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democratic and increasingly liberal economic landscape in which,
paradoxically, the proliferation of radical and violent strains of Islam
is also on the rise. Basing its investigations on some of the key threads
that emerge, the study will investigate if (and how) the Urdu media
may add to these ‘emergent threads’ in their everyday communication
with the Muslim reader.

INTRODUCTION

The terrorist attacks on Mumbai on November 26, 2008 (26/11) have
been placed alongside other jihadi terrorist acts, like those of 9/11 in
New York and ‘7/7’ in London, by the mass media and policy makers.
Historically too, the occurrence of terrorist acts in India has been
explained as a consequence of one, or more of three broad perceptions.
Most often, the blame for these incidents is placed squarely on Pakistan,
who many in India justifiably argue, deploys terror as a strategic
instrument of state policy. The second thinking is that the rigid construct
of Muslim societies incapacitates them from embracing modernity,
thereby remaining outside the social mainstream. This theme bases
itself on the stereotypical Orientalist description of the Muslims as
backward, uneducated, poor and deprived, and thus fodder for the
terror mill operated by Pakistan in the case of India. The third narrative
traces the cause to the historical issue of Partition of British India into
two nation states, and how certain Indian Muslims are more interwoven
with their global (rather than national) community, and hence are
willing to collaborate againsts the interests of their own country. This
theme has been flagged more vigorously since the emergence of the
right-wing Hindu voice in the political milieu of India.

Such broad categorisation and labelling tend to ignore complex
meanings and insights gained from a deeper engagement with any
event, in its entirety. Each of the previous explanations for Muslim
extremism allows India to place the blame squarely on Pakistan, and
on Islamic terrorism, and thereby evade its responsibility of identifying
the deeper causes of terror and its ability to attract followers and
sympathisers. This, it may be argued, is due to the inherent predis-
position of nations and societies to externalise such incidents. The
West has frequently treated terrorist violence as a distant and Third
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World phenomenon, attributing its cause and origin to the ‘impoverished
and backward regions’ of Afghanistan, Pakistan and the Middle-East.
This propensity of the Western world is a legacy of the colonial/
orientalist identity discourse. Unfortunately, it also prevents societies
from looking within, and engaging with shortcomings in their own
socio-political landscape. This is evident from the alacrity with which
the West categorises its Muslim citizenry as ‘moderate and progressive’
while denouncing the Muslim perpetrators of terror, even when they
were their own country’s citizens, as ‘Islamic terrorists’ motivated and
shaped in alien societies, devoid of freedom and liberty. After all, to
admit to the existence of discontent and outrage amongst its own
Muslim population, would be to admit shortcomings within their own
brand of liberal pluralism, that defines modern Western democracies.

India, its government and people, have responded to the Mumbai
attacks and other terrorist action in the past, in much the same manner.
The origin of these violent incidents have been distanced from within,
and located entirely in the ‘fundamentalist and undemocratic’ Pakistan.
This perspective is simplistic and dangerous. The sophistication,
planning and increasing frequency of terrorist violence in India,
demonstrates growing and significant local support for this radical
Islamist ideology. Irrespective of the existence, contours and construct
of a global Jihadi network, it is irrefutable that social conditions do
exist within India that attract the disaffected population within the
Indian Muslim community, to the ideology that many today term
‘Radical Islam’. The existence of the Student Islamic Movement of
India (SIMI), and their violent brand of political agitation, is a
confirmation of the growth of radicalism in the local Muslim community.
The participation of home grown terrorists from educated and middle
class backgrounds, points to the presence of this radicalism in all
strata of society, and also locates the root cause of this phenomenon
within the urban mainstream of India. Therefore, the study of such
developments warrants a holistic approach: this research article has
been motivated by this sentiment, and seeks to contribute towards
enhancing the understanding of socio-political and economic influences
on communities, and on social expressions.

But, prior to delving into this examination, it would be pertinent
to discuss contemporary narratives that have a compelling influence on
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this discussion. India today offers a unique paradigm to the practitioners
of the violent and inflexible variant of Islam. It is the same paradigm
that civil society and policy makers grapple with, in their effort to
preserve and strengthen the secular and inclusive construct of the Indian
nation. This paradigm has emerged from a combination of historical
and contemporary developments. The more significant factors that
influence this paradigm in India today, include components of religious
revivalism that emerged in the 1990s in a nation that prided itself on
its secular credentials. The ready adoption and assertive propagation
of the capitalist ethos by much of the Indian polity in a socialist
economic landscape, resulted in a lopsided situation, unacceptable to
the majority of Indians. The economic reforms initiated in 1991 and
the consequent prosperity and wealth generation benefiting a small
section of the population created a new bipolarity. To develop the
discussion on Islamic radicalism, it is important to briefly discuss three
developments that took place in the 1990s.

The reintroduction of religion into national politics began with a
movement led by the Bhartiya Janata Party (BJP), a national political
party that sought to propagate a more aggressive brand of Hinduism.
Though this effort was recognised by the intelligentsia as an effort
primarily to develop a political constituency, the impact on the secular
construct of India, and on the psyche of the minority communities,
mainly Muslims, was profound. The fears of the Muslim community
were to be proved correct when in 1992 the BJP-led activists destroyed
the Babri Masjid, a historical Muslim monument, on the claim that it
was the birth place of Ram, a central Hindu Deity. This demolition
resulted in communal riots that polarised communities. Not only did
the subsequent period, not witness any indictment of the guilty, but it
resulted in a series of electoral successes for the BJP, culminating in the
mandate (albeit diluted) that allowed the BJP to form a government,
led by Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee in the late 1990s. The rise
of right-wing politics, and the inability of the democratic processes to
respond to such disruptions, could have had the effect of diminishing
the appeal of democracy for some among the minorities and, indeed,
did remove some sheen from the successful and secular evolution of
the Indian state. Contradictions began to appear once again – the
contradictions inherent in imposing democracy on a society where
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democracy, tolerance and reason, as understood in the Western sense,
was antithetical to indigenous culture.2

