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Toward Historicizing 

an Indian Nationalist Salafi 

The Case of Abü 1-Kaläm Äzäd 

Jamal Malik 

1 NTRODUCTION

Abü 1-Kaläm Ghuläm Mul)yi 1-Din (rcmcmbcrcd as Maulana Äz.äd) 
was bom in 1888 into a Süfi family in thc Wahhäbi cnvironmcnt of 
Mccca, whcrc hc spcnt his early childhood. As thc son of an Indian Süfi 
shaikh and his Arab wifc, so thc story gocs. Abü 1-Kaläm's mixcd racial 
hcritagc and homcschooling inculcatcd in him thc moral and cultural 
valucs of lslamic cosmopolitanism. In 1898 his fathcr lcfl Mecca and 
brought thc family to Calcutta. During his tcenagc ycars in fin-dc-sicclc 
Calcutta. the sccond capital of Britain 's global empirc and cradlc of thc 
Bcngal Renaissance, Ghuläm Mul)yi 1-Din discovcrcd and nurturcd a 
passionatc patriotism, which also induccd in him a strong atfinity with 
anti-colonial politics. In fact. for him thc anti-colonial movcmcnt camc 
to fom1 part and parccl of an lslamic vocation and an cthical imperative, 
accompanicd by a growing thirst for action. 

Abü 1-Kaläm 's initiation into polilics camc at the age of scventccn, 
during thc turmoil tl1at followcd the 1905 Partition of Bcngal. Having 
witncsscd the rise of communalist movemcnts. hc harhorcd an intcnsc 
Muslim nationalist fcrvor until 1920, when his involvemcnt in thc 
Hijrat (Muslim emigrntion) movcmcnt cndcd with iL-. dcbaclc. After 
this failurc, his nationalist stancc shiftcd from an lslamicist one to a 
morc moderate, docilc and realistic approach. In 1923, a ycar before 
thc final collapsc of thc Ottoman Caliphatc. Ahü 1-Kaläm rosc by way 
ofvarious fonns ofpolitical mancuvering to lx.-comc thc youngest prc­
sident of thc Indian National Congrcss. 

• Aclmoll'/edgment: This papcr rcprcsenls a subs1an1ially rcvised vcrsion of
Malik 2014.
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Thc mcandcring course of modern Indian political history. along 
with political discrimination against him and a scries of imprison­
mcnts. strcngthcncd Äzäd"s anti-colonial nationalist position. In 1954 
hc bccamc thc first Minister of Education in the Indian govemment. 
a post he hcld unlil his death in 1958. In 1992 he was posthumously 
awardcd lndia•s highcst civilian award, thc Bharat Ratna. In light of all 
the relevant historical political intricacies, how can wc best interpret 
thc fascinating and ambiguous (if not contradictory) phases of Äzäd's 
biography, his oscillations between Salafism and secularism? 

TOWARD AN ÄZÄDIAN HtSTORIOGRAPHICAL PARADIGM 

So much has been written on Maulana Abü 1-Kaläm Äzäd, the doyen of 
composite nationalism. !hat the 1ask of identifying an original slarting 
point is challcnging. Yel lhc notion of a „historiographical paradigm" 
for the dialcctic of his biography otfers a possibility for viewing the 
Maulana in a ncw light. The twists and tums of his turbulent life have 
becn characterizcd as involving a radical metamorphosis, a series of 
contradictions and antitheses, and so on. 1 lan Henderson Douglas has 
argued that. for Äzäd, .. lf there were inconsistencies, he was simply 
unaware of them. He could keep each compartment of his mind sepa­
rate from the other."� Howevcr, allcgations of religio-political discre­
pancies and cognitivc compartmentalization cannot do justice to this 
cosmopolitan figurc. lnstcad. one must cndeavor to grasp thc proccsses 
of understanding that informcd his personal dcvelopmcnl. In this paper, 
I shall touch on only a few of the relevant considcrations. 

In thc tirst place. generational conflict with his Süfi father, Khayr 

al-Din Dihlawi ( 1831-1908), who had scttled in Mccca and marricd an 
Arab. rcsultcd in Abü 1-Kaläm's initial break with the patemal Qädiri 
and Naqshbandi traditions. This led cventually to his appreciation of a 
cultural ·•othcr.'' namcly, the Arabian Wahhäbiyya. Upon his family's 
rctum to lndia, hc followed up with a thorough reading of the works 
of thc dcist and refom1er Sayyid Al)mad Khän ( 1817-1898). who had 
toycd with thc idea of a cooperative Muslim minority in colonial lndia 
and eventually had become convinced that only ashräf like himself 
could scrvc as natural leadcrs of thc Muslim community. After Al)mad 
Khän's death, thc movemcnt he foundcd emergcd as the vanguard of 

Onc carly cndcavor lo make sense of Äzäd's idiosyncr.isy is H. Malik 1963. 
2 Douglas l 9H8:25 I. 
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politicizcd Muslims and may be rcgarded as „the source of modcrnist 
and rational thinking among the Muslim elite and ... the catalyst for lat­
ter-day Muslim political ·separatism' and ·communalism. "') Arguably, 
though Abü 1-Kaläm's early sctt:assertion may have been an expression 
of youthful defiance, Khän 's reflcctions playcd a key rote in this import­
ant pcriod. 

The fifteen-ycar-old Ghuläm Mul)yi 1-Din made his explosive dcbut 
with the journal Lisän al-Sidq ( 1903-1905 ). His contribution was duly 
apprcciated by such contcmpurary giants of Muslim thought and lite­
rature as Shibli Nu'mäni (1857-1914) and Altäf l;lusayn l;läli (1837-
1914 ). Their support may have bccn what promptcd him to cntcr the 
political arcna at thc first confercncc of thc Muslim Lcaguc in Dacca in 
1906. However, it did not prcvcnt thc young man from anothcr rebcl­
lion after his father's death in 1908, during which he briefly indulgcd 
in open agnosticism:1 Only in 1910 did hc bcgin to rctreat from this 
intriguing shorc, upon reading thc teachings of Süli Sarmad thc Martyr 
( 1590-1661 ). By now Abü 1-Kaläm had adopted thc pcn name Äzäd. 
"frcc." Arguably, this choice was intended to dcmonstrate his indcpen­
dencc from patcrnal influence and the concomitant framcwork of con­
ventions and traditions. 

