). He emphatically clarifies the difference between caste among Hindus and non-Hindus such as Mohammedans (Muslims) as: ‘Caste among the non-Hindus has no religious consecration, but among the Hindus most decidedly it has. Among the non-Hindus caste is only a practice, not a sacred institution. They did not originate it. With them, it is only a survival mechanism.’44 He further emphasizes that a breach of caste among Hindus always has consequences, which is not the case with Mohammedans (Muslims). However, this does not mean that there are no socio-economic differences around caste lines among Muslims. But this is not exactly the way the Hindu Right paints it. Whatever discrimination exists, it is owing to a lack of proper Islamization among Indian Muslims as a result of which they fail to recognize the egalitarian philosophy of Islam.


Muslim Sects: Sunnis, Shias, etc.


Islam is a centuries-old Abrahamic religion like Christianity or Judaism. Over the years, based on varied interpretations, several sects have emerged. While claiming to be Muslims, people of various sects are also competing with each other for a place to claim that they represent a true version of Islam. In India, Sunni Muslims are a preponderant majority, and there are Shias with some reasonable numbers.


The Indian subcontinent is home to the second largest Shiite population after Iran. Bengal, Awadh, and Hyderabad were Shia centers of Muslim power that emerged after the Mughal era. Figure 1.1 below based on the 1921 census gives some indication of Shia population compared to Sunni. No doubt, there must have been some change, but that change does not challenge the claim that India’s Muslim population is preponderantly Sunni. According to Justin Jones, ‘Of earlier influence and importance were the Shi’a informed dynasties in the Deccani south, such as Sultanates of Bijapur (c.1489-1686), Golconda (1518-1617) and Ahmadnagar (1496-1636); indeed, it was here, rather than in North India that many established Shi’a cultural forms, such as majlis sermon, and marsiya poetry, first developed.’45 Over time, it was associated with landed elites of Sindh, Punjab, Bengal, Bombay, and also with urban Muslims. Ahmedias are very small in number but they face tremendous hostility, particularly from some Sunni clergy, but the Indian situation is not as bad as in Pakistan where Ahmedias face severe persecution. In short, the Muslim politics of India is mainly Sunni Muslim politics.


While there is some history of conflict between the two sects, its legacy continues to shape the present generation of leadership and its people to some measure. Overall, the relationship between the two sects is reasonably normal. According to Jamal Mallick, ‘Ulema of both sects dwelt openly on the superiority of their faith. Sunni revivalism was directed against non-Muslims and the Shia ruling class. Thus the beginning of the twentieth century saw frequent Sunni-Shia clashes—especially in the United Provinces.’46 But the conflict between the two sects predates the 20th century. This conflict between Shia and Sunni was witnessed in the 1880s, 1890s, and in 1897-1988.47 In 1938-39, Lucknow was a site of a violent clash between two sects. In the South, according to Fakhri, there is no such conflict between Shias and Sunnis, and that is how Islam in the South is distinctly different from the North.48


The response to the Pakistan movement by Shias is quite interesting. Some of the prominent Shia religious and political figures were fiercely opposed to the Pakistan movement. Hosseinbhoy Lalji, who served as the President of the Shia political conference, an organization with massive support from the Shia population, vehemently argued that Pakistan was going to be a Sunnistan, and thus the religious rights of Shias were going to be in danger. Justin Jones thus has concluded that the Pakistan movement ‘was largely unsuccessful in crafting an ecumenical qaumiyyat that could transcend Shia-Sunni categories’49 and their reaction was ‘marked by, at best, a degree of ambivalence.’50


FIGURE 1.1
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(Source: Census Report, 1921. The lower percentages are indicative of Shias.)





Some of the prominent Muslim faces from the Hindu Right, say the BJP, are of Shia heritage. For instance, Mukhtar Abbas Naqvi, a member of the Modi cabinet, is a person of Shia heritage. Owing to the friction between the two sects, some are of the view that many early enthusiastic supporters of the Hindu Right were Shias. According to Patrick Eisenlohr, a scholar who researches on Shia Muslims, ‘My interlocutors described their main “others” to be Sunnis with anti-Shia tendencies, who would be labeled “Wahhabi”, regardless of whether they are Wahhabi or not. Surprisingly, one was not too concerned about Hindus. The recent expansion of digital mediascapes has only reinforced this trend, I think.’51 He further explains, ‘However, in my view, whether this undeniable sectarian cleavage translates into support for the BJP is another question altogether. It is, or at least during my research, that was not the case in Mumbai (also in relation to the Shiv Sena). In UP, however, there are long standing links between Shia ulema and the BJP that long predate the Modi government, so this association between some Shia and the BJP is there in the north. But it cannot be generalized across India. It is correct, in my view, that the sectarian difference also motivates alignment with different political forces, but it does not necessarily mean support for the BJP, the fact that this seems to be the case in Lucknow does not mean it happens in Mumbai or Hyderabad or Kolkata, too.’52