The collapse of the Communist ideology in the 1990s, had a
significant impact on India too. While never a Communist nation, the
political debate in India did swing between extreme-left socialism and
moderate capitalism. The existence of a strong and what appeared to
be a prosperous USSR, had offered an alternative to the dominant
Anglo-Saxon liberal framework, an option that was lost with the
collapse of the USSR. The lack of an alternative to the hegemonic
discourse may have had the effect of steering the disaffected populace
towards marginalised movements, including those based on religion,
leading to what sociologists’ today term religious revivalism. In India,
and the rest of South Asia, religious Revivalism had already manifested
itself in the form of Islamism. Radical Islamic groups, in particular,
attempted to narrowly define a worldview, where the West was identified
as the new Jahiliya (barbaric, heretic, ignorant people) more dangerous
than the people of pre-Islamic Arabia, and its elimination was regarded
as a prophetic mission.3

The collapse of Communism and empty state coffers prompted
radical policy changes in the early 1990s. The Indian government
decided to liberalise the Indian economy, and reform its protectionist
economic practices and processes. The reform measures brought about
a seachange in the Indian political and social landscape. The community
and family oriented society was slowly transformed to one based on
the individual. The generations old joint family norm – in which related
families lived together and shared incomes and resources – broke down
due to a surge in migration, and growing consumer needs that demanded
higher incomes. Religions and festivals were rebranded in the Western
construct, and turned into marketing events. Conspicuous consumption
was the order of the day, and Western banking and trade instruments
were happily adopted by the burgeoning Indian middle class. Perhaps,
what was disconcerting to certain sections of society was the fact that,
irrespective of the political groupings that formed the government,
India’s decisive march towards a free market economy remained
unaltered.

While this economic initiative benefited a large section of the nation’s
population, it bred a growing disaffection among the rest of the people,
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left outside the economic mainstream. And, among them, it was the
Muslims who were the worse hit. For instance, the import of silk
particularly from China (which devastated the indigenous silk industry),
combined with the increased production of ready to wear garments,
resulted in a huge loss of work, jobs and trade for tailors and weavers,
the majority of whom, were Muslims in the country.4

This new economic diversity and disparity, revived old fears and
created fresh anxieties. A combination of virulent right-wing Hindu
politics and minority reaction, the dominance of capitalism and free
markets, and the growing disillusionment of the discontented people
with democracy, led to the emergence of constituencies based on
alternative ideologies in various parts of the country. Amongst them,
Islamic radicalism has, perhaps, given the most frequent and increasingly
violent expression to its beliefs, which has resonated favourably in
certain sections of the disaffected community. This Islamic extremism
has seen a significant upsurge since the beginning of the 1990s, when
it moved beyond militant activities in Kashmir, and communal outbursts
in small towns of India, to the nation’s urban centres and posited itself
as a new post-modern risk situation.

Today’s Radical Islam is not a continuum of the medieval
phenomenon, nor is it unsophisticated. It is a post-modern ideology,
that is able to attract diverse levels of the populace. It makes use of
modern media and communication technologies to effectively position
itself as the harbinger of a far better way of life, for the large number
of people disaffected by their existing social reality. This proscription
of Radical Islam posits two dimensions that need to be understood in
India, and other nations to effectively respond to its increasing and
dangerous proliferation. The first involves the study of political,
economic and sociological factors that shape the anxieties of the Indian
Muslim, and the expression of this angst through violent means.

The existing body of work in this crucial area would be placed
alongside the inquiry into the second dimension. This dimension involves
an investigation into how Radical Islam and its practitioners may be
capturing ‘mediated spaces’, by either propagation of directional agenda
using the media, or by virtue of absence of debates in the media that
respond to the everyday challenges faced by Muslim society. This
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investigation analyses some influential Urdu newspapers, in order to
understand the contours and content of the contemporary discourses
within Muslim society. This will be undertaken with the help of
‘Media Content Analysis’, the parameters of which are described in
Annexure 1. Based on this, the study will seek to discuss some possible
implications that must inform the response of the state and its citizens.

THE MUSLIMS OF INDIA

In a nation whose cultural, ethnic and religious ethos is as diverse and
diffused as in India, the Muslims have played a significant role in
defining its ‘Indian’ identity. Comprising about 13.4 percent of the
population, India today has the third largest Muslim population in the
world.5 While the majority of India’s Muslims are Sunni, India’s Shia
population is the third largest in the world.6 And, contrary to the
prevailing Western discourse that brands Islam as a monolithic and
homogenous entity, the diversity of Islamic beliefs within India,
compliments the intrinsic cultural diversity of the country. The spread
of Islam in a succession of waves over a prolonged period of time,
could explain India’s unique experience with Islam. Hasan7 feels that
Islam in India cannot be reduced to a single social entity, which cannot
be changed or altered by historical influences. India’s Muslims have
adapted and evolved their own cultural mores, which are tailored to
the Indian social fabric, including their own version of the Hindu caste
system.

Economically, India’s Muslims have shown a great degree of
variation as well. The community has produced many stalwarts in
industry, trade and finance, and has contributed significantly to India’s
economic rise. However, this is only a small minority. Today, the vast
majority of India’s Muslims are poor. This fundamental problem is
further compounded by socio-economic schisms that exist within the
Muslim community itself. Like the rest of the Islamic world, conflicts
continue to persist between Sunnis and Shias in India. In addition,
even amongst the Sunnis themselves, there is a deep ideological divide
between the ‘Deobandi’ and ‘Barelwi’ schools of thought, who cannot
identify with each other’s socio-economic codes.8



Radical Islam: Competing with the Liberal Ethos of India 157

While this diversity and complexity of India’s Muslim community
is well-established, to get a better understanding of its post-modern
anxieties, it is necessary to discuss how the previous two centuries’
history – the British rule, Independence and Partition – has shaped
Muslim thought. Those anxieties are still exerting their influence. Prior
to the British conquest, Muslims of India never viewed themselves as
a minority community. As M.J. Akbar attests9, till such time that the
Muslims were a decisive part of the nation’s ruling elite, they never
considered themselves as a minority. Following the failure of the 1857
uprising, they were forced to confront the harsh reality of being a
minority in their own country. The struggle for the average Musalman
(Hindi word for Muslim) therefore, was to safeguard not only his
Muslim identity, but his Indian one as well. This dilemma of dual
identity still continues to this day for most of them, and in current
times, the two identities are clashing with each other.