The following pcriod in Abü 1-Kaläm's life was charactcrizcd by 
lslamic political and religious activism in thc face of current cvcnts. 
as cpitomized in his famous pan-lslamic Urdu joumal al-lliläl ( The 
Cresce111, 1910-1914 ). Much latcr. aller further study and delibcration, 
he would write Tarjumän al-Qur'än (Interpreter <�/ the Qur'än, 1931-
1936 ), which instcad rcflectcd a nationalist vision. Finally, his collcc­
tion of letters called Glmhär-e khäf ir ( The Dust of Memories, 1946) 
markcd yet a,other stage of devclopmcnt. lntcrspersed with thesc 
pcriods Abü 1-Kaläm cndured sevcral terms of imprisonmcnts - forccd 
retrcats from political activism that providcd him with thc chancc to 
rccvaluatc events from behind bars. 

Thc turbulent rcligio-political rcality of colonial and post-colonial 
lndia. with its Muslim minority of approximately 150 million adhcring 
to different and competing dcnominations, could potcntially be ncgotia­
ted in a numbcr of ways. These rangcd from assimilating Islam into thc 
dominant social ordcr, with a concomitant apprcciation for thc secular 

3 Jalal 1997:82. 
4 Douglas 1988:95. 
5 In 1916--1920. 1921-1923. 1928 and 1942-1945. 
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rulcs of discoursc. to undcrstanding Islam as a progressivcly expoundcd 
autonomous rcalm, with thcological norms claiming validity over soci­
cty. Thc lattcr option ref erenccd transccndcnce to undercut concepts 
of social order and aimed at competition with - and cven climination 
of - secular convictions. The proven deviccs by which rcligion might 
be shapcd to dominatc socicty. or, altemativcly, be subsumed within 
society, werc strategic imitation. structural amnesia. and imaginative 
rcmcmbrance and visualization of the past. Let us turn to a closer exa­
mination of these different discursive fields. which were compounded 
by thc looming idea of Muslim minority status. 

ÄZÄD AND SARMAD6 

In 19 IO the cditor of the Urdu periodical Ni:;äm al-Mashäyikh, Khwäjah 
f:lasan Ni?ämT ( 1878-1957). asked Äzäd to write a piece on Sarmad 
KäshänT. Thc 22-ycar-old took the projcct as an opportunity to idealize 
lndia·s pluralist past, which he saw as hampercd by rcligious zealots,7 

and the resulting early historical work on the Süli Sannad seems also to 
havc sct thc idcological boundaries for his future activities. 

An Annenian Jew from Käshän in Khuräsän who had convertcd to 
Islam, Sarmad arrived in lndia as a trader and settled in Thaua around 
1631. In accordancc with the Süfi path, Sarmad, "the eternal," renounF 
ced all worldliness and went "naked. covcred with thick curly hair all 
over his body and [with] long nails on his fingers."M As described by 
Thomas William Beal in thc latc ninctecnth century, Sannad was 

a man of reason. wisdom, knowledge who had attained gnosis; he 
exccllcd all mcn of gnosis. To what spiritual order he belonged only 
God knows, but what wc do know is that hc scarified his life for the 
sakc uf his bcloved God.'l 

6 For an interesling though slightly cxaggcrated vicw on 1hc intcllcctual and 
emotional rclationship between Azäd and Sarmad sec Datta 2007. 

7 Sec t\1..äd 1912. 
8 (iupla 2010:24-25. This narrative follows thc tradition transmitted by 

Mu'la�ad Khiln (d. 1639), author of lqhäl Näma-ye Jahängfrf (which servcd
as thc hlemry model for the Tiiwk-e Jahä11gfrf). Mu'tamad Khän mct Sarmad
in Lahore in 1634. 

9 Quoted in Gupta 2010:24-25. 
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Sannad's inclusivist teachings bccame a bone of contcntion. and in 
1661 the last ( effoctive) Grand-Mughal. Awrangzcb ( 1618-1707), or­
dered him executcd in Shahjahanabad. 

Äzäd cclcbrated this martyr as an embodimcnt of all-cmbracing wis­
dom and peaceful cocxistence, whose ••fate was bound to thc market of 
love and beauty, where the acceptcd currcncy is not gold and silvcr but 
thc fragments of brokcn hearts."w Thc ctemal renounccr's 11 conception 
ofthe renouncement ofthe seif and its merging with the Supreme Bcing 
scems to have;: served as a blucprint for pluralism in Äzäd's work. 

In Abü 1-Kaläm's perception, Sannad aspired to achieve ultimatc 
detachment. He defied the "blind dogmatists" and the "moribund inter­
pretation of Islam" of those who dwelled only on "pedantic discussions 
on kufr and faith" and uscd rcligion merely to camouftage political 
dcsigns. Äzäd decried the use of thc 11/ama's mosl lethal wcapon. the 
fi1twä. to dcnounce political positions as rcligious heresy12 

- a statcment 
weil placed in a joumal addrcssed to mystic divines (mashäyikh). 

