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Preface

This volume is the third collection of essays largely based on the work of
the panel on ‘Religious Reform Movements in South Asia from the
Nineteenth Century to the Present’ which has met regularly at the biennial
European Conference on Modern South Asian Studies. Comprising
papers originally presented at the conference hosted by the University of
Heidelberg in 2002, the volume contains contributions from members
of this panel and cognate panels.

Certain themes and topics, which have been central to the ongoing
work of the ‘Religious Reform Movements panel, ensure a measure of
continuity between this volume and its predecessors. Such concerns
include patterns of political interaction and, more particularly, the
changing relationship between religion and the socio-political context,
the roles of specific religious movements, and the lives and contributions
of individuals. As colonialism has shaped in various ways all the move-
ments and historical personalities covered in this volume, a number of
authors continue the panel’s exploration, at its previous meetings, of the
experience of South Asian religious groups and movements during the
period of British rule. Other authors have centred their attention upon
more recent developments, drawing in one case upon substantial
fieldwork. The issue of gender in religion, which similarly has provided a
recurrent topic for the panel’s attention, is here addressed through studies
of both Hinduism and Islam. Other topics in this volume include the
interpretation of religious texts, proselytism, the apologetic use of art,
and Hindu constructions of East and West. The ‘Introduction’ initiates
a wider consideration of the study of South Asian religious reform
movements. Acknowledging novel aspects in the redefinition of South
Asian religious identities during the nineteenth century and subsequently,
it discusses the relationship between the past and modernity implied by
religious reform. The uses of functionalism, orientalism, and syncretism
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The ‘Faith Bureaucracy’ of
the Tablighi Jama‘at

An Insight into their System of
Self-organization (Intizam)

DIETRICH REETZ

Ham ne is kam ke liye ko'i anjuman nahin bana’i, na is ka ko’ daftar bai, na
rajistar (vegister) hai, na fand (fund) hai, yeh sare hi musalmanon ka kam hai,
ham ne murawwaja tariqa par ko alahida jama'at bhi nahin band'i hai.!

Muhammad Yusuf, second Amir of the Tablighi Jama‘at

The Tablighi Jama‘at, a movement of Muslim lay preachers, has recently
attracted increasing attention, as the ranks of its followers seem to be
increasing continuously. The term ‘tablighi jama‘at’ is derived from Urdu
and means ‘preaching movement or group, where tabligh denotes the
activity of propagation, applied here to the theology and practice of Islam.
It is considered to be part of the more general task of dz wa, marking the
obligation of all Muslims to propagate the faith. The movement came
into existence in India in 1926 and has since spread all over the world
where Muslims live. While its creed and basic structure have been
discussed in a number of recent research works, its internal functioning
has so far been largely obscured from public view. The Tablighis forcefully
assert, notably at the leadership level, that there is no special organization
or administration involved, emphasizing the lay character of the movement.
A closer look at their manner of operation reveals that this is far from
true. This can hardly be surprising as by now they are directing a move-
ment which by many standards is considered the largest living Islamic
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movement in the world, drawing into its fold Muslims in their millions,
and especially so in South Asia. Its internal administration has become
strong and robust. The movement is highly hierarchical and in many
instances appeats to be rather rigid. The movement is judged here not by
its religious agenda but as a sociological phenomenon. From the latter
perspective it is understood as a sociologically relevant group with clear
in- and out-group distinctions. It forms a social group inasmuch as its
members are marked by ‘relatively stable patterns of interaction’ (Marshall
1994: 207) through shared group norms and institutions where the
density of the interaction varies (Fuchs-Heinritz et al. 1994: 255). Its
members share not only common religious goals, but also many social
views and cultural practices. While the movement knows no formal
membership it is marked by a distinct internal culture, which influences
all members and their mutual relations.? The group ethos is even more
relevant for the regulars who dominate decision-making and set the rules.
They form a minority of 10-25 per cent of the followers, fulfilling the
requirement of spending at least three days per month in preaching tours
(cf. p. 115).

Derived from the travelling practice as its main form of activity,
arrangements are kept deliberately provisional and temporary. Yet there
is an unwritten constitution of the movement that determines in great
detail what issues are confronted in what way and how the work, such as
organizing the preaching tours, is to be conducted, how new members
should be attracted, and how issues of leadership and guidance are to be
resolved. Comparing their conduct of business to a bureaucracy is an
analogy that highlights its rules and procedures, structure, and decision-
making. The analogy of the group’s functioning with a bureaucracy is
also sought here because of the association of this term with modernity.
The German sociologist Max Weber argued that the formation of a
bureaucracy conducting the affairs of society became a feature of its
modernity, moving away from arbitrary and personalized decisions
to impersonal and law-based rule, developing specialization and
differentiation (Weber 1972: 551f1.).

