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Mr. Chairman, guests, members of the School faculty and graduating students of the School!

I feel greatly honoured to be invited to address this Seventh Convocation of the Indus Valley School. I wish to thank you sincerely for giving me this privilege.  As a life long student myself, I feel excited that I have been given an opportunity to speak to graduating students of the school who are at the threshold of their active and creative lives.

The wide world outside that awaits the new graduates, young men and women, is full of difficult challenges as well as great opportunities. It is not a perfect world. There is much that is wrong with it. It is you who must deal with it, with bold and creative minds. That is the challenge that awaits you.  From what I know of this school, I am sure that most of you have been trained to live by reason rather than dogma and formulas. Sadly our educational system, by and large, has done little to encourage free and creative thought. You will encounter a great deal of dogmatism when you move into the world outside. Your professional work will have to include the task of persuading your fellow countrymen to follow the light of reason and move into the modern world. 

One very difficult problem that you will have to contend with has to do with crude ways of interpreting what is represented to us as ‘Islamic ideology’.  That has been reduced to some absurd formulas, especially during the Zia period, and imposed on our society rather crudely. We need to understand the full implications of this as it affects us all.  

Let us consider the notion of Islamic architecture. After poetry, architecture is often taken to be the most advanced expression of Islamic art, especially the architecture of mosques. But when the idea of Islamic architecture is conceived these days, far too often that is taken to mean the dome and the minaret. For example, when the new State Bank of Pakistan began to plan for its new building half a century ago, predictably it was decreed from the top that it must be an ‘Islamic’ design. A Scandinavian firm of architects was given the job of designing it. Their design was a parody of the dome and minaret theme, with a huge low level banking hall with a dome and, by its side, a very tall and narrow building which was to symbolise the minaret. That structure was to house the offices. My own department alone would have needed three floors of it, making efficient work impossible! Fortunately the Governor, Mr. Zahid Husain, just buried the project for the time being rather than enter into debates about it. It was some years later that the Bank’s building was built under one of his successors, a clean, efficient and practical design, if not a masterpiece of architecture. One may well ask: ‘What was Islamic about the original Scandinavian design’?  I am sure that at the School you have had many opportunities to discuss the theme of the dome and the minaret as symbols of ‘Islamic architecture’.  Let us consider that briefly. 

It hardly needs to be said that Islam as a faith imposes no prescriptions that architecture must follow. Original Islam, as you will all know, came in the context of Bedouin nomadic society of Hejaz. It was a highly mobile society, for the nomads had to move constantly in search of fresh pasture. The material culture of that society therefore had to be limited to what they could load on the backs of their camels. Questions of architecture did not really arise until the emergence of an urbanised Muslim society following the conquest of the North. The Arabs had little experience of urban life. They learnt much from their Byzantine predecessors. Much of that which passes today in the name of ‘Islamic architecture’ is based on Byzantine foundations. 

The dome and the minaret are often taken to be prime examples of Muslim architecture and are held up before us as examples to imitate. In what sense are they ‘Islamic’? Given the building materials and techniques that were available 1500 years ago, the dome was a good solution for constructing a large covered space without the intrusion of pillars. But that design had little to do with the faith itself. As an architectural device it was used by the Romans and perfected by the Byzantines, long before the newly urbanised Muslims took it over. Today, with new materials and technology new solutions are available. It is said that the dome produces good acoustics. But that purpose too can now be better realised by using new technology and modern materials. If therefore the use of the dome has persisted for so long, one can attribute it to failure of these societies to develop new materials and technology. It is not an achievement. The only justification for the dome today could be an aesthetic one. The examples of medieval mosques that I have seen are indeed quite beautiful. Do use a dome in your design if you like the shape. But do not feel obliged to use it because you are told that it symbolises Islam. 

In Pakistan today we have gone overboard with the idea of imitating devices and methods that were practised in medieval Islam, as a way of ‘Islamisation’. But we need to examine closely the Islamic status of these dynastic kingships, starting from the establishment of the Umayyids in 661 AD (40 A H). True, they and those who came after them, laid claim to Khilafat?  But several eminent scholars of Islam have raised the question: Are such claims valid?  