After Independence, and the wrenching horror of Partition, Muslim
identity in India altered dramatically. One reason for this was the
identification of India’s culture as distinct from Islam’s by Nehru, where
the underlying theme was a plural culture with a dominant ‘Hindu’
identity10 (albeit termed ‘Indian’ culture). Muslims in India saw their
culture and identity subsumed into an overarching cultural narrative
that considered ‘Hindu’ scriptures such as ‘Mahabharat’ and ‘Ramayan’
as the culture of the masses. It is argued that since Nehru visualised
Islam mostly in terms of religion and not culture, he similarly sought
to narrow the Muslim’s imagination of his/her identity.11 The Musalman
in post-independence India could therefore not see his/her religion, as
part of the new cultural ethos, that forms an integral part of the
uniqueness of their identity.

This represents a significant aspect of their modern angst today
and, in a sense, broadly positions Muslim identity outside the modern
Indian paradigm. Also, this identity can be seen as a product of other
important interactions of the community within itself, and with others.
The liberal and secular constituency in India serves to preserve the
traditional Muslim ethos, largely due to the nation’s respect for plurality
and secular ethos but, increasingly in the last two decades, it has been
the outcome of vote bank pressures (influenced by fractious electoral
mandates and coalition politics). In many constituencies, Muslim votes
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are the deciding factor for victory or defeat, particularly when they are
en-bloc. Hence the favour of constituency’s dominant religious leader
or society elder is much sought after by poll candidates. This state of
affairs is behind the suppression of debates and initiatives for socio-
economic betterment of the minority community. The ‘mullah’, in an
attempt to preserve his own centrality, imposes and interprets scriptures
and history to preserve hegemony at the cost of the rights and freedoms
of the individual. So, paradoxically, the secular and liberal polity of
India itself is serving to reinforce the decadent and rigid norms that
may have been shed, if society was allowed to evolve freely. Debate on
gender, education, liberty and tradition are still subdued and not
encouraged. Muslims, who form a substantial section of the population,
now seem to live in a distinct space of their own.

According to the report of the Sachar Committee, setup to examine
the socio-economic status of Muslims, the Indian socio-economic
landscape posits significant sets of constraints on the average Muslim.12

Although, some of the findings have been questioned, a general sense
of unease is clearly visible in the Muslim psyche, as evidenced from
their interaction with other communities. The report notes how this is
visible when the issue of patriotism comes into the picture. Muslims in
India are twice damned by other communities. First, a question mark
on their patriotism always exists, as they are forever accused of being
‘anti-national’, ‘sympathisers of terrorists’ or ‘pro-Pakistan’. Second,
the community is routinely considered to be the undeserving beneficiaries
of ‘appeasement’ policies of the ruling elite. This is, despite the Sachar
Report’s clear evidence, that large gaps have been left in the socio-
economic progress of the community since Independence. The report
also highlights how Muslims are hesitant to be identified as Muslims
in public places. The typical markers of Muslim identity – a Muslim
man with a beard and skullcap, or a woman in a hijab or Burqa –
generally arouse a feeling of unease, or suspicion, among peoples of
other communities, forcing Muslims to eschew overt displays of their
religious identities in public. This ‘identity crisis’, has been instrumental
in hampering the development of Muslims, both economically and
socially. The inability of the ruling elite to understand these dynamics
is the reason why efforts to improve their socio-economic situation has
been disappointing so far.
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This feeling of insecurity, and a general feeling of inequity, has had
a domino effect on other important social areas of Muslim life, which
includes education. Many Muslims from modest, or downright poor
backgrounds who have convinced themselves that the doors to
government and the private sector are barred to them, will consider
anything above elementary education to be wasteful.13 Female education
suffers the most, as many girls are withdrawn from school before
puberty. Another important issue is that of the increase in the
proliferation of Muslim denominational schools – madrassa. Questions
about the quality of education received, and the possibility of
radicalisation of children in these madrassa is today another burning
issue, yet it is kept on the backburner.

While there are many existential issues and conflict that Muslims
in India confront on a daily basis, their predicament is not helped by
the often inadequate and skewed media coverage they are given. The
consistently negative coverage contributes significantly to their being
unfairly stereotyped, and this falsified image continues to permeate
India’s social consciousness today. Muslims today are conspicuously
under-represented in the national media, both in English and in Hindi.
Post 9/11, the media around the world has portrayed Islam as an
opponent of the West and in the words of Hasan14 it is ‘obsessed with
theories on the clash of civilisations, the imperative of jihad for
contemporary Muslims, and the theoretical roots of “Islamist political
terror”.’ Furthermore, as India is not a centre of Jihadi terrorism, or
the future battlefield for the soul of Islam, the media is reluctant to
draw any attention to India’s civilisational identity that is against any
form of extremism.15

ASSIMILATION AND ACCOMMODATION

This assertion by Hasan and by many other scholars, both Muslim
and non-Muslim, is at the core of the Indian dilemma in visualising
and managing radicalism. This dilemma also defines India’s clumsy
handling of internal security. To say that India’s civilisational identity
is a guarantee against violent radicalism is to turn a blind eye to the
violence being perpetrated by various groups across the country. This
includes not just Islamic terrorism, but the violence perpetrated by the
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Naxals, right-wing Hindu organisations, the new regionalist violence
in Western India and, not to be forgotten, the Punjab terrorism of the
1980s. This romanticised belief in the concept of ‘civilisational harmony’
is highly dangerous, and still continues to influence the state’s response
to post-modern violence.

Based on this view of the world, and India’s self-identification, a
common misconception that found favour in the last decade, was the
idea that even some Indian Muslims were unlikely to be attracted to
the global Jihad of Al-Qaeda or other Radical Islamic varieties. The
evolution of moderate Islam, and India’s ability to assimilate all cultures,
were thought to be antithetical to the more radical Wahabbi strain of
Islam. But the attempted bombing of an airport in Glasgow by a
Muslim of Indian origin,16 and the more recent involvement of an
Indian citizen in the 26/11 bombings17 have tested this myth. What
went wrong? Has the traditionally assimilative nature of India eroded?
Has Islam become more radicalised? Has global development laced the
Indian Muslim thinking with aggression? Is the process of radicalisation
being aided by the rise of Hindu nationalism? Is the ubiquitous media
helping to create global sub-identities that define individuals and
communities, that defy national ethos? The answer to all of these is
yes, albeit in varying degrees.