After briefly introducing the movement the argument will be made
that many of its features resemble the functioning of a bureaucracy and
de facto contradict the claim by Muhammad Yusuf that the movement is
not a group or party in the established sense. Many references are based
on field research in India and Pakistan in 2001-2, where informal
structured interviews were conducted with respondents in two selected
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context situations: the universities of Aligarh and Lahore and the annual
congregations of the movement (#jtima ‘) at Bhopal and Raiwind in India
and Pakistan. Several of the respondents were involved in decision-making
at the local and national levels and could provide unique insights into
the functioning of the movement. Most of them requested anonymity
for purposes of publication as they felt that discussing such issues openly
would undermine their standing in the movement.> The practical
dimensions of the tabligh work have so far been rarely documented in
academic publications. Previous analysis was mostly based on the
hagiographic and propagandist literature of the movement (Anwarul Haq
1972; Masud 2000). Though the movement has for long successfully
deflected investigative attempts by non-Muslim scholars, lately however,
the number of case studies has increased (Faust 2001; Zainuddin 2001;
Sikand Yoginder 2002).

The philosophy of the movement is summarized in the famous six
points, demanding to focus attention on (i) the confession of faith by
reciting the kalima, (ii) praying regularly and correctly (salaz), (iii)
acquiring religious knowledge and remembering God (ilm, zikr), (iv)
respecting fellow-Muslims (7&7am), (v) reforming one’s inner self through
pure intentions (niyyat), and (vi) spending time on the propagation of
Islam through tabligh work, making oneself a servant of God (n4fr) (Faridi
1997: 114-16). The movement’s self-declared objective is the so-called
internal mission, to make Muslims better Muslims, as the Tablighis say.
It strongly denies any political ambitions. Yet its efforts to ‘re-islamize’
large numbers of Muslims cannot but have political consequences if only
by providing a fertile ground for the activities of Islamic political parties
and radical or militant groupings. The movement is predominantly male-
oriented, although it does organize women’s activities on a limited scale
in ways strictly conforming to prescriptions of dress and modesty as
derived from Islamic law. Women’s activities may partly be regarded as
emancipatory, if compared with traditional gender roles in South Asia or
in other Islamist movements (see Metcalf 1999; Masud 2000).

TRAVELLING PREACHERS

The Tablighi movement came into being in 1926 when Muhammad
Ilyas (1885-1944) started preaching correct religious practices and
observance of rituals to Muslim tribes in the region of Mewat around
. Delhi (cf. Mayaram 1997). In doing so, Ilyas joined other Muslim activists
and groups who confronted the preachers of the reformist Hindu
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movement Arya Samaj since the beginning of the century. The area had
become a battle ground for the souls of the local tribal population whose
ancestors had converted from Hinduism to Islam. Since then the
tribesmen had retained a number of eatlier non-Islamic customs. The
Arya Samaj aimed at reclaiming these tribes for the Hindu faith into
which they would be readmitted after ritual ‘purification’ —shuddhi—
the name by which the campaign became known. Contacting local elders,
Ilyas aimed at reorganizing the religious and social life of the tribes,
creating new facilities for religious education, and improving social
~ommunication through regular council meetings in villages. His main
¢, ovation, however, pertained to the introduction of travelling lay
peeachers who were being dispatched to other Muslim regions in India.
Their objective was twofold: the participants should reform themselves
on these tours and they should carry the faith to other fellow-Muslims
who so far had remained passive or disinterested in the observance of
religious practices. Those preaching tours became the hallmark of the
Tablighi movement. Today Tablighi lay preachers practically traverse the
entire world.

The groups are formed at the local Tablighi centre, which is usually
attached to a Deobandi mosque or madrasa. Starting with Ilyas” personal
association with the Dar al-‘Ulum’ of Deoband, the movement has
been supported by its religious scholars, ulama’, propagating the purist
teachings of this seminary located in thé north Indian state of Uttar
Pradesh (UP) (Metcalf 1982). The Tablighi movement also kept close
contact with the Nadwa seminary from Lucknow, the capital of UP (Malik
1997). The association of followers with the movement is mostly a
temporary one, lasting for the duration of the particular preaching tour.