Criticism of these regimes of dynastic kingship, by such scholars focuses on the fact that they came to power not through democratic election but on the strength of military force. Moreover, they were based on exploitative social systems. In both these respects they differ sharply from the Bedouin nomadic societies of original Islam, under the Khulafa-é-Rashidoon. They were by nature egalitarian. Political power in those societies of original Islam was democratic and appointments to high office were by elections. In both these respects the societies of original Islam stood in marked contrast to the societies and dynastic regimes of medieval Islam, notwithstanding the fact that their rulers appropriated for themselves the label of khilafat, in order to legitimate their rule. 

Reputed Islamic scholars, of different schools of thought, have raised large questions about the Islamic character of these dynastic kingships. Maulana Maududi, the Islamic Fundamentalist, was the most outspoken critic. He calls those rulers muluk, or kings, rather than khulafa. The establishment of the Umayyid Dynasty, he writes, was a ‘counter-revolution’ against original Islam (‘inquilab-é-m’aqoos’). It was a negation of the original Islam and a return to ‘Jahiliya’. (Maududi: Khilafat va Mulukiyat, p 38) Maududi adds that ‘Jahiliya did not come unveiled. It came under the guise of Islam(Musalman ban kar aaee thi). He adds that ‘In that task (of falsification of Islamic values and beliefs) worldly (dunya parast) Ulama assisted greatly’ (ibid. 38, 41). He argues that this counter-revolution against original Islam and the renewed domination of Jahiliya, initiated by the Umayyids, remained in force until the abolition of the Ottoman Khilafat by Turkish Republican Nationalists led by Mustafa Kemal in 1924, when they restored the elective principle. (Maududi 158-59). That is a terrible judgement. 1300 years of what is believed to be ‘Islamic rule’ are wiped out by him from the pages of history. Maududi’s criticism is based on the single issue of absence of democracy and the achievement of power by these regimes on the strength of military power.  

Maududi was not alone in arriving at such a shattering judgement. Ghulam Ahmad Parvez, an ‘Islamic modernist’, arrives at virtually identical conclusions, though he does not go quite so far as Maududi in saying that this was reversion to Jahiliya. But he too condemns these regimes for abandoning the Islamic principle of democratic election and achieving power instead on the strength of the military. He says that these regimes had no right to call themselves Khilafat.  (‘Tehrik-é-Pakistan aur Parvez’, p 591). 

A third major South Asian Islamic scholar, Sir Syed Ahmad Khan, also criticised these Muslim dynastic kingships. He confines his criticism to denouncing their false claims to Khilafat. He writes: ‘Imam Husain, alaihis salaam kay zamanay kay baad, jin logon nain iqtadar haasil kiya, unhon nain, is khayal say keh khalifa ka lafz … ziyada muqaddas hai, apnay taeen (apnay aap ko) khalifa kay lafz say taabir kiya.  (Maqalat-é-Sir Syed, vol I, pp. 166-168). He dismisses the idea that these self‑arrogated rulers had any religious role or powers whatsoever. They were worldly rulers and had nothing to do with the faith of Islam. Indeed a historical examination of these regimes shows that they were secular regimes under dynastic kingship and not theocratic regimes, despite their pretensions to be the latter. Our traditional mullahs, labelled dunya parast by Maududi, obscure the basic issues raised by these noted scholars. They take the claims of these regimes at face value and glorify them in the name of Islam.

Maududi, in his sweeping judgement, misses the most significant aspect of these societies namely that by that time the world of Islam was fragmented into different contending sects. Given basic sectarian differences, theocracy would have required the imposition of one sectarian view over others. That too would have been undemocratic.  Despite outward professions about enforcing the Shariah, these societies and states were therefore secular and, on the whole, tolerant.

The word ‘secular’ is mischievously translated into Urdu as ‘ladeenyat’. It must be emphasised that the word ‘secular’ does not mean a negation of religion. Secularism is the opposite of theocracy. Whereas theocracy by its nature is monolithic, secularism tolerates a plurality of religious beliefs. It takes the view that different religious beliefs can freely coexist in society and holds that it is not the business of the state to impose any particular belief on society. Faith and belief, it recognises, dwell in the privileged domain of the individual conscience. It is not the business of the State to encroach on that. As Sir Syed Ahmad has pointed out, unlike the Roman Catholics, Islam did not decree the office of a Pope, invested with authority to declare what is Islamic and what is not. Our own Shariat Courts, on the other hand, are institutionalised Popes, with no sanction in Islam. As Sir Syed Ahmad pointed out a person’s faith is his or her prerogative and no one has the right to impose any particular beliefs on any person. The state has no right to dictate on matters of faith. 