To be fair, the traditionally assimilative nature of Islam in India is
not without basis. The extremely varied and complex nature of Islamic
societies in India, underscores this reality. Contrary to popular
perception, and some fundamentalist doctrine, Islam did not spread
through Muslim invasions of India in the 12th century, but over a
succession of periods from the seventh century onwards. Trade links
with Arabia and the Indian subcontinent, saw the advent of Arab
traders in the Indian subcontinent via the Malabar Coast in South
India. The earliest traders were, in fact, reported to have arrived as
early as the latter half of the 7th Century.18 These interactions were the
softer engagement of Islam with India, though their impact on the
eventual Islamic culture was to be equally influential. This also affirms
that varied timings of Islamic movements into India, and the prevalent
heterogeneous culture in the locality at that time, was to shape the
basis and nature of Islam in India.
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Hasan19 states that, contrary to popular perceptions, India’s Muslims
were not just a part of the pan-Islamic brotherhood. Islam in its Persian-
Arabic form failed to make much sense to India,20 and therefore, to
make Islam more acceptable, an effort was made to marry Islamic
traditions with Indian traditions. The pristine purity of Islamic dogmas
and tenets were, according to Hasan, tailored to suit local customs and
heterodox traditions. A good example of how Islam imbibed local
customs in India can be seen in its acceptance of the Hindu caste-
system. In Hinduism, whenever new sects emerged, corresponding sub-
castes would crop up in them. This was also the case when Hindus
embraced either Islam or Christianity.21 Thus, Indian Muslim society
became a caste-based society, just like the Hindus. The only difference
was that, due to the influence of Islamic ideals, for which the caste-
system was anathema, the Muslim caste-system in India was on a
much lower key.22

Another important aspect of the assimilation of Islam in India was
the impact of the Sufi movement. While the mainly Turkish forces that
controlled North India helped to ensure political sovereignty for Islam
in India, the propagation of Islam was facilitated by the Sufis. The
egalitarian nature of the various Sufi sects, their spirituality, and their
approach to spiritual development, that allowed for a range of varied
religious expressions, displayed greater toleration.23 Thus, as Hasan
reiterates, Islam in India – as it was practiced in everyday life – with
its roots firmly anchored in Indian soil, developed autonomously, free
from central control.24 What this discussion tries to point out is that,
though it was the Islamic sword that brought about the physical and
political domination of India, it gained wider acceptance amongst the
local population through the modification of its dogmas and by imbibing
Indian cultural values – a process that grew out of its trade and cultural
engagement with the subcontinent since the 7th Century.

However, this does not imply that intolerance and militant strains
of Islam were not prevalent in India, in the early periods of its
consolidation. In fact, it could be argued that a more puritanical and
militant strain of Islam arose, in response to the success of the more
moderate strains of Islam. Furthermore, the subsequent decline of the
Mughal Empire in the late eighteenth century, and the rise of the
Marathas, as well as Hindu groups such as the Arya Samaj were
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countered by militant Islamic movements.25 As mentioned previously,
there were several strains of Sufism prevalent in India, one of which
was the Naqshbandi order. This order, unlike other Sufi groups, is
more ‘sober’ and ‘traditionalist’.26 Sheikh Ahmad Sirhindi, the leader
of the sect in 1625, was openly critical of some of the more mystic
sects of the Sufi Movement, such as the Chishtis, and of the religious
openness of Emperors Akbar and Jahangir.27 Though, he was
imprisoned for his views for a short period of time, he managed to
influence a large cross-section of Muslims and Mughals, including
Aurangzeb. While the extent of Aurangzeb’s strict interpretation of
Islam is debatable, it was well-established that he generally abandoned
the more liberal views of his predecessors, and adopted a more orthodox
and hard-line interpretation of Islam.28 This inevitably led to the gradual
reversal of the gains made by Akbar in promoting Hindu-Muslim
unity. It can thus be argued, that the deeper schisms that arose under
colonial rule, had their origins in the rule of Aurangzeb.

In the modern era, the deep scars of Partition and the Indian state’s
handling of Muslim separatism in Kashmir, helped to create a following
for Radical Islamic groups in India. It did not help that the tradition
of Indian nationalism had never fully come to terms with its Muslim
constituents, and had continued to perpetuate a generally disparaging
view of the Muslim community amongst the masses.29 Events such as
the Babri Masjid demolition of 1992 and the savage anti-Muslim riots
in Gujarat in 2002, have done nothing to challenge these ideas in the
minds of Muslims. Thus, while it is true that India’s version of Islam
is generally more assimilative and tolerant, it would be short-sighted
to claim that Radical Islam cannot survive in India. There are clear
undercurrents and developments which show that fundamentalist
versions of Islam are finding a sympathetic audience in India. The
Kashmir conflict is a good example of this phenomenon. What initially
began as a secular nationalist Kashmiri movement, has now been taken
over by Radical Islamists pursuing a very different agenda. They have
characterised the Kashmiri movement not as a nationalist struggle, but
as a jihad between Islam and the forces of kufr (non-belief).30

There is irony in the radicalist rhetoric that seeks to gather more
and more followers: it uses the very agencies – democracy (politics),
religion and economics – that are the credos of a pluralistic secular
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India. Radical Islam and its proponents seek to create a strong sub-
identity within the Indian population, based on the situational realities
of the Muslims in the context of these three vectors. Within India, as
we have discussed, there are significant grounds for the disillusionment
of the Muslim community, on each of these three counts.

Islam versus Democracy

In the post 9/11 rubric, global interest in the resurgence of Islamic
movements and Radical Islam has grown considerably. The events of
9/11 have, in the words of Asef Bayat,31 reinforced fears in the West
about the ‘threat’ of ‘Islamic Fundamentalism’. Bayat says this has also
led to the revival of the Orientalist-Western doctrine that reduces Islam
into a single, monolithic and, consequently, a religion with ‘peculiarities’
that needs to be examined in greater detail.

An important aspect of this emerging interest in understanding
these ‘peculiarities’, has been the emergence of a discourse that seeks
to test the compatibility of Islam with democracy. More specifically,
this inquiry (at least from a Western perspective) attempts to determine
whether Islamic societies can be made more democratic. The Orientalist
tendency of reducing Islam into a single, rigid entity has coloured this
inquiry as well. Much of Western literature has tended to focus on
whether Islam can ever be compatible with democracy. There are some
writings that enthusiastically profess that such compatibility does exist.
But, a majority of the available literature tend to play up the
incompatibility argument – that Islam is inherently undemocratic32 and
a threat to Western values.

