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Introduction: religion, rituals and devotion 
In 1989 Fiyaz, a friend’s elder brother, who was visiting from France, asked us - his brother and me- to 

accompany him to Lahore where Tahirul Qadri was going to announce a new political party. Then I was 

living in Rawalpindi --- a city about three hundred kilometres from Lahore. I had just finished my bachelor 

exams and I thought to accompany him. Until then I knew Qadri mostly through his weekly appearance on 

state television in his programme, Fahmul Quran (understanding Quran), and I was aware that he had founded 

a group called Minhajul Quran (path to Quran) MQ. The theme of his lectures on state television mostly 

concerned issues of modern society, daily life and modern science, discussed with interpretations of 

appropriate verses of Quran. These lectures were popular among younger people who liked his fresh 

approach to the Barelvi tradition. The followers of the Barelvi tradition of Sunni Islam believe in intercession 

by saints and engage in various popular and devotional practices associated with Sufi shrines, which are 

allowed or even endorsed by the Barelvi ulama. Tahirul Qadri was seen as a rising star among the Barelvis at 

the time. During the gathering in Lahore Qadri announced the formation of a political party called Pakistan 

Awami Tehreek (Pakistan Folk Movement) (PAT), which was directed at establishing a Mustafavi Revolution in 

Pakistan. 

With the inauguration of the PAT a new wave of activism emerged among the Barelvi followers, who 

are traditionally portrayed as rigid and inert. Alongside his media campaign he was building an organisational 

and educational network for MQ in Lahore. He sought support among the well-off Barelvis and started to 

slowly spread his network among professional groups such as teachers’ associations, lawyers’ forums and 

bureaucratic institutes to attract them to MQ mission. The inaugural event showed that Qadri had appealed 

to a section of educated Barelvis, mostly in Punjab, who were not happy with the other contemporary Barelvi 

leaders. These new Barelvis were attracted to him as a religious figure who defined their tradition according to 

changed circumstances. Qadri established a religious institute that provided both religious and worldly 

education, and he used modern media for communication and mobilisation. Due to the combination of 

modern techniques and religion, MQ succeeded in attracting followers who thought of their religious identity 

as an important instrument of social change.  Another source of attraction was that MQ remained strongly 

attached to Pakistan’s Sufi tradition and its devotional practices. This new Barelvi activism was not limited to 

Pakistan alone. As I later came to know, Qadri was continuously mobilising the Pakistani diaspora through 

regular visits abroad.  People like Fiyaz found a new leader in the person of Qadri ‘who can lead the Muslim 

ummah into the next century’, as he had stated after the PAT gathering in Lahore. 

I met Fiyaz again in 2002 in the Paris MQ Camp during the annual visit of Tahirul Qadri to Europe. 

My visit to Paris was part of my research that I had just started on the networks of MQ in Europe. Fiyaz, who 

runs a small construction company in Paris, was the head of Welfare and Burial Committee of MQ in France. 

He had been living in Paris since the early 1980s. He came from a working-class family, and his migration to 
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France brought upward economic mobility to his family: he had built a new house in Rawalpindi, and also 

bought a couple of shops in the city centre. During the Minhaj Camp he sat to Qadri’s left during latter’s 

speech and through the qawwali program. Recently migrated and economically successful people like Fiyaz 

provided a backbone to MQ among the overseas communities. These economically well-off followers 

fulfilled their religious and cultural needs through participation in the Minhajul Quran movement. Today 

figures like Fiyaz are crucial in every centre that MQ has established in various European and North 

American countries. 

The new breed of Barelvi followers brought interesting changes in European and North American 

centres of MQ. Contrary to the traditional Barelvi practices, MQ centres are open to all, irrespective of 

gender and age, for their activities. They provide religious education in vernacular languages, thus focusing 

specifically on the Muslim youth growing up in western countries. The distinguishing feature of MQ was the 

development of an inclusive message through its teachings. Intensively ritualised devotional activities in its 

centres also served to create new bonding within the community. The activities of MQ slowly translated and 

included the idioms of surrounding societies into organisational activities. 

The devotional aspect of MQ activities focuses on healing the soul of the youth and making it 

stronger through spiritual exercises. These spiritual activities are meant to equip the youth with instruments 

considered necessary to purge the soul of social evils like drugs and extremism. In this sense we see a strong 

focus on rituals that are meant to purify the soul so that it acts in harmony with the self and the society. Thus, 

it is not only the religious content but its form and presentation that are also important elements in practices 

of MQ. How do these developments within MQ stand vis-à-vis the Barelvi tradition out of which the 

movement has emerged? 

MQ and the Barelvis 
The Minhajul Quran1 (path to Quran) (MQ) is a modern religious movement that emphasises religious reform 

and social activism. MQ was founded in 1980 in Lahore by Tahirul Qadri a descendant of a Barelvi family. 

Contrary to the traditions of Barelvi ulama, Qadri was educated in modern secular schools: his private 

religious education was in a madrassa. The Minhajul Quran is aimed at social reform through religious activism. 

Ideologically it is rooted in Sufism inherited from the Barelvis but in its activism it is influenced by modernist 

Muslim narratives and it defines the Muslim identity in terms of broader Muslim ummah or brotherhood. 

MQ followers state the ultimate objective of movement is to establish a ‘Mustafvi Revolution’ in Pakistan, 

which will be instituted in three steps: A) ilmi and fikri inqilaab or educational and ideological revolution will 

be established as the first step. The idea behind this act is to create a new individual who will be educated in 

both religious and worldly matters. These young Muslims are expected to be more suitably prepared to face 

                                                           
1 From now on I will refer to Minhajul Quran as MQ. 
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challenges in the contemporary world. These individuals will prepare the ground for B) a moral and spiritual 

revolution. They are expected in the future to operate MQ ‘laboratories’ for spiritual training on the lines of 

Islamic tasawwuf (spiritualism). The ultimate phase of the revolution or Mustafavi Revolution will be C) economic 

and social revolution to create a just and equal society on the lines of idea of mawakhat’e medina, Brotherhood 

of Medina (Qadri, 1999:474-481). In defining its objectives and declaring itself a movement, MQ 

distinguished itself from the Barelvi tradition. Here we see a religious discourse that is influenced by other 

modern Muslim movements and has adopted a more activist strategy. MQ activists embraced the mobilising 

techniques of more revivalist movements and, like them, fight for what they call the classical Islam. In their 

intellectual defence of classical Islam they counter attack the Reformist and Salafi groups; however, they also 

take on-board numerous elements from the Sufi-based structures of Barelvi Islam. Thus, first I will locate the 

position of MQ within the Barelvi debate in South Asia. 

Barelvi Islam in South Asia, from which MQ emerged, is in itself the outcome of the debate among 

the Reformists and those who defended more popular forms of Islam in 19th century India. The latter was 

represented by the ulama, led by Ahmad Raza Barelvi, who defended the Muslim practices that existed in 

India before modernity. The earlier Barelvi ulama were of urban origin and came from educated circles. They 

should not be confused with average representatives of rural folk-Islam based practices found, for example in 

Punjab or Sindh. These ulama were tolerant of the devotional practices the common folk, but themselves 

adhered to learned and scripture-based forms of Sufism. In this regard Sanyal makes an important distinction 

between the shrine-visitors and the Barelvi ulama and argues that not every visitor to a Sufi shrines is a 

Barelvi and vice versa (Sanyal, 1996: 11). The visitors to local shrines were often only aware of the practices 

around the shrine and the lineage of that specific shrine. Sanyal qualifies the Barelvis as a certain class of 

ulama that emerged around the personality of the Ahmed Raza Khan Barelvi. Following their defence of 

popular Islam-based practices and their polemics against the Reformists, the earlier Barelvis were criticised 

for their sectarianism. Interestingly Qadri too later criticised certain Barelvi teachings for their sectarian nature 

and distanced himself from the Barelvi ulama. In my interactions with MQ followers they were unhappy 

when I occasionally mentioned their Barelvi backgrounds. They even ridiculed the 'diehard' Barelvis for their 

obduracy despite sharing ideological and institutional similarities with them. They chose rather to call 

themselves followers of classical Islam and their 'global Islamic movement' as a means to establish the 

Mustafavi Revolution. 

This is remarkable for a movment that has it roots in traditional Islamto define itself in terms of 

revolution-- a concept borrowed from modern movements of the 20th century. In this study, I ask how the 

notion of inqilab (revolution) was translated into the institutional, organisational and communicative forms 

that MQ created. My focus is on how the spiritual and secular agenda that the Mustafavi inqilab promised has 

taken a shape in individual and collective manifestations. How is the idea of radical reform expressed in 



516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer
Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018 PDF page: 12PDF page: 12PDF page: 12PDF page: 12

6 

 

relation to society at large, both in Pakistan and in the western countries? The adoption of a discourse of 

revolution and reform suggests that MQ has borrowed elements from the modernisation agenda and 

techniques of mobilisation and communication of contemporary Islamist movements, while also revitalising 

Sufi elements from its Barelvi heritage. The appreciation of popular devotions, be it in modernised form, 

make MQ different from other modern movements such as those of the Deobandi Reformists and the 

Jama’at-i Islami Islamists. The founder of the movement, Tahirul Qadri, is a central figure and holds the 

position of a religious, political and spiritual leader of the movement. At the same time, MQ mobilisation 

places Sufi-inspired Barelvi discourse into the public arena, both in Pakistan and in Europe, to counter the 

Deobandi, Salafi and Islamist movements. 

These observations on MQ, the historical development of the movement in Europe and the spread 

of Barelvi organisations, underscore the changes that are taking place within traditional Islam among migrant 

communities. Close observation makes a new religious discourse and practices visible that are inclusive 

towards the surrounding society and facilitate the translation of religious messages for workable interaction 

with the host society. New religious rituals are produced while existing rituals are redefined, not only to create 

new communal bonding but also as a means to define personal religious positions for the broader society 

through culturally defined identities. The spiritual and healing aspect of religious rituals and the inclusive 

nature of the religious narrative are manifestations of new tendencies emerging among the traditional 

Muslims coping with their experiences in European societies. These changes are telling examples of how 

Muslims have been rethinking their religion following migration to the West. New leadership styles are 

emerging from within communities trying to link their traditional practices to their life in Europe.  The  MQ 

provides a fascinating example of how Muslims in Europe have responded to the experience of living in the 

West and the need to carve out a meaningful life as Muslims in interaction with the non-Musim majority.  

Mainstream debates about Islam and Muslims in Europe have generally focused primarily on  

reformist and Salafi groups or on the political aspects of Islam. How Muslims are experiencing their religion 

and how they are redefining their relationship with their religion in a new context has not been a prominent 

focus of academic studies (van Bruinessen en Allievi, 2010). Studies of Muslims in Europe have been far too 

reliant on a top-down approach and have not paid enough attention to the internal dynamics and 

transformations in discourse and practices of Muslims. Similarly, there has been insufficient attention to the 

dynamics among the traditional Barelvis in Europe because of a bias among researchers who find reformists 

more accessible and interesting. Contrary to media portrayals of Islam and various stereotypes of traditional 

Muslims, MQ shows up new developments within traditional Islam. MQ has introduced a new language to 

communicate its religious message to its surroundings. At the same time new religious rituals become central 

in internally structuring and outwardly presenting the movement’s message. Thus MQ’s manifestation within 

the European context presents a contrary image to the homogenising European public debates on the nature 
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of Islam. New narratives are emerging within the Muslim traditions where some rituals are re-lived while 

others are created to relate the Muslim’s experiences in Europe with their traditions. 

From these observations it can be argued that the Minhajul Quran appears to offer an innovative form 

of religious organisation and a modern discourse, which at the same time retains and convincingly defends 

traditional Sufi practices and cultural forms. In this thesis I study these religious forms and practices to see 

how they give new meaning to the everyday life of MQ followers. How do these religious practices and rituals 

give a new significance to the religious experiences of MQ followers? How is MQ message translated into a 

new discourse that combines a more Sufi-based message through modern forms of religious authority? 