According to tradition. Sannad was pul to thc cxccutioncr's sword 
at the age of seventy, after bcing accuscd of public nudity, closc fricnd­
ship with Awrnngzeb ·s major rival. Därä Shuköh ( 1615-1659). and 
apostasy. The last of these charges stemmcd from his rcfusal to uttcr 
the ka/ima: 

1 am yet drowned in thc statc of ncgativity (11am and have not yet 
arrived at the highcr state of positivism (isbat). lf I pronounce llill 
Laha it would be a lic. How can that which is not inside your heart 
be articulatcd by thc tongue?D 

·'

By thc same tokcn. Äzäd prcfcrrcd the purported humility of Därä 
Shuköh. who had called Sannad "my guru and instructor," ovcr the 
severity of Awrangzcb. whom hc vicwed as a violent supprcssor of 
truth. '" A constantly rc-emerging thcme in Äzäd's writings is that 

10 Äzäd 1991:24. 
11 On thc notion of a "renouncer." sec Dumont l 980:267-286: and Tambiah 

1998:299-320. 
12 Ä:t.äd 1991 :33. 
13 Ä:tlid in Gupta 2010:58. The odd translitcrations arc in the original. 
14 Schulars have questioncd and rccvaluated Därä Shuköh"s traditional profilc as 

a Süfi, his purportcd humility and his writtcn insights (which turn out to be 
predominantly shallow). Äziid's ullegiance in this casc may perhaps hint at the 
way in which he would latcr develop his own thoughts on religion. humanism 
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inclulgencc towards thc insane is preferablc to a cotcrie of thc rational 
ancl sane. "In the lattcr case. the sword of vigilance has been dyed in 
the blood of lovcrs. while in the fonner. blood flowed freely from the 
scvercd veins of lovcrs' necks." 15 Abü 1-Kaläm anticipatcd that futurc 
historians would give no more than a passing glance to Awrangzeb 's 
conqucsts when rcvicwing the past: 

lnstcad, they will cry tears of blood at thc crushing dcfeat of this 
mighty Mughal on thc battlefield of truth. The defeat that was cau­
scd by placing on the scaffold thc venerable hcad of a lover and a 
Sufi saint.'" 

These wcll-defincd articulations on rcligion had substantial politi­
cal undertones. In addition. howcver, Sannad providcd Äzäd with thc 
opportunity to deal with his own painful joumcy along thc path of ratio­
nality, rcligious nonns and spirituality. and to give expression to a voicc 
hithcrto silcnced but now free to spcak out of a „lonely heart." Sannad 
rcpresented pcaceful cohabitation. as he "stood on that minarct of love 
from which the walls of Kaaba and temple were of equal height and 
whcrc thc flags of belief and disbclicf waved together." 17 Like Sannad. 
who had rcjcctcd narrow conventions, Äzäd now feit unlcashed. He 
too "had not yct rcached the stagc of affinnation": his only solution lay 
in rcdcmption: cither martyrdom or jihäd for the sake of God Uihäd ji 

sahil Alhih)! 
Such ingcnious appropriations of religion and reccption of traditions 

cannot bc tcm1ed marginal to the overall trndition or socictal praxis 
at largc. Rathcr, thcy actually constitute the tradition and contributc 
to thc completion of the religious imagcs that they constantly rcvisc. 
Similarly. myths and legends amount to "fundamental figurcs of mem­
ory," as Jan Assmann has put it, sincc "their constant repctition and 
actualization is onc of thc ways in which a society or culture affirms 
iL'i idcntity:·•• Though Äzäd probably did not inquirc into the complex 

and nalionalism. On a different note, Mut,ammad lqbäl (d. 1938) praiscd 
Awrnngzcb cndlessly. rcgarding him as 1hc only rulcr who underslood that thc 
csscncc of govcmnncc lay in the strcngth of thc ruling class and not in thc 
goodwill of thc pcople. 

15 Äzüd 1991:31. 
16 Ä;r.äd 1991:20. 
17 Troll 1992:39. 
18 As.,;mann 2003:10. 
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proccsses by which the plains of mcmory mutate into a habitat, hc did 
secm to have at least some idca of the intricacies of mnemohistory: 

In modern timcs, pcople do not bclicve such tales. But we have scen 
flowers in full bloom conversing with thc withcrcd branches of trces 
dried by autumn. Whcre is thcn thc occasion to wondcr if somc pco­
ple saw moving the lips of a person whosc head had been cut otr? 19 

Äzäd clearly believcd in the possibility of thc impossible. for hc came 
to sec dcstiny linkcd with conviction as a powcrful wcapon211 at a time
whcn political Islam was cmcrging. 

The Sarmadian episteme harked back to a shared tradition based in 
liberal Süfi discourscs and a flexible intcrpretation of lslamic law bcfit­
ting thc Indian lslamicate cnvironmcnt.11 As Muzaffar Alam has shown, 
this akhliiqf or ethical trend stood in contrast to the adah tradition. 
which defended the norms of slwri'a in their narrow juridical scnse.12 

However, in Douglas 's words, ··pragmatic conccms of the moment 
werc more urgent for him than constructing a consistent philosophical 
schcme."23 Hence, the following al-lliläl pcriod would posc some sig­
nificant idcological challengcs to that cpistcmological background. as 
messianic thinking vestcd with divinc authority blazcd a trail toward 
radical change. 2-1 

ÄZÄD nrn MESSIAH 

Äzäd found himself cxcitcd by the constant appreciation of Muslim 
intcllcctuals and spurred on by ••storm and stress," couplcd with an 
elitist approach and cgotism.2s Undcr the ovcrwhelming influcncc of 

19 Äzäd in Gupta 2010:69. 
20 Gupta 2010:73. 
21 "lslamicutc"' (in contrast to lslamic) culture refers to a phcnomcnon that refers 

primarily not to rcligion. "but to the social and cultuml complelt historically 
associuted with Islam and thc Muslims, bo1h umong Muslims thcmselvcs and 
even when found among non-Muslims." Hodgson 1974:59. Sec also Gilmartin 
and Lawrcncc 2002. 

22 St.-c Alam 2008: Walzer 1986. 
23 Douglas 1988: 190. 
24 Douglas 1988:96. 
25 Douglas ( 1988:260) statcs that Ä7.iid's "gn:atest bondage was to himsetr• and 

that hc kept himsclf vcry much aloof from thc common man ( 1988:278). 
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Sannad. thc clcan-shaven Äzäd now feit the urge to takc thc lcad in thc 
Indian-Muslim drama. hithcrto led by '11/amä-ye waqt rather than by 
'11/amä-ye baqq - respcctively. in Äzäd's parlance, opportunist religi­
ous scholars and righteous rcligious scholars. 

