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Islam in History and Palitics:
Per spectives from South Asa

Asim Roy, ed.
New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2006. 224 pages.

This collection of essays consists primarily of the output of Audtralia's first
major conference on South Asian Idam, held in 1996. Most of the contribu-
tionsto this somewhat delayed volume, then, were written by scholarswork-
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ing in the Audtralian and New Zedland academe. Editor Asim Roy hastried
to close the intervening decade with an at times polemica introduction
focusing on the Idamophobia that has been rising steadily since the confer-
ence was held.

The book openswith Francis Robinson’s conference keynote address. A
professor at Royal Holloway in London and former president of the Royal
Agatic Society, Robinson is one of the most prominent scholars on (early)
modern Idam in South Asia. His presentation discusses the shift from an
“other-worldly” to a “thisworld 1dam” and the consequences that this
inward turn had for the individual Mudim’s sense of responsibility. As the
ulama logt their monopoly on the interpretation of 1dam in this process,
reformists and modernists — and Muslim women in particular — were all
thrown back on their own devices for re-evauating the role of religion in
what had become, to alarge extent, a disenchanted world.

In his meditation on sdf-instrumentality and self-affirmation, Robinson
enters into a conversation with the writings of the Canadian philosopher
Charles Taylor, aleading thinker on what he himsalf termed “ one of the most
powerful ideas in modern civilization”: the centrality of “ordinary life” to
salf-fulfillment (p. 29). This open-ended new trgectory raises an array of
previoudy unasked questions, such aswhat will be the outcome of “the sense
of empowerment that comes with the knowledge that it is humanity that
fashionsthe world” and whether it will lead the Muslim world toward a sec-
ularizing path (pp. 32-33).

The next two essays are dedicated to the historiography of South Asian
Idam. Javeed Alam’s brief presentation revolves around the notion of the
Subcontinent’s alleged “composite culture,” which is often attributed to a
supposedly inherent Indian genius for synthesis. Central to his analysis is
that “co-mingling” and “fusion” on folk levels were very much a feature of
commund development in the pre-reflective stage, which only started to
unravel as elites, ates, and “spokesmen of dominant versions of ortho-
doxy” intervened (pp. 38-39). Discussing both the impact of Hindu and
Muslim intrusions, Alam discerns a growing politicization of societd life
that resulted in a*“bifurcation of common concerns and interests’ (p. 43).

Roy’s second contribution, a lengthy essay on the Idamic revivd in
Bengal, daborates this further. Taking issue with Rafiuddin Ahmed, a lead-
ing historian on Bengai Idam, that Idamic revivalism’s primary impact was
on the sociopolitical stuation of Bengai Mudims, Roy argues that the
“Idamic salience” of 1damic revivaism should not be underestimated. Intro-
ducing an alternative methodology for historiography, he reassessesAhmed’s
standard account, contending that the reinvigoration of Idamic values
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became an inherent part of the Bengai Mudims' sense of community. At the
same time, he adopts a revisionist perspective in order to avoid smplistic
dichotomous representations of orthodoxy and heterodoxy, thereby restoring
amore complex and subtleinterplay of vaues and practices.

Following some briefer presentations on Tipu Sultan (Kate Brittlebank)
and the plague in turn-of-the-century South Asia (l. J. Cathanach), lan Cop-
land’s contribution on the 1932 Alwar Revolt takes usto the Rgjastan region
of northwestern India. Building on the writings of such “mora econo-
mists’ as E. P. Thompson, George Rude, and James C. Scott, who chal-
lenged overly materiaistic analyses of peasant revolts, Copland applies a
comparable approach to the religious values underlying the Meo Mudim
community’s 1932 revolt againgt its Hindu neighbors. Toward the end of his
study, he adds the important observation that

writing on the “ris¢” of communalism in colonial India has tended, as |
have here, to emphasize change over continuity, to highlight irruptions of
communal violence at the expense of situations of peaceful co-existence,
even though there is much statistical and anecdotal evidence to suggest
that, even in the twentieth century, the latter was the prevailing norm in
most places at most times. (p. 138)

Dominique-Sila Khan and Zawahir Moir have contributed a fascinating
impression of the microcosm of the Imam Shah shrine in Pirana (Gujarat).
Their account shows an intricate game of the appropriation of aNizari Ismaili
saint by Hindu and Sunni Sufi devotees, with the saint’s descendent, practic-
ing a twentieth-century form of tagiyah, deftly operating in the background
asan“invigblepir’ to mantain hisforefather’s“true’ legacy. The next rather
bland presentation by W. H. McL eod on the relations between Punjab’s Skhs
and Mudlims does not add anything new to the extant accounts.

The remaining three essays deal with the two Mudim-mgjority coun-
tries of South Asiaz Pakistan and Bangladesh. In “Ethnicity, Idam, and
Nationa Identity in Pakistan,” Adeel Khan sketches how Mudim migrants
(Muhajireen) from northern India’s United Provinces and the Punjabis suc-
ceeded in dominating multi-ethnic Pakistan at the expense of such other
regional groups asthe Bengdlis, Sindhis, Bauchis, and Pashtuns. Building on
Jnnah’s pogt-independence centralizing efforts, a very resilient military-
bureaucratic aliance evolved and used Idam in avariety of tactical ways to
repress dl challengesto its hegemony. This political 1Idam borelittle resem-
blanceto the cultural “Idams’ of the various ethnic groups and resulted in a
kind of intellectud identity crisis as to what constitutes Pakistani culture,
The consequences of the state’s ideological manipulation of religion is fur-


http://www.software-partners.co.uk
http://www.software-partners.co.uk

Book Reviews 129

ther explored by SaminaYasmeen, whose essay focuses on the implications
for women and religious minorities. The volume ends with a third, maybe
somewhat redundant, contribution by the editor, in which he returns to the
“salience” of Idam in South Asian politics.

Although a thematic red thread may be lacking, apart from the geo-
graphicd focus, the very absence of such afocusin this collection of essays
actualy underscores what anthropologist Stanley Tambiah has called the
“true‘moral’ economy” of South Asia: its pluralism and multiculturalism (p.
137).

Carool Kersten
Lecturer, ISlamic Studies
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