Samuel Huntington summed up the Western view on this issue in
his influential and frequently cited essay entitled ‘The Clash of
Civilisations?’ Huntington argued that with the end of the Cold War,
conflicts in the future would be over cultural, rather than ideological
differences. He stated that Islam and other Eastern cultures with their
belief and value-systems would fundamentally be at odds with Western
civilisations and its democratic, social and political philosophy. He
said: ‘Western ideas of individualism, liberalism, constitutionalism,
human rights, equality, liberty, the rule of law, democracy, free markets,
the separation of church and state, often have little resonance in Islamic,
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Confucian, Japanese, Hindu, Buddhist or Orthodox culture’33 In regard
to Islam and its compatibility to the Western liberal democratic model,
Huntington summarised the West’s predicament by stating:

“Islam’s borders are bloody and so are its innards. The fundamental
problem for the West is not Islamic fundamentalism. It is Islam, a
markedly different civilisation, whose people are convinced of the
superiority of their culture and are obsessed with the inferiority of
their power.”34

Judith Miller also articulated another important concern of the
West in promoting democracy in the Islamic world – the threat of
militant Islamic groups. In her article titled ‘The Challenge of Radical
Islam’, Miller argues that it would be short-sighted of any democratic
government in an Islamic country to ignore the rise of extremist militant
groups. The militant groups, who are more likely to come to power,
would be the ones to ignore democratic institutions, justifying it by
claiming the incompatibility of Islam with democratic ideals.35 While
there are further examples of how the West views this compatibility
issue, Alexis de Tocqueville gives a general summation of the West’s
philosophical views on this matter, and why it considers its own ideals
to be superior to that of Islam. In his pre-eminent work, Democracy
in America, one of the important works on Western democratic systems,
he states that:

“Muhammad professed to derive from Heaven, and he has inserted
in the Quran, not only a body of religious doctrines, but political
maxims, civil and criminal laws, and theories of science. The Gospel,
on the contrary, only speaks of the general relations of men to god,
and to each other, beyond which it inculcates and imposes no
point of faith. This alone, besides a thousand other reasons, would
suffice to prove that the former of these religions will never long
predominate in a cultivated and democratic age, whilst the latter is
destined to retain its sway at these, as at all other periods.”36

Scholars, who contest this view, point out some of the democratic
characteristics within Islam itself. Indonesian scholar, Muhammad
Shiddiq Al-Jawi captures the essence when he writes: ‘Muslims will
evaluate democracy from the perspective of the Islamic faith’ and will
find that ‘democratic freedoms are in sharp conflict with the freedom
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found in Islam’.37 Mazrui,38 an eminent scholar on Islam and Africa,
has another interesting analysis of Islamic and Western values and, at
the core of his evaluation one discovers the basic concept, the Shura,
which, the Muslim scholar may justifiably argue, is in sharp contrast
to the Western notion, or interpretation of democracy. Shura essentially
means ‘participation with others in making a decision that concerns
them’. Shura requires serious and effective participation in making a
decision, and is not merely ceremonial. The Quran addresses the Prophet
to rely on Shura to take decisions on common matters for which no
divine revelation has been made.39

However, opposing this view, other Islamic scholars have articulated
how they believe Islam and democracy are antithetical to each other.
Secularism, which is an important ideal in the Western model, has
come under scrutiny from Islamic scholars. They point out that
secularism directly contradicts the Islamic worldview, as it limits the
role of religion in shaping societal order. This, they feel, undermines
the ethical foundations of Islam and its concerns, with questions of
injustice, peace or poverty. Al-Jawi highlights the basic problem that
Muslims face with the idea of democracy. The separation of state and
religion in a democracy, denies the role of religion in life, as the state
leaves the act of governance to the people. In Islam, all matters of life
and state are subject to the rules of god, and not the ‘base desires of
men’.40 He explains that Muslims may be amenable to democracy only
if it remains strictly subservient to the fundamental tenet – the primacy
of god and religion. This is because they believe public opinion by
itself is not a sufficient test of the validity of an idea; it only indicates
that it has been accepted by a brute majority.

In the ultimate analysis, the answer to the question of whether
Islam and democracy can co-exist lies in how we understand Islam and
define democracy. Political systems that claim to be democracies, do
not all practise its Western variety. Similarly, countries that profess to
follow Islamic law, do so in ways diametrically different from other
Muslim countries, and Islamic traditions. Every country needs an unique
kind of democracy that grows from its own societal grassroots. It is
not some high tech computer that the West can export to, or impose
upon the rest of the world.



166 Radical Islam

Be that as it may, the prevalence of a system that suppresses the
rights and freedoms of its people is non-transparent, and often fails the
test of accountability (as it does in India’s many insular Muslim
settlements). It can lead to the belief that ‘democracy’ as a political
system, does not necessarily serve the interests of smaller and weaker
communities, irrespective of the fact that this may be the internality of
the community itself, rather than a systemic flaw in the larger
framework. By being overly cautious in encouraging reforms within
Islam (primarily to serve electoral interests), political parties and the
political system have created a ‘democratic divide’ within the country.
Thus, the freedoms and benefits available within the liberal framework
eludes the common Mussalman, who lives a life scripted by his religious
leader’s interpretation of the Quran and its traditions. This being so,
why would a Muslim not be attracted more by the Radical Islamists’
promise of freedoms and fruits that the Quran promises, rather than
a ‘democracy’ that has already failed them?

Rhetoric of Religion

Huntington argues that in the future the fundamental sources of conflict
will be cultural, not ideological or economic.41 Nation-states would
continue to exist in this scenario, but the principal source of conflict
would occur between nations and groups of different civilisations.

