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Javed Ahmed Ghamidi

Javed Ahmed Ghamidi is a figure that is becoming increasingly popular in
Pakistan. He has written four books that talk in detail about his ideology and his position
on some of the pressing political and religious questions of the day. His four books are
titted: The Economic Shari’ah of Islam, Islam a Concise Introduction, The Political
Shari’ah of Islam and The Islamic Shari’ah of Jihad. From the titles alone the
contemporary significance of his message is immediately obvious. Ghamidi has become
extremely well known amongst different social segments of society through his public
appearances and his regular shows on television. There is not too much literature about
him in English, but it is an encouraging sign that all my informants, secular and non
secular alike, all saw his religious interpretations to be grounded, non-sensational and
above all rational. Masud shows how Ghamidi “is very critical of traditionalist thought in
Pakistan, yet he is not an Islamic modernist in the usual sense. He has a large following
in Pakistan and abroad.""” He is the founder of AI-Mawrid, a research and teaching
institute that seeks to educate young Muslims to be excellently versed in their religion.
The Boston Globe describes him as a moderate fundamentalist:

Of late he has become a bit of a rock star -- adored, hated, popular, and

notorious all at once -- thanks to his extraordinary interpretation of Islamic

Law. At a time when many pin their hopes on "moderate” secular Muslims

to lead the charge against radical militant Islam, Ghamidi offers a more

forceful and profound deconstruction of the violent and bitter version of

Islam that appears to be gaining ground in many parts of the Muslim

world, including Pakistan. He challenges what he views as retrograde

stances -- on jihad, on the penal code of rape and adultery, on the curricula

in the religious schools, or madrassas -- but he does so with a purely

fundamentalist approach: he rarely ventures outside the text of the Koran
or prophetic tradition.'*®
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Even the Economist gave Ghamidi their vote of approval showing their surprise
that of the Mullahs in Pakistan, “some of them sound quite sensible. One such pundit,
Javed Ahmed Ghamidi, is no liberal: he supports the use of Islamic punishments,
including amputations in extreme cases. He is scathing about America's recent foreign
policy, but also about his own country's Islamic laws and Islamic parties.”'”

What is important to note about Ghamidi is that he comes from a very religious
background and inherits a long standing tradition of intellectual scholarship in Pakistan.
However, his particular Islamic intellectual lineage puts him in a separate category from
the Ulema in Pakistan. Qasim Zaman’s work would categorize him as one of the modern
Islamic intellectuals, distinct from the Ulema. Furthermore, Masud argues that what is
most significant about Ghamidi, however is that his intellectual “thought developed
within the traditional dialecﬁcal discourse, rather than exclusively in response to Western
impact.” In 1968 Ghamidi became associated with a Mawdudi and studied under the
tutelage of Mawlana Islahi who played a large role in the intellectual grounding of
Mawdudi’s religious thought. Both Islahi and Ghamidi eventually broke away from the
Jamaat-e- Islaami but there is a common modernist thread in each thinker’s writings.
This group traces its intellectual development Fayd- al-Hasan Saharanpuri who revived
interest in classical Arabic poetry in India. This tradition is distinct for the ease with its

members moved between modern and traditional institutions, exchanging ideas with the

European Orientalists that were present in the colonial period in India.

Ghamidi is a prolific writer and his publications include A/-Bayan, an annotated

translation of the Qur’an, and Burhan, a critical introduction to religious concepts. He
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also edits various journals such as Renaissance and has a literary collection including
poetry and prose.200

He is famous for his refutation of the highly politicized religious interpretations of
Mawlana Mawdudi. Unlike Mawdudi Ghamidi has a very different way of looking at the
state, asserting that “the basic obligation in Islam is not to establish an Islamic state but to
surrender to Allah. Mawdudi completely inverted the Qur’anic worldview by sublimating
the state.” Some of his more progressive stances include his rejection of the notion that
minorities should be treated as second class citizens. He has also written extensively on
the principle of Jikad and has provided his own harsh critique on the view that has gained
currency amongst the Islamists. Masud relates that in Ghamidi’s view “the only valid
basis for jihad through arms is to end oppression when all other measures have failed. An
important corollary to this view is that capital punishment for épostasy was also
specifically meant for the addressees of the same Divine punishment during the Prophet’s
time.”*"!

It will require more than the limited space available here to go into depth about
his philosophy and the details of his political thought which are incredibly complex.
However, his emphasis on human reason and the power of the human intellect to
distinguish right from wrong is what allows him to approach each question with a clear
sightedness and intellectual reasoning that challenges the literalist interpretations of
Islam. This is what is refreshing to many people, as it allows people to think practically
and logically about religion. One of my informants told me, however, that Ghamidi is
still hated by the mullahs, saying that “he is probably on their hitlist.”*** Most

importantly however, is the fact that he simply challenges dominant interpretations of
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religion, and breaks the “grip of the mullah” which most people hold as the greatest

impediment to human rights challenges in the country.