Eschatology plays a central role in thc Qur'än (84: 1-2 and elsewhere); 
it belongs to the kerne! of Mu)Jammad·s prophccy. reminding belicvers 
of the looming doomsday. Broadly spcaking. messianic movcments 
nourish the hopc of reforming and altering the societal fabric; they draw 
their cxpectation from situations of crisis in which prophctic mcsscn­
gers appcar to promise a millennial empire. The messiah figure concen­
tmtcs in his own pcrson thal very sense of crisis, seeking solidarity with 
thc dcstiny of socicty. These aspccts are compounded by thc cxperiencc 
of a visionary and auditory mission and an assignmcnt to collectivc and 
salvific action. Apocalyptic cxpcctation renders the mcssiah a person of 
thc fulure who is cxpected to relcase the people from thc cncmy's yokc. 
Thus, notions of thc mcssiah essenlially rcpresent invcrtcd images of 
authority: Rathcr than expressing thc repressive rights of thc rulcr, they 
givc voice to thc subjecL-.' claim to autonomy. Thc concept of thc mes­
siah, or for that matter the maluli, thus rcpresents an emancipative mod­
ification of existing ideas. The choscn onc is sacred; his linc of attack is 
the center of power. !b This is the context that prompts messianic move­
ments worldwide to come up with alternative perceptions of thc past 
that can provide an orienlation for the future. 

Such ideas suited Äzäd's own project quitc weil, as he was preoccu­
pied with authority anyway: Prophets, refonncrs and spiritual leaders 
played a major rote in his assessments. especially from 1910 to 1920. 

The figurc of thc nu�jaddid. weil known in Islamic tradition, provided 
Äzäd with thc nccessary ground for yet anothcr tajdid ("rencwal"). The 
Egyptian scholar Jaläl al-Din al-Suyü\'i ( d. 1505)27 had already initiatcd 
the hope that doomsday could be "postponed indefinitcly if religion 
were rcvitalized on thc eve of every century.'':" In the sixtccnth century 
CE (the tenth in the hijrf calendar), A)Jmad Sirhindi ( 1564-1624) radi­
cally reinvigorated this notion of recurrcnce.!11 Mirzä Ghuläm A)Jmad 
of Qädiyän ( 1835-1908), founder of the A)Jmadiyya Movcment, had 

26 Comparc Kippenbcrg 1990. 
27 On al-Suyü\i and his rclcvance in this connection. see also Meier 1985. For a

historical and biogrnphical contcxtualization. sec Sartaio 1975.
28 Fric<lmann 1971: 14. 
29 On Sirhindi. 5'."C tcn Haar 1992: Friedmann 1971. For the boom in sixtecnth­

century millennial movcments, see Subrahmanyam 2005.
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alrcady rung thc bell of messianism. layering this idcology with stark 
non-Western and anti-traditionalist componcnts. Äzäd apparently was 
quitc taken by such ideas: in 1908 hc published a laudatory obituary on 
Ghuläm Abmad in thc Amritsar-bascd Urdu joumal a/-Waki/.-10 

During the next ten years. from 1910 until his imprisonment in 
1921, Abü 1-Kaläm feil that he had personally received a divinc cal­
ling. Initially. al-Hiläl served as the channel for developing the reli­
gious style required lo emotionalize the reader with the language of a 
"high-souled prophet."31 As ShiblT Nu'mäni's studcnt Sulaymän Nadwi 
( 1884-1953) recollected, .. He soundcd loudly and ficrccly the trumpct 
of jihäd. whose name people were afraid to mention. so that the forgot­
tcn lcsson was on the tongues of pcople again:•n 

Äzäd's announcement of the founding of a "Party of God" (/:1izb 

Alläh) in 1913 was intendcd to generate a new type of solidarity -
bcyond traditional loyaltics to the notion of a radical renewal of the 
world - and not mcrcly to restore the ••good old days." His invocation 
of Salafl heroes includcd characters as varied as Ibn f:{anbal (780----855), 
Ibn Taymiyya ( 1263-1328) and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya ( 1292-1350), 
who had rejected Mu'taziti thought, that is, reason in the first instance, 
as weil as traditional religious practices, that is, prnctical Sufism. 
including the vencration of tombs. Äzäd·s writing juxtaposcd the anti­
Hindu reformer Abmad Sirhindi and thc Islamic scholar Shah Waliullah 
( 1703-1762) with the doyen of pan-Islamism. al-Afghäni ( 1838-1897). 
his studcnl M ul)ammad 'Abduh ( 1849-1905 ), and espccially Rashid 
Ric;lä ( 1865-1935), whom hc tcrmed „The Great Reformer and Wise 
Leader."·u This gcnealogy helped him develop his political ideas in 
the light of a profound Islamic heritage and nationalist struggle. The 
Maulana ncver could shed his sympathy for the Salafi position of a 
pure, de-culluralized Islam, though it ran against the Sarmadian notion. 
However. strntegic imitation and invocative visuali7..ation of the past 
remained essential to his historiographical project. 

By 1920. Äzäd's socio-rcligious capital had peaked. and he could 
alford to join the nonviolent non-cooperation movcment led by M.K. 
Gandhi ( 1869-1948) while at the same time agitating for anned 
resistance (jihäd) if non-coopcrntion failcd. According to traditional 

30 For cxccrpls in English trnnslation. sec Lahorc Abmadiyya Movcmcnt 2013. 
31 Douglas 1988:99. 

32 Nadwi in Douglns 1988: 100. 
33 Douglas 1988:107-108. 
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lslamic thoughl. if all hupe for successfuljihäd was lost and it became 
unsafe to remain in a ccrtain non-lslamic territory. the remaining option 
would bc lo emigrale. Äzäd later denicd involvemcnt in issuing a reli­
gious degrcc to thal effcct - that is, onc lhal declarcd lndia där al-lwrh. 