An important point that Huntington makes is how the process of
increased economic modernisation and social change are increasingly
alienating people from their local identities, and are thus reducing the
role of the nation-state as a source of identity. Religion has thus moved
to fill the vacuum, often in the form of ‘fundamentalist movements’.42

Huntington identifies the Muslim world as a civilisation with the
potential to shape the course of future conflicts. He claimed that the
new wave of Islamic resurgence, as was witnessed in the overthrow of
the Shah of Iran in 1979, is fuelling the rise of Islamic extremist
groups throughout the Middle-East. While Huntington’s assertions later
in the article on the nature of Islam and its ideals are debatable, the
basic premise of his argument are compelling. Recent events such as
9/11 and the US response through the Global War On Terror seem to
give credence to this interpretation of the causes of conflict and responses
of communities to them.
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The rise of Radical Islamic groups is also seen as an affirmation of
how religion is increasingly defining the modern identity of the ‘others’,
i.e. those outside the social mainstream. While the terminology and
connotations of the term ‘Radical Islam’ or ‘Islamic Fundamentalism’
are still being heatedly discussed, there has been some consensus on
the scope of its definition, if not the scale. Graham Fuller describes
Islamic Fundamentalism as a subset of Islamism which is ‘the most
conservative element amongst Islamists’.43 Fuller states that for
fundamentalists the law is the most essential component of Islam, with
an increased emphasis on a narrowly conceived version of jurisprudence.
Some justifiably argue that a ‘religious fundamentalist’ does not translate
to a ‘violent radical’ and, for the sake of brevity, we could broadly
define Radical Islamist as fundamentalists who interpret the term
‘defence of Islam’ in a manner that justifies violence and, in extreme
cases (which this study focuses on), encourages killing of innocents
and civilians – all this, for achieving an illusory Islamic objective
constructed by their own interpretation of the religion.

Shiddiq Al-Jawi, has articulated the primary justification given by
the Radical Islamists for their actions. As opposed to the West’s concept
of democracy, all matters of life and state in Islam are subject to the
rules of god, and not the base desires of men.44 Extending this argument
further (in the context of the events of September 11, 2001),
Juergensmeyer argues that (their own interpretation of) religion offered
bin Laden’s cadres the moral legitimacy for employing violence. ‘It has
also provided the metaphor of cosmic war, an image of spiritual struggle
. . . the fight between good and bad, truth and evil.’45 In this sense,
according to Juergensmeyer, the attack on the World Trade Centre was
very religious and was ‘meant to be catastrophic, an act of biblical
proportions’.46

Some discussions suggest that Islamist activists operate in closely
interconnected educational and social networks. Radical and moderate
Islamists alike, spend considerable time memorising and understanding
the Quran and Sunna. This ensures that they follow a path of Islam
without deviating from its divinely accepted codes. According to
Melucci, the underlying objective of any radical movement is the
promotion of ‘networks of shared meaning’.47 Like other social
movements, Radical Islam promotes a set of values and identities that
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challenge the dominant cultural mores. Their aim is, therefore, to create
a cult of ‘true believers’ through a shared interpretation of Islam.
Activists who proselytise, thus focus on teaching Muslims and in some
cases non-Muslims, on how mainstream interpretations of Islam have
deviated from the true Quranic Principles, and how their movement’s
interpretation is the definitive view of Islam’s true ideology.48

According to Rik Coolsaet in the 21st Century, the anti-imperialist
ideology is provided by both mild and Radical Islamist rhetoric.49

Adherence to a radical and politicised version of Islam, satisfies the
need for collective meaning and at the same time, gives spiritual
fulfilment. Islam, according to Coolsaet appears as a system of personal
beliefs, and as an ideology of resistance to Western oppression. Coolsaet
also argues that a taste for adventure and the glamourised lifestyle of
resistance fighters has attracted a large number of youths from Europe
to the frontlines of battles in Afghanistan, etc. He concludes that for
the average European youth, the dominant Salafi interpretation of
Islam – with its weak social networking, alienation and lack of ideologies
– has pushed them towards Radical Islam.

The postmodern world is a world of instant, high tech media.
Information/knowledge about any event anywhere in the world, is
served on a platter (read television) almost immediately, to interested
persons around the globe. This has led to the growing phenomena of
what John B. Thompson has termed as ‘mediated sociality’ and
‘mediated historicity’,50 which individuals (specially the youth) attach
to themselves, based on global occurrences that seem personal to them,
as a result of the despatialisation of time. Indian Muslims have not
lagged behind, and are increasingly attaching themselves to the pan-
global sub-identity of Islam. In many instances, this identity is acquired
by the victim of Western excesses (read Anglo-Saxon) and targets of
military action carried out for economic and political gains. It is also
likely that when the grievance is left unaddressed – as it often is – by
the local authorities, or provoked further by the local political structures
– such as India participating in the US ‘war on terror’ – this ‘mediated’
community could also adopt means of response, militant and violent,
as has been adopted by some segments of their new community
elsewhere in the world.
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Competing with Capitalism

Islam has been viewed as an entity of inflexible singularity which
opposes trade, wealth and prosperity, despite the fact that Prophet
Muhammad was a merchant himself. Edward Said summed up the
‘Orientalist’ philosophy towards Islam by stating that the Orientalist
economic understanding was limited to ‘. . . asserting the Oriental’s
fundamental incapacity for trade, commerce and economic rationality’.51

Maxime Rodinson, a well-known French philosopher and Marxist,
countered this argument by stating that: ‘Economic activity, the search
for profit, trade, and consequently production for the market, are
looked upon with no less favour by Muslim tradition than by the
Quran itself.’52 Rodinson’s assertion helps to provide a more informed
counter-argument to the generally stereotypical views which have
categorised Islam as anti-free market and anti-capitalism.

Muslim law, after the death of Prophet Muhammad was the work
of various theologians, judges, readers of the Quran and traditionalists
who relayed traditions (hadith) rooted in the Prophet’s life. An
examination of the economic backgrounds of these people who were
involved in the development of Islam up till the 11th Century indicates
that 70 percent of them were merchants and craftsmen.53 Interestingly,
Islam also has detailed laws and rules that impose limitations on the
accumulation of capital and wealth in general. Islam prohibits the
imposition of riba, i.e. interest, usury, etc. In pre-Islamic times, riba
referred to the system where the principal would keep doubling every
time a borrower could not pay it back, and continued failure to pay
would lead to either imprisonment, or death. Thus, the Islamic model
of economics was committed to the eradication of interest in loan
contracts.54 This point is worth mentioning primarily because when
the Global Financial Crisis of 2008-2009 occurred, a few Islamic
scholars felt that an economic system based on Islamic principles could
replace the Western capitalist model. They argued that the Islamic
policy of forbidding interest, usury, etc., and the discouragement of
excessive risk taking and heavy borrowings would help to insulate
parties from undue economic risk.55 Such narratives argue that the
fundamental tenets of Islam, while differing from capitalism, are not
anti-market or anti-trade in approach, and that Islam has evolved a
sophisticated economic system on its own.
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These very tenets clearly show that Radical Islam is competing
with capitalism, not opposing it. This is increasingly evidenced by the
variety of ways in which Radical Islam manages to fund its activities.
Its primary sources of funding are large donors, charitable institutions
and banks. However, increased international scrutiny of these avenues
of funding has meant that they are increasingly relying on more
traditional and Islamic sources of funding. Under Islamic Law, acts of
charity are either voluntary (Sadaqah) or obligatory (Zakat). Zakat is
a religious obligation and is one of the five pillars of Islam that requires
a believer of sufficient economic means, to give a fixed proportion of
their income to alms.56 Sadaqah is a concept in Islam that is considered
to be the very anti-thesis of riba, which we discussed earlier. Under
Sadaqah, people were encouraged to invest in assets that would enhance
the welfare of the community as a whole. For the purpose of this
investment, the institution known as the waqf, which was an inalienable
endowment created by a person who granted land or other immovable
property in perpetuity for the advancement of a charitable, or pious
purpose.57