A central theme in the thesis concerns practices aiming at the purification of the heart and the ideas 

on the individual development and the social processes in MQ related to these practices. I derive this idea 

from looking at how the movement emphasises purifying the heart as a basic process to approach the 

individual within the movement - first to purify the inner self for an individual change, which will then lead to 

societal change. It is a bottom-up approach where the purifying the subjects is central in the social reform 

agenda of the movement. In this regard the revolutionary agenda, the Mustafavi Revolution, at which MQ aims, 

is an ongoing effort of individual reform. Derived from Sufi-based practices this approach entails that the 

individual should be continuously looking at personal reform while living within the society, and should not 

seek to create purified space for him or herself. Such an approach is different from that of contemporary 

Islamist and Salafi groups, which often look for purified spaces for communal life. 

These objectives of social reform presuppose a very different subject, who constantly lives in society 

while working on individual improvement. A significant point to note is that MQ created a whole corpus of 

religious knowledge to guide its followers for this task. The other aspect is the reconstruction of rituals that 

cement specific needs of communal construction that MQ wanted to promote. An objective of the thesis is 

to look at the working of these two processes within MQ.  

Choosing the Sites of Field Research 
I was interested primarily in studying MQ youth in the Netherlands, the UK and Denmark. In the early phase 

of the study it became apparent that elders were an important component of the movement and the degree of 

independence enjoyed by younger members of MQ in the Netherlands is not representative of the UK and 

Denmark. Thus I opted for a comparative study of MQ in the Netherlands and the UK, as that seemed to me 

to be more manageable than carrying out a three county comparative study. 

In Netherlands the Pakistani community is small compared to the UK, but MQ movement has a 

strong presence among them, especially among youth. Another interesting aspect is that this youthful 

following is multi-ethnic, consisting of second and third generation non-Pakistani as well as Pakistani 

immigrants. The study in the Netherlands was carried out at a time when multiculturalism faced a grave 

challenge at the national level. MQ youth were aware of contemporary societal tensions and they discussed 
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these issues substantially through the local networks of MQ in The Hague and Rotterdam. It was interesting 

to watch the debate as it was taking place at the city level and then to follow its impact on the nature of 

Muslim organisations at the local level. In this sense, the study of MQ in these cities presented an opportunity 

for reflection on both the external, local and national debates about Muslims in the Netherlands, and the 

internal developments, the tensions within the movement due to generational and social differences among its 

followers. 

On the one hand, in the Dutch case, the debate on Islam is dominated by the Turkish-Moroccan 

presence. Thus the expressions of South Asian Islam, exhibited by the Pakistani and Surinamese groups are a 

minority. In the UK Pakistani Muslims, or popular South Asian Islam has a numerical majority, but the 

mainstream organised groups are mostly influenced by JI or people of Deobandi orientation. This results in 

the marginalisation of the traditional Barelvi groups and the recent developments within them. Here a note of 

caution is necessary. In doing a study of traditional groups, I was aware of the emerging interest of research 

among these groups in the political climate of this decade. Both in Pakistan and the UK there is increased 

interest in studying and promoting Sufism. Throughout the period of this study I remained aware of these 

debates taking place on the margins of the discourse. 

While studying migrant communities, reflexive studies of the researcher’s in-group expose the 

subjective location of the researcher. On different occasions, during his or her interaction with his 

respondents or with the broader society, the researcher’s ‘loyalties’ are questioned (Fadil, 2003). I observed 

two distinct attitudes among Pakistanis during this research in the Netherlands - a mix of openness and 

indifference. I was received quite openly for example, among the youth and MQ network in The Hague. On 

the other hand, some Pakistani mosque organisations in Rotterdam were suspicious about the nature of my 

research and they asked questions about it due to their anxiety that it might lead ‘to similar allegations about 

Pakistanis as that of Ayan Hirsi Ali towards Islam’. A similar suspicious attitude was discernible with some 

members of MQ, mostly during the early period, in London. Some people were reluctant to talk and 

sometimes this reluctance turned into queries like ‘If you have some hidden agenda then you should not have 

chosen MQ for research’. Their reluctance might have had to do with their unfamiliarity with me as I went 

for a specific period of research to the UK. On the other hand, due to my residence in the Netherlands, I 

often came across MQ youth or followers on occasions other than research. In London the early period of 

suspicion and indifference changed gradually, although not entirely, after a long stay and continuous 

interaction with the people. 

I am also aware of the fact that the subject matter of this thesis with regard to its Sufi dimension has 

become a subject of interest since the beginning of this century. Within Western academia, journalism and 

policy-making bodies there is a surge in studies that look at Sufism as the ‘moderate’ version of Islam in the 

aftermath of the ‘war against terrorism’. I am aware of this search for ‘good Muslims’ (Mamdani, 2004), and 
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how liberal Islamic narrative has been mobilised by U.S. security and foreign policy in order to promote a 

particular kind of (docile and good) Islam (Mahmood, 2006). However this research is done from the 

perspective of filling the lacuna that exists in the studies of Islam in Europe. The seeds of this study were 

sown before the recent interest in Sufism and its influence on the public debate concerning Muslims in West. 

Fieldwork 
From 2000 when I first started collecting material about MQ, first in the Netherlands and later elsewhere, I 

followed the activities of the movement across five countries and several cities. The material and arguments 

used in this study came from observing and engaging with MQ from 2000 to 2006 but I have referred to later 

developments concerning the movements whenever necessary. For the major portion of the study in the 

Netherlands I followed the activities of MQ in its two centres in The Hague and Rotterdam, intensively for a 

year and then occasionally over the next several years. To make the study comparative, I spent a total of eight 

months in London, a short trip of two weeks to Denmark, and a weekend camp in Paris to study MQ in 

other settings. Although the major empirical material is from the Netherlands, the UK and Pakistan, I have 

tried to substantiate the comparative study of MQ with my trips to Denmark and France. The material 

collected from these countries supported the ethnographic material obtained in the first set of countries. Two 

trips to Pakistan, one in early 2002 for four weeks, and another six-week trip during the election campaign in 

October 2002, helped further the arguments presented in this thesis. The interesting observations during the 

election campaign, walks and talks with people, interviews with locals came to form an important part of the 

chapter on Pakistan. 

Interviews, participant observations during different events and programmes of MQ, lectures and 

family events and socio-political gatherings involving MQ followers across continents are part of this study. 

In the Netherlands I spoke to almost all key figures of the mosque organisations in the three major cities - 

Amsterdam, The Hague and Rotterdam. In addition to this I also spoke to the members of some welfare 

organisations, mostly in The Hague and Rotterdam because MQ in the Netherlands was represented mostly 

in these two cities. In London the story was different since I conducted my interviews principally within the 

single borough of the Newham where the centre of MQ was located, and I included other groups, mosques 

and welfare bodies in the research field located within the borough. To get a broader picture I also conducted 

interviews with the prominent figures of MQ in Bradford, Birmingham, Manchester and Luton.  

For the historical emergence of the movement, and the portion that deals with Pakistan I obtained 

information from different primary material about the movement, its opponents, and the secondary material, 

that was published in Pakistan and the European countries concerning the emergence of the movement and 

its historical foundations. Moreover, I interviewed prominent figures of the movement in Pakistan and 

Europe to collect personal narratives of the emergence of the movement in Pakistan and different European 

countries. 
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In the Netherlands I conducted a total of fifty interviews, out of which 35 were with MQ members 

while the rest were with persons belonging to other organisations, groups or individuals. Of the 35 MQ 

members, twenty were young, between the ages fifteen and thirty. Respondents from other groups included 

eight non-MQ youth, some of whom occasionally participated in MQ youth gatherings. Of the young 

respondents in the Netherlands interviews, ten were women. In the UK I conducted a total of thirty 

interviews of which 23 were with MQ members while the rest represented other groups and individuals. 

These interviews were evenly divided between youth and the elders, including twelve women. Of the latter 

group eight were under the age of 35. As well as the individual interactions, I also conducted group 

interviews. The one in the Netherlands was a debate about the position of the Muslim youth of South Asian 

origin in the Netherlands. It included an in-depth discussion with MQ youth and the youth from other 

denominational and secular orientations. In the UK two group discussions were conducted of which one 

included first generation women migrants, while the other was a mixed group of women. The general nature 

of these discussions however, facilitated further individual conversations with MQ women in London. The 

interviews in the Netherlands with the youth were conducted in Dutch, with occasional Urdu words in the 

conversation. The interviews with the elders were in Urdu and Punjabi. Similarly in UK, the interviews with 

young respondents were in English only while with the elders it was mostly in Potohari, a language spoken in 

most of the Pakistani Kashmir that has many similarities with Punjabi and Urdu.  

The research for this study in the Netherlands took place at a specific time period and in certain 

localities, and the people involved or related to this project are recognisable. To create complete anonymity 

for the people and places is impossible. I named certain people who fulfilled a distinguishable role in public 

debate both in the Netherlands and the UK. For some people I used pseudonyms in order to maintain their 

privacy. 

Overview of the chapters 
In chapter 1 I present my central argument concerning the practices and activities performed by MQ in 

Europe. I show that they demonstrate the way Islam is taking shape in Europe is more diverse and 

multifaceted than is often assumed. I show that many of these new practices are a recasting of traditions in a 

completely new context. Elaborating on central question, I have discussed the theoretical debates concerning 

Islam and Muslims in Europe. Focusing on two broader themes of scripturalisation and individualisation of 

Islam, I discuss how these approaches ignore other forms of religiosity derived from informal and everyday 

practices of religiosity. I have explained the new forms of religiosity through three parameters - A) place-

making is the process through which new spaces are established, B) in this endeavour religious concepts are 

translated to give meaning to the emerging social realities, and C) this has led to the emergence of new 

cultural forms. Significant in this regard is the role of rituals as they act not only to transform knowledge but 

in order to create new devotional and cultural forms as well. 
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In chapter 2 I have discussed the idea of Mustafavi Revolution in MQ that is directed at individual 

change leading towards social change. The idea is to bring in alterations in following the teachings of the 

Prophet that can be implemented at the present time and spatial context. I contextualise this idea in the 

history of religious-political mobilisation that took place in the 1970s in Pakistan. Applying new means of 

mobilisation and communication MQ appealed to a new following among the recently urbanised Barelvis. By 

bringing its new and inherited rituals into the public arena it created its internal and external boundaries. 

In chapter 3 I have sketched the religious landscape of diasporic Pakistani organisations in UK and 

the Netherlands. Barelvis form a majority of Muslims in the UK; however, they were weakly organized in 

comparison to the Deobandis and Islamists. With the arrival of families, the Barelvis began searching for their 

own religious leadership. They invited specific groups of ulama from Pakistan who were popular among the 

Mirpuris. I focused on the sectarian politics that these religious leaders exacerbated. They were sustained by 

emerging entrepreneurs who entered local politics. Such religio-political constellations could not emerge in 

the Netherlands among the Pakistanis because more professional people took leading roles in building the 

religious institutes. 

Chapter 4 explains how MQ in the UK created its own niche—the place-making process. In this 

regard, the focus is on the family-based approach that aligned new organisational structures and means of 

mobilisation that MQ created through its Idara. Idara, another name of mosque, provides broader space for 

religious educational, social and communal activites for MQ followers. Interestingly, MQ produced new 

actors among organising bodies with new resources and capabilities for upward mobility within the local 

ethnic structures. 

The organisation of MQ in the Netherlands is the central focus of chapter 5. MQ in Netherlands differs 

significantly from that in the UK because a more educated group leads the organisation of MQ in The Hague 

and Rotterdam. MQ focused on the task of converting the predominantly male cultural life of Pakistanis into 

one that is focused on religion and inclusive of women and youth. One key element, as elsewhere, was the 

family based mobilisation for the cause of the movement to create a religious atmosphere. Contrary to the UK, 

MQ in the Netherlands remained a divided house—the organising bodies in The Hague and Rotterdam ran 

parallel rather than uniting. 

The chapters 6 and 7 deal with the innovation of MQ discourse and practices in Europe that 

contributes to the ways Islam is taking shape in western societies. Chapter 6 deals with narratives of love, 

engagement and inclusion that are synthesized through religious knowledge that MQ disseminates through its 

institutes. The aim, in this regard, is to discern a new semantics of inclusion through the discourse of MQ. 