To take the analysis further, there are also critics of the BJP who are of Shia heritage. For instance, Mushirul Hasan, a noted historian and a Left-liberal intellectual, is of Shia heritage and was a consistent critic of the Hindu Right or the BJP. Indeed, even before the arrival of the Modi government in 2014, Mushirul Hasan expressed deep concern about the future of Muslims in India. He said, ‘Being a Muslim in India will become more difficult after 16 May, the day the Lok Sabha election results will be declared.’53 The context for the remark is the opinion polls that had shown Narendra Modi as the front-runner in the elections in 2014. ‘Produce 500 books of this kind but I assure you it’s not going to be accepted. Muslims have been seen in a certain way,’ Hasan said.54 ‘The mindset is such that such a book is not going to interest people because Islam is what Islam is, Muslims are what Muslims are and they can never be seen as active participants in the local culture. They can never be seen as different from the larger pan-Islamic community.’55 Mr Hasan asserted that the politics of religious polarization and stereotypes would make any serious intellectual discourse on Islam, Muslims, secularism, minority rights, etc. redundant.


I would agree with Patrick Eisenlohr here. There may be circumstantial evidence pertaining to Shia support for the BJP in some locations, but to generalize it will be to take the issue a bit far. Interestingly, there are also Sunni Muslims who have been supportive of the BJP or Modi regime. For instance, the present Governor of Kerala, Arif Mohammad Khan, or MJ Akbar—both were darlings of India’s liberals in the 1980s. My conclusion is that even if there are sectarian divisions and some animosity or mistrust, there is a growing realization that the Hindu Right has a hostile ideological project towards Muslims in general and they need to develop a critique against it.


But, if the Hindu Right is so much opposed to Muslims, why is it that some Muslims, whether Sunnis or Shias, support the Hindu Right, or join the BJP, say like Tariq Mansoor,56 former Vice Chancellor of Aligarh Muslim University (AMU)? In the past, there were Muslim leaders such as Sikander Bakht who worked closely with Atal Bihari Vajpayee and was a prominent Muslim face for years since the founding of the BJP. As the BJP expands its hold on power and establishes monopoly, there are Muslim personalities who are willing to compromise on the BJP’s terms. Life as a dissenter is not easy. But there is also another problem with Muslims in India and their relationship with political parties. No political party wants Muslims to be Muslims. Each one wants them to be a Muslim of their kind. So, a poor Muslim is left with little choice but to negotiate a compromise that he or she considers best. For instance, in the Congress party, a Muslim has to be a loyal member of the Gandhi dynasty or in a communist party, a Muslim has to be a nominal Muslim who would officially proclaim not to have anything to do with Islam or its practices or rituals. Therefore, each political party presents a challenge to Muslims and the choice for a Muslim is not absolute, it is relative. In other words, in free India, Muslim identity was never free and its acceptance in the political domain has been dictated by narrow political considerations. To answer our specific question—why has the BJP embraced a few Muslims—one reason could be that the party is looking for Muslims of its kind or Hindutvawadi Muslims. If Muslims fulfill this requirement, there is some space for them.


On the Veil Question


The issue of the veil or hijab seems to have excited the Hindu Right and there were considerable political and judicial activities in this regard in Karnataka. I discuss this in detail in Chapter 2 which deals with the Muslims in South India. Some observations are in order at this stage. While the veil or hijab issue has been a subject of global debate, in India there is enough empirical evidence to suggest that all Muslim women do not wear a veil or hijab. Some of this could be seen as a class issue as well. This is also the case with the evolution of global Islam. Arab traveller Ibn Battuta (d.1377) was surprised to see unveiled women in southern Anatolia, Central Asia, the Maldives, and western Sudan. The free movement of Turkish women in Central Asia startled him as well.


Writing on Bengal and its Islamization process, Richard Eaton57 arrives at the conclusion that the purdah system gradually evolved and became part of Muslim lives. And yet there have been considerable variations. Around 1595, referring to Bengal, Abul Fazl wrote ‘men and women, for the most part, go naked wearing a cloth (lungi) about the loins.’ Eaton argues that this suggests that ‘neither the veiling nor the seclusion of women had yet taken hold.’58


The most fascinating evidence that Richard Eaton presents is a quote from a Ballad called Dewana Madina, composed by Mansur Baiyeoti sometime around 1700. The lament of a Muslim peasant woman for her husband presents very interesting insights into the close bonding and relationships between male and female members working together and no evidence of veil present in it. ‘Oh Allah,’ the peasant woman sobbed, ‘in December, the biting cold made us tremble in our limbs; my husband used to rise early at cock-crow and water the fields of shali crops. I carried fire to the fields and when the cold became unbearable we both sat near the fire and warmed ourselves. We reaped the shali crops together in great haste and with great care. How happy we were when after the day’s work we retired to rest in our home.’59


Muslims and their Political Moments


This new era of Hindu Right domination presents high risks for the political future of Indian Muslims. I describe it as the inauguration of the third political moment for Indian Muslims in the wider context of their historical relationships with Indian society and people of other faiths, particularly the Hindu majority.60 During this period, the supposed relationship of equality between Hindus and Muslims as scripted in the constitution is increasingly replaced by the domineering tendencies of a Hindu majority—and the promised fraternity between these two communities is coloured by hostility and violence, giving it a systemic form under a majoritarian state. The first political moment occurred in 1857, and the second one was witnessed in 1947.