Zakat is increasingly becoming an important avenue of funding for
fundamentalists, as they are taken primarily at the local level and
tracking their routes is a logistical nightmare. Large donations under
the Sadaqah are also used to support the purposes of Radical Islam
without accountability.58 This would explain why a concerted economic
initiative to crackdown on their sources of funding has done little to
stop their actions. Radical Islam’s ability to exploit the Muslim world’s
anger at the ‘War on Terror’, has also helped them to energise these
avenues of revenue for themselves.

Radical Islam as a system of life is seen to be directly challenging
the prevailing discourse of the day. The direct ideological opponent of
Radical Islam in this regard would be capitalism. Capitalism is
interwoven with secularism and Western culture in general, and the
radicals feel it has been established by detaching religion from life’s
affairs. For the movement, the freedom which capitalism offers, both
economically and politically, is inherently evil as it places no barriers
on human behaviour. Islam, in contrast, is portrayed as an ideology
that is based on divine law, that is unmoved by human desires, and is
thus superior to the man-made construct of capitalism.59 Thus, in the
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struggle for hearts and minds in the modern world, the adherents of
Radical Islam have positioned themselves as the vanguards of the ‘true’
Islamic faith who can counter the Western model of capitalism, both
ideologically and economically, by following the ancient tenets of Islamic
tradition. They (radicals) also realise that trade and commerce have
defined Muslims from their very creation and, by articulating the need
for ‘Muslim control’ on global wealth and trade lines, they are
stimulating the inherent urge that exists in the community to regain the
economic might that the community enjoyed not so long ago. This
obsession with past glory is a theme that not only permeates Radical
Islamic rhetoric, but is increasingly evident even in mainstream Islamic
thoughts. The fact is that in the last few centuries, Islam has lost a
greater part of its past power and glory, as also its colonies and
territories. It all climaxed with the defeat in World War 1 and the
colonisation of much of the Ottoman Empire.60

Despite the massive oil wealth of the Arab and other Muslim nations,
the perceived exploitation of these resources by powerful Western
nations has created its own dynamic, leading the Saudi royal family
and others to exploit radicalism as a means to gain greater control of
their oil wealth. It is ironic that radicalism,61 in the Indian context,
and the conflict over economic control is more historical than
contemporary, and stems from the perceived unequal and biased growth
trajectory of recent years. However, the skewed economic landscape,
and the poor socio-economic conditions of large sections of the Muslim
community are itself a cause for resentment, fuelled by the nostalgia of
having been the ruling power just over a couple of centuries ago.

ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSION

The preceding discussions on contemporary Indian Muslim society
draw attention to four important aspects. First, Muslims of India have
inarguably experienced a significant erosion of their political and cultural
identity within the larger national ethos after Independence, and Islam
is today viewed mostly through the narrow prism of religion. Second,
significant sections of the community are justifiably disillusioned with
democracy, a much vaunted ideology in the country. This results from
the spectacular rise of right-wing Hindu politics within the mainstream
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political discourse, as well as from the apologetically appeasing vote
bank politics that deters debate, evolution and reforms within Muslim
society.

Third, from being the ruling power in Mughal India, a majority of
Muslims are today amongst the weakest socio-economic segment of
the Indian population. The benefits and growth resulting from
globalisation, and the liberal market framework that India
enthusiastically adopted in the early 1990s, have not only bypassed the
average Muslim citizen, but has generally had a negative impact on
their economic condition.

Fourth, in a world awash with media, the Muslims of this country
are identifying with some geo-political developments across the world
and, to add to this, the insensitivity of the Indian establishment
positioning India within these global narratives (for instance, the US-
led ‘War on Terror’) is further alienating Muslims, pushing them closer
to the global Islamic causes, and to an acceptance of the need for
violence practiced by radicals.

But do current media discourses that cater to the Muslim community
discuss these issues? Our analysis of the traditional Urdu Media (see
Annexure 1) reveals the following:
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There was a surprising level of congruence between the editorials
in the Urdu and the English media. In fact, the analysis of over one
week’s editions of some influential Urdu newspapers show that almost
80 percent of the editorials coincided with those in the English
newspapers, and generally conformed to the mainstream media
viewpoint. This was surprising, considering that the vernacular press
bears the onus of engaging with issues that occupy the community, or
readership that it caters too. Such meagre coverage of everyday realities
of the Muslim reader just adds to their sense of exclusion. This lacunae
calls for a more detailed analysis of editorial content. On carrying out
such an analysis, some of the most revealing facts that emerged were:

• Less than 30 percent of the data analysed dealt with social and
economic issues concerning Muslims;

• Less that 30 percent of the data engaged with issues concerning
Islam or its practices;

• 40 percent of the data was devoted to terrorism and radicalism.

Considering the Muslims’ dismal social and economic existence,
the Urdu media could not but cover this aspect, but the coverage was
much less than what the urgency of the subject demanded. What,
however, was evident on closer study, was the subdued manner with
which the issue was handled, as also the lack of any purposeful debate
on issues of local governance, development, education and
empowerment. These key aspects that are beginning to dominate
national discourses were conspicuous by their absence in the Muslim
context. Media is the amplifier of public voice62 that helps keep the
government on its toes and, if the problems of a section of society is
not highlighted, the fourth estate is failing in its duty.