While acknowledging the valid criticism of our three scholars on the issue of democracy, there is no reason whatever to belittle achievements of these medieval Muslim states and societies, as long as we do not take them to be true exemplars of Islam. A high level of secular culture was reached by them, especially during ‘al ‘asr al-dhahabi’, the Golden Age, of the Abbasid dynasty, notably in the time of Haroon Al-Rashid and his son Al-Mamun. The world of learning expanded freely and vastly. An epoch of translation from foreign sources (including Indian texts) was followed by an age of creativity. Great progress was made in the fields of astronomy, mathematics and geography, law, philology and linguistics as well as medicine and philosophy. It was an age of reason and progress. It was also an age of tolerance. Interestingly enough our bigoted mullahs are critical of this age of reason. They glorify instead the latter period of decline when they became more dogmatic.  

The Pakistan Movement too was, from the start, a secular movement. It articulated the demands of educated Indian Muslims, who felt that they were losing ground especially in appointments to jobs in government. That was the focus of their demands for in colonised societies the state is the largest urban employer. Sir Syed Ahmad pioneered the movement for the new education that was a passport for such advancement. His message to the Indian Muslim Ashraf was to move into the modern age, to get a modern education and develop professional expertise. He exhorted them to enter into the mainstream of public life in colonial India. He saw no advantage in looking backwards.

The class of the newly educated Muslims soon began to organise themselves for a better representation in Government and share of government jobs. Their political aims and slogans were for better educational facilities, jobs and opportunities for Muslims. Their movement, which soon found organised expression in the All India Muslim League, was secular in character. This can be seen in their demands for which they campaigned. The issue of an Islamic ideology was never taken up by it. But because of the English education of those who were behind the Pakistan movement, the Mullahs were hostile to them. Muslim nationalism in India sought to rally Muslims of all sects. No religious slogans were raised. 

The traditional mullahs who were hostile to the Pakistan movement, were soon organised politically in the form of the Jamiat-é-Ulama-é-Hind which was organised, after World War I, during the Khilafat movement under the leadership of Mahatma Gandhi. They systematically denounced and opposed the Muslim League. The Majli-é-Ahrar even labelled the Quaid-é-Azam ‘Kafir-é-Azam!  The Jamaat-é-Islami, when it was set up, joined the other Mullah groups in denouncing the Pakistan movement.  

Mr. Jinnah, for his part, spelt out his secular vision of Pakistan on many occasions. His speech, given on 11th August 1947, to the newly established Constituent Assembly of Pakistan, spelt out the secular Pakistan Ideology in crystal clear terms. That secular commitment was reiterated by Liaquat Ali Khan in his speech to the Constituent Assembly when he moved the Objectives Resolution in March 1949. He said ‘The people are the real recipients of power. This naturally eliminates the danger of the establishment of a theocracy.’ 

After the creation of Pakistan the Mullah lobby began to change its tune. They turned around and now claimed that it was they who had won Pakistan, in order to create an ‘Islamic State’ to be ruled by Mullahs. In the last few decades especially, there has been a tendency to substitute the Pakistan Ideology as enunciated by Mr. Jinnah, by a new mullah’s version. This was first done by General Sher Ali Khan, when he was a Minister under General Yahya Khan in 1969. It was General Zia, however, who carried the logic of such a stance to the extreme and who has done more than anyone else to turn Pakistan into a medieval state, more backward even than medieval Muslim states that I mentioned earlier.

Such distortions by ideologues of some illegitimate regimes that have in the past come to power in our country, have been inscribed in textbooks given to our children, that are written to falsify our history. Most young Pakistanis have no idea of what really happened in our history. The truth is obscured from their eyes by a wall of falsehoods. That wall has to come down. You will have to grapple with this problem as you move into the real world. In that struggle your best weapons will be reason and truth. But truth has to be searched for and uncovered. Keep an open mind!  We need to retrieve the vision that can extricate us from our present morass and lead us on to greatness. 

So as you go out from this great institution to confront the outside world, I offer you my best wishes.

Thank you.  
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