Chapter 7 deals with rituals and their manifestations that are meant to create individual means of purifying the 

heart and the process of enacting these rituals in the public domain to create the internal and external group 
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boundaries. These religious forms and discourses indicate the possibility of establishing a post-ethnic Muslim 

identity within Europe. 
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1. Question, perspectives and comparisons 

1.1 Milad 
When one day in June, 2001, I reached the Doelen Hall—a major theatre in the heart of Rotterdam, some 

small girls gave me a rose. They were part of a larger group of girls offering these flowers to passers-by 

around the Hall. Attached to the roses were special milad-texts, ‘celebrating the day of the Prophet’; 

meanwhile another group distributed these roses among the patients of a hospital in Rotterdam. At different 

entrances of the Doelen Hall and by its stairs, girls in green dresses were welcoming and guiding the 

participants. I walked up the staircases and along the hall, decorated with the green carpets, balloons and 

cloths. The almost carnivalesque atmosphere in and around the theatre was quite unusual for a theatre routine 

programme, and these theatricalities seems even more spectacular when we realise that such an event was 

organised by a Muslim religious group at a time when that religion was the subject of all kinds of 

controversies related to it. However, this atmosphere gave a statement that theatricality and banalities can be 

as much a part of Islam as other religions. Inside the hall echoed the qawwalis of Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan—the 

renowned qawwali singer from Pakistan, giving a sublime feeling to the gathering. Behind this creation of 

atmosphere was the message, like on the invitation poster of the event, displayed on a big banner beside the 

stage, announcing the ‘Milad Festival-- as an occasion of ‘religious and spiritual experience for the youth in this 

society’. A young Pakistani opened the event with the Quranic recitation, which was simultaneously translated 

and shown on the wide screen of the theatre. A local Moroccan musical group followed suit with a recitation 

of Qasida-e Burda, a devotional poem on the mantle of the Prophet written by the 13th century Egyptian Sufi, 

Al-Busiri. Their recitation was accompanied with the chanting of daff, a frame drum, while the attendees 

joined in the singing like a chorus. The event included a qawwali music performance by a South Asian Sufi 

group, while at the end a visiting group of Turkish whirling dervishes from Germany performed a Sufi dance. 

The hall fell silent for the enchanting singing of Rumi’s poetry. MQ celebrated it as a major religious event 

publicly and they called it Milad Festival. 

The diversity of the devotional forms and cultural expressions correlates with the diversity of the 

participants; however despite these performances in various languages, the binding force was the devotional 

aspect and the kind of brotherhood that was felt through these performances and communal practices. The 

event seemed to be especially welcoming to children and women, who were present in large numbers in 

colourful traditional dresses. Although they chose these dresses following their own ethnic norms, their 

choice showed an element of festivity. The organisers were dressed up, but no specific dress code was 

required for the public: women in hijab or wearing a headscarf were walking next to girls in more revealing 

outfits on that warm summer day. 

The devotional musical performances were followed by speeches by local and invited Muslim 

scholars. A guest speaker from the UK, who belonged to MQ, emphasised the significance of milad and need 
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to celebrate it in order to show respect and devotion for the Prophet Muhammad. He stated that the 

celebration of the event was part of the Muslim tradition: ‘even Allah himself organised the celebration of his 

chosen Prophet’, he claimed. By these claims he countered the criticism of those Reformist Muslims who 

consider the celebration of the Prophet’s birthday or saints’ death anniversaries as bid’a (reprehensible 

innovations) and challenge their place in Islam. Different themes in these speeches emphasised the unity of 

the umma, and the centrality of the spiritual position of Mohammad for Muslim unity, the significance of 

these moments of celebration and their justification from the Muslim traditions. The occasion was a 

demonstration of modern multimedia techniques: speeches and presentations were shown simultaneously on 

screens, while during the breaks the hall echoed the qawwalis of Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan, thus giving a specific 

atmosphere to the gathering. 

The corridors of the hall were filled with stalls selling publications of the Minhajul Quran as well as 

other Islamic books, devotional materials like qawwali and nasheed cd’s, articles like beads and perfumes, food 

and clothes.The variety of programmes and events exhibiting devotions, education, socialisation and 

festivities demonstrated the new forms of milad celebrations found among the Muslims in new settings. 

Although milad is seen in the same way as it is celebrated traditionally in many Muslim societies, there are new 

and innovative forms of festivity to be observed. In Pakistan too, in the last fifty years the event is celebrated 

with greater pomp and show, when large street processions are held and homes or mosques are decorated. 

Charity and food are distributed, and stories about the life of Muhammad are narrated. The day, which is an 

official holiday, starts with a 31-gun salute in Islamabad. Similarly, such events and processions are the 

dominant feature of the different milad programmes in the UK run by the South Asian mosque bodies. These 

modern manifestations of the milad events are part of how the celebration is manifested historically as mark 

of devotion to Mohammad and the Barelvis and the Sufis as an expression of the pre-existence of 

Muhammad. However, the milad celebrations are also a matter of more mundane expressions by the people of 

this devotion in, and made in different styles of everyday jubilation. Throughout the Muslim history these 

devotional practices developed into different forms and are manifested in different practices that provided 

spaces; they also negotiated with the Islamic texts to render specific Muslim traditions in Muslim history. 

Rituals have a central place within MQ, and this is very evident during the annual celebration of the 

milad, or the birthday of the prophet Mohammad ---- a ritual that MQ has specifically emphasised, giving it a 

central focus in its cycles of ritual celebrations. MQ presented it as a benchmark of celebration and devotion 

to emphasise the graceful and festive aspect of Islam. The example of the milad Festival shows the richness of 

forms and practices of the event developed by MQ. It referred to the varieties of devotions that different 

Muslim communities attach to it and how these are re-established among the migrant communities with new 

fervour. Such a celebratory, open and joyful manifestation of Islam stands in contrast to reformist forms of 

Islam. In deliberately combining cultural expressions of various origins, the Milad Festival not only packages 
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religious experience in new aesthetic forms but also presents a new form of community, transcending 

ethnicity and region of origin, in the public domain. This extensive variety shows that new forms of religious 

experience and emerging communal forms attempt to make its celebratory nature a new kind of brotherhood 

into the public arena. In that sense, it is a strategic move to bring the new form of religiosity into the broader 

public domain. 

MQ practices and forms of religiosity show that the religious transformation after migration is not 

only scriptural and formal in nature, but equally significant are celebratory, informal and everyday practices or 

forms of religiosity found among the Muslims in Europe. In other words, Islam in Europe is more than what 

can be described through the textual forms, formal places of worship, religious structures and forms of piety-

focused experiences of the Muslims. The migration process among Muslims in Europe generates multiple 

manifestations with devotional, celebratory and blissful forms. In studies of Muslims in Europe these aspects 

of creating religious forms are generally ignored. After observing the developments within MQ in Europe for 

a decade I see that there are diverse ways of being a religious person, and creating purified religious forms. 

Considering the nature of MQ discourse, the practices and evolution of its rituals and means of 

religious manifestation, I argue that in addition to the emphasis on the religious message, ideology and 

contents, equal stress should be placed on material aspects of religion like artefacts, objects and means of 

veneration, books and musical forms that construct the religious subjects (Meyer, 2006) and which tell us how 

Islam is taking shape. This study deals with how these means of venerations, devotion and religious 

imaginings are giving shape to new religious forms and practices. By sieving through three themes of place-

making, leadership and ritual structures I will show how they shape these new forms. From this study an 

image of religiosity emerges in which, in the words of one of my interlocutors, ‘Islam is fun’, and it should 

not be imagined in the form of dull, inward-looking and stern subjects, as depicted by the Salafi imagery. 

Thus, modernisation did not lead exclusively to orthodox forms of Islam, as claimed by some scholars, but to 

a variety of new forms, practices and aesthetical forms that are significant in inculcation of modern religious 

self (Meyer, 2006: 23-4). Through specific language, modes of provision and use of tropes, MQ created its 

narrative of love, engagement and inclusion. At the same time, we should remember that a narrative, like 

aesthetics and shrines etc, is beyond text (Panagia, 2009) but may have strong persuasive power. Following 

this, it could be said that the modern religious manifestation is a result of new patterns of religious authority, 

a search for authenticity and as an expression of a new religious style. 

1.2 Studies of Muslims in Europe 
In studies dealing with Islam in Europe two dominant strands can be detected. The first depicts Muslim 

groups from South Asia or elsewhere as traditional. These traditional groups with their so-called ‘folk Islam’ 

and syncretic practices are juxtaposed with the scriptural Islam of urban literati with its emphasis on textual 

traditions. The representatives of traditional Islam, like the Barelvis, with their ‘folk Islam’-based practices, 
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were thought to lose their followers when in the European context. Some authors argue that it is relatively 

easier to ‘import’ the Muslim textual traditions – ‘portable Quran verses the shrines practices’---. This 

allegedly led to an increase of normative and text-based Islamic practices among the migrants (Geaves, 2000; 

Pieterse, 1997; Ahlberg, 1990). A second set of studies looks at Muslim experience in modern western 

societies along similar patterns as those taking place in Christianity in Europe. Based mostly on the 

experiences of second generation Muslims, these studies predict the privatisation of religious practices and 

convictions, ultimately leading to secularisation (Cesari, 2002; Roy, 2002). A related theme in these studies is 

what is called the ‘pious turn’ where the increasing focus is on individual self-perfection through strictly 

following prescriptions concerning worship and modesty (see e.g. Mahmood, 2005). Although each of these 

themes takes issue with important developments taking place among Muslims in Europe, they also leave out 

certain important trends and they do not account for the transformations. 

Scripturalisation of Muslim practices 

Scripturalisation, the first theme, presupposes that the Muslim practices associated with traditional Islam will 

be overpowered by the text-based or more orthodox forms of religiosity as a result of the migration. The idea 

behind it is that these traditional practices are related to certain shrines in a locality or popular forms of 

religiosity. However, in the context of migration the Muslim communities lack these cultural features, with 

the result that people will choose textual sources of Islam, like Quran and hadith, leading to the emergence of 

more orthodox forms of religiosity.  These assumptions are based on the notion of ‘travelling Islam’ in which 

textual forms are considered easy to spread and produce in an overseas location: ‘what travels are not the 

marabout shrines not the rural folk practices and brotherhoods, but the Qur’an and Qur’anic teachings: the 

Qur’an is portable Islam’ (Pieterse, 1997: 180). In other words, text-based or scriptural Islam emerges among 

the migrant communities at the cost of more locally embedded religious traditions and that these are 

becoming ‘redundant’ in diaspora (Mandaville, 2000: 119; Pieterse, 1997: 180; Landman, 1997). Another 

related observation deals with the process of masculinization of religion among the migrants (Ahlberg, 1990). 

The emerging religious institutions among the migrant communities are a space of male congregations and 

activities. The women, who often visited the shrines for their religious expression, are left out of these spaces 

in new locations, leading to the masculinisation of religion (Ahlberg, 1990). In other words, the overseas 

communities confront a situation of the wearing down of ‘folk Islam’-based practices. Thus, masculinisation 

of religion refers to the changes in living atmosphere of Muslims while scripturalisation refers to the 

emergence of more text-based Islam leading to the dominance of orthodox practices among the Muslim 

communities after migration. 

These views regarding transformation of Islam in Europe hark back to an earlier debate about Ernest 

Gellner’s notion of the scripturalisation of Islam and the presumed decline of Sufism or Sufi orders. Until the 

earlier decades of the twentieth century the literature dealt with the continuous flourishing of the Sufi orders. 
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In the later period it was thought that urbanisation and the offensive of modernity would lead to waning of 

the Sufi orders (Trimingham, 1971: 250). Such a presumed decline was supplemented by the writings of 

anthropologists like Gellner and Geertz (van Bruinessen, 2009). Prominent among these theorists is Ernest 

Gellner, whose studies about the Muslim society influenced a generation of scholars writing about Muslim 

societies and those working on Muslims in Europe. In his studies Gellner distinguished two ‘styles’ of 

religious life among the Muslims which constituted the basis of his theory of the ‘pendulum swing’ of Islam: 

‘Within Muslim societies a tension between (…) two styles of religious life (exists). On the 
one hand there is puritanical, unitarian, individualist, scripturalist ideal of a single deity (…) 
This version spurns mediation’ (1981: 10). 