However, he did provide the organizers of the Hijrat Campaign with 
the hijrat kiifatwä published in July 1920.'� The cnsuing emigration of 
approximatcly 18,000 Muslims to Afghanistan, which ended in disaster 
for the migrants, was a tragic offshoot of the Khiläfal Movemcnt and 
dealt a first hcavy blow to Abü 1-Kaläm's political career. 

His subsequent imprisonmcnt from latc t 921 to 1923 must havc given 
him amplc time to rcflcct on the conscqucnces of the.fanvä, on the dif­
ferent thcaters of war flaring up around thc Muslim-Hindu cntente and 
on the collapse of the Khiläfat and non-coopcration movements, along 
with thc ultimatc abolishmcnt of the Caliphate in March 1924. During 
this time he worked on his Tadhkirah, a sort of autobiography. in which 
hc praiscd staunch Muslims likc Ibn l:lanbal. Abmad SirhindT, Shäh 
Waliullah and also thc puritan preachcr Sayyid Abmad Barelwi ( 1786-
1831 ). The work manifests a prcoccupation with Sirhindr, thereby not 
only reintroducing him to mainstream Muslim cultural memory but 
also likcly providing Äzäd with the necessary epistemological ground 
to rationalize his own messianic tendencies. In this crisis situation, the 
periphcral and excludcd figure of Sarmad re -emcrged in Äzäd's con­
structions of the mcaningful. Äzäd's trial before a British tribunal in 
1922 sccmcd anticipatcd by his dcpiction of Sarmad's trial before the 
court of Awrangzcb. In his dcfcnse speech. thc Maulana similarly por­
trayed himsclf as a victim of injustice, fiercely threatening that thc 
tyrnnnical govcmmcnt would bc tricd in the court of God's law.3� Such 
bold slatements must have cnlivcned national ist sentiments and support 
for Äzäd pcrsonally as a hcro of the struggle for Indian independencc. 
In 1923, a year bcforc thc collapsc of the C'aliphale, hc bccamc thc 
youngest presidcnt of the Indian National Congress. at only thirty-fivc 
ycars old. 

Linie is known of Äzäd's confinements. They represent a sort of bar­

=akh (Qur'än 23: 101 ), an intcrfacc or barricr bctwcen two states, or a 
phasc of „cold slccp." as it wcre. However, the disciplinary power of 
the prison authorities must have cxcrted a significanl effect upon him. 
The inmatcs faccd a highly regimcnted daily schcdulc. with constant 

34 For the fah,•ä sec Qureshi 1999: l 88ff. 

35 Troll 1992:37; see also Troll 1989: 113, 128. 
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observation and recording. This must have cnsured thc intcmalization 
of a disciplinary individuality through which thc prisoners wcre con­
trollcd. In Foucauldian tcrrns. the transgrcssion of rules or laws be­
comcs morc unlikely whcn one fecls watched, rcgardlcss of whethcr 
such obscrvation is actually taking placc. 'The exercisc of discipline 
presupposcs a mechanism that coerccs by mcans of observation."J" 
Upon Äzäd 's release in 1923. his lslamicist zeal scems to havc vanish­
cd. He had evidently abandoned all ambitions of becoming an imäm. 
amfr or mt�iacldid of thc Muslims. lnstead, he bcgan to look to valucs 
other lhan those attached to immediate political freedom, pleading, for 
instance, for "principles of humanity within ourselvcs."31 He had real­
izcd that religiously motivated cmigration would be futile and coun­
tcrproductive. Engaging in routinc political activitics, he bcgan to pro­
mulgate a faith capablc of enduring hardship and cven dcath. of thc 
kind essential to the teachings of Gandhi and possibly reminiscent of 
Sam1ad's destiny as weil. 

Äzäd's next project was his two-volume Urdu translation of and 
commentary on thc Qur'än. which he complctcd only up to Sura 23. 
lt rcprcsents an exercisc in structural amnesia, an attempt to blot out 
the dark sidcs of human - especially lslamic - history. Äzäd argucs 
for wabdat-e dfn, a single path according with God's universal law of 
fclicity ('ä/amg'ir qänün-e sa'ädal). aimed at a life of good deeds 
('amal-e .yälib). Herc God figurcs as the grcat provider (rabb) who nour­
ishcs His crcation likc a mothcr.'K 

Aller 1940 Äzäd dccidcd not to completc this apologctic narration 
but instcad to "paint a broadcr canvas in Glmhär-e kl1e1f ir:•w He wrote 
but ncvcr dispatchcd this serics of lctters to J:labib al-Ral)män Khän 
Sherwän'i (d. 1950):111 In twcnty-föur epistlcs composcd in Urdu of an
cxtraordinary high standard. Äzäd gavc voice to his own originality and 
self-importancc, claiming: 

In religion, in literature, in politics, in everyday thought. whcrcv­
er I havc to go, 1 have to go alonc. On no path can I go with thc 

36 Foucault 1982: 170. 
37 Douglas 1988: 193. 
38 Sharma 1991: 10 ( citing Ä7lid). 
39 Douglas 1988:262. 
40 RalJmän was an early member of thc Nadwal al-'ulamä'. and thus a comrudc­in-arms. See Malik l 997:228ff .. passim. 
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camvans of thc day ... Whichcver way I walk. 1 gct so far ahcac.l 
of thc [caravan] that when I turn to look back. 1 see nothing but the 
dust of the way, anc.l even that is the dust raiscd by the speed of my 
own passage.-4 1 

He saw himself as an anachronism, misplaced in his time:'2 
Sannad seems to rcmain thc onc and only constant capable of epis­

tcmologically brackcting Äzäd's different and disparate biographical 
phascs, so dramatically separatcd by solitude. introspection and the dis­
ciplining hc cxpericnced in dctcntion. The Maulana's career evinccs an 
evolutionary, incremental vision that grew in tandcm with thc cvolv­
ing political and rcligious scenarios in colonial and post-colonial India. 
This evolution may best bc tmced in his notion of historiography. 