At its destination the travelling groups would usually head for a local,
mostly Deobandi, mosque. There they would stay for two to three days
and sleep inside the mosque—which is a practice not fully accepted by
all ‘ulama’. The Tablighis try to give it legitimacy by presenting it as some
form of i‘tekaf;, the ritual seclusion for prayer in the mosque during the
fasting month of Ramadan. They are always self-sufficient with their
bedding and cooking utensils, which they carry with them. After prayer
they go out and tour the local Muslim community. They knock on doors
of most houses to invite people to attend the next prayer at the mosque.
While responses vary, between 2 and 10 per cent of those approached
may turn up, of which some might have come anyway to say their regular
prayer there.* After a joint prayer they are given an inspirational religious
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DEMANDS ON FOLLOWERS

Travelling in preaching groups is the core activity of the movement. It
generated a demanding roster of regular commitments differing mainly
in the amount of time spent by the Tablighis:

s Three days per month on a full preaching tour to another locality in
their home region;

s Forty days per year, called by the Sufi term chilla, generally a longer
petiod of withdrawal or seclusion for contemplation and prayer, which
could be a tour to other states or provinces of their country, but also
to other countries;

s The ‘grand chilla,” consisting of three consecutive chillas, once during
their lifetime, which equals four months (120 days);

s For the ardent there are even longer chillas, mostly when going abroad,
for a period like seven months or one year, or on foot across the country
for a whole year (paidal jama‘ar) (cf. Hasani 1982: 772).

Since the 1980s Tablighi activists have devoted growing attention to
a scheme that has slowly but steadily evolved over the past decades, the
formation and operation of a local ‘mosque group’ (masjidwar jama‘at)
in addition to the travelling preaching group, the Tablighi Jama‘at. It
considers the local mosque as the basic unit of operation. It is meant to
keep the work of tabligh alive after returning from the preaching tours.
The details of this scheme have been fixed in a rigid grid of demands that
are made on its participants on a daily basis. It rests on the understanding
that every potential follower of the movement is always and first 2 member
of his local mosque group. This makes the scheme somewhat akin to
ideological structures of mobilization, such as the basic units of the
Communist movement. In reality, it is only the regulars who are involved
in it. It requires doing five ‘good deeds’ (2 mal) every day:

s Attending all five prayer sessions at your local mosque which are also
used to fulfil specific functions for the movement;

s Forminga council (shura), which meets daily, and to attend its sessions
at one of the prayer times;

s Spending two-and-a-half hours daily of dedicated tabligh activities in
meeting fellow-Muslims ~nd inviting them on to the path of Allah in
a one-to-one meeting (mulaqas);
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* Conducting two educational sessions (¢@/im) daily by reading from
the Zakariya volumes for about 30-45 minutes, one at the mosque
and one at home;

s Making two rounds of preaching walks (gasht) per week, around the
immediate neighbourhood on one day—which is fixed for every local
mosque—and around the adjacent mosque area on their fixed day.

The three-day preaching tour (ses-0za) promises to earn the performer
thirty days of reward (#hawab) on the path of Allah. If it is observed
every month for awhole year, the individual’s lifetime account for paradise
will be credited with a reward of one year. The reward system works like
collecting rebate points. Different actions promise different amounts of
time earned for the afterlife. The idea of specific amounts of time as
reward is derived from Prophetic traditions. However the Tablighi Jama‘at
has uniquely adapted it to its own requirements based on point six of its
mission goals, calling upon followers to spend time on the path of Allah.
The rewards of varying sizes are mentioned in the Zakariya volumes
Fazd'il-e A'mal. Various Amirs kept developing the system. Detailed time
rewards for specific preaching activities of the movement are frequently
mentioned in Yusuf’s writings. They constitute an arithmetic challenge
for individuals to keep track of their faith record, but Yusuf had a rule of
thumb for this as well. Calculated on a 24-hour basis, individuals should
aim at spending not less than one-third of their time on tabligh. Only
then could they be reasonably sure to break with old habits and defeat
the devil, really to change in the way required for a pious life. It means
that the above-mentioned obligations would not be sufficient. The task
for the more advanced regulars or ‘old comrades’ (purane sathi, cf. p. 115
1982: 772) would, therefore, be to make arrangements for spending
four months on the path of Allah every year in addition to all the other
obligations. Otherwise the ways of humankind on the social level could
not really be mended and falsehood (batil) rooted out. If the regulars do
not undertake at least one proper grand chilla without coming home
in between, the spirit of their lives cannot really be changed (Hasani
1982: 772).

