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Abstract

This study explores the contestation of the public sphere by ten Islamic groups and traditions in
colonial India (1900-47). For this purpose the concept of the public sphere as developed by Jiir-
gen Habermas is being discussed and reviewed. In particular, the concerns of Asian and African
countries and the discourse of Islam are taken into consideration. It is felt that the concept can
provide a useful tool to measure the impact of non-formal public actors on politics. The public
sphere is understood here both as a normative concept and a research tool. While the former
emphasises it critical potential and autonomy, the latter points to the interplay of discourse, in-
stitution-building and activism creating public space for the formation, contestation and imple-
mentation of desired values. Recent developments have highlighted the emancipatory potential
of the public sphere. It is related to the terms and extent of participation in it. ‘Insurgent publics’
strive to get their share in public discourse, decision-making, institution-building and activism.
Islamic groups in general and in colonial India in particular can be seen to represent such ‘in-
surgent publics.” This also extends to independent India and Pakistan.

The groups studied here represent reformist and revivalist traditions with a significant degree of
heterogeneity. Broadly they comprise seminary movements grouping around a particular lead
madrasa or school (Déobandis, Barelwis, Nadwa, Firangi Mahall, <Aligarh) and revival move-
ments attempting to increase religious awareness in ritual observance, in public life and in poli-
tics (Ahl-i Hadith, Tablighi Jama“‘at, Ahmadiya, Khaksar, Ahrar). The study looks at their in-
tervention in religious affairs, public life, politics and social issues.

Their discourses and lines of activity reveal a marked ambiguity. Their activity is characterised
by huge diversity often creating tension and mutual hostility. However, a common concern for
an Islamic project is also discernible in outline. Groups which regarded each other as doctrinal
enemies reacted in similar ways to the major challenges they faced: the perceived threat of ma-
terialism and atheism; the influence of Christianity; and western political domination through
British rule over India. Muslim minority status in India (22 %) and difficult relations with the
Hindu majority was a major topic for all of them. These issues became entangled with the po-
litical awakening in India brought about by the nationalist movement led by the Indian National
Congress.

These challenges caused Islamic groups to formulate their own project for society and an Is-
lamic polity in India. Their Islamic project evolved over time from scholarly debates to political
action and social concepts. They took up political issues related to the status of Islam in India,
the Islamic world and vis-a-vis British colonial rule. The thrust of these issues was often at vari-
ance with political reality, as in the Khilafat movement in defence of the Ottoman Caliph
against the young Turkish republic. But the undeclared objectives of their campaigns were often
effective and successful: training a modern Islamic leadership, conducting mass campaigns for
religious education and political awareness. In this they were similar to other religious and eth-
nic groups. Their establishment of Islamic discourse in the public life and politics of India has
made Islamic politics an independent and highly influential factor in today’s South Asia. Dis-
courses, institutions and campaigns of the period under study continue to play a role in the
South Asian public sphere. They form a robust and rapidly expanding Islamic sector.

Islamic discourse also played itself out in the radicalisation of Sunni Islam. Most Islamic
groups came to share doctrinal and political assumptions about enmity with dissenters, focus-
ing on the Shi‘a, the Ahmadiya, Hindu reformists and Christian missionaries. This hardened
doctrinal discourse and increased the militancy of a number of public Islamic campaigns.



At the same time, the functioning of the public sphere forced Islamic groups to open up, to
interact with the public and with each other. In their discourse, institutions and campaigns
most groups accepted the rule of law and the principles of publicness. They imbibed modern
influences as much as they themselves used modern techniques and adopted modern features
of public life.

This ambivalence between narrowing down choices and opening up to public scrutiny and
influence continues to mark the functioning of the Islamic sector in Pakistan and India. The
Islamic project they pursue has the potential to conceptualise large areas of public and social
activity and generate action for its implementation. Yet most of this potential is lost in cleav-
ages over differing doctrinal perspectives and conflicting interests.

The debate over the role of Islamic groups in the public sphere and the formation of an Is-
lamic sector within it can serve as a catalyst for better understanding of diverse trends and
modes of their interaction. The perspective of the public sphere can reveal the constructive
potential of public engagement by Islamic groups. It can also help to pinpoint destructive
trends. The concept of the public sphere has not lost its utility for a differentiated analysis of
public actors. However, the focus of the concept must be redirected to take full cognisance of
diversity in culture, religion, ethnic loyalties and social status.
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