In 1857, with a British victory and complete suppression of the Sepoy Mutiny, a realization dawned among the Muslim community leaders that the Mughal rule was over forever. Therefore, Muslims needed to explore new methods of negotiation under British colonial rule. Roughly a little more than three decades after the catastrophic end of the Sepoy Mutiny, two broad responses were formulated by Muslim leaders. The first one was by Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan, who led the Aligarh movement, and the second one was what is known as the Deoband movement. Sir Sayyid argued that Muslims must engage in modern Western education, and helped establish Aligarh Muslim University (AMU) to advance this process.61 The second response pertained to the preservation of the Islamic way of life, various forms of religious traditions and rituals, leading to the establishment of the Deoband seminary. The official policy by the Deoband administration not to accept support from the colonial state was dictated by the reason that it could implement its vision without colonial interference which state patronage might result in.62


The second political moment was in 1947. During this political moment, the Indian National Congress (INC) and its secular political allies were able to convince an overwhelming number of Muslims to retain India as their homeland and reject Pakistan. For Indian Muslims, this moment was defined by the promise that they would enjoy all the benefits: political, economic, cultural, and social in their fullest sense like Hindus in secular India, or even more than what the Muslim League could promise in Pakistan. The consistent appeal by Congress and other secular parties encouraged an overwhelming number of Indian Muslims to choose to stay back in secular India. The secular parties led by the Congress party did its best to fulfill this promise theoretically by recognizing and providing these rights in the Indian Constitution that came into existence on 26 January 1950. Political developments since the days of the Ayodhya movement, particularly since the mid-1980s, have sought to undermine some of these Constitutional promises.63 Since 2014, this has taken deeper roots and is increasingly taking on an institutionalized form. The passage of the CAA in November 2019 is one of the prominent instances.


Muslim Conditions Prior to Hindu Right’s Domination


The political circumstances for Indian Muslims, it needs to be underscored, were not completely ideal or full of democratic energy before the rise of the Hindu Right since the late 1980s. Signs of deep-seated mistrust for Indian Muslims by the Indian state were witnessed from the early days of the Republic. Immediately prior to the Partition’s horrific large-scale violence, Sardar Vallabhhai Patel ordered the removal of Muslims from Delhi police in his official capacity in the 1946 interim Government. After Partition violence erupted, Muslim police were stripped of their weapons under the accusation of being communal in parts of Uttar Pradesh and Punjab. This was not a one-time affair either. According to Paul Brass, the government of Pandit Govind Ballav Pant after independence took drastic measures to reduce the number of Muslims in the police forces and in most other government departments where they were over-represented in relation to their percentage of the population. This led to the considerable under-representation of Muslims in all branches of government in Uttar Pradesh for the next half century and continues.64 This, according to Brass, is also the reason why a disproportionate number of Muslims variably lost lives and property in riots in post-independent Uttar Pradesh. The Provincial Armed Constabulary (PAC) is often accused of playing a partisan role during Hindu-Muslim riots in Uttar Pradesh. Only during the time of VP Singh as the chief minister of Uttar Pradesh, were there some efforts to hire Muslims in PAC.65


In Hyderabad, after the Police Action of 1948, there was a severe reduction of Muslim employees in state services from 85% to 50% in a period of six months only. According to Taylor Sherman, ‘As a whole, the reorganization of civil services brought about in Indian bureaucracy that seem to be underwritten by doubts whether Muslims could loyally serve India.’66 No doubt Muslims did face discrimination and violence in the era prior to the electoral dominance of the BJP or the Hindu Right, which are documented in various scientific academic publications, including in various reports such as Gopal Singh Panel Report (1983) and Sachar Report (2006). (Please see a detailed discussion on Muslim Backwardness in Chapter 6 of this book). But the scale, intensity, and nature of discrimination and violation have exponentially risen in so many dimensions that the present era looks more like a State against Indian Muslims situation.


