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The ‘Ulama in Contemporary Pakistan

In this book, Mashal Saif explores how contemporary ‘ulama, the
guardians of religious knowledge and law, engage with the world’s
most populated Islamic nation-state: Pakistan. In mapping these
engagements, she weds rigorous textual analysis with fieldwork and
offers insight into some of the most significant and politically charged
issues in recent Pakistani history. These include debates over the rights
of women; the country’s notorious blasphemy laws; the legitimacy of
religiously mandated insurrection against the state; sectarian violence;
and the place of Shi‘as within the Sunni majority nation. These diverse
case studies are knit together by the project’s most significant contribu-
tion: a theoretical framework that understands the ‘ulama’s complex
engagements with their state as a process of both contestation and
cultivation of the Islamic Republic by citizen-subjects. This framework
provides a new way of assessing state—‘ulama relations not only in
contemporary Pakistan but also across the Muslim world.

Mashal Saif is an assistant professor in the Department of Philosophy
and Religion at Clemson University, South Carolina.
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Without my mentors — graduate and undergraduate — I would never have
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interest in South Asian Islam was sparked by a class with Jim Laine at
Macalester. It is a testimony to his inspirational teaching and mentorship
that I pursued a career in Religious Studies. At Macalester I also studied
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the framework that informs this book to the languages and the specifics of
the ‘ulama tradition in Pakistan. Without him this book would not exist.
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Islam knows no bounds; his tutelage has made me a better scholar and
enriched this work in more ways than I can enumerate. I was similarly
lucky to have studied with Carl Ernst, a towering figure in the study of
South Asian Islam. Leela Prasad was a constant source of warm mentor-
ship and support as I thought through my interviews and the ethno-
graphic elements of my research. Her vast experience in the
anthropological study of religion in India was a source of unending
insights. If not for her, the primary sources in this book would have been
exclusively textual. I cannot thank her enough. Kalman Bland taught me
far more than he possibly realized; he modeled meticulous writing, careful
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questioning and using theory in ways that don’t obfuscate. While he is not
still with us, I hope that he would have thought that this book does his
mentorship justice.

I am immensely grateful to the ‘ulama who facilitated my research and
allowed me into their madrasas, homes and lives. Among them ‘Ammar
Khan Nasir and Zahid ur-Rashidi deserve special mention; they and their
families hosted me in their home in Gujranwala multiple times. ‘“Ammar
Khan Nasir also provided important references to his works and others’
and was always just an email away whenever I had a question. Ayatollah
Najafi and everyone at Jami‘a al-Muntazar modeled unparalleled generos-
ity. Without Ayatollah Najafi’s permission to use the library and to
interview him and other ‘ulama at the seminary, I could not have written
Chapter 4. I owe a similarly substantial debt to Khalil ur-Rahman Qadri
and others affiliated with Jami‘a Islamiyya. Among other guidance and
assistance, Khalil ur-Rahman provided key primary sources for Chapter 2.
Mufti Hanif Qureshi hosted me at his seminary and his home in Rawal-
pindi multiple times and shared with me his views and works which
feature in Chapter 2. Raghib Naeemi allowed me access, for over a decade,
to the library and seminary premises of Jami‘a Na‘imiyya. He was also
always open to meeting with me for informal conversation and structured
interviews. Mufti Imran at Jami‘a Na‘imiyya let me observe the daily
workings of the dar al-ifta’ for months at a time and answered numerous
questions over the years.I am indebted to all of these ‘ulama. I am also
grateful to Muhammad Khan Sherani, Hanif Jalandhari and Siddique
Hazarvi for letting me interview them. I am similarly indebted to the
‘ulama and madrasas who are mentioned by pseudonyms in this work.

Many non-‘ulama interlocutors and experts also aided my research.
Former Council of Islamic Ideology (CII) chairperson, Dr. Muhammad
Khalid Masud allowed me to interview him several times over the years in
Pakistan. He also read and commented on sections of Chapter 1 and
furthered my understanding of the CIL Dr. S. M. Zaman, another former
CII chairperson, was also gracious in welcoming me to his home and
sharing his experience on the council. Several CII members and employ-
ees, as well as other state officials, who remain unnamed in this work,
were also instrumental to aiding my research. Additionally, I benefited
tremendously from the friendship and guidance of the independent
scholar Zuhur ud-Din Sahib. The detailed feedback of three anonymous
reviewers has also improved this book.

Research for this book has been supported by the American Academy
of Religion’s International Dissertation Research Grant and three North
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entry into, many of the madrasas that feature in this work. My late
grandfather, Kamal Matinuddin, helped me take one of my earliest steps
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book. No words are enough to thank her. My father also helped with
childcare during his visits to the United States. My in-laws, Susie and Cary
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Note on Translation and Transliteration

All conversations with the ‘ulama were conducted in Urdu, unless indi-
cated otherwise. The same is true for all video and audio recordings of the
‘ulama quoted in this work. The translations into English are mine.

To aid readability, I do not use diacritics. The exceptions are ‘ and ’ to
indicate ayn and hamza respectively. I have also eschewed the use of °
when the hamza occurs at the end of the word. I sometimes pluralize
foreign words using English norms instead of Urdu and Arabic ones (for
example, madrasas instead of madaris).

I largely follow the IJMES transliteration style. Some exceptions
include proper nouns (the names of people, publishing houses, etc.), that
are spelled in English in the original text. For example, Taqi Usmani,
Islam and Modernism, trans. Shakir Rizwani (Lahore: Idara-e-Islamiat,
1995). In this instance, Usmani is not spelled ‘Uthmani. I also make an
exception for English words used in Urdu texts; I spell the English words
using their conventional English spelling. Urdu and Arabic names that are
commonly spelled in English by the named individuals and entities them-
selves are also not transliterated. For example, Pervez Musharraf,
Muhammad Khalid Masud, Syed Afzal Haider, Quaid-i-Azam Univer-
sity, Federal Shariat Court, etc. I also make exceptions for some words
and names (especially those in Urdu), which I spell in ways that best
reflect their pronunciation in Pakistan. When quoting English-language
works, I preserve the spelling and transliteration used by those works.
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