Educating People about Islam

One of the main great challenges that confront Pakistani society is the acts that
usually prompt the moral condemnation of the West and the urban elite are usually
deeply rooted in cultural rather than religious traditions. This separation is difficult to
make, but a recurring theme amongst my informants has been to emphasize how cultural
practices are often justified in the name of Islam. One women’s rights activist writes in
an NGO report that “even customs diametrically opposed to the tenets of Islam are
inevitably presented, perceived and internalized by women as well as men, as being
‘Islamic’, that is ordained by religion These practices are legitimized through out of
context interpretations of religion.””” This is a frustration for activists, but there is a real
sense that is very little that they can do considering that most of them do not wield
traditional authority like the Ulama or maybe Ghamidi would.

Even though many people, especially in rural areas, may actually choose the
dictates of custom over a more progressive interpretation of Islam, it is important to at
least take away the legitimacy of their Islamic interpretation. Interestingly, even the
British with their strong state apparatus were unable to do anything about customs such
as honour killing. As far back as 1876 the British governor of Sindh Sir Charles Napier
said in a speech “ye Sindhians, Balochis, and Mohammedans, murder is prohibited by
your Prophet. You, who murder your wives, outrage your own religion as much as you

outrage ours!”?* These regions have had their own customs and traditions for centuries.
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Islam therefore becomes a political took to justify maintaining a status quo that benefits
the feudal landlords, and the tribal elders in these parts of Pakistan. The act of
challenging this legitimacy may be fertile grounds for changing this religious justification

in the future.

Maliha Hassan is the director of an initiative in Islamabad that seeks to bolster the
work of development organizations by educating women about their rights in Islam. She
claims that Pakistan has been “enslaved by Wahabbist thought™** and that the only way
to counter the misperceptions about Islam is by “claiming that religious space” and
disseminating the message that Islam is much more than the doctrinaire religion that the
fundamentalists attempt to depict. Taking a neutral stance, she does not criticize the work
that NGOs are doing, but argues that it is not enough. Her training manual teaches people
that Islam actually does give rights, and that it is these rights that people must claim
through the law. Initiatives such as hers are few and far between. She has a rather
different approach to those of the Daughters of Islam because she actually actively does
training programs, rather than providing interpretations in the newspaper or for the court.
This kind is initiative is encouraging. As it is the moderate Islamic voices in Pakistan are
very quickly losing legitimacy because of the increasing fundamentalism in society. It is
imperative to break the hegemonic interpretation of Islam in Pakistan by way of engaging
with religious scholars through their own framework. This is what Riffat Hassan
attempted to do in Pakistan, but her initiatives have been met with very little acceptance.

But nonetheless it sets a very healthy precedent.
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Conclusion

In Pakistan there are three kinds of Muslims. The first kinds are the
extremists, the ones that Europe says are creating all the problems. The
next kind is the liberal extremists, like Musharraf, they go to dance parties
and consume alcohol and all that kind of thing and deface the name of
Islam. Then there is us. Now you tell me who are we supposed to follow,
which Islam should we carry with us? 2%

This quote translated from a debate on live television last year demonstrates that
there is a prevailing dissatisfaction with the options people have in relation to a way of
life in Pakistan today. Pakistan is polarized between religious and secular forces that do
not engage with each other, and the moderate middle ground voice is soft is ever heard at
all. One of my informants explain that one of the reasons why Pakistan is in such a fix
today, is that the educated class has maintained a condescending attitude towards
anything that has to do with religion. Tariq Saab is the head of an initiative to train
teachers across Pakistan, and he has developed a madrassah training program where he
tries to educate madrassah teachers in the modern education system, and also about
human rights. He asserts that the rigidity that is always projected onto them is simply not
there. He says we Pakistani society has stereotyped very badly. The madrassahs

themselves have suffered as result of this bad image.

They are extremely aware of the bad press that they have, their
connection with fundamentalism and terrorism. They know this.
They want to break away from it. Pakistan’s failure is exactly a
failure of the civil society. Those who could know better and did
know better... for not reaching out the hand of friendship to the
madrassahs. It’s like saying: you blackguards! Stay where you are,
we’ll keep you there. Whereas those people need help at different
levels.”"’
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This dynamic constitutes the secular elites’ relationship with religious voices
when it comes to human rights as well. The assumption that to be modern is to be secular
and to be liberal, is accepted as overwhelming truth. This is the biggest obstacle two a
healthy conversation between Islam and human rights in Pakistan. The mutual respect

simply does not exist.

