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South Asian Sectarianism
- A Comparative Study

Dr. M. Mehdi Kazmi

1 Sectarianism: A Wound in the Soul of the Subcontinent

In our beloved subcontinent, there exists an ailment so deeply entrenched
that it has fragmented societies, fractured the collective soul, and made us a
spectacle of ridicule before the world. This disease is sectarianism. What
was meant to be a beautiful and unifying religion—Islam, with its profound
message of justice, mercy, and brotherhood—has too often been reduced to
bitter sectarian identity wars.

Each group insists that theirs is the “rightful sect” and the truest
interpretation of Islam, even though most adherents possess little more than
a superficial understanding of their own sectarian narrative. Why, then, do
people cling so fiercely to these fractured identities? For some, it is a search
for safety within the crowd, a way to ease the vulnerability of standing
alone. For others, it is a refusal to acknowledge the legitimacy of how
others believe and live. Sectarian affiliation can feed narcissism, turning
sect leaders and heroes into objects of near - worship, revered as holier than
all others. It can also provide a false sense of pride, a fragile identity
propped up by declaring others inferior or misguided.

At its root, sectarianism panders to a primitive and destructive need simply
to belong—at all costs. This unchecked need fuels hatred and enmity. Hate-
mongering becomes a sport, a tool of manipulation, and an exercise of
unrestrained power in the hands of those who thrive on these jungle-law
narratives. The result is a society torn apart, where the richness of Islamic
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heritage is obscured by petty rivalries, and the spirit of unity is sacrificed at
the altar of sectarian pride.

2 The Need for Comparison

To compare and contrast who we are in relation to the Other is a natural
human tendency. Human beings make sense of themselves by seeing
themselves mirrored, challenged, or complemented in others. This
comparative instinct becomes particularly vivid in societies marked by
plurality—whether of religions, sects, or cultures. The South Asian
subcontinent, home to vibrant Muslim communities of diverse orientations,
offers fertile ground for such comparative work.

In my course on Interreligious Studies, I encountered an article

in Understanding Religion: Theories and Methods for Studying Religiously
Diverse Societies (Tweed & Fitzgerald, 2021). It describes a scholarly
method of comparing religions in ways that are fair, empathetic, and
illuminating. I realized that this same methodology could be applied to the
study of sects. Too often, sectarian comparison is undertaken with an
agenda—to assert superiority, delegitimize the Other, or fortify a sense of
collective pride. Such approaches only deepen divisions. A more reflective
and scholarly approach allows us to view sects not as battlegrounds for
proving rightness but as distinct expressions of Islam, each with its own
rich colors and profound ways of creating meaning.

3 Rethinking the Concept of “Sect”

The very word sect often carries negative associations—fragmentation,
schism, division. Yet, as Byron Earhart (1993) argued in Religious
Traditions of the World, religion itself may be defined as a distinctive set of
rituals, beliefs, doctrines, institutions, and practices through which
members of a tradition establish, maintain, and celebrate a meaningful
world. If we borrow this definition, sect can be rehabilitated as well.

A sect may not be a religion in and of itself, but it functions as a mode of
expression within the larger religious tradition. It provides rituals and
doctrines, structures of authority and institutions, ways of experiencing and
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embodying faith, and above all, a coherent worldview that addresses life’s
enduring questions.

Here we might follow Lewis R. Rambo (1993) and Ninian Smart (1998),
who understood religion as worldview. Smart outlined six key dimensions:
doctrinal/philosophical, mythic/narrative, ethical/legal, ritual/practical,
experiential/emotional, and social/institutional. When applied to sects, these
categories reveal how each group within Islam develops its own balance of
emphases. Some may privilege ritual and law, others experience and
devotion, others authority and leadership. The task of comparative sect
studies, therefore, is to notice these emphases, analyze them carefully, and
understand their meaning for adherents.

4 The Challenge of Comparison

Comparative study of sects has long been central to Islamic scholarship, but
it also invites criticism. Jonathan Z. Smith (1990) warned that careless
comparisons become “magical acts” that conjure false similarities,
flattening distinct traditions. Yet comparison is unavoidable: human beings
always understand the unfamiliar in light of what they already know. The
challenge is to compare responsibly—attending both to similarities and to
differences.

