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In a landmark exploration of the sensibilities of an urban majority, Jaffer writes 

from within the interstices: a reciprocal animation of the social, political, 

religious constantly blurring yet retaining distinctive composition, and within 

the institutional modality of Sufi shrines that are less overarching rubric than 

shapeshifting, time-switching, and contested crystallizations of power-laden 

public lives always crossing thresholds of inverted intimacy and anonymity, the 

sacred and secular. Even as it is the locus of multiple interests and struggles, 

Islam here is less made from scripture or injunction and instead through ordinary 

transactions among heterogeneities and seemingly mundane everyday gatherings, 

as shrines act as a platform to concretely imagine a more enchanted and egalitarian 

city, as this book also enchants us with experiences and concepts many of us have 

longed for.

 AbdouMaliq Simone, University of Sheffield

This wonderful book provides a deep insight into the role that Sufi shrines play as 

public spaces in urban geographies. Questioning dominant Eurocentric visions of 

the public sphere and building on more than a decade of ethnographic research, 

Amen Jaffer shows in sensitive detail how shrines constitute a public space where 

social hierarchies can be suspended or else managed through relationships of 

obligations between those with varying levels of economic or political power.  

We understand better how socially marginalized groups construct communities 

and networks of support incorporating Sufi shrines. Going beyond the truism that 

shrines are places of refuge for all, Jaffer shows how this requires constant effort 

and how different communities mobilize to sustain that openness.

 Humeira Iqtidar, King’s College London

In this meticulous and engaging ethnography, Amen Jaffer gives us a vivid account 

of the everyday sociality that surrounds Sufi shrines in Pakistan. People from 

all walks of life congregate there for devotion, consumption, music, and social 

exchange. That does not exclude such impious acts as theft, land grabs, faction 

fights, entrepreneurship, and state intervention. Of particular interest is Jaffer's 

attention to marginal figures such as low-status tribals, eunuchs, the disabled, and 

the mentally ill. A superb monograph.

 Partha Chatterjee, Columbia University
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The Social Life of Islam

How do Islamic discourses, practices, and symbols become a concrete and 

meaningful facet of the lives of individuals and communities in the cities of 

contemporary Pakistan? How do they constitute relationships between neighbors, 

friends, relatives, strangers, and various urban groups? In other words, how is  

Islam woven into the social fabric of urban Pakistan? The Social Life of Islam 

addresses these questions through an ethnography of Sufi shrines in Pakistan’s 

second largest metropolitan center, Lahore. It argues that Sufi shrines’ position 

as a vital hub of metropolitan public life is critical to their capacity to serve as a 

conduit for Islam. Connecting urban studies with the study of religion, this book 

explores interactions between pirs, murids, visitors, locals, entrepreneurs, and other 

actors that constitute Sufi shrines as a key social, political, and religious space for 

the mediation, contestation, and reproduction of social relations in the city and for 

producing a distinct embodiment of Islam.

Amen Jaffer is a Lahore-based ethnographer interested in the social forms of 

South Asian cities. He co-edited State and Subject Formation in South Asia (2022) 

and was an SPSS Fellow at the Institute of Advanced Studies, Princeton. His 

current research examines the embeddedness of infrastructures in neighborhood, 

market, and household relationships.
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MUSLIM SOUTH ASIA

What is Muslim South Asia? This foundational question guides this series 

and its goals for creating new and conceptual knowledge connecting people, 

religion, and region by focusing on the lived experiences of Muslims. Using lived 

experiences as a conceptual lens opens space for exploring the range and diversity 

of Muslims across South Asia; critically engaging the nature of experiences and 

meanings of being constituted as Muslims; interrogating the prevailing notions of 

Muslim outsiderness in South Asia; and engaging a plurality of perspectives and 

methodologies to make sense of the intersectional relationships that give shape 

to Muslim South Asia. By focusing on South Asia, the series will highlight the 

representative experiences of the world’s largest Muslim population, benefitting 

the study of both South Asia and the Muslim world.

General Editor

Yasmin Saikia, Professor of History and Hardt-Nickachos Endowed Chair in 

Peace Studies, Arizona State University

Editorial Board
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This book is dedicated to the memory of my dear friend, Muhammad Naeem  

(d. 2020), also known as Ustad Bareeki. Bit by bit, he collected the promise of 

Lahore’s shrine worlds and folded it into his life. I can only hope that this book can 

reveal a glimpse of that promise.
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This book has been more than a decade in the making and as with such 

undertakings, it has gone through its fair share of twists and turns. Starting as 

an exploration of subaltern politics, it turned into an inquiry into Sufi Islam 
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