This case study has shown that the debate between Islamism and Secularism has
had profound consequences for the implementation of human rights norms in Pakistan.
Proponents of universal human rights point to the existence of Muslims taking up the
human rights cause within Islamic countries, but this thesis demands that a closer look is
necessary. The debate that I have related here should serve as a good demonstration that
this does not necessarily tell us anything about the existence of a real overlapping
consensus about human rights because of the contested position of these secular

proponents.

However I have tried to demonstrate that there may still be a growing sensibility
that Islam can play a role in combating the binarization in society. The examples that I
have related of moderate Islamic voices in Pakistan are a starting point. However, it
remains to be seen whether this project will continue in the future. The fact that these
groups are starting to form, however, is an example of the constructive tension between
the binaries of Islamism and secularism engendering a thrust to create a space for
dialogue. This political space needs to utilize some of the tenets of secularization in that it
is meditative. But the dialogical and evolving nature of this conversation is what is most
important here. A vision of a moderate Islam that looks deep within the tradition may

provide an entry way into this space in that it simply breaks the dichotomy between the
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two. As Pakistan continues to be one of the most dangerous places for human rights
workers today, this project takes an immediacy that the educated class in Pakistan ignores

at its own peril.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Conclusion

The survival of the Islamic world as Islamic is conditioned not only on
activist fervent, but on patient and complex intellectual labor which must
produce the necessary Islamic vision.

-Fazlur Rahman

This thesis has examined the prospects for a conversation between Islam and
human rights. By asking where the Islamic tradition can fit into a secular discourse that
inherently rejects religion in general but Islam in particular, I have tried to convey that
thinking in binary terms has seriously impaired the debate. What I have argued for,
therefore, is that while human rights in its modern conception may come out of a Western
tradition, this does not mean that the epistemological universes of Islam and human rights
cannot be put in dialogue in the future. I have argued that the secular nature of human
rights needs to be understood as pragmatic, rather than exclusionary. To understand
secularism this way gives room for the construction of a space where different religious
interpretations can come together and debate the future of human rights in Islam. A
corollary to this argument has been to assert that it is necessary to examine the
metaphysical, traditional sources of Islam to make sure that human rights can be
discussed in a language that resonates with Muslims themselves. It is important to be
aware that this entails hard work. It will be an empirical fact whether or not Muslims
themselves believe that this is important enough to expend the necessary energy

revisiting the debates and fundamental sources of the religion as we move into the future.
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As the case study shows, in Pakistan the paradigm of western modernity has been
uncritically emulated by the human rights activists in society. This is not to discount their
work or their efforts, but it is to point out that they too must begin to envision a new way
to start retrieving the Islamic tradition in the service of the human rights project. Given
that the state will always be restrained by competing spheres of authority and social
norms in society, railing against the state apparatus to institute new laws and deliver on
human rights may not be enough. Their aversion to Islam in politics is understandable,
but the time has come to move beyond the simple divide between religion and human
rights. One columnist appeals to the people of Pakistan by asserting that “at present,
Pakistan is in urgent need of visionaries who can articulate the country’s predicament and
its future possibilities. This is an insecure nation, unsure of its trajectory or place in the
world. We do not like our present circumstances or the way that others treat us (hence all
that squabbling about national sovereignty). Yet we have been unable to articulate who
we are and what we want.”?® Pakistan is an Islamic nation, I believe that the concept of
an Islamic state should mean just that, rather than an Islamist state. By this I mean that
the ethical underpinnings of Islam should play a role in motivating people to justice,
humanism and compassion, and that this should come out in people’s political action, but
not under the dictates of the state. This is what I have known of my religion and this is

what I want to see more in the future of Pakistan.

I do not pretend to have arrived at an end point for the conversation between
Islam and human rights. In fact I do not presume to privilege my own position on this
debate. But what this project has attempted to do is carve out a space within the Western

academic tradition, using concepts such as human rights, secularism and the state to show
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that it actually reasonable grounds upon which to take religious voices seriously. The fact
that there are many different interpretations of Islam becomes the basis for a conversation
in this third space that I posit. Therefore I am advocating for moderation, but not for a
middle ground simply understood that does nothing more than take aspects of western
thought and some aspects of Islamism. Rather I see a conversation taking place that does
a better job of including a myriad of voices that take Islam as a first principle. The few
examples that I have related I my case study may be enough to warrant a cautious
optimism as we arrive at this historical question. I therefore argue that there is hope for a
constructive tension between Islam and human rights that produces a demand for a re-
imagined space for dialogue- both critically engaging each other and calling each other

into question.
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