As Paul Hedges (2021) argues, meaningful comparison requires a balance
of comparison and contrast. Overemphasizing patterns, as earlier scholars
such as Mircea Eliade (1959) often did, risks erasing the distinctiveness of
sects. Responsible comparison looks beyond doctrines alone and attends to
lived practice—rituals, behaviors, institutions, and the cultural worlds in
which sects are embedded.

5 Comparative Glimpses: Deobandi, Barelvi, and Shia Traditions
Applying these principles to Deobandi, Barelvi, and Shia sects reveals both
shared frameworks and profound divergences. All three draw from the
Qur’an, Sunnah, and Islamic history, yet each has developed unique ways
of understanding authority, salvation, ritual life, and identity.

ST R

_;.ir



Deobandi: Emphasizes purification and austerity. Doctrines stress
strict fawhid and avoidance of bid ‘a (innovation), grounding
themselves in Hanafi jurisprudence and rigorous madrasa
scholarship. Rituals are simple—mosque prayers, Qur’an study, and
avoidance of practices seen as corruptions, such as shrine visitation
or musical devotion. The culture reflects sobriety and reform, shaped
by resistance to colonial modernity (Metcalf, 1982).

Barelvi: Affirms Sufi cosmology and devotional practices. Beliefs
include the Prophet’s spiritual presence (hadir o nazir), the
intercession of saints, and ongoing miracles of the unseen world.
Rituals are rich and embodied: mawlid celebrations, urs festivals,
shrine visitations, devotional poetry (na ‘at), and Qawwali. Barelvi
culture is deeply tied to South Asian folk traditions, music, and
poetry, with shrines serving as spiritual and social centers (Sanyal,
1996).

Shia: Distinct in its doctrine of the Imamate. Shia Muslims affirm
that divinely guided Imams from the Prophet’s family are the
rightful leaders of the community, sinless and authoritative
interpreters of faith. Rituals focus on memory and mourning,
especially ‘Ashura commemorations of Imam

Husayn, Arba ‘een pilgrimages, majlis gatherings, and matam (ritual
chest-beating). Shia identity is profoundly shaped by Karbala, giving
rise to a theology of sacrifice, resistance, and justice. Its culture is
transnational, sustained by law, philosophy, poetry, and dramatic re-
enactments (fa ziya) (Pinault, 1992; Hyder, 2006).

Using Hedges’ comparative lens, several insights emerge:

4]
§
b 6 Comparative Insights

Authority: Deobandis trust texts and scholars; Barelvis extend
authority to saints and the Prophet’s spiritual presence; Shias locate
authority in the lineage of Imams.




o The Human Problem: Defined variously as innovation (Deobandi),
forgetfulness of devotion (Barelvi), or injustice and betrayal (Shia).

o Salvation: For Deobandis, it lies in purification of practice; for
Barelvis, in intercession and devotion; for Shias, in loyalty to the
Imams and participation in the memory of Karbala.

Comparison shows that while all three sects affirm Islam’s shared
foundations, they embody them in profoundly different ways. Outward
similarities—communal gatherings, commemorations, recitations—mask
very different functions: Deobandis seek to protect orthodoxy, Barelvis to
cultivate love and intercession, and Shias to embody justice and sacrifice.

7 Conclusion

In the end, comparison of sects, when done critically, is not about
collapsing differences into sameness. It is about appreciating the distinct
worlds of meaning each sect creates, while recognizing the broader human
search for truth, justice, and devotion. To compare Deobandi, Barelvi, and
Shia traditions responsibly is to see both their common Islamic heritage and
their unique responses to enduring questions of authority, mediation, and
the path to God.Far too often, our sectarian leaders expend their energies in
spewing venom at one another, mistaking hostility for strength and
aggression for a shallow performance of manliness. Their self-styled
glorification, cloaked in bizarre titles, betrays a striking absence of training,
scholarly engagement, or even the slightest inclination toward
understanding the Other. In a culture of exaggerated hero-worship, so
prevalent across the Subcontinent, followers readily align themselves
behind these combative figures, addressed as “Hazrat this” or “Hazrat that,”
without critical reflection.