On the Politics of Minoritization of Indian Muslims


While Muslims have been a demographic minority in India, their political positioning in post-1947 India has been particularly unique and vulnerable. The minoritization of Indian Muslims in a political sense began with the end of the Great Rebellion of 1857. According to Ilyse R Morgenstein Fuest, ‘The simplification of vastly diverse Muslim communities into a singular entity is the process of minoritization, the process by which the ruling elite came to perceive Muslims of various and differing religious practices, classes, castes, as a unified collective and as a distinctive problem.’67 Minoritization, she further explains, refers not to a demographic reality, but rather to the systematic process by which a ruling elite denies one group access to power through local, national, or, as in this case, imperial politics. She further elaborates that this whole process of minoritization of Muslims was an imperial project which first found justification in Sir WW Hunter’s work, Indian Musalmans: Are They Bound in Conscience to Rebel Against the Queen.68 In this text, Hunter often described Muslims as agitators, rebels, and traitors. The crucial result of this intellectual effort has been to make Muslims a minority— outsiders, disempowered, both unique and problematic.69 But this has consequences. According to Ayesha Jalal, ‘But the depiction of Muslims as the instigators of the rebellion and the selective action against those living in Delhi created a powerful impression of the uneasy coexistence of Indian Islam with British colonialism.’70 I would improvise Ayesha Jalal’s argument and suggest that the Hindu Right also found the co-existence deeply uneasy and traumatic despite enormous contributions Indian Muslims have made as artists, writers, political leaders, sportspeople, and in various walks of life. They have not only excelled but have set a very high standard.


In all societies, democratic or otherwise, the governing elites are invariably a numerical minority. What helps ruling elites protect their interests is their ability or skill to hold on to political/state power. The problem arises when a community that is numerically a minority fails to negotiate with power to protect its interests and consequently finds itself disempowered. The problem aggravates when the community is not just a minority, but a significant minority, and becomes a front for the rights of other minorities, which is a unique situation in which Indian Muslims are placed in modern India. Arjun Appadurai presents crucial insights into this conundrum in his book, Fear of Small Numbers.71 In the case of Indian Muslims, the reason for the mistrust that advocates of Hindu Rashtra have actually several reasons including Muslim history,72 cultural habits (such as beef eating),73 and family size74 because there is a campaign which claims that Muslims have large families because they intend to over-populate and convert India into a Muslim land. Therefore, what plays a greater role is not just fear, as Appadurai claims, but hatred and anger for Muslims and their role in Indian history.


Since 9/11, there has been a massive surge of Islamophobia all over the world, particularly in the West. According to political theorist, Anne Norton, ‘In our time, the figure of Muslim has become the axis where questions of political philosophy and political theology, politics and ethics meet. Islam is marked as the pre-eminent danger to the politics of Christians, Jews and secular humanists, to women, sex, and sexuality; to the values and institutions of the Enlightenment.’75 With regard to Muslims in India, the concerns are not simply owing to the Islamophobia that has swept the West and the rest of the world. Some similarities with such concerns between India and the West exist but the Islamophobia that arises from Hindutva is unique, more pernicious and has deeper roots in South Asian history, which is why the consequent suffering and political implications are also grave.76 The Muslim identity has been not just a densely historical identity, it is also a historically dense identity.


With numerous layers defined by language, ethnicity, region etc, Muslims have the most heterogeneous identity, representing India’s quintessential diversity. And yet, Muslims are perceived as the most enduring well-grounded threat to the majoritarian project of Hindu Rashtra, articulated most persuasively in the writings of VD Savarkar.77 Historian Shruti Kapila presents her analysis of Savarkar’s ideas of Hindutva as follows, ‘Hindutva’s idea of territoriality was informed by the perception that India represented discrete forms of privation for Muslims and for Hindus respectively: a loss of sacrality for the former, and the loss of “centre of gravity” for the latter.’78


As a religious minority, the community has several limitations, but it has also had political power that no other religious minority in India ever had. For instance, Indian Muslims are the only religious minority in the continent that was able to carve out two independent sovereign nations: Pakistan (1947)79 and Bangladesh (1971).80 This shows the Muslim community’s exceptional political prowess compared to others such as Sikhs or Kashmiri Muslims or various groups in the Northeast who have nurtured similar ambitions for years. The Indian state, which is over-developed in matters of security, was able to crush the Sikh-led Khalistan movement,81 and has contained Kashmiri separatism82 and other similar movements in Northeast India.83 We may very well ask why a community that could carve out two countries fails to even organize a worthwhile political protest when its innocent members are lynched.


The lynching of Muslims that began with Mohammad Akhlaq in 2015 reveals that the so-called cow-vigilante groups are indeed Muslim vigilante groups.84 Two major state governments, Devendra Fadnavis-led BJP government (2014-2019) in Maharashtra and Yogi Adityanath-led BJP government (2017—) in Uttar Pradesh, decided to ban cow slaughter rather swiftly without offering any alternative livelihood to thousands of Muslims engaged in the profession. They were pushed to the abyss of destitution overnight. Sadly, the Muslim community made no effort to register a protest when this happened and the passivity among a preponderant majority of Muslims on this issue reflects their lack of awareness of their political rights.