Against this ‘orthodox’ style of Islam is ‘‘the ‘associations ideal’ which allows mediation, rituals and devotional 

excess, and religious hierarchy’. This is represented by the Sufi brotherhoods. Gellner assumes a timeless 

balance between the two all through Muslim history. Central to Gellner’s ideas is the pendulum shifts 

between the ‘orthodox’ or scripturalist style and ‘Sufism’. In his later writings Gellner sees these two variants 

as ‘high’ and ‘low’ cultures of Islam. (Gellner, 1994: 18). The high, or scripturalist, is related to urban ulama, 

while the ecstatic Islam is of rural or folk nature. Considering the political developments in the Muslim 

worlds in the last quarter of 20th century, he sees that the pendulum has definitely swung to the side of 

scripturalist Islam, as the turn towards fundamentalism seems to be definitive (Gellner, 1992: 2-4). The 

influence of Gellner’s approach is visible among the writers who looked at the emergence of Reform 

movements among the Muslims in South Asia. 

In her study of the reformist madrasa of Deoband in India, Metcalf looks at the attempts at ‘religious 

purification’ that preceded the establishment of the madrasa in 1967 (Metcalf, 1982). The founders of the 

Deoband School were committed to ‘the reform of customary ritual practice, and to an emphasis on hadis 

scholarship’ for the guidance of the Muslim community (Metcalf, 1982: 76-9). They integrated Sufism into 

their lives to the extent that it acts to ‘influence people to conform to the sunnat’. However, the significance 

of the spiritual figures living or buried, and the belief in intercession by saints and the various magical and 

devotional practices associated with Sufi shrines, the importance of lineage, which are allowed or even 

endorsed by the Barelvi ulama, were criticized as bida’ or un-Islamic by the ulama associated with the 

reformist Deobandi movement. The Ahl-i Hadith or Salafi, an even more radically puritan reformist 

movement in South Asia, are more fiercely critical of traditional practices and reject all that smacks of local 

culture. 

Metcalf’s study of Deoband also presented a note on the other religious streams in the 19th 
century including the Barelvis. The Barelvis, Metcalf noted, ‘defended the meditational, 
custom-laden Islam closely tied to the intercession of the Pirs or custodians of shrines’ (..) 
‘Like other ulama, they—turned inward … in a period widely held to be threatening to their 
culture, they blamed not only the colonial ruler but—perhaps even more – the reformist 
Muslims. They wanted to preserve Islam unchanged: not Islam as it was idealized in texts or 
the historical past, but Islam as it had evolved to the present’ (Metcalf, 1982: 296). 
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Among the Barelvis Metcalf noted an attitude of confrontation and protest against the reformists groups of 

their times. In doing this she observed that this ‘orientation made less of a demand for individual 

responsibility upon its followers’, thus making them popular among the less well educated. 

Other studies that reflect Gellner’s distinction of rural and urban Islam complicates the origin of 

Barelvi ulama and their social backgrounds. Hamza Alavi, for example writes: 

‘Historically, Deobandis have tended to be mainly urban and from middle and upper strata of 
society whereas Barelvi influence has been mainly in rural areas, with a popular appeal … 
Traditionally Barelvi influence has been weaker in UP (..) than in the Punjab and to some 
degree in Sindh. On the other hand the main base of the Deobandis was in the UP especially 
among urban Muslims ...’ (Alavi, 1988: 86) 

Usha Sanyal, the author of an important study of the Barelvi movement, notes a description of the pir or Sufis 

of Punjab in Alavi’s formulation of the Barelvis. Sanyal observed that the Barelvi ulama, who were centred on 

the figure of Ahmad Raza Barelvi, were of urban origin and were based in small towns of North-India. 

Although they were sympathetic to the shrine-based practices, not all pir in Punjab were connected with this 

movement (Sanyal, 1996: 12). Sanyal considers centrality of the Prophet and devotional practices as hallmark 

of the Barelvi Islam. ”Following the Prophet’s path (sunna), with the help of saintly intermediaries, provided a 

template for behavior in the modern world” (Sanyal 1996: 5). In countering the claims of detractors of 

Barelvis that they lack ‘personal responsibility’ (Metcalf, 1982: 2) towards their faith by bringing mediating 

figures between the individual and the object of worship, Sanyal sees a conscious choice in shrine-centred 

devotion carried out in a spirit of reform. In its self-consciousness the movement was based on a sense of 

individual responsibility, not on attachment to ancient custom.  

With the migration of South Asian Muslims these debates among the reformists and the Barelvis 

were transported to western countries. The migration process brought challenges to the Muslims involved 

regarding their social and religious life in new societies. For some observers migration favoured the reformist 

groups among overseas communities in the early period. These observers saw that the migration resulted in 

the proliferation of text-based Islam at the expense of popular Islam, as practiced by the Barelvis, among the 

migrant communities (Ahlberg, 1990). Ahlberg uses the word normative Islam in order to describe the 

emergence of more orthodox forms of religiosity among the migrants. Normative Islam is an internalized 

personal responsibility towards their religion among the Reformist and Islamists in a new location. This 

helped them to establish their institutes in the migrant settings. She noted that the Barelvis lacked 

organisational skills in the early period and lagged behind the Islamists—those influenced by Islamic ideology 

- and the Reformist groups. The early development of institutional networks, and their common experience 

of brotherhood, and not the caste origins or social status—other elements of local belongings in Pakistan, led 

to prevalence of text-based Islam at the expense of the popular version (Ahlberg, 1990: 248). Similarly, these 

effects of the migration process among the followers of folk Islam, claimed Ahlberg, led to another 
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significant development. She calls it ‘masculinization of religion’ (Ahlber, 1990: 249): due to the loss of 

shrine-related religiosity, a common feature among women in South Asia in diaspora: 

‘since popular Islam is where women blossom best and most. Those same reproductive and 
nurturative functions that exclude them from the normative setting of the South Asian 
mosques make the women flock around the shrines which, in the same vein as the traditional 
rites de passage celebrations, seem tailored-made for them’. (Ahlber, 1990: 249) 

Thus, the absence of shrines in Europe allegedly led to a male-only religious culture among Muslims in 

Europe. Burton drew similar conclusion on the basis of a study of the Bengalis in Bradford and noted that it 

would be unlikely that a shrine-related culture will be recreated in the UK (Barton, 1986). At the same time it 

seems that only the appearance of religion in public acts is a sign of its being religion, while religion can also 

be both public and private; in this sense the term is too generalising. 

A similar development was seen in the UK with a large number of Muslim migrants from South Asia, 

where followers of text-based or scriptural Islam were deemed to be more successful than the Barelvis with 

regard to their development of religious educational institutes (Geaves, 2000). As a result of the Reformists’ 

educational activities, a re-imagining of the Reformists ethos occurred ‘outside its original South Asian 

context and scripturalizing it further’ (Birt and Lewis, 2011: 116). According to Geaves the Barelvi followers 

spend their energies in sectarian politics like debates and mobilisation against other religious groups, and in 

building the institutes in the country of origin (Geaves, 2007). This has not only hampered the development 

of their educational institutes in the UK, but it also obstructed a rethinking of their tradition in new settings. 

Thus, based on the experiences of the first generation, these and other studies saw the tendencies whereby 

the migration process leads to the emergence of text-based Islam: 

‘a tendency towards growing ‘scritpturalism’ has been in evidence throughout Islam since the 
nineteenth century ... (this tendency) comes at the expense of the folk Islam of saint worship, 
healing, Sufism and local brotherhoods and guilds. The imam rather than the saint, marabout 
or sage becomes the central figure’ (Pieterse, 1997: 180). 

The result of these factors was that the Muslim practices originating from more localised embodied religious 

traditions that provide for the needs and services specific to a place and that bring an individual Muslim 

within certain ‘living tradition’, were thought to become ‘redundant’ in diaspora due to the spatial shift (see 

for example Mandaville, 2000: 119; Pieterse, 1997: 180; Landman, 1997). In this sense they follow the 

predicament of wearing down of folk-Islam based groups among the overseas communities. However, these 

assumptions do not match with the Muslim practices that I described in recounting the milad event. The shifts 

in these religious practices are actually determining the transformative nature of the Muslim experiences in 

Europe. 

Similarly, Gellner is criticised for extrapolating the Moroccan situation to describe the history of the 

Muslim world. Opposition to popular saints’ cults and the festivals at shrines has not only come from anti-

Sufi scholars but has also been part of an ongoing debate within Sufism. (van Bruinessen, 2009; Schielke, 

2012a). It should be said though, that Gellner recognised the fact that certain Sufis could also be learned in 
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intellectual traditions, however his rigid distinction of ‘High’ and ‘Low’ Islam was criticised, for if those 

concepts have any value they cannot simply be identified with urban versus rural, and Salafi versus Sufi. As 

for some other authors, this formulation ignores the ‘internal differentiation of belief and practice within 

‘local’ societies.’ (Eickelman, 1982). 

However, these studies do not cover all developments among the Barelvis in Europe. In many ways 

they fail to present a proper overview of various developments, mostly among the young Barelvis in Europe. 

Various styles are emerging among the followers of Barelvi Islam in Europe that do not refer only to any 

masculinisation or scripturalisation of Islam. I argue that the migration process has also led to modern, 

devotional and Sufi inspired developments among the Barelvis. MQ, for example, has created a vast network 

of its centres that runs along modern patterns of organisational structures, which often have a resemblance to 

modern social movements and are often similar to corporate management structures. MQ has introduced 

new devotional forms and promotes rituals as means of creating new communal bonding. Through this, MQ 

has reinvigorated the devotional aspect that it inherited from the Barelvis; however, MQ instrumentalised the 

process by modern means of communications. In other words, we can see an internal reform among the 

Barelvis through the movement of MQ. The scope of these reforms shows that far from scripturalisation MQ 

has provided a new discourse that is derived from the Sufi ideas and rhetoric of religious mobilisation and 

appeals to the younger generations and women among the overseas communities. They put their message 

beyond sectarian terms – something of which the Barelvis were accused (Metcalf, 1982) - and explain it in 

universal terms of Muslim ummah. At the sociological level, they create a social identity that transcends the 

biraderi lines or area of origin. 

The emergence of MQ from the Barelvis is not unique. Werbner (2004) examines a transnational Sufi 

group and how they are established in the UK, thus providing spiritual welfare and fresh bonding in the new 

settings. Similarly Geaves (2007, 2013) in his recent work presents a more promising image of the Barelvis in 

the UK than he gave in his earlier works when he saw them as lost, and their religious practices disappearing 

within the next generation or two (Geaves, 2000; Geaves, 2005). Geaves argues that the recent developments 

among the neo-traditional groups are meant to win loyalty of British-born generations, however they have to 

develop a systematic doctrine of Sufism in Europe, and ‘an educational system’ in the European context 

(Geaves, 2007) More recently Geaves has placed these developments among the Barelvis in contrast to the 

Reformist and the Salafi groups where he sees a resurrection of the Sufi groups in the UK vis-à-vis the 

Reformist and the Islamists (Geaves, 2013). Likewise I presented an account of the emergence of a Sufi 

shrine in the UK in which I showed that the new Sufi shrines are emerging after the death of ulama who were 

pioneers in developing religious communities in the UK, and these ulama took a new role as Sufi sheikh in 

the UK context (Morgahi, 2017).  
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It is important to look at these differentiations when placing MQ and its relations with the Barelvis 

within the broader studies of Islam in South Asia and overseas. This differentiation shows that Sufis or Sufi 

orders do not necessarily promote non-scholarly or orthodox forms of Islam, as the formulation of Gellner 

implies. “We cannot assume”, argues Barbara Metcalf however, ”that the old and new cultures are fixed, and 

that change results from pieces being added and subtracted. Instead, new cultural and institutional 

expressions are being created using the symbols and institutions of the received tradition” (Metcalf, 1996: 7). I 

will show that MQ also places its version of Islam within the Muslim historical tradition. MQ not only defend 

the Sufi based devotional practices but they bring that defence from the Muslim tradition of what they call 

classical Islam. Going beyond the internal sectarian polemics, they brought their version of Islam into the 

public domain. In this way they are competing with the Islamists, Reformists and Salafis, and they present 

their Islam as the ‘authentic tradition’ that was followed by generations of Muslims throughout history. In this 

sense, MQ is a transformation within the Barelvis that placed the ritual and devotional based Islam into the 

wider public arena. This prompts us to look for the modes of religious mobilisation that focus on the non-

scriptural ways of persuasion and community building (Panagia, 2009). Panagia explains that political 

subjectivity and agency have long been understood as being driven by narratives, to the extent that a focus on 

texts precluded the study of how other sensory experiences—including vision, taste and smell—contribute to 

the preservation or disruption of political orders (Panagia, 2009). I will discuss that later. 