The sheer, apathetic lack of engagement with these urgent issues
forces Muslims further into a suffocating economic and physical space,
as one can see in the mushrooming of ghettos across the country. This
is exacerbated by other insecurities as well63 that exist alongside. The
Sachar Committee report notes how this results in further neglect by
municipal and civic authorities, and creates a vicious cycle of
deprivation. There can be no doubt that this process of segregation is
just what the extremists need to strengthen their clarion call to their
community to establish their own, separate local living space under
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their own religious leader. The story of a liberal and economically
vibrant India is, understandably, just so much verbal garbage for these
people.

The analysis also revealed a general absence in India of any strong
religious discourse prevalent in global Muslim societies. Discussions
on practices, traditions, symbols and conduct of life under the religious
code were virtually absent and, if they did take place, it was a lacklustre
affair that skimmed over the surface of the problems. This lack of
engagement with religion, be it the place of women in society, the
burqa, various fatwa(s), madrassa and other aspects affecting everyday
life, creates a dangerous vacuum, as it is the very space the Radical
Islamists are looking for to occupy, with their prescriptions for each of
these issues. Radical views on certain new media sites are filling this
gap. In their interpretation of these vital issues, the radicalists present
a doctored version of ‘traditional Islamic values’ to serve their agenda
of violence and hatred. One can argue that this failure of the Urdu
press is an open door invitation to radicalist preaching.

The media also discusses terror and radicalism as if it was not an
issue of direct, or immediate concern to Indian Muslim society. Their
engagement with this subject does not delve into the reasons behind
the recent acts of violence committed by individuals and groups within
minority society. This follows the general Indian ethos which is defined
by two beliefs. First, Indian Muslims are not susceptible to the Wahabbi
type of radical expressions and second, that Indian Muslims are
insulated from the effect of Pan-Islamic ideologues. We must recognise
that Muslim society is being more and more distanced from liberal
influences due to the increasing ‘ghettoisation’ of its habitat, and the
local religious leaders’ strong hold on the populace. It is an ideal
condition for the revival of fundamentalist movements. Even during
British rule, when Muslim authority was eroded and weakened, such
movements raised their heads. The two salient movements during this
period were the Faraidi movement and Tehrik-i-Mujahidin64 that sought
to mobilise the community by proselytising on the core tenets of Islam.

The Muslim community expressed their sense of loss in other ways
as well. While this generally manifested itself as apathy and helplessness,
sometimes it gathered momentum and coalesced into a larger expression,
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as was evidenced by the increasing Pan-Islamic solidarity in reaction to
the gradual erosion of Muslim power on the world stage. For instance,
the Khilafat movement of 1919 in India attempted to influence the
British to protect the Ottoman Empire after World War I.65 While the
movement was eventually absorbed by the wider Indian struggle for
independence, it did represent an expression of Pan-Islamic solidarity
amongst India’s Muslims. This has continued in some measure to date,
despite the general apathy of organisations like the World Muslim
Congress towards India’s Muslims.66

The ideas of both the religious revivalists and the Pan-Islamists in
the pre-Independence era may be a pointer to the evolution of the
clutch of modern Islamic movements in India, both militant and
reformist. In the modern era, the rise of radical Hindu groups, as well
as the general sense of exclusion from the Indian mainstream, has
meant that a small yet significant number of Muslims are turning back
to new variants of Islam for sustenance. In this context, the influence
of Pan-Islamic Indian movements such as Deobandi movements, and
their offshoots such as Tablighi Jamat and the Jamia Ulema-i-Hind are
significant. While these organisations are important centres for
propagating a greater and more nuanced understanding of Islamic
thought, the links between them and the Taliban, as well as the influence
their offshoots have on known terrorists around the world, is a troubling
development.67

The relatively recent phenomenon of affluent and educated youth
being attracted to Radical Islam is another worrisome tendency. In the
earlier section, we had discussed how an average European youth
could be attracted to Radical Islam, and how a combination of Salafi
interpretation of Islam, weak social networking, alienation, and a lack
of alternate ideologies could explain this attraction.68 While Jihad is a
global phenomenon, its raison d’être in India is rooted in the challenging
socio-economic situation of Muslims in India.69 More recently, it has
moved beyond the weak and the deprived. The rich and middle class
Muslims are now seen as the new constituency of radicalism. The
profile of some members of the Indian Mujahedeen, the Glasgow
bomber and others, are pointers to this trend. Globalisation, new
media and the IT revolution have also played a decisive role. Certain
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sections of the Indian Muslim populace are now beginning to attach
themselves to a pan-global sub-identity of Islam. They begin to identify
with the suffering of Muslims in other nations such as in Palestine,
Chechnya or Afghanistan, as their own. Further, even the actions and
response of Muslims in these parts, violent or otherwise, finds empathy
within this constituency. Many spectacular terror incidents in recent
times have had an educated middle class protagonist. But this
development has another complexity. Collaborations amongst radicals
comprise associations between small, geographically dispersed groups
and even individuals. It is difficult to monitor, or track such groupings,
which poses a threat to security of a kind that traditional response
frameworks would prove futile.

Clearly, the above defines the contours of how the polity and
citizens of India must respond. Insulation of Muslims from the ethos
of ‘Modern India’ is dangerous, and they must be persuaded to join
the mainstream. On the ground, beneficial effects of democracy must
be made to reach the common Muslim individual. He must enjoy the
basic rights to personal freedoms and liberties that are available to
other Indians under the Constitution. He must not be allowed to
become a pawn in the hands of religious/spiritual leaders, manipulators
of vote bank politics, or of vitriolic right-wing leaders. Terrorism cannot
be wished away. Articulate responses must be devised through down
to earth measures to lift up the downtrodden – and the measures that
would resonate the most vibrantly among the people of this community
are all inclusive development, equal justice, efficient governance and
the fostering of cultural plurality.

There are other urgent initiatives that need to be implemented.
Muslim ‘Mohallas’ must be integrated and certain localities – such as
those in Delhi – must be given the status of important cultural
landmarks, and as vibrant sites of dialogue and other exchanges among
communities. The biased recruitment policy in government institutions
needs to be urgently reversed.70 The police force must induct Muslims
and the civil government must follow suit. Muslims must be encouraged
to become a part of governance and development. Not only will this
result in an inclusive governance framework, a necessity for any
democratic nation, but will also assist in assessing new trends and
expressions emerging within communities, an imperative for a safer
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country. Finally, the vernacular press may need financial assistance to
ensure that their reportage is not conditioned by either the advertiser,
or the bureaucrat. They must be able to engage with their readers on
the issues that most concern them.
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