The anti-CAA protests, particularly the Shaheen Bagh movement, were an impressive burst of Muslim anger, but it didn’t amount to much. This Muslim women-led movement, some argue, has challenged stereotypes regarding Muslim women, and their traditional submissive image. However, the protest didn’t look like a protest by a community of 200 million strong in number, a population greater than the population of Germany and Great Britain put together. Anyone who has followed the farmer’s movement and seen the resources and infrastructure of the movement or its main site can easily decipher the massive difference in the organizational resources of both movements. It is not my objective to trivialize the Shaheen Bagh movement or the role of women or the fresh democratic spirit it brought into India’s politics of resistance as an inherent part of Indian democracy. However, it could have been on a far greater scale given the sheer numbers of the community. It only reflects the poor political organization and awareness of the Indian Muslim community today.


A large number of victims of lynching are Muslims and yet the protests against lynching are mainly led by artists, intellectuals, and activists—thus, a secular protest. The same could be said about the anti-CAA protests all over India, which also received some support from political parties. The community has little sense of its political power today, let alone know how to make use of it as a political weapon in a competitive electoral democracy. The community’s lack of self-awareness regarding its political strength is another major cause for its contemporary predicament.


Political Space in the Age of the Hindu Right


As I hinted, my focus has been on the political future in the wake of the rise of the Hindu Right, particularly, the BJP. The Hindu Right, it is now apparent, has become a hegemonic force, and is likely to remain a dominant political force for years to come regardless of the electoral results of the 2024 parliamentary elections or any election afterwards. Scholars such as Katharine Adeny85 and Christophe Jaffrelot86 have demonstrated with great clarity that India is increasingly becoming what they call an ‘ethnic democracy.’


Currently, roughly more than 200 million Muslims live in India, which is more than the population of France and Great Britain together and also, more than half of the American population. Figure 1.2 based on the census of 2011 shows the state wise distributions of Muslim population. Unfortunately, the census of 2021 is yet to be out, which is why we have to extrapolate to figure out what could be the tentative Muslim population at present.


FIGURE 1.2
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(Source: Census Report, 2011, Government of India, New Delhi)





Prior to the advent of Prime Minister Narendra Modi led BJP in 2014, the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) government led by Dr Manmohan Singh published a report widely known as Sachar Report in 2006. For the first time, any Indian government since independence published a Report exclusively on the socio-economic conditions of Indian Muslims.87 On this Javed Alam wrote, ‘Many of us who have been using the survey data of the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies (CSDS) on class formation within the different communities have written on lines quite similar to what the Sachar Committee has done now. What puts its findings on an altogether different plane is not just its thoroughness but also the official stamp it carries.’88 There are other issues dealing with the cultural aspect of Muslim identity such as hijab, triple talaq, or Urdu language, which have been a part of India’s national debate.89 On such issues, an impressive array of scholarships is also available.


In this age of the Hindu Right, there are visible signs of the political future getting undermined systematically so that Indian Muslims are no longer seen to be politically equal. And their political voice is shrinking. The major reason for it is their fast decline of representation in major policy-making bodies such as the Parliament or the Assembly. If the Muslim community is not seen as politically equal, then the modern Indian state will neither address its economic or cultural future nor will concerns over such issues be expressed with conventional confidence or legitimacy before the Indian state or public. This ongoing purging of Indian Muslims from the political space needs to be recognized and possible steps need to be undertaken to address this slide so that the framework of equality that defined Indian political life for Muslims remains intact.


Without doubt, VD Savarkar’s readings of Indian history, particularly of Muslim history, are rather selective. Like all political rules, the rule by various Muslim dynasties had its limitations and its excesses. In any case, they were mostly monarchies, not democracies; not based on the idea of citizens or their rights at all. This is not just true about Muslims but also about non-Muslim rules. For instance, Odisha was once ruled by Marathas for many decades, and they committed unspeakable atrocities against native Oriyas who were their subjects. According to legendary Oriya writer, Fakir Mohan Senapati, comparatively speaking, the excesses committed by colonial British rulers would pale before what the Marathas did to their Oriya subjects.90


According to historian Jadunath Sarkar,91 there were ten specific gifts of the Muslim age to India:




	Restoration of touch with the outer world, which included the revival of the Indian navy and sea trade, both of which had been lost since the decline of the Cholas.


	Internal peace over a large part of India, especially north of the Vindhyas.


	Uniformity secured by the imposition of the same type of administration.


	Uniformity of social manners and dress among the upper classes irrespective of creed.


	Indo-Saracen art, in which medieval Hindu and Chinese schools were blended. Also, a new style of architecture, and promotion of industries of a refined kind (shawls, inlaying work, kinkhab, muslin, carpets, etc.).


	A common lingua franca, called Hindustani or Rekhta, and an official prose style (mostly the creation of Hindu Munshis writing Persian, and even borrowed by Maratha chitnises for their own vernacular).


	Rise of our vernacular literature, as the fruits of peace and economic prosperity, under the empire of Delhi.


	Monotheistic religious revival and Sufism.


	Historical literature.


	Improvements in the art of war and civilization in general.