ÄZÄD's HISTORIOGRAPHICAL PR<>JECT 

As Douglas put it, Äzäd „was a sadly misundcrstood man. but one who, 
even with the best of will, is hard to understand."4, Since he was weil
nwarc of the rotes played by history and historiography, a glance at his 
own historiographical project may help to make his entire ocuvre more 
legiblc. Although hc ncvcr penned a comprehensive historical narrative, 
hc did attcmpt to contcxtualize writtcn testimonies and thcir authors. 
He also tricd to apply a scicntific and crcativc hcnncncutical approach 
to thc problem of interpreting history. However. he did not assign much 
valuc to archival rccords or facts thcmselves as a tool for analyzing 
history. In his view, a slavish and exccssive utilization of facts would 
extinguish thc spark oflight that illuminates a historical text. Historical 
accuracy thus gavc way to emotional effcct in his writings. 

With respect to his engagement with history, Äzäd functioned esscn­
tially as an artist rathcr than a scholar. For him. historiography rcpre­
sented a living. creative and aesthetic expcrience, a process of sclf­
nrticulation in which all individual factors, including categorics likc 
Muslim ur Hindu. were essentially marginal. His idiosyncratic visions 
of history cut across the great secular-rcligious divide; in his portrayal, 
cvcnts at all lcvels and in all possiblc socictal fonns constitutcd but a 
sclf-rcflection or sclf-cxpression ofthc continuous movement ofhistory 

41 Douglas 1988:232[ 
42 ÄzäJ 1983:9. 
43 Douglas 1988:252. 
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itsclf. Far from being, as Jawaharlal Nehru saw him, ••essentially the 
scholar whom circumstances have forccd into a life of action,"44 Äzäd 
was cssentially a political activist whom circumstances forced into a 
life of scholarship. 

As Äzäd had already asked in his piece on Sannad, how could tra­
dition be separated from history? How could fäcts bc seen in isolation, 
whcn history was ··a compendium of sunniscs, doubts and personal 
exprcssions"?45 He seems to have undcrstood weil that writing history, 
far from bcing an unpretentious and uncmotional fact-finding mission, 
is a process of conccptualization, reconstruction and rcnarration accom­
plished by referring to specific notions of the past. For Äzäd, that past 
harked back not only to the tradition of the Prophet Mul)ammad, but 
also to Hindu traditions. In his historiographical writing. the imagina­
tive anamnesis in his work on Sannad is as insightful as thc strate­
gic mimcsis found in al-Hiläl or thc structural amnesia in Tarjumän 
al-Qur'iin. 

Furthennore, Äzad bestowcd life on hithcrto silcnccd voices, such 
as thc seventeenth-ccntury mystic Sarmad. the studcnts from Nadwat 
al-'ulamä' who went on strike in March 1914;"· and the cryptic 
work known as Tarikh-e Glwdr-e llindw,tän (History <?l the Indian 
Rehel/ion).41 By giving agcncy to antiheroes who wouh.l othcrwise havc 
rcmained repressed and obscure, he simultaneously providcd himself 
and his sharp pen with apt opportunitics to skcwcr his opponents, using 
the literary techniques of contcxtual alicnation and distancing. 

This historiographical approach was not unique to Äzäd. We know 
that writing history or constructing thc past has always becn an influcn­
tial source of authority and sei f-assertion, as weil as cocrcion. By adopt­
ing a self-referential nonnative function in pcople's collcctivc mcmory, 
it may amount to a process of self-canonization. This is particularly truc 
in conditions of unccrtainty, when historians. or those prctcnding to bc 
historians, tcnd for various reasons to historicizc or de-historicizc thcir 
environment in order to set limits and draw boundaries, to overcomc 
diffcrences and creatc sharcd traditions. Historicization is always infor­
med by thc past, enmeshed in the questions and intercsts of the prcsent 
and intendcd to servc thc future. As Jöm Rüscn has written: 

44 Quo1cd in Malik 1963:39. 
45 Äziid 1991:40. 
46 On the strikc and its ramifications. sec Malik l 997:365tf. 
47 On this interesting composition, sec Malik 2016. 
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By remembcring, interpreting and representing the past, peoplcs 
undcrstand their prcscnt-day life and develop a futurc perspective 
on thcmsclvcs and their world. "History" in this fundamental and 
anthropologically universal sense is a culture's interpretive recol­
lcction of the past serving as a mcans to orient the group in the 
prescnt.4

� 

Historiography is not simply a historical record of things that hap­
pened; what matters is the construction of the past and the potential 
mcanings with which this construction can be invcsted. lt is Äzäd's 
composition of thc past - as asccrtainablc through historical sources -
that must bc invcstigatcd. He was pronc to invokc competing rcfercnccs 
to SalatT Islam and lslamic mysticism in constructing the past of Indian 
Muslims. 1hus arguing for a plethora of norms and concepts of agcncy. 

Thc Maulana did try to transcend thc painful hermeneutical apo­
ria in lslamic scholarship that had rcsultcd from limitations set by 
the standards of a soteriology that pcrceived history as God's saving 
work among his chosen pcople. This normative lslamic historical 
thinking had been informed by the master narrative that history must 
servc religion and law. as cpitomized in the postulatc of khatm al­
n11h11wn·a. the final sealing of the prophcthood with Mul)ammad. The 
lack of scrious hermcncutical study of the Sfra and Qur'anic text - lead­
ing to a silcncing of variant readings, traditions, and also hermeneutical 
insensitivity - reprcscnts a case in point . 

Oncc historical contingcncies are takcn into account. the primary 
qucstion bccomcs "What ca11 we knowT4

'l rather than "What do we 
know?" Such an approach implics rcflcction on the complcx processes 
of translation and of reproduction of memory structured by the prescnt. 
Äzäd did try to take seriously thc cncouragement of critical knowledgc 
unconstraincd by ecclesiastical institutional prioritics. Yct as a Muslim 
hc still stood by thc lslamic discourse. claiming that the Qur'än and the 
Sunna containcd answers to all questions. 