Committing to these activities—travel, mosque, and congregation—
puts a heavy burden on the shoulders of every regular, especially as
these tasks do not present alternatives but are cumulative and have to be
followed one in addition to the other. It is not uncommon that those
doing so tend to neglect their worldly engagements. At the same time, the
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mobilizing efforts can also have affirmative results. A survey made at
Aligarh Muslim University in India was said to have shown that the
academic achievements of Muslims students who were Tablighi regulars
significantly surpassed those of their co-students.®

Yet a regular can hardly pursue his predilection for tabligh work, if he
does not make it his lifetime occupation and does not count the hours.
This also entails social consequences with regard to Tablighi family life.
Several informants suggested during interviews that those families where
both partners were actively involved in tabligh work tended to have fewer
children. They would have more simple marriage ceremonies—because
they shun ostentatious expenditure—and easier divorces—because they
do not ask for bride money, both under the influence of reformist
teachings.” Occasionally, young Tablighi activists seek out the advice
of their elders for finding suitable marriage partners tolerant of the
demanding tabligh work.®

LEADERSHIP AND COUNCILS

In its self-representation, the movement stresses its egalitarian character.
Outgoing preaching groups (jama‘at) elect a leader (amir) from among
themselves whose orders would be obeyed unquestioningly. Obedience
(ita a?) to the amir is a cornerstone of the movement. Yet he could be any
of them, and more important, he is expected to lead through his personal
example in his devotion to preaching, praying, religious education, but
also in his humble demeanour towards other members of the group, in
his readiness to take over ordinary daily chores of cooking or cleaning.
Beside this leader of the basic preaching group, the only other leader
who is well-known in public is the national leader of the Tablighis in
India or Pakistan (or any other country). The middle rung of leadership
is hardly visible to outside observers and not even to irregular participants.
Yet the movement is ruled by a clearly defined command structure at
every level, being both flexible and rigid in turns. It is based on the
principle of consultation as gleaned from the Qur'an and the Hadith
(shura, mashwara), led by an amir or a responsible person of varying
designation. It is assumed that the Prophet’s practice of consultation with
his companions is the example. Council is held in the open, accessible to
all members or interested people, at least in theory. In practice though,
there is a selection of those attending and not all business of the movement
is conducted in public. While most of its business is limited to its own
followers, there definitely is a closed or secret part of business of the
movement, which is deliberately kept away from the public eye.

The ‘Faith Bureaucracy’ of the Tablighi Jama’at 107

These councils were originally meant to serve as temporary and flexible
arrangements, allowing the leaders of groups, local and national centres
to take the right decisions. Yet the swelling numbers of followers led to
growing requirements for decision-making. Councils over time became
more permanent and a regular leadership feature. The shura derives some
of its prestige from the amir as and when he presides over the council.
It is interesting to note that the councils have some autonomy and
permanence, cementing the strong hierarchical order of the ‘faith
bureaucracy’. While in the lower ranks their composition is shifting and
rotating in fairly short intervals to involve as large a number of volunteers
as possible, the councils appear fairly stable from the level of the local
markaz upwards. Members of these councils are generally endorsed, if
not appointed, by higher-standing councils. They often enjoy a life
membership. They are mostly not religious scholars, but often academics
and professionals who belong to the group of the ‘old comrades’. Treated
with great reverence and respect, they are next to the amir in enjoying a
more or less privileged position. Serving on a council is demanding with
sessions held every day and a seemingly endless amount of business to be
enacted. The endorsement of outgoingsand the reports of incoming,
groups are done on fixed days. Other days are devoted to the
congregations, local and national, to settling differences among followers
or lower-standing council members where they act as an internal court
of appeal on discipline, mission goals, methods, and conflicts.

Maulana Yusuf laid down detailed principles for mashwara in a letter
to departing preachers.” He specifically warned that in council,
participants should not insist on their opinion and push through its
implementation, as this would cancel out Allah’s support for the
movement. If an opinion is required it should be expressed from one’s
heart and put forward gently (narmz), not in competition (tagqabil) with
others (Hasani 1982: 777). One should remember that one’s opinion is
coloured by evil (shurur). If a decision is taken in favour of some other
opinion one should be glad to have been saved from this evil, and if one’s
opinion is accepted one should be filled with fear and pray to God.
‘Majority opinion is not our basis of decision and it is not necessary to
ask everybody’s opinion on every issue’ (ibid.) Everyone should have the
desire to be kind to the others. After taking opinion there will be discussion
in a manner that different temperaments are considered and weighed,
after which the amir will then decide. These instructions are obviously
meant to take care that council sessions do not give rise to leadership
ambitions and power struggle. These are general principles of consensual






