It is incumbent upon all of us—Ileaders and followers alike—to cultivate the
discipline of learning from and about other sects, other traditions, and other
worldviews. The world does not, and cannot, revolve solely around the
narrow orbit of one’s sectarian identity or leadership. To recognize that
their self-righteous posturing is not the mantle of the Prophet %, but in fact
a negation of his message and mission, is a realization that can only emerge

5
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& through genuine encounter with the breadth and richness of other 21
?r | 0,0 . . 5
- communities. Such engagement requires openness of heart and clarity of 'R
- mind, guided by thoughtful method rather than impulsive hostility, and by ek
the desire to learn rather than the compulsion to denounce. 1
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. Reaction Paper: Peace and
Justice in the Abrahamic
~ Traditions

Hina Athar Khan

Humans are ‘oppressive’; they oppress their own selves as well as others.
They are ‘ignorant’; of their potential and that of others. And they are
‘quarrelsome’ among themselves.! This is how the Creator describes
creation in the Islamic revelation, the Quran. These are the set of attributes,
among others, predisposing humans to conflict and violence. Look beyond
humans across all life-forms, and we will notice ‘causes’ of conflict woven
in to the fabric of nature at large. In fact, in a purpose built self-sustaining
universe, it seems conflict is an essential catalyst for change and
sustenance. John Paul Laderach says that conflict is a ‘motor of change’.
Though Laderach is addressing social conflict when he says ‘conflict flows
from life and is a life giving opportunity’, it is not inconceivable to apply
this idea universally and to the universe.?

Religious scriptures across traditions, and not just Islam, verify conflict as a
part of human nature and, as with all other natural human predispositions,
necessary for the sustenance of self and society. It is for this reason that
religious texts have extensively addressed the human tendency to conflict
and provides wisdom for its management. This is so because unlike non
rational life-forms where conflict remains harmonious with the natural

1 Quran 33:72 and 18:54
2 Lederach, John Paul. The Little Book of Conflict Transformation. Intercourse, PA: Good Books,
2003. Pg 4-8



design, humans are capable of perverting towards extremes that result in
violence and oppression.

Teachings pertaining to management of and defense against such
perversions are essentially the religious ‘struggle’. It is often these same
teachings that are misrepresented to propagate violent conflict for motives
unrelated to religion itself. This has led to an unjust framing of religions as
‘violent’ or ‘peaceful’. Using the inter- and intra-religious context of Islam,
this paper will explore why such a framing is an injustice to the essence of
the religion. Further, the paper will attempt to build a case for how religion
itself can and must defend itself against such narratives.

Human conflicts stem primarily from an ‘Us vs Them’ mentality that seeks
to gain and preserve the Us, in an environment of actual or perceived
limited resources.? It has been researched to show that any identity marker,
even an inconsequential one, may instigate an ‘Us vs Them’ perception,
leading to dehumanization and subsequent oppression.* In such a dynamic,
one may only imagine how strong the mis-use of religion as an identity
marker may be. Religions, especially Abrahamic traditions, rely on a faith-
based belief system, that require momentary surrendering of human
rationality before the understanding of God and His wisdom. This
rationality is often asked to be parked in favor of reflection that reveals a
Wisdom beyond immediate logic. However, a generalized
misunderstanding with regards to surrender before God, paired with a lack
of knowledge of the religion, renders many religiously-situated people
vulnerable to manipulations. This is what many times lead to mass violence
in the name of religion.

In the recent times, Islam garners an instant recall globally when speaking
of religious violence or violent religions. In and inter-religious context,
Islam is the most predominant religion among nations that identify a state
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religion.’ Every war may therefore quite possibly be deemed a religious
war or at least leans upon religion to some degree. Islamic sentiment in
these countries was misused most fervently in the ‘jihadist’ movement
against the Soviet Union as recent as the 1990°s and as a result many
religiously inspired extremist movements are also founded in Muslim
states.® These extremist groups have been fighting in the name of religion
within as well as outside of their host states. Viewed simplistically, all
conflicts stemming from and with Muslim nations could be deemed
‘religious wars’. In an intra-religious context, Muslims find themselves
divided into sects and schools of thought — infighting among which often
garners attention in the international media in a manner similar to the
“Troubles” where often ethno-nationalist conflicts take cover of sectarian
belief systems. Syria’ and Pakistan are prime examples of complicated and
violent predicaments that originate from an evident Saudi-Iran rivalry.®

There are essentially two ways to understand IF a religion is in fact violent.