Like all historical narratives, Äzäd's historiographical endeavors 
wcre similarly attached to thc organization of knowlcdgc, again a factor 
ncccssarily relatcd to contcmporary socictal discourses. Likewise. thc 
rote of mcmory and of thc 11arration ofhi:.tory as a conscious and non­
naive proccss in Äzäd's oeuvre must bc rccvaluatcd. This is particularly 

4R Rosen 1996:8. 

49 On this question, see Schöllcr 1998. 
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true given that the Maulana involved himself in a multi-laycred pro­
cess of validation in which the narrative inevitably became rhctorical 
and representation of the past took part in a discourse of power. lt is 
worthwhile, therefore,  to investigatc thc social location of thc historical 
narrative and of the procedure ofremcmbrance. 

Moreover, if the validity of a historical narrative per se weakens. this 
implics the need to question the role of another entity, equally important 
for religious legitimacy as Äzäd pursued it: tradition. lnstcad of simply 
regarding tradition as a firm and authoritative componcnt of rcligious 
and cultural identity, the rcscarcher may investigate the cultur,d and 
discursive limitations of what Äzäd actually ncgotiatcd as tradition in 
his ongoing work of reconstructive imagination. In othcr words. it is 
rcwarding to consider how the past in his narrative was structured by 
thc prcscnt to scrve the future. 

For Äzäd, givcn that Islam 's universal appeal cnrichcs othcr rcligions 
and „has no concem with sect, nationality, grandcur or poverty,"50 tradi­
tional assumptions like ·•only Muslims can be rcdccmcd" were as prob­
lematic as relying on scripturcs alone for developing a political doc­
trinc that could legitimize compositc nationalism from within lslamic 
traditions. lt was not cnough to refer to Qur'än 60:8-9, which dividcs 
non-Muslims into two categories - those who do not attack Muslims 
and thosc who do - or tu count the British umong thc sccond category 
and Hindus among thc first. as Äzäd did in his prcsidential ad<lrcss at 
the Khiläfat Conference 1921. thercby in eff ect supporting the princi­
plcs of non-cooperation and "unity in divcrsity." To thosc cnds. Äzäd 
even went so far as to employ thc famous Covcnant of Medina as a 
proto-constitutional ground for nationalist purposes. by translating thc 
Arabic umma wä/Jida, "one community," as ·•onc nation."s 1 

By this time, Äzäd had comc to regard composite nationalism as 
the logical result of Indian Muslim history, a corollary of his assess­
mcnt that it reprcscnted thc best option for the future of Islam in lndia. 
Thus. Äzäd was first a Muslim and then an Indian. This may be scen 
in his presidcntial address to the Indian National Congrcss at Ramgar 
in 1940. In this speech he charactcrize<l his lndianness as sanctificd by 
lslam,s1 sccking to convince his own (Muslim) community in particular 

50 Äzäd 1991 :22. 
SI Compare also Malik 1963:36-38. 
52 Douglas 1988:277. 
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that nothing irreconcilable stood between Islam and the decolonization 
strugglc. Yct, against the backdrop of the 1940 Lahore Resolution in 
favor of a separate Muslim state, adoptcd by the leader of the Muslim 
Lcaguc. Mohammad Ali Jinnah { 1876-1948), Äzäd also addressed 
himsclf to the non-Muslim mcmbcrs of the Congress. He asserted his 
pride in bcing a Muslim and at the same time 

part of that indivisiblc unity that is Indian nationality .... I [as a 
Muslim] am indispensable to this noble cdifice and without me this 
splendid structure of lndia is incomplele. 1 am an essential element 
which has gonc to build lndia. 1 can nevcr surrender lhis claim.53 

In his (Indian) nationalist forvor. Äzäd diff ercd from scholars such 
as the Dcobandi l:{usayn Abmad Madani ( 1879-1957), who did not 
really transccnd boundarics of religious diffcrence and rejected lhe 
argumcnts of both Jinnah. for Islam as lhe basis of nationalism. and 
Mubammad lqbäl ( d. 1938 ), who had advanccd a notion of territorial 
nationalism. Madani flatly disqualifies other religions: '"While being 
aware of thc truth [i.c .. the rcality] of thcir [the other religions'] falsc­
hood. it [Islam] is ready to mingle with them, co-exist with them and 
even cstablish reciprocal lies with them."S4 He also clearly holds the 
view that Hindustan should ultimatcly be lslamizcd. though thc English 
vcrsion of his M11ttaf1ida qawm�l·yat tactfully omitted thc key phrase 
jab tak tumäm lfind11stän ke häshinde musalmän 11a hö jä'en ("until all 
inhabitants of lndia havc become Muslims").55 Composite nationalism. 
claimcd Madani, 

is needcd only till such time as different aqwäm [nations] and diffe­
rent religions [ccase to] exist in a country. When thc cntire nation 
becomcs Muslim [which is the primc and real aim Vö kih awwalin 

53 Quoted in Malik 1963:39. 
54 Ma<lani 2005:117. 
55 Madani n.d.:55: cf. the English translarion in Madani 2005: 151. Comparc. 

however. Madani 2005:139-140: .. This problem will continue to bedevil lndia 
till the light of the true rcligion dispels its darkness." Madani made frequent 
n:fen:ncc tu the Covenant of Medina. yet his conccpt of composite nationalism 
remaincd narrow. dmwing clear boundarics around a Sunni Muslim identity. 
For further analysis of Madani's view, see Malik 2008: chaps. 12. 15. 
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a.�li maq$ad hay)]. where is the nced for it? 1 havc tcrrned it "tem­
poral and special" for this reason.Sh

Somc years Inter. Äzäd cxpressed scvere doubts about the idca that 
religion could servc as the primc forcc for Muslim. Christian or Hindu 
rationality. In 1946. he reportcdly went so far as to say: 

Strictly speaking. Muslims in lndia are not one community; they arc 
divided among many well-cntrcnchcd sects. You can unite them by 
arousing thcir anti-Hindu scntimcnt but you cannot unite thcm in 
the name of Islam. To them Islam means undiluted loyalty to their 
own sect.57 

Äzäd thus not only declared patriotism a fundamental constitucnt of the 
religious hcritage of the Muslim but also madc an attcmpt at altering thc 
entirc discoursc shaping pcople's imagination with refcrcncc to Hindu­
Muslim relations in gencral. 