Ever since the BJP’s rise in Indian electoral politics in the late 1980s, an attempt was made to compare the Hindu Right and its politics with European fascism with an objective to scare Indian voters away from the BJP or the Hindu Right in general. Instead of seeing the voters moving away from the BJP, we have witnessed a consistent rise in its support base and the Party today remains the most dominant party in India. No doubt, some valuable insights could be drawn from such comparisons, but it has not worked electorally. In any case, a vast bulk of India’s uneducated voters may not know about Nazi Germany and such criticisms no matter how important perhaps remain elitist.92 There might be intellectual merit in the comparison between fascism and the European politics of the 1930s and India’s Hindu majoritarian ideology, but its electoral appeal is of little consequence. The Italian scholar, Marzia Casolari, in In the Shade of the Swastika: The Ambiguous Relationship of Indian Nationalism and Nazi- fascism, observes, ‘Hindu organizations adopted two main political lines in the period between 1920 and 1940. On the one hand, the “race” issue was maximized, finding its fullest expression in the Hindutva discourse, which had much in common with widespread racial ideas in Europe, at the time. On the other hand, Hindu organizations made remarkable efforts to convince public opinion that the Hindu population lacked a sense of militancy. According to them, Hindu society should be militarized with an anti-Muslim scope. From the 1920s onwards, Muslims became the main target of Hindu policy and Muslims started to be perceived and described as more threatening than the British rulers.’93


On the Idea of Political Future


I want to focus on the political future specifically, not just the general future of Indian Muslims that has been vigorously debated and written about, both prior to and post 1947.94 In the post-1947 period, some notable scholarship available on this question are regarding the general future of Indian Muslims, including works by scholars such as Mohammad Mujeeb, S Abid Hussain, Mushirul Hasan, Asghar Ali Engineer, Moin Sakir, AG Noorani, and many others, including publications by intellectual politicians such as Rafiq Zakaria and Salman Khurshid. Furthermore, some scholars have worked on particular dimensions of Indian Muslim issues, say, on partition, and related issues of South Asian Muslim history by Ayesha Jalal, Muslims in cities and on discrimination by Christopher Jaffrelot, on institutions such as Deoband by Barbara Metcalf, on the history of Indian Islam or political Islam, by Francis Robinson, Faisal Devji, Mohammad Ayoob and others, or Muslims in specific cities like Hyderabad by Taylor Sherman, or secularism by Romila Thapar, Akeel Bilgrami, Rajeev Bhargava, on Communalism or ethnic violence by Paul Brass, Gyanendra Pandey, Steven Wilkinson, Sudhir Kakar, Ashutosh Varshney, on women by Slyvia Vatuk, Zoya Hasan, or Women Madrasa by Usha Sanyal, or Muslim sects by Justine Jones, on constitution or citizenship question by Upendra Baxi, Nirja Jayal Gopal etc.95 It is not possible to mention such a rich list of scholars writing on multiple dimensions of Muslim lives but their seminal works have profoundly shaped the scholarship on Muslim conditions and in that particular sense general future of Indian Muslims.


The basic distinction I wish to draw here between the political future and the general future of Indian Muslims is defined by their place in the Indian polity that assigns and protects the rights and privileges of Muslim citizens. What drives the narrative is, primarily, the question of whether Indian Muslims should be treated as an equal stakeholder or not in Indian polity. The question of economic or cultural future becomes redundant or obsolete unless there is a robust political future. More specifically, it implies that Indian Muslims need to be treated as political equals, laying down a framework in which the modern Indian state considers its obligation to address a variety of futures. Without political equality, such concerns might be treated with general empathy or even be ignored completely. According to the Indian Constitution,96 Indian Muslims are treated as political equals, which is what India’s secular polity promised after India’s independence, encouraging more than 35 million Indian Muslims at the time of Partition to choose India as their motherland over Pakistan. That political and constitutional arrangement is now under sustained threat with the Hindu Right’s growing electoral and political dominance.


By political future, it is implied that the future is reflected in multi-layered relationships that Indian Muslims have forged with the Indian state through various institutions—from the parliament to the panchayat. These relationships, in turn, shape their engagements with Indian society: their place in political processes, their legal and political entitlements to various forms of rights as equal citizens, say, for instance, the right to life, equal opportunity, or to practice their faith without any fear, right for a dignified life or to have access to due process of law, etc. In a nutshell, this implies the notion of citizenship in its political avatar as the bundle of rights—not just inscribed in the wonderful words of the Indian Constitution, but as practised in the day-to-day lives of Indian Muslims. Though these rights are promised in the Indian Constitution endorsed on 26 January 1950, their benefits have been denied over the years in some form or other,97 and increasingly so after 2014, to Indian Muslims and many other marginalized groups. Owing to this reason, scholars such as Christophe Jaffrelot and others have argued in recent years that India has embarked on an unrestrained march to become a majoritarian state.98


Only when the political future is ensured, will Indian Muslims be empowered to bargain and negotiate their economic or cultural future. The systematic weakening of the political future would cause Indian Muslims to gravitate towards destitution, a permanent state of misery, a life of no rights, and endless persecution. An attempt is being made to make Muslims and secular citizens aware that politics matter because political power matters. In the end, citizens live under the shadow of political power or state power, whose arms are long. Therefore, Muslims and all citizens really should be aware of who are the governing elites of the society, their intentions, their commitment to the rights of citizens of various backgrounds, and their long-term objectives. To paraphrase Michel Foucault, they should have ‘knowledge of power and power of the knowledge.’99 Power is a very dynamic phenomenon both as a structure and as a process. It is constantly shaped by multiple forces whose understanding and appreciation are vital for all citizens, in this particular context, Indian Muslims.