One, to study whether the instances of conflict and violence can be
stemmed to the Us vs Them phenomenon, in such a case the conflict is a

matter of identity and not the religion despite its use of religious sentiment.

Second, to understand the essence of the religion and explore its views on
conflict or violence in such light. William T. Cavanaugh aptly challenges
the notion that it is religious ideology that truly causes violence, or any
more violence, than a secular ideology® — the examples above lead to the

5 Pew Research Center. "Many Countries Favor Specific Religions, Officially or Unofficially." Pew
Research Center, October 3, 2017. https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2017/10/03/many-
countries-favor-specific-religions-officially-or-unofficially/.

& International Crisis Group. "Exploiting Disorder: Al-Qaeda and the Islamic State." International
Crisis Group, April 29, 2014. https://www.crisisgroup.org/global/exploiting-disorder-al-qaeda-
and-islamic-state.

7 Council on Foreign Relations. "The Sunni-Shia Divide." Council on Foreign Relations, August 20,
20009. https://www.cfr.org/article/sunni-shia-divide.

8 Rathore, Shahzeb Ali. "The Saudi-lran Factor in Pakistan’s Sunni-Shia Conflict." Middle East
Institute, May 30, 2017. https://www.mei.edu/publications/saudi-iran-factor-pakistans-sunni-
shia-conflict.
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conclusion that most violent conflicts are quite possibly a result of identity
and otherness. A focus is therefore required on the essence of religion, in
this case Islam, and understand how Islam views violence. Such a focus, if
possible would build a theory of peace that can at best dismantle identity
based conflicts and at the very least curb the use of religion in such
conflicts that are essentially bereft of true religious cause.

Islam is a religion that is deeply rooted in the concept of rightful dues and
justice. Infact derived from the Arabic lexicon of the word for religion Din;
religion is a debt of existence owed to God, a trusted deposit (Amanah).
Thereby Islam becomes a means of repayment of this debt. This can be
thought of as doing justice by God, a theme often repeated in the Quran.
Further, the terms Zulm (oppression) as well as its antonym Adl (justice)
mean ‘putting something out of its rightful place’ and ‘putting things in
their rightful place and avoiding excess or deficiency’ respectively.!® This
rings well with Johan Galtung’s idea of violence being such act that restrict
the ability to reach or actualize a latent potential — a rightful due.!!

Studied in this light, justice is neither the existence of peace nor violence
but a purpose in and of itself. Justice is the scale on which peace and
conflict may be brought to perfect equilibrium. Where peace does not stop
the ‘motor of change’, and conflict does not manifest into violence.
Therefore, a religion may not be framed as peaceful nor violent, but better
framed as just or unjust. Justice is at once minutely intrinsic, where a
person must do everything to fulfill their individual potential — including
the just use of intellect, health, limbs, etc; and vastly extrinsic, propelling
the actualization of potential among other individuals, communities, and
the world at large. As for Islam, it repeatedly calls for justice.

This form of justice calls individuals, especially believers towards the use
of intellect, a tool essential to the most appropriate appraisal of a potential.

9 Cavanaugh, William T. "Does Religion Cause Violence?" Harvard Divinity School Bulletin, Spring
2000. https://bulletin.hds.harvard.edu/does-religion-cause-violence/.

19 |bn Faris, Ahmed "Magqayis al-Lugha" (&1 junlie ezxas)

11 Galtung, Johan. "Violence, Peace, and Peace Research." Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 6, No. 3
(1969), pp. 167-191.
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After all, the Quran itself exhorts believers repeatedly and with urgency to
contemplate and reflect on essential realities of existence — using their
intellect and critical thinking capabilities. Imam Ali, who is the Gate of
Knowledge according to the widely accepted tradition of Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH) says with regards to the purpose of Revelation and
sending forth of the prophets was to unearth the buried treasures of
intellects.'? This demonstrates that religion, especially revelation, is meant
to evoke intellect, not stifle it. Reza Shah-Kazemi in his book, Justice and
Remembrance — Introducing the Spirituality of Imam Ali, presents that
according to Imam Ali the intellectual as one ‘who puts all things in their
proper place’, and that therefore, ‘only the true intellectual can be fully
just’.!3 This analysis is common to scholars of Islam such as Imam Al-
Ghazali, who have dug deeper into the esoteric realities of Islam.