The persistent demand for a separate statc of Pakistan loomed large as 
a painful antithesis to thc Maulana 's projcct. He resisted this alternative 
rigorously. having recognized both the weakness of human nature and 
the ubiquitous power of religion. For Äzäd. the idea of Pakistan signi­
fied a !light from Indian Muslim histury into territorial independcncc fur 
Muslims.58 His opposition consisted in a criticism of the political lead­
ership, whose allegcd incompetence. he bclieved. would cause them 
to give way to military dictatorship. In addition to cxpressing doubts 
about the ability of religion to create any durable political unity. more­
ovcr. Äzäd pointcd to thc unccrtain futurc of some 100 million Muslims 
who would be left behind in lndia. His obscrvations on Muslim history 
and the incremcntal vehemence of rcligious identity politics and com­
munalization enablcd Äzäd to foresee thc coursc of events in Pakistan. 
As thc subsequent reality on both sides of the border amply shows. his 
predictions were bome out and did not even require much ingenuity or 
imagination. 

56 MadanT n.d.:55: Madnni 2005: 150. The phrase in brackclS is translatcd directly 
from the Urdu version. 

57 Quoted in Käshmiri 1988. 
58 Douglas 1988:277. 
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Äzäd fonnulated his insights in /ndia Wins Freedom59 and allcg­
edly restatcd thcm in an interview given to Agha Shörish KäshmTri 
( 1917-1975) of the Majlis-i A!Jrär-c lsläm pany in April 1946."° While 
so-called progressive Pakistanis have appreciatcd his views as remar­
kably prcscient, opponcnts disdained Äzäd's imagined freedom in an 
indcpcndcnt lndia. Mu!Jammad lqbäl offered the following illustrative 
couplct in his iarh-e Kalim ( The Rod of Moses): 

Mullah kö jö hay Hind mcii sajde kT ijäzat 
nädän yih samajhtä hay kih isläm hay äzäd! 

In lndia. if thc Mullah has pcrmission for prostration, 
Our ignoramus thinks Islam has gaincd cmancipation!"' 

CONCLUSIONS 

After scventy years oflndia's and Pakistan's tryst with destiny, thc two 
nations arc still haunted by the challcnges of communalism and reli­
gious cxtremism, possibly in its worst and most aggressive form. Given 
such a reality. how many more Äzäds can we atTord to sacrifice? 

Many would sec Abü 1-Kaläm's vision of Indian society and his 
search for communal harmony, based on the admittedly somewhat 
vaguc principles of composite culture and secular nationalism. as not 
only praiseworthy. but also as urgcntly necded in the contemporary con­
text of communal and sectarian conflicts. lf so. one may weil ask: Why 
arc the forces of compositc culturc so fragile that thcy fail to counter 
thc growth of communal consciousness'? And is the merc existence of 
compositc culture a sulficicnt condition for communal harmony? 

In fact, thc national public sphcrc hardly providcs a symbolic repre­
sentation of compositc culturc. Rather, various distinct communitics 
and groups sharc somc stagc, as illustrated by lndia 's scrics of national 
holidays connectcd to different religious communities and sects. Thc 
problcm with Ä7.äd's proposal seems to lie in his limited cpistcmologi­
cal framework, which is incapable of dcaling cff ectively with issues of 
communalism and othcr sectarian conflicts. These limitations emcrgcd 

59 Ä7.äd 19HH. 
60 Sec KiishmTri l 9RH. 
61 lqbäl 1936:30. 
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in part from his own intcmal dilcmmas with regard to constructing an 
·•tndian nation'' out of a group of diversified nationalitics. bascd on a
specific conceptualization of national ist historiography. 

In this respect. Äzäd, like many of his gcneration. was a victim of 
a colonial modc of thinking. albeit in a Nehruvian mood.,.2 He tended 
to sec the nation-statc as neccssarily being a homogenizcd entity with 
disciplining agency. Yct the challenge bcfore us is how to construct a 
plural and pluralist nation-state that reflccts the democratic aspirations 
of all thc cummunitics and groups involvcd. Pcrhaps this rcquires the 
construction of a notion of ··multicultural citizenship" - one that may 
alrcady cxist de facto in lndia. However, the truc goal surpasses that 
reality and thc Indian „polilics of hope." lt dcmands the just distribu­
tion of societal and state resources. along with equality and recognition 
before the law as weil as in the cyes of dominant social groups and 
communities. 

Like many scholars of his time, Äzäd took for granted thc existence 
of a composite culture without examining the nature of that notion or 
the föundations upon which it was constructed. Indian history is full 
of scctarian and communal conflicts, despite the powerful master nar­
rative of a richly compositc cultural hcritage functionally endowcd 
with a long genealob'Y· In fact. what camc about through intem1ingling. 
fusion or synthesis seems to have been ncither delibcrately created nor 
consciously appropriated by peoples belonging to different religious 
traditions. 

Finally. the mooted compositeness was ncver aligncd with conten­
ding orthodoxies in a way that could be taken as nccessarily acccptablc 
when consciously pondcred. Thcrefore. boundarics establishing sharp 
distinctions bctween ··us" and .. ,hem" received primacy. and cxclusion 
bccarnc central in the creation of"fclt communitics." What would truly 
ensure a genuine and reliably peaceful existence of diverse cormnuni­
ties thus remains to be elaborated. ··The universe is likc an old book 
of which thc beginning and ending pages arc missing," said Äzäd_,.J 
Perhaps the reflective and sclf-critical spirit of his alter ego - the figure 
of Sannad, as described by Äzäd in his litcrary interprctation. rather 
than thc historical person - will fumish a useful perspcctivc in our days. 

62 One example ofthis powerful Nchruvian trcnd is Mujceb 1967. 
63 Quoted in Douglas l 98R:243. 
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