Significant here is the contextualisation of the changes that MQ caused in the Barelvis within the 

broader literature of anthropology of Islam. Eickelman and Piscatori observe in ‘Muslim Politics’ that in 

modern times Muslims come to objectify their religion. In this process of ‘objectification’ Muslims have 

developed heightened self-consciousness of Islam as a religious system (Eickelman and Piscatori, 1996: 39). 

As a result of this objectification, the believers ask themselves, ”what is my religion? What is important to my 

life? And how do my beliefs guide my conduct?” (Eickelman and Piscatori, 1996: 39). They consider these 

modern queries to be a result of social changes causing reflexivity, increased rationalisation and occasions of 

social participation in the Muslim world. As a result of this critical approach, Muslims began to look inwardly 

and reflect upon of their religion. There are scholars who identify this trend as the continuation of 

secularization that supposedly follows modernity (Eickelman & Piscatori 1996) however, MQ’s practices 

challenge this notion. The project of modernity that provokes private religious practices via seculrization is 

challenged by developments occurring among the Muslim societies (Deeb 2006; Soares and Otayek, 2007). 

Seen through theses lenses, MQ represents a reflexive moment and active religious-citizen participation in the 

tradition that they claim to continue; it raises new questions about the inherited Barelvi thinking. Answers to 

these questions are sought on the one hand in the structures of Sufism, redefining the texts that legitimise 

these or other devotional aspects, and on the other hand in social activism derived from the modern Islamic 

movements. As a result, MQ represents a new form of activism that has emerged in communities rooted in 
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the beliefs and practices of folk Islam. The activism of MQ, in other words, is a form of objectivation of 

traditionalist Islam in its formulation of the Mustafavi Revolution.  

Through such a formulation MQ should be seen more as a modern movement that rationalised the 

Barelvi religious thinking in new circumstances. Similarly, MQ’s approach to its Sufi inheritance is ritualistic 

as well as intellectual. As a result it, like the other modernist movements such as the JI, appeals to a new 

constituency among the Barelvi middle classes. MQ employs emotional expressions, devotional practices, 

rhetorical techniques and religious fervour that generate religious change in a particular way. A significant 

aspect among MQ is how it relates its discourse of Islam to contemporary issues. Its focus is on the 

complexity of everyday life and for that it seeks inspiration and guidance from the religious discourse. In this 

regard, not the texts but the practices of the Muslims provide a base to reflect upon the tradition. Following 

this, discourse and practices of MQ are meant to create a new mode of being Muslim, to live a modern life 

with redefined religious fervour. The characteristics of this Muslim identity should not be defined through the 

dichotomy of Sufism versus Islamism; instead we should look how the Sufi or spiritual forms live side by side 

with modernity in a personal manifestation or through the dichotomy of tradition and modernity (Soares, 

2007: 18). 

In this regard it is important to point out that they see themselves as a modern subjects, and this 

modernity entails, in words of Deeb, both ”material and spiritual progress” (Deeb, 2006: 5; Marsden and 

Retsikas, 2013a: 20). The individual followers are not shy of social engagement; on the contrary this 

engagement with the secular society is seen as a source of personal fulfilment. This engagement is built upon 

a struggle to create spaces in the existing debates in society, inspired through one’s religious beliefs. I argue 

that these spaces are competing grounds where individuals and groups manifest themselves following their 

collective identities. Through these Muslim manifestations I observe two broad transformations among the 

Barelvi groups that are expressed through MQ - their inclusive nature that led to their opening to broader 

society and their active engagement to bring social issues into these debates. 

Individualisation of religious discourses 

In the previous section I dealt with scripturalisation of Muslim practices and how we should look at its 

promises and shortcomings. The second theoretical strand deals with the individualisation of religious 

experience in Europe. Interestingly, this subject shares the Gellnerian assumption of more text-based Islam 

among the next generations of Muslims. The individualisation thesis revolves around the idea that modernity 

and secularism will result in individualisation of Muslim religiosity. It is a more widespread perspective within 

the studies of Islam in Europe, which was promoted predominantly by Cesari and other French sociologists 

(Roy, 2004; Babes, 1997). Casari argues that the new religious developments among the Muslims in Europe 

are distinguishable from the religious practices in their area of origin. Following settlement in Europe the 

‘Muslim individual’ takes it upon himself to define his/her position vis-à-vis the normative or text-based 
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Islam (Cesari, 2003: 259). Individualisation is often associated with privatisation: religion is increasingly 

confined to the private sphere, and religious values and rules are not placed at the centre of one’s personal 

orientation to life (2003: 260). Thus she observes a fundamental rupture between the Muslim beliefs and 

practices in Europe and those in the migrant’s country of origin; as a result, questioning the traditional Islamic 

practices becomes acceptable (Cesari, 2009: 152-3). This will lead to the decline of influence of Muslim 

institutions like mosques and imams etc., thus leading to a linear paradigm of secularisation, individualisation 

and privatisation, as proposed by Cesari, following the discourse of modernity (Cesari, 2003: 260). This theme 

has become ‘an almost unquestionable truth in research on Western European Islam’. (Peter, 2007: 107). 

Another proponent of the individualisation thesis, Roy, also implies here a process of democratisation in 

which the individual becomes separated from the patterns of traditional hierarchies of authority (Roy, 2004: 

181). 

A trend within individualization studies focuses on the transformation of the Muslim authority in 

Europe after the migration processes. While Cesari implies the fragmentation of the traditional Muslim 

institutions such as the mosque, imam, and the challenge to their authority from the young imams or scholars, 

other observers noted that this change deals specifically with the emergence of a critical  review of Islamic 

orthodoxy--- a move towards critical Islam. Following the lives of second generation Muslims in the UK, 

Mandaville makes a distinction between the traditional Muslim practices and critical Islam (2001: 121). Here, 

traditional means one who finds the world with certain underlying structures that determine social results, 

while ‘critical’ is one who asks question about what is accepted as natural. ”(Critical Islam) is an orientation, 

marked above all, by a willingness to historicize the normative import of particular religious interpretations”, 

as Mandaville (2001: 121) observed it within the British Muslim youth networks. As a result, this critical 

approach, he claims, will lead to the erosion of Muslim tradition. Beside this claim of erosion of authority or 

change in dogma among the proponents of individualisation of Islam (Pedziwiatr, 2009), others consider it 

also important to look at how the traditional authorities continue and are transformed in new circumstances 

(van Bruinessen, 2003; Mandaville 2004).  

More recently the individualisation of Islam debate took a lead from those studies that focus on the 

formation of Muslim subjectivities through reconstructing religious knowledge and how they act upon 

themselves to create a pious and ethical being (Jacbobson 2006; Fadel 2008). This ‘piety turn’ within the 

anthropology of Islam debates in Europe focuses on tradition, power, discipline and piety (Mahmood 2005; 

Schielke, 2010). Building on the works of Talal Asad (1992, 2003), the studies of Saba Mahmood and Charles 

Hirschkind deal with religion and the secular, the power of Islamic ideals of morality and piety and 

connections between everyday religiosity and religious scholarship (Mahmood 2005; Hirschkind, 2001). Here 

I will refer only to the work of Saba Mahmood (2005). In her book Politics of Piety Mahmood describes the 

working of women’s mosque groups in Cairo. In the piety movement women provide lessons to one another 
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on the proper readings of the Islamic scripture, Islamic social practices and forms of bodily manners, which 

they consider as necessary in creating a pious self. In her work she suggests that movement’s efficacy should 

be seen in ethical realm --- ‘strategies of cultivation through which embodied attachments to historically 

specific forms of truth come to be forged’ (Mahmood, 2005: 35). Such ethics of personal cultivation of ideal 

virtual self provides these women with agency not only to challenge the patriarchal systems imposed at home 

and through mosque structures. The ideas of self-cultivation and subjectivity are important for my study; 

however, equally significant are the material objects of veneration, artefacts and different forms of religion 

that remain part of the religious subject as part of the cultivation of self. These objects and the rituals, as I will 

describe later, are means of devotional piety, which is necessary to create a purified heart. In this sense, 

devotional piety a distinguishing factor to examine the processes of self-cultivation that provide the subjects 

with the flexibility to live with material objects beside the pious self. 

Saba Mahmood’s study and her specific focus on the agency influenced a number of other studies on 

Muslims in Europe. Jacobsen for example, focuses on different pedagogical settings like house, mosque and 

Islamic schools for Muslim, subject formation among second generation Muslims in Norway. These settings 

help to constitute the ‘ethical self’, which are thought important in the ‘realization of moral personhood’ 

(Jacobsen, 2006: 54). She looks at how subjectivities are formed and how people come to conceive of, and act 

upon themselves in a certain way. Similarly, Fadel analyzes and unpacks the vocabularies and narratives of 

second generation Maghrebi to illustrate their different religious experiences and trajectories in order to focus 

on ”deconstruction of liberal-humanist legacy, and Foucauldian framework in the analysis of Islamic 

subjectivities” (Fadel, 2008). Writing on the Muslim women in France and Germany, Jouili and Amir-

Moazami ‘illustrate that the women's aim to acquire and circulate knowledge is simultaneously coupled with a 

sense of responsibility towards the construction of a virtuous community,’ (Jouili & Amir-Moazami, 2006: 

619). 

The dominant theme in the literature about the individualisation of Muslim subjects is their 

projection of Islam based on second generation experiences and how that is determining the contours of new 

Islamic experience in Europe. The cultural uprooting of Muslim youth led them to make a distinction 

between  ‘real’ Islam and the parental or traditional Islam. The real Islam is defined by textual tradition (Roy, 

2003: 78). Following this focus on the experiences of second generation Muslims, there is a general tendency 

to portray the Islam of the youth as an ‘informed’ and ‘rational’ account of their piety, as opposed to the 

parent’s “non-reflexive” inherited Islam (Jouili & Amir-Moazami, 2006: 621, Fadel, 2008). As a result the youth 

are in a reflective engagement with Islam through making a distinction between culture and religion in order 

to emphasise a ‘pure’ Islam, concludes de Koning following his work on the Moroccan-Dutch Muslim youth 

(de Koning, 2008). The search for these authenticities, ‘utopian’ as it is, is sought in the life and practices of 

earlier Muslim generations, salaf. This line of thinking has got a specific attention with regard to the young 
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Muslims religious experience within the European context (Schmidt, 2002; Jouili and Amir-Moazmi 2006; 

Roex 2013; and Jacobsen 2011a).  

Studies focusing on piety, mostly perhaps Mahmood’s, tend to emphasise on agency over structure. 

This implies subjects do not act as they wish but according to sociocultural impositions and circumstances. 

Despite remote possibilities of resistence, they often deliberately choose to accept them according to what is 

offered to them. However, these scholars omit the enduring presence and perhaps even resurgence of other, 

less sceipturalist styles of religiosity. It is suggested that these studies should take the context in which self-

fashioning takes place into consideration to see the variety of available, and perhaps competing styles and 

practices (Soares and Osalla, 2009: s11). Similarly, being piety-minded in the sense of developing the pious 

self in order to create a moral society should be considered as one of the efforts that Muslims set themselves, 

(Marsden and Retsikas, 2013a: 23). As this study will show however, there are diverse forms of creating 

religiosity. The elements of devotional forms and practices have their own ways of creating religious mores. 