Part of the reason why Indian Muslims today have found themselves cornered and stand with their backs to the wall, is because of their lack of awareness of these changing dynamics of political power/ state power. To put it bluntly, the average Muslim in India today is confused, lives under unprecedented fear, and has no comprehensive knowledge of what is unfolding in his/her nation or democracy— and what it means for his or her life or future generations. Lost completely in the maze of outdated rhetoric of failed or increasingly irrelevant secular political elites, and their promise of an elusive safe future in the face of a wide variety of random or organized violence, Indian Muslims remain bewildered in their homeland, often consoling themselves privately that these political developments are reflective of short-term political turmoil and a return to the old days in a few years might happen! The truth is a tectonic shift that has caused India’s ideological shift towards the Hindu Right for the long haul, and those old days of the so-called secular India are decisively things of the past now!


Indian Muslims: Which Way Now?


For politically aware South Asian Muslims—particularly from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and their Muslim diasporas in various regions of the world—Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817-1898) remains an iconic figure, a revered social reformer, and a source of inspiration.100 In the words of Ayesha Jalal, ‘Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan took it upon himself to shepherd a straying flock of co-religionists into greener pastures within the colonial system.’101 Another Sir Sayyid is the need of the hour is how scholars, Muslim public figures, and Muslims generally, often exhort while reflecting on the current predicament of Indian Muslims, almost like the ultimate prayer. During the post-mutiny period, Sir Sayyid made cogent arguments about Muslims needing to come to terms with modernity, reconcile with Western education, and prepare for unprecedented reform in the colonial era. He urged for a paradigmatic shift in Muslim thinking and their approach to life in the changed context. According to KA Nizami, Sir Sayyid found a panacea in education for all types of social, political, and economic ills inflicting Indian Muslims. Addressing a meeting in Amritsar on 29 January 1884, Sir Sayyid said, ‘If the Government has not given some of our rights to us as yet for which we may have a grudge, higher education is a thing, which, willy-nilly would oblige them to give (those rights) to us.’102


As an institution builder, Sir Sayyid led the Aligarh movement,103 established Aligarh Muslim University (AMU), and suggested ways to grapple with the unprecedented challenges that Muslims living under British India during the post-Mutiny period confronted. While appearing before the Education Commission, when he was asked if religious prejudices alone had kept the Muslims from English education, Sir Sayyid highlighted political traditions, social customs, religious beliefs, and poverty as the main causes.104 In setting up MAO College, which eventually became Aligarh Muslim University (AMU), his ideal was an institution modeled on Oxford and Cambridge. While the institution was mainly intended to cater to the needs of Muslims, it was open to all Indians. Sir Sayyid never wanted AMU to be a communal institution but hoped it would be a community institution. A large number of his Hindu friends contributed to the college fund. The Rajas of Benaras, Vizyanagram, and Patiala made generous contributions. Out of the 50 rooms built, at least nine were built by Hindu donors like Chaudhury Shir Singh, Raja Dev Narain Singh, and Lala Phul Chand. On the slabs of the Strachey Hall, there appeared ten names of Hindu donors. In 1898 when Sayyid passed away, there were 285 students out of which 64 were Hindus.105


In the context of Hindutva politics, first of all, we need to reflect on the historical imaginations of these two prominent political categories and their political trajectories: Indian Muslims of Sir Sayyid’s times and the ones of contemporary India. In part, a look at the various interconnected factors that created multiple Muslim identities out of Sir Sayyid’s Muslim political category might shed light on the present-day political future of Indian Muslims. At this juncture, it appears that the political future of Indian Muslims is gloomy, marked by the dilution of rights, growing persecution, and target of sustained violence by both state and non-state actors who consider themselves torchbearers of majoritarian ideology.


The Indian Muslims of British India for whom Sir Sayyid showed concern during the post-Mutiny era and the present-day Indian Muslims are distinct political categories. The present-day Muslims residing in India are roughly 200 million (14.2 per cent according to the 2011 census)—a fraction of the vast population of a political community that Sir Sayyid worked for in the latter part of the 19th century. The Muslims of Sir Sayyid’s period resided in an extended geographical region that covered the boundaries of present-day India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and beyond and now are identified more loosely as South Asian Muslims. They also have state-specific names such as Mohajirs in Pakistan, Bangladeshi refugees in India, etc. Sir Sayyid could not have envisaged that the Muslim identity of his time could implode into such varied forms—and even be antagonistic to each other. Likewise, Mohammad Ali Jinnah, who tirelessly fought for a Muslim homeland during the 20th century also did not foresee, for instance, that Muslim identities could take the shape of identities such as Bangladeshi or Bangladeshi refugees. The two-nation theory that Jinnah championed in his Presidential address to the Muslim League in 1940 has become three nations in the same continent.