This calls into question, who are these people — who are the ones upon
whom it is now incumbent to refine and apply their intellects for the cause
of justice. Here we may turn to one of the most prominent and influential
Islamic scholars, Imam Jafar Sadiq’s teachings regarding understanding the
Revelation of God, the Quran. According to Imam Jafar, the ‘elite’
(khawwas) of the Muslim community must apply their intellects to
understand the Quran beyond its literal expression.!* That is, they must
explore deeper meanings and connotations of the revelation to unearth the
buried treasures. In current times, the elites of the Muslim community are
all those individuals blessed with basic education and critical thinking
skills, and who are not consumed with provision of basic necessities. Using
this, one can quite easily identify all higher academia educated individuals
as the demographic that fits this description of the elite. While this may

12 Shah-Kazemi, Reza. 2006. Justice and Remembrance: Introducing the Spirituality of Imam “Ali.
New York: 1.B. Tauris in association with the Institute of Ismaili Studies. Appendix one.

13 Shah-Kazemi, Reza. 2006. Justice and Remembrance: Introducing the Spirituality of Imam “Ali.
New York: I.B. Tauris in association with the Institute of Ismaili Studies. Pg 35.

' Ja‘far al-Sadig, Farhana Mayer, Paul Nwyia, il (2 does ¢ slae, and Muhammad ibn al-
Husayn Sulami. Spiritual Gems: The Mystical Qur’aN Commentary Ascribed to Ja‘far Al-SaDiq as
Contained in Sulami’s HAqa’iq Al-TafsiR from the Text of Paul Nwyia. Louisville, Ky.: Fons Vitae,
2011.pg1l
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seem like a bizarre idea, it isn’t really so. In the middle ages, ALL Muslim ;
scholars, by definition, were in fact those who were well-versed in the

sciences of religion first, and through their exploration of the Revelation,
experts of other sciences.
One may say that the western modern education system, with its secular
o nature, has led to the unfair conclusion that religion is irrelevant to the
i development of critical and design thinking skills, and that it may in fact be
: a stifling force for reason, intelligence, and intellect. It is unfortunate that
] the misuse of religious texts to manipulate possibly honest religious fervor

has only confirmed this deduction.
Therefore, not so much a theory or peace but a theory of justice would
£ require a reimagined reintroduction of a process by which the intellects of
literate and educated minds are enlivened with deeper realities of religious
revelations. It would most necessarily need to be integrated into and beyond
the education systems to nurture every student and scholar, into religiously

'k motivated justice upholders (instead of peacebuilders), starting with their
- own selves.!?

Only then will believers would have God the reverence ‘rightfully due to

¥ Him’, and have striven for Him ‘in a rightfully due strife’.!

: * Hina Athar Khan

¥ =  Lahore, Pakistan

u = Phone: +92 333 5651538

=  E-Mail: Hinaatharkhan@gmail.com

15 Springs, Jason, “Structural and Cultural Violence in Religious Peacebuilding” in Omer, Atalia, et
al., eds. The Oxford Handbook of Religion, Conflict, and Peacebuilding. Oxford University Press,
2015.

16 Quran 22:74, 22:78
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Poor Situation of Education
in Muslim Society in India
A Call to Action :

P

Dr. Jahangir Ahmad 2
The educational status of Muslims in India paints a concerning :“"__. :
_ picture. Despite the strong emphasis Islam places on acquiring knowledge, &
Muslim communities lag behind in literacy, socio-economic development, -
- and access to quality education. According to the 2011 Census, the literacy !
ok rate among Muslims in India stands at 68.5%, significantly lower than the ¥
e national average of 74%. The disparity is even more pronounced among 53
e Muslim women, whose literacy rate is only 53.2%. These statistics 2
& underscore the urgent need for introspection and action to address the o
: educational crisis facing the community. ;_'
P, The Quranic Emphasis on Knowledge ..
i The Holy Quran places immense importance on the pursuit of knowledge. s
et The divine message repeatedly stresses that education is a vital tool for
i personal and communal development. All Mighty Allah says in Surah Az-
3 Zumarg sha Y 20l sk R (5 st S 3
...""Are those who know equal to those who know not?" (Quran 39:9)
¥ Furthermore, Allah commands believers to continually seek knowledge in i
= ) 7
o Surah Tahalle 3s5¢,J3,
-:; "And say: 'My Lord! Increase me in knowledge." (Quran 20:114)
These verses reflect Islam’s emphasis on lifelong learning and the ¥
transformative power of education. 2
i
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The Teachings of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) Emphasizing on
Knowledge

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) also underscored the importance of acquiring
knowledge. He said-plws JS' Joia polai b

"Seeking knowledge is an obligation upon every Muslim." (Sunan Ibn
Majah, Hadith 224) In another narration, the Prophet (PBUH) declared:

"The ink of the scholar is more sacred than the blood of the martyr." (Jami’
al-Tirmidhi)

These teachings serve as a reminder of the critical role education plays in
the spiritual and social uplift of individuals and communities.

Challenges Facing Muslim Education in India
Despite the religious emphasis on education, Muslims in India face several
challenges that hinder their educational progress:

V. Low Literacy Rates: The literacy rate among Muslims is below the
national average, reflecting widespread educational deprivation. The gap is
particularly stark among Muslim women, perpetuating gender inequality in
education.

Y. Limited Access to Educational Institutions: Many Muslim-dominated
regions lack quality schools, colleges, and universities. This lack of
infrastructure limits opportunities for higher education and professional
growth.

Y. Economic Marginalization: Economic deprivation among Muslims
further exacerbates the issue. Poverty and financial instability make it
difficult for families to prioritize education over basic survival needs.

V. Stereotyping and Discrimination: Social and institutional biases
against Muslims often lead to exclusion from mainstream educational
opportunities, compounding the community’s challenges.



A Call to Action

Addressing these challenges requires a multifaceted approach involving
community participation, institutional support, and policy interventions.
Here are some key steps to consider:

). Establish Quality Educational Institutions

The Muslim community must prioritize the establishment of quality
schools, colleges, and universities that cater to the educational needs of
their children. These institutions should focus on providing modern
education while retaining cultural and religious values. Public-private
partnerships and community-based initiatives can play a pivotal role in this
endeavor.

Y. Promote Literacy and Vocational Training

Literacy programs and vocational training initiatives are crucial for
equipping individuals with skills to access better job opportunities.
Emphasis should be placed on women’s education to bridge the gender gap
and empower Muslim women.

Y. Foster Community Involvement

Community leaders, parents, and teachers must actively support educational
initiatives. Encouraging parental involvement in children’s education can
create a more supportive learning environment.

V. Advocate for Government Support

The government must implement policies that address the unique
challenges faced by Muslims in education. Special scholarships, reservation
policies, and the inclusion of Muslim-majority areas in development
schemes can help bridge the gap.

6. Combat Stereotypes and Discrimination

Efforts to challenge stereotypes and foster social harmony are essential.
Media, civil society, and educational institutions must work to create an
inclusive environ

ment where Muslim students feel valued and respected.
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£ Conclusion

‘:' The Quran and Hadith emphasize the transformative power of education. .
s For the Muslim community in India, recognizing the centrality of education ol
: is critical to overcoming socio- economic challenges and achieving 5 i

»

; progress. By establishing quality institutions, promoting literacy, and a
. . . 0 -

] fostering community involvement, Muslims can chart a path toward =

3w empowerment and prosperity. i
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AULIYA COUNCIL OF NORTH AMERICA

ACNA promotes the Sufi path of love, peace, and unity through sama’

(gawwali), cultural events, and educational initiatives—keeping the

legacy of South Asian Auliya alive and relevant today. Truly, a Sufi Path:
A Journey of Love, Peace & Progress.
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