Moreover, other authors specified the ambivalence, strivings and uncertainties while making different choices 

to be a ‘good’ Muslim (Marsden 2005, Schielke 2009). Writing on the Chitrali Muslims in Pakistan Marsden 

for example, noted, ‘Chitral Muslims make choices between modes and forms of Islamic life, play an active 

role in making and defining these styles of being Muslim, and, critically, making choices about education in 

one dimension of living a Muslim life' (Marsden, 2005: 20). Not insignificant in this regard is the role of the 

state, as the case of MQ shows, in influencing and manipulating the religious discourse. 

A significant point to note is that many studies that take individualisation of Muslims as their point 

of departure have an implied biased orientation towards the more activist Muslim manifestations of Islam at 

the expense of the cultural ones. This orientation in these studies become further hazed when they choose 

actors from political activist circles (Mandaville, 2001: 116) or their arguments are predominantly based on 

the emergence and institutionalisation of the Reformist, Salafi or Islamist groups in Europe. The focus on 

these groups edges along the thinking that sees the traditional groups like the Barelvis as inert’ and decadent 

(Sanyal, 1996), and thereby lacking any self-reflexivity. It has been claimed that as a result of that, many 

Muslim youth became disgruntled, and ended up joining Islamist or Reformists groups (Geaves, 2007). 

Another implication in these studies is that Muslim youth are looking for answers that they could only find in 

the activist Islam or in more scripture-based Muslim practices. The individualisation thesis, in this respect, 

hinges on the continuation of Gellner’s approach in defining the Muslims in Europe, as this implies 

preference for scripturalist Islam rather than the traditional structures of Islam among the next generations of 

Muslim migrants in Europe. 

The studies of individualisation of Islam in Europe variously underestimate the multiple forms of 

religious experiences of Muslim youth in Europe. As noted earlier, the ‘fragmentation’ of religious authority 

debate simplifies the religious engagement of youth with their elders and the religious institutions that the 
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latter established. Not only the elements of this presumed cultural ‘break’ were visible within the earlier 

Muslim migrants following their transfer from a rural to an urban context (Schiffauer, 1990), moreover the 

nature of these generational interactions is ambiguous, and refers to different levels of their engagement with 

institutions of the older generation. For example, some studies dealing with Muslim tradition and Muslim 

youth speak of a rational approach towards their tradition by the young generations that should be seen as ”a 

matter of inscribing oneself into a religious tradition and finding new opportunities and interpretation within 

it” (Fadel, 2005: 152). In the process the traditional patterns of authority persist although being readjusted in 

the new context (Amiraux, 2000; van Bruinessen, 2003). Similarly other observers speak of a constant tension 

between the individuality promoted by the western societies and the collectivity rooted within broader social 

networks and the extended family structures, and which play a role in the identity formation of the migrants 

(Werbner, 2002; Cressey 2002: 48). The individualisation studies disregard the emergence of religiously 

defined socio-religious spaces within which these youth were explicitly or implicitly working. Despite having 

varied cultural capital, Muslim youth respect their religious tradition and they often made their individual 

religious choices through their links with older generations and the institutional spaces that the latter group 

provides for them. 

The individualisation of Islam studies ignore the shifts happening within traditional and folk-Islam 

based groups. With the emergence of modern Muslim movements rooted in Sufi-cum traditional Islam, in 

Europe the debate about real Islam (Roy, 2004) could also be defined as a quest for authentic practices. 

However, the youth from the Sufi-cum traditional Islam background in Europe provide a different input to 

what they consider as the real Islam. I have observed a reformulation of tradition among the traditional 

groups, mediated through young local actors who use local languages and often follow some charismatic 

religious scholars who are seen as new icons to be emulated. This emerging leadership justifies the re-

imagination of the traditional Islam defined as real Islam. I consider it re-imagination of tradition to be along 

similar lines as other observers call a certain reconstruction of the tradition, which should be conceptualised 

considering the current Muslim practices within the European contexts (Amir-Moazami and Salvatore, 2003:  

53). Similarly, they are equally under influence of objects of veneration and devotion and related sacral 

practices emerging among the Muslim communities. These devotional forms and ritual practices are re-lived 

within the migrant communities and are sources of new communal bonding in their adopted lands. Inherited 

devotional forms are intensified, and new meanings are given to them within the overseas context under the 

influence of the new religious movements. Moreover, these developments show that the process of 

differentiation by no means implies a privatisation of religion (see also Casanova, 1994). 

The assumptions of individualisation thesis however, fail to recognise the changes taking place at the 

grassroots level among Muslim subjects in various Muslim communities in Europe. From my study I see that 

migration leads neither to individualisation of Muslim subjects alone, nor only to the emergence of orthodox 
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forms of Islam. Following their settlement in European countries new kinds of religious representations and 

debates emerge among the followers of the tradition-based Islam, often led by new Muslim movements. 

Under the influence of these movements and through their engagement with various Sufi Islam-based groups, 

traditional practices are re-designed and they come up with new ideas. New forms of religious organisation 

are appearing and individual identities are redefined and reshaped within the communal context. New cultural 

meanings have emerged around the religious and ritual practices. The burgeoning communal life and religious 

forms are devotional, syncretic and do not follow strictly the scripturally defined practices, but are derived 

from a rich heritage that the migrants are rediscovering and redefining in their new homes. As a result, we see 

that the new Muslim public engagements are often absorbed with the musical forms or joyous celebrations, as 

on the occasions of the milad. It provides numerous ways for an individual to be engaged with broader society 

and traditions. 

Means of devotion, aesthetic practices and ritual processes are methods applied to relate people to 

their tradition. Considering the search for pure Islam, there are other forms of creating piety and in which the 

element of purification is central. Within different Sufi groups the purification of the heart is thought a 

necessary condition for individual submission and salvation. The purification then refers to the purification of 

the heart, and is accompanied by spiritual education that enables individual fulfilment and further efforts for 

society. In this sense it offers a different means of obtaining purification of the heart than purity through 

piety practices (de Koning, 2008; Beekers, 2015). It asks for a dose of spirituality through rituals and that will 

help, it is thought, to recover your heart from the anomalies of daily lives. This will prepare you to deal with 

the complexities of the everyday life. Thus, within MQ a similar process of purification is thought necessary 

for the individual cleaning of the heart and in which different personal and communal rituals play an 

important role. These ritual practices help to create an individual process of achieving personal purity. It is 

individual in the sense that purity of heart is achieved at the end of the ritual process. It is also communal in 

the sense that new communal boundaries are created and loyalties to leadership are strengthened. 

1.3 Understanding Muslim subjects in Europe 
I argue that various forms of religiosity and religious practice cannot be reduced either to individualisation or 

new forms of piety only. I also found strong indications that the loss of traditional ritual practice is not a 

linear process. MQ practices and activities show an intriguing and fascinating process of what I would call a 

recasting of devotional forms and practices in new formats. MQ has adopted lively and culturally enriched 

forms of Islam among the migrants. These forms engage the individuals with their traditions through new 

rituals and reinterpretation of their traditions following their needs in modern societies. MQ brought about 

these changes within the traditional Barelvi environmet by recreating the religious practices following 

inspiration from the Sufi tenets and other folk-Islam based cultural traditions and forms of devotion that 
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enhanced their ability to adapt themselves in their new homes. These transformations revolve around the 

concept of Mustafavi Revolution, a term coined by MQ. 

The founder of the movement, Qadri, envisaged a religious movement aimed at creating what is 

called a Mustafavi Revolution2 at the societal level. He formulated the main objectives of MQ into certain points 

that the movement wanted to achieve for it followers. MQ intended a) to recreate a link with God, ta’alluq-e 

bi-llah, as it is weakened in this time, b)  to instill love for the Prophet, mohabbat-e risalat among the Muslims, 

and to follow his teachings in order to bring unity in the collective life of Muslims, c) to go to Quran, ta’alluq-e 

Quran, for spiritual and ideological problems of the present time, d) to create unity among umma, ittihad-e 

ummat, and e) to bring dominance of religion, ghalba-e din through Mustafavi Revolution, in all aspects of our lives 

(Qadri, 1999).3 The Mustafavi Revolution is defined also as the Islam ki nishat-e sania (Islamic revival) and it is 

considered to be in line with other revivalist ideas and movements that have emerged in last two hundred 

years in Muslim societies (Qadri, 1999). MQ followers regard Qadri as a revolutionary figure who should be 

seen in line with the historical figures who brought these revolutions in Muslim history. 

Two broader themes can be observed in MQ understanding of revolution: firstly, the adoption of 

Mustafavi Revolution by MQ as an effort to idealise the earlier times of Islam, which is presented as an 

exemplary period that revolutionised Arab society. In Muslim history, according to MQ, many scholars and 

Sufis brought about such a revolution in their own times, and MQ founder, in line with these Sufis and 

scholars, is working to implement the revolution now. However, this imagination of tradition works through 

a certain process. Asad’s concept of discursive tradition is helpful here in understanding how a religious 

discourse may inform the religious conduct of followers in the present while at the same time providing its 

base in past, and also guiding them as to how to achieve the objectives of this conduct in the future (Asad, 

1986: 14). The search for an earlier pristine time moreover is seen by others as an ‘urge of authenticity’ among 

many Muslim movements. This urge is defined as a search for the ‘real’ foundations of Islam, which are 

supposedly only found in the earlier period of Islam (Lee, 1997: 193). In a way this journey is actually a search 

for meaning, which is a general predicament of modernity related to individuals’ search for an authentic being 

in our modern times (Lindholm, 2008: 3-5). 

Secondly, the Mustafavi Revolution appears as a blue-print for the followers to live and with which to 

actively engage with the classical traditions. This blue-print opens the path to (re-)imagine the traditions and 

what has been handed to Muslims. For MQ, tradition is not something that you merely follow or are born 

                                                           
2 As explained in chapter two, the word Mustafa is another name of the prophet Mohammad. The word entered into 
Pakistani politics in the 1970s when different religious groups including the Barelvis initiated a movement against the 
Bhutto government. They called it as tehreek-e nizam-e mustafa (movement for system of Mohammad). It was first time 
that the term nizam-e mustafa, system of Mohammad, was used and popularised. The word mustafavi, in MQ jargon seems 
to be derived from this time. 
3 In post 1991 period MQ added another objective: farogh-e ilm-e shaoor (spread of knowledge and consciousness). This 
occurred when MQ changed its course after the election defeat in 1990. 
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into, but something an individual should actually live or embody and be actively engaging with. This 

individual (micro)activism not only brings an individual change, but due to this active individual engagement 

with society, will lead to a societal change in a bottom-up movement. Thus, revolution here means an effort 

at the micro level to prepare the person for the broader change in society. 

The religious subject, in case of MQ, is different from the traditional religious subject, in the sense 

that here he is an actively engaged being. Considering the nature of activism of MQ, I call this a process of 

self-purification at the micro level. The self-purifying or purifying the heart is a process whereby religion 

should act upon the self to purge the different personal and social evils before one can act for broader social 

change. I call this a project in the movement as purifying the heart, because following the efforts of Sufi 

rituals, as enacted by the movement, a certain cleansing of the heart takes place. In these cases a dose of 

spirituality through rituals will help to recover the heart from the anomalies of daily lives, and it will prepare 

one to deal again with the complexities of the everyday life. This purification of the heart is different from the 

processes of self-cultivation to create a pious individual, as it is emphasised in other studies (Mahmood, 2005) 

or quest for pure religion (de Koning, 2008). Not the emphasis on proving yourself before Allah through 

following the scriptures literally, but your spiritual achievements stand in an hierarchy that determines your 

proximity to Allah. These hierarchies are determined by personal development along structures of spirituality, 

adab (spiritual mores), decorum and levels of knowledge- both esoteric and profane. These hierarchies also 

exist in defining the patterns of leadership. 