	How have these political reconfigurations that led to new identities impacted the fate of Indian Muslim identity today?


	What are the possibilities available to Indian Muslims now to negotiate their constitutional rights in the context of Hindu majoritarianism?





Since the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857106 to the present day—roughly 170 years—numerous factors such as the politics of colonialism and Muslim nationalism/separatism, migration, politics of secularism, and majoritarianism,107 have led to various political formations.108 Consequently, these factors have created multiple political identities for Muslims that are often in conflict with each other. This implosion of Indian Muslim identities has been an enduring source of overt and not-so-overt Muslim consciousnesses. These fragmentations have caused further strains within non-Muslim identities—particularly with Hindu identities in the region, with terrible political consequences.


On paper, Muslims are citizens, but their rights, entitlements, and legitimate claims are fast eroding in the political space. Secular political parties see them as electoral liabilities. The less they talk about Muslims or their issues, the better their prospect of being appreciated by the majority. And the propaganda machine of communal parties presents them as pampered beneficiaries of vote bank politics. And so-called secular leaders often justify their silence on legitimate Muslim citizens’ causes as a strategy to take on the Hindu Right’s aggressive assault on Muslims. Take, for example, the Aam Admi Party (AAP) and its position on the Delhi riots or the Shaheen Bagh movement. Neither Arvind Kejriwal nor his colleagues such as Manish Sisodia or Sanjay Singh or Aatishi Marlena are bigoted politicians but they are not vocal in their stand on the Muslims of Delhi. It became apparent during the Delhi riot and anti-CAA movement. There are plenty of similar examples in various other so-called secular parties. With their silence, they are weakening the political voice for Muslims and also India’s secular fabric. For instance, it is impossible to find a forthright leader like Nehru to stand for Muslim safety. In his book, India Wins Freedom, Maulana Abul Kalam Azad recalls a fascinating episode in which Nehru stresses on Muslim security during an episode of violence in Delhi even though Sardar Patel was hesitant to acknowledge the biases of Hindu officials or their complicity in targeting innocent Muslims.


Maulana Azad writes, ‘I remember distinctly on one occasion when the three of us were sitting with Gandhiji. Jawaharlal said with deep sorrow that he could not tolerate the situation in Delhi where Muslim citizens were killed like cats and dogs. He felt humiliated that he was helpless and could not save them. His conscience would not let him rest, for what answer could he give when people complained about these terrible happenings? Jawaharlal repeated several times that he found the situation intolerable and his conscience would not let him rest. We were completely taken aback by Sardar Patel’s reaction. At a time when Muslims were being murdered in Delhi in open daylight, he calmly told Gandhiji that Jawaharlal’s complaints were completely incomprehensible.’109


In today’s India, there is no secular leader who could be assertive or candid regarding Muslim security. It is no surprise that major so-called secular political parties barely organized protests on bulldozer justice etc., or raised voices for the Gurgaon namaz controversy in a country where Muslims have been allowed to offer prayer peacefully for ages as signs of cultural accommodation. They all seem to be non-issues for secular parties.


There are enough anecdotal accounts and research to suggest a majority of Muslims, of all classes, are hesitant to participate in politics—especially, electoral politics. A vast bulk of them seem to be interested in deen (life after death), not duniya (worldly life)—and there are regular mobilizations about this approach by Maulanas and various Jammats or organizations who are happy to leave the matter to the uparwala, meaning Allah or God. Put crudely, they just do not want to be political activists or people who have a say in political power, its content or direction, which could be possible only by direct engagement in politics as a vocation. To hold politics with contempt, and indifference, or view it as a demeaning act would only make Muslims further irrelevant in decision-making processes and deny them the fruits of state power. They would run the risk of being ignored and eventually destroyed. Life for the Muslim community at the margins of the state is plausible, but it would be a life of extreme marginality: brutish, violent, and short. It would be the life of a condemned lot, in a state of powerlessness, an easy target of violence, prejudices and discrimination, and without any weapon to fight these dark forces. Often, they may face surveillance, detention, and unlawful searches by the state or even non-state actors. In society, they may face boycotts, segregation, random violence and lynchings. According to media reports, Muslims in much of India are facing these unfortunate experiences almost on a day-to-day basis— far more frequently these days than in the past. They are perceived or presented as perpetrators of violence and violators of law, even if they are at the receiving end. Almost a new pattern, it seems, has emerged as a new normal in Indian politics. Indian Muslims are seen as a problem, a threat, or even an internal enemy, who need to be dealt with for political, social, historical, and ideological reasons.
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