These processes of individual subject formation occur at a local level where MQ centres work and 

are under the influence of local and global processes. Locality is primarily relational and contextual, rather 

than as a scalar or spatial’ concept (Appadurai 1995: 178). Locality in the everyday use of the word deals with 

the local networks, neighbourhood relations and immediate sociability. For Appadurai, locality means how 

people build a meaningful life, both personal and communal, out of the transnational/global and national 

influences in a certain locality; it is about how they create ‘reliable locals’. Islamic cultural forms change as 

part of these locality building processes in European societies. The religious character of MQ contains 

elements that are constructed by taking into consideration the local cultural elements. MQ’s institutions and 

processes of socialisation emerged out of specific needs and demands of Muslims, mostly youth born and 

brought up in the western societies. As a result of that specific approach of MQ towards the Muslim 

tradition, it coined the term classical Islam in order to relate these needs and wishes to a new kind of Muslim 

culture with the focus on youth in its programme. 

I have highlighted these changes through specific themes in this thesis. First is the theme of the 

place-making process through which MQ created its own religious and cultural environment. It acts as a 

socialisation place, but also a familiar space outside the home that plays a role in subject formation--- home 

and Idara are part of it. The next theme is of cultural translation in which the religious concepts are used to 
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translate the cultural and devotional forms, as well as a new religious style. In this regard, not only new 

aesthetic forms are important to consider, but also how a new religious style emerges that gives these 

concepts a new meaning within a new time and place. Equally, the focus is on rituals within this religious 

formation where they act not only to transform knowledge, but create new devotional forms and cultural 

construction. I turn to these themes in the next section. 

Person, place, personification 

In the description of the Milad Festival at the beginning of the chapter, I have shown that religious songs and 

collective celebrations are examples of the re-creation of rituals in the new spaces. This and related events are 

becoming occasions when religious rituals like nasheeds (religious songs), the artefacts of veneration like those 

related to a holy figure, and most recently, the emergence of some Sufi shrines, add to the events of 

sanctifying the place as a dwelling of the Muslim subjects. These cultural events are a remembrance of the 

past; however, they also help to create a new dwelling or space to experience religiosity. From an orthodox 

perspective, Islam does not need a formal place of worship as ‘the entire world is a mosque for a Muslim’, but 

these spaces of religious understanding indicate that religious formation takes place in a certain space such as 

those manifested in various European contexts. These processes are studied elsewhere to show how the 

religious artefacts and rituals signalled a new beginning of a religious establishment in a new place (Tweed, 

2006: 81). Borrowing the concept of ‘dwelling’ from James Clifford, Tweed emphasises the incomplete aspect 

of it to show its imperfect nature, however, 

‘dwelling, like crossing, is doing. Dwelling, as I use the term, involves three overlapping 
processes: mapping, building, and inhabiting. It refers to the confluence of organic-cultural 
flows that allows devotees to map, build, and inhabit worlds. It is homemaking. In other 
words, as clusters of dwelling practices, religions orient individuals and groups in time and 
space, transform the natural environment, and allow devotees to inhabit the worlds they 
construct.’ (Tweed, 2006: 82-3). 

The migrants put their efforts into creating spaces and making places where they could be visible and they 

transform the new abodes in the process (Vasquez, 2003). Through this place making process MQ has 

developed a new discourse and organising techniques to put down roots within the European societies.    

Within MQ I focus on the place making process at three levels - the home, the Idara and its further approach 

towards the broader society. I show that these three domains determine how the localisation of tradition takes 

place through the working of MQ in European context. 

Place making is a conscious choice on the part of MQ to work within the European societies. Their 

activities and discourse are directed at creating forms of mobilisation and space. In this regard, the household 

is the initial space for place making. MQ adopted it as a conscious choice to initiate an early space of 

socialisation and training following the teachings of MQ. The family is a central point of individual 

upbringing, providing the culture of the parents, sharing memories and negotiating new cultural forms. In 

MQ I observed different devotional forms and practices to involve, socialise and mobilise the followers from 



516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer
Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018 PDF page: 37PDF page: 37PDF page: 37PDF page: 37

31 

 

this micro-structure. For an individual MQ follower home is created as aqeedat walon ka ghar or as an home of 

devotees—an earlier space whence MQ derived aesthetic tastes that are inculcated - discipline through 

audiovisual sources, house decoration with the artefacts of MQ, providing particular etiquette to the children 

and organising different rituals, from the milad of the Prophet to the birthday of the sheikh—the movement’s 

founder. These instruments are intended to engage and discipline the whole family as an active agent for the 

movement mobilisation. This shows how the family is becoming a centre of earlier socialisation, considering 

the vulnerable situation in which the migrants come to live. 

This is parallel, in the next step, to their active engagement with MQ mosque called Idara where 

religious educational, social and communal spaces are created for children, youth, women and elders--- whole 

familial engagement. Thus the Idara, in itself a broader name for the mosque, in fact is an extension of home 

for MQ followers where activities are organised that are meant for the whole family. The Idara is thought to 

be functionally similar to the migrant mosque with regard to the religious and social activities, however with 

regard to female participation it differs from the later. MQ women have found in the Idara a home-like 

atmosphere and a next step in creating a loving atmosphere or piyar wala mahool. Thus these activities are 

meant to create new bonding based on common religious aesthetics, communal links, sharing personal and 

MQ memories, and creating a certain bond to build for future. These religious aesthetics in making of the 

individual self, achieved through the organisational network, act to create a shared style with collective 

celebrations, musical forms or ritual venerations, and through specific styles of clothing; they contribute to 

the aesthetic repertoire of the movement, and are thought to represent an authentic tradition. They were 

influenced by the all-encompassing religiously defined social relations that bind them under the concept of 

being-Muslim that go beyond their being Pakistani, in which ethnic affiliations like caste or biraderi and area of 

origin in Pakistan dominate. Following their religious identity MQ defined new cultural and religious forms 

and novel devotional manifestations emerged. 

An important aspect of the place making is that the process should be seen as creating a particular 

narrative and sacralising space. A new narrative of engagement and inclusion emerged from MQ activities to 

reflect upon its broader social engagement. Accounting for initiatives such as Wijblijvenhier4 begun by MQ 

youth in the Netherlands, I show how it serves as an example of the place making process. Its literal meaning  

‘we will stay here’ is a provocative statement of showing the implied willingness of the group to be part of the 

future of these societies in the new dwellings. Considering the nature of discourse during their activities like 

the milad events, the participation of its followers in the public debates of common interest, and their opting 

to bury their dead in these countries, shows a plethora of acts that demonstrate how they position themselves 

in that country. These choices explains the typical positions of MQ, and go beyond the visible institutions like 

the mosque, but it shows a discursive and physical engagement ‘from cradle to grave’ with the place, thus a 
                                                           
4 Wijblijvenhier means ‘we will stay here’ is a weblog that the Minhaj youth started in the Netherlands. See chapter 6. 
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broader statement for engagement with the place. At the same time we should remember that the rituals like 

milad, zikr5, etc are also means of ‘sacralising the space’, where new meanings are given to space through these 

rituals. (Werbner, 2002). These positions go beyond only religiously defined processes of engagement of 

Muslims, but are events making statements with regard to integration and the place making process. In this 

sense they are significant in showing the emptiness of the debate about Muslim integration into, in this case, 

Dutch society being labelled ‘failed’, in the aftermath of two political murders in the country.6 In this context 

I link the construction of migrants' place to the formation of ‘home’, which is to create a familiar space that is 

owned in some sense by migrants, and by the ‘community’. This is an effort to create a place for collective 

identity in order to mobilise and get recognition within the host society. (Castles and Davidson, 2000). 

The place-making processes show how MQ set to create a space for its religious practices. From 

home to Idara, sacralising of space plays a significant role in the process. The course of space making shows 

more about the forms and practices how religion is experienced than just the contents of the religious 

message. Thus it is necessary to understand the role of forms and practices in forming the religious subjects. 

In this regard we should look at practices that are thought authentic for certain religious expression and how 

these are legitimised through religious authority. In this regard we can speak of a new religious style that 

emerged from these religious forms and expressions. 

Authenticity, spiritual leadership and religious style 

In the previous section I outlined how the collective aesthetic forms and devotional practices contribute to 

place making among the followers of MQ in Europe. In this process the role of mediators or those who link 

these devotional forms with the new institutional structures and the transcendental forms that these 

structures represent is not insignificant. They are the cultural brokers, guides in mundane issues and spiritual 

healers, and they might exhibit qualities that may not be explained by the patterns of religious orthodoxy. 

From an orthodox religious perspective, all individuals are equal before the creator, however in the case of 

MQ, as well as among other Sufi groups, there is an hierarchy through which an individual is related to the 

leadership. These hierarchies are determined through the structures of spirituality, specific decorum or adab, 

levels of knowledge-- apparent and hidden, etc. All these elements determine the aesthetics of leadership and 

the persuasive powers rising out of it. Before elaborating my point I will quote a case of MQ. 

In March 2003 Qadri addressed a meeting of party workers, which took place in the aftermath of the 

2002 elections. Despite large claims, the PAT-- the political wing of MQ in Pakistan, could get only a single 

seat in the National Assembly. Unrest was observed mostly among the overseas networks of MQ as they had 

invested a lot in the election campaign while the promised elections win, leading to Mustafavi Revolution, 

                                                           
5 Zikr (in Arabic dhikr) means remembrance or recollection of God. Sufis perform zikr to remember one’s 
connection to the Divine by repeating His names or Quranic verses. 
6 For a debate at the public level regarding the ‘multicultural failure’ at more public level, see the positions of Paul 
Scheffer (2007) and Geert Mak (2005). 
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remained elusive.7 In his speech on this occasion Qadri compared the ‘disappointment’ of his workers as part 

of the struggle to that of Mohammad during his period in Makkah, and the kind of sacrifices he made for his 

cause of Islam. Following this he added: 

‘Today you should promise, by raising your hands, that this question will not come in your 
minds’…  (He repeats this three times, and then asks the audience to read this oath after him) 
(People raise their hands and shout in agreement). ‘O Allah! We are recreating the Sunnat-e 
Mohammadi Mo’akhat (brotherhood based on Prophet’s tradition), and we pledge and 
announce to make the Minhajul Quran movement a single family. We will develop a 
relationship of love, brotherhood and tolerance with each other and that relation of our 
mission will be stronger than blood relations; our life and death will be for Mustafavi mission. 
We will live die like a family. We will offer our life, our wealth for word of Allah, honour of 
Prophet, spreading of mission and Mustafavi Revolution. O God we took an oath of Sunnat-e 
Mohammadi Mo’akhat, give us courage, make our hearts clear and stability, success, and in this 
way we present before the Prophet! (..) This movement, in this way, has become a family. I 
congratulate you!’ 

Here we see that Qadri led his followers by quoting an epic example of the prophetic period to relate it to the 

present predicament of the movement. By this comparison he translated any doubts in the minds of the 

followers as to whether they were part of their historical tradition. That led to creating a renewal of the pledge 

for a new brotherhood among the followers and by rekindling the faith in the objectives of the movement. In 

the process new pledges are made, of the loyalty to the leadership and new bonds of brotherhood. This was 

not the first time that Qadri took pledges in crucial moments of the movement and acquired personal loyalty 

from his followers by evoking the times of the prophet. 

Pledges such as these are some of the instruments that MQ leadership has in its hands to mobilise 

followers and create bonding. Although these instruments of mobilisation are not MQ specific, here I will 

deal with the particular application of MQ. MQ leadership, both of local and transnational origin, acts as 

religious mediator to translate cultural or religious change, communicating through modern media. They 

define the emerging religious issues and re-link them with an imagined past or patterns of tradition. Within 

MQ I have focused on two kinds of leadership patterns: the style of the sheikhul Islam and political leader, 

adopted by the founder of the movement, and the more democratic style of second generation leaders in 

Europe, who consciously opted for the language and style of the countries of residence. Youth leaders 

emerged following specific needs of Muslim youth in Europe, and thus have a particular characteristic: they 

use local cultural and religious norms in their arguments, they are open in interaction with the youth, and they 

develop specific religious forms to appear authentic while talking with the local youth. Thus they appropriate 

all the attributes of traditional ulama although they do not formally adopt the position of these ulama. In this 

sense they develop a specific style that differs from that of the traditional religious authorities. In creating a 

specific style they contribute to fashioning authenticity for the individual life --- a theme which for long has 

                                                           
7 An MQ source in Denmark claimed that for the 2002 elections the party raised 100 million rupees from abroad, mostly 
in the UK and Denmark, in a mere 25 days. 
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been a part of the debate about youth subcultures (Hall and Jefferson, 1976). I will apply it to the shaping of a 

new religious identity among the migrant youth. Religious style is a ‘signifying practice’ that frames a ‘cultural 

(or religious) change’ not as a source of conflict (towards the surroundings) but as a potential for creating new 

cultural forms through visible and performative acts, leading to ‘religious subject formation’. (Hall and 

Jefferson 1976; compare Sunier, 2014). 

The other focus on the leadership patterns within MQ is on the founder of MQ, who is seen as the 

embodiment of the traditional learned figure having spiritual excellence. For his followers, he is the ultimate 

answer to social and political and other mundane problems: he is a figure to be revered, emulated and the 

example of the classical Muslim scholar. These figures or the ”new Muslim leadership exhibit certain 

characteristics: they are educated formally within the modern state-secular institutes, but they enjoyed some 

informal religious education.”’ In this regard Eickelman for example, explores the correspondence and 

affinities between status, authority and the ”ways of knowing”, inculcated through modern educational 

institutes (Eickelman, 1992: 644). For others it is a process of de-traditionalisation where monopoly of ulama 

is challenged by popular preachers, neo-traditional Sufi masters and the secularly educated (Hefner, 2000, see 

also Soares and Otayek, 2007). Within the European contexts a similar pattern is observed among the Muslim 

youth where new Muslim youth leaders, often educated in secular western universities and having an informal 

religious education, enables them to act as new Muslim intellectuals. They have developed a constituency 

among the youth, which sometimes is parallel to traditional religious authorities. We are dealing with a new 

style of Muslim leaderships with specific rhetorical practices, belonging to certain public or constituency 

(Sunier, 2014) embedded in local conditions within which their leadership practices are constituted. 

The effect of these local conditions is that new forms of religious authority go beyond the local, or 

South Asian religious and cultural attributes. For example, Qadri does not use the traditional etiquette of 

religious scholars like molana or allama but adopts more modern titles like Dr. or professor etc. However, 

following his associations with the Middle Eastern schools of traditional scholarship, he adopted the title of 

‘sheikhul Islam’, which shows that he places himself in a tradition of classical Islam, thus transcending the 

South Asian structures of entitlement. Interestingly, after taking this title he took a new outfit of Al-Azhar 

scholars, thus showing the authority bestowed upon him by the Middle Eastern scholars. An expression of 

this newly acquired authority, as I will narrate in chapter seven, was the event of ijaza (permission or 

authority) when he introduced it as an instrument for traditional scholarship, thus presenting himself as a 

scholar of classical Islam. The necessity of this event however, is peculiar for the position of MQ in Europe 

as its youth have to face the groups like the Salafi, or those who challenge the South Asian credentials of the 

movement. Thus MQ falls back on the traditional instrument of ijaza to promote its image of a movement 

rooted in classical Islam. It also appears that the transnational religious leadership of MQ appeals to the 

followers through new means, methods and rhetoric. This appears to contradict the ‘fragmentation of 
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authority’ thesis of the school of thought that proclaims the individualisation of Islam in Europe. These 

adoptions and appropriations of the traditional patterns by MQ show that we are not dealing with a 

continuation of a certain tradition but a recasting of tradition in modern conditions.  

These means of authority can be understood through the prevalent scholarly works that deal with 

Sufi-based structures of authority (e.g., Buehler, 1998). In this manner Qadri acts like a scholar, a Sufi, and a 

mediating figure for his followers. However, the modus operandi of MQ illustrates that there are semantic, 

visual and auditory means of creating religious authority. The rhetorical sermons of Qadri are a sign of his 

scholarship, but this scholarship is also made visible through the stacks of books with post-it stickers on his 

table, and other sound bites. These patterns of authority are further enhanced through the occasions of the 

company of sheikh--- these are the most sought for moments when the followers feel that to be in the 

company of their leader is as it was with the scholars of the old ages. Thus in MQ, sensory, visual, rhetorical 

and mediational expressions of religious authority become central for the transfer of knowledge. Qadri’s 

habitus, his body language, style of dress and the modulations of his voice, his show of familiarity with 

classical Islamic texts strengthen his followers’ feeling of being in the company of a classical sheikh, and 

thereby the sense of being in mediated contact with the authentic, learned and spiritual tradition of Islam.  

These are the settings in which ‘these religions turn to reconcile the modern quest for a felt emotional truth 

with their doctrinal precepts’ (Lindholm, 2008: 68). Authenticity in this case is a search within the religious 

tradition or cultural patterns for those elements that give the followers a new sense of self/person and create 

for them particular sensibilities or a religious style that empowers their individual or group structures. These 

religious forms in Europe, I will argue, indicate new patterns of religious authorities or leadership – a shift 

from representative religious body to a performative style of leadership (Sunier, 2014). 

Another means of understanding these conjunctions of visual, auditory and emotional juxtapositions 

is to revalue form above the appraisal of pure meanings and narratives. The religious organisations and 

institutions provide forms through which these juxtapositions can occur repeatedly, Meyer concluded while 

writing on modern Pentecostal movements. For such a reconsideration of form she coined the idea of 

sensational form which takes religion ”as a practice of mediation between the levels of humans and God 

(transcendental realm)” (Meyer, 2010: 750), and shapes it. For Meyer, forms are not an exclusive way of 

understanding the religious condition, but they are a necessary condition for expressing content and meaning 

and ethical norms and values (Meyer, 2010: 751). Thus, the sensational forms further help in understanding 

the ways of persuasion and how they work to constitute certain forms of religiosity. It is religious structures 

of repetition that comprise a certain aesthetic of persuasion. ‘Most of the people addressed by sensational 

forms are already constituted as particular religious subjects with certain desires and doubts. Thus, aesthetics 

of persuasion is intrinsic to sensational forms, whose power convinces religious believers of the truthfulness 

of the connection between them and God or the transcendental’ (Meyer, 2010: 756). The idea of aesthetic 



516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer
Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018 PDF page: 42PDF page: 42PDF page: 42PDF page: 42

36 

 

persuasion provides us with means to consider celebratory forms as a base of the non-narrative perspective to 

understand the religious mediation.  

Beside the creating aesthetic forms and the process of authority the rituals are explained through the 

internal religious process—the ways religious practices are formed through rituals, as well as the external 

boundary building, which is central in MQ’s religious construction. Together they explain the process of 

transformation within religion which is the main concern of this study. 

Recasting rituals and their performance 

Besides the place-making processes and new leadership patterns, religious rituals constitute our third theme. 

MQ distinguishes itself from other Muslim movements through its adoption of a broad variety of religious 

rituals, rich in auditory and visual content. These rituals serve multiple purposes: the cultivation of devotional 

piety, the transmission of religious knowledge and understanding, the experience of a sense of community.  

They are part and parcel of the organising disciplinary powers by which a religious movement binds 

its followers, which in itself is a modern phenomenon (McGuire, 2008). Related to this is the emphasis on 

modern media where images and sound bites are mechanisms through which forms of venerations are 

developed and transferred. This is in contrast to the traditionally known face-to-face contacts of Sufi-disciples 

that were sources of maintaining these links. That a religious phenomenon occurred through a certain 

medium is well known (Goody, 1977), what makes it peculiar in present context is its emphasis on the 

performance/medium in the process, whereas previously it was the texts that were thought central to the 

process (Meyer, 2006). I will explain the working of these mechanisms for MQ through localisation and ritual 

processes. 

The rituals explain the mechanisms of religious formation and community building within MQ at a 

local level. What attracted me most in MQ, from the very beginning of my studies, was the use of modern 

media as instruments of mobilisation and the performance of religious rituals. MQ introduced different 

mechanisms of creating and maintaining group loyalties through very visible acts like taking collective oaths 

or hand raising, showing loyalty to the founder through ritualised patterns, creating means of brotherhood 

through reciprocal practices among the followers, ensuing more collective rituals in the public, and a ritualised 

religious discourse with loud rhetorical practices. MQ introduced techniques to create certain familiar patterns 

within the movement in order to provide certainties for the followers, and distinguished itself from other 

traditional groups. This makes it necessary to look at the rituals in order to explain the internal and external 

working of the movement. I contend that theories of rituals are scarcely used as a parameter to study the 

Muslim ritual practices in Europe. This has to do with the preoccupation of the studies of Islam in Europe 

with the textual and activist Islam. I argue that ritual theories provide instruments to understand the role of 

ritual in constituting a new religious style and order which is necessary for group cohesion. 
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MQ has a repertoire of devotional and ritual events like zikr (commemorations) gatherings, milad and 

qawwali programmes and other collective forms to create its religious identity. These were not merely a 

repertoire of devotional practices as in the other movements; MQ introduced them to the Muslim youth in 

Europe with the intention of providing them with new means to engage with classical Islam. Thus these 

rituals were presented as authentic sources to relate to Muslim tradition. In this way a restyling of these rituals 

of devotions occurred within MQ and as a result of that new meanings were given to these rituals in the new 

context. I call it recasting of tradition when rituals are used to redefine the traditional Islam and patterns of 

authority; re-imagination of tradition occurs and new group identities are created following this re-definition. 

In such a restyling of tradition the rituals help to embody the new religious forms and practices introduced by 

MQ. They also give extra dimensions to the way tradition and how an individual become part of that can be 

imagined. To become a minhajian one has to negotiate the extra dimension, performed it and brought it into 

the rituals. 

Rituals or ritualisation and performance are acts that can be considered as a process of becoming the 

minhajian. To understand such a process I will base my argument on the studies of rituals as a process. As Bell 

argues, acting ‘ritually emerges as a particular cultural strategy of differentiation linked to particular social 

effects and rooted in a distinctive interplay of a socialized body and the environment it structures’ (Bell, 

1992:7-8). The effects of ritualisation can be understood in how a subject is rooted in certain cultural 

traditions and how these structures the subject in a certain environment. I will define this cultural strategy by 

focusing on the cultural or religious factors that MQ incorporates to link itself to what is called classical 

Islam. For example, consider how the idea of ijaza is used to legitimise the right to convey the message of 

classical Islam, and how through its ritualised presentation the movement related its followers to classical 

Islam, thus creating new modes of religious imagination. The ritualisation demonstrates a performance and 

practice of rituals that contain elements of intention and embodiment. Different gestures and manoeuvres are 

rooted in certain cultural or religious tradition and they create certain effects on the participants of rituals, 

inducing them to behave, act and perceive the process in certain way. The ritualisation involves certain human 

agency (Salemink, 2006) that shapes the religious forms and meanings. Thus the rituals are not set of practices 

and traditions but they include structures of feelings, embodiment, gestures and projections that are received 

by the minhajians and their receptions make them acquire new meanings through participation. That further 

defines for them the ways they see tradition and their position, and that of the movement and the leader, 

within the tradition. 

These religious rituals of MQ, to paraphrase Durkheim, provide continuity and stability and a feeling 

of awe among the followers who are further united in common perceptions. Thus these forms create new 

bonding and means of feeling togetherness that differentiate MQ from the other groups. Durkheim built a 

theory of religion involving an experience of ”social effervescence” in an event of “a common passion, where 
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we become susceptible to feelings and actions of which we are incapable of feeling on our own.” (Durkheim, 

1926: 157). Over time, these experiences of the social sacred have a force equivalent to moral truth. The 

social effervescence is an event of collective rituals that generate religious experience, which embodies the 

ritual participants and makes them receptive to new cultural and aesthetic forms. 

The repertoire of MQ’s public rituals such as milad, qawwali and zikr sessions has served as a 

boundary making process within the broader society. MQ depicts these events at the broader public level not 

only to convey an inclusive message of Islam, but these religious rituals are presented as real Islam to counter 

the Salafi and other more politically based Muslim discourses. Thus MQ’s public rituals are an interesting 

addition to the public visibility of the Muslim subjects and its ritualised position of lived Islam provides new 

dimensions to the ways the position of Muslims is discussed in Europe. At the same time it gives another 

facet to the dichotomies of public and private within the Western, or any, social context. Considering the 

social significance of ritual process both within the ritual itself and within the larger context in which it takes 

place (Tambiah, 1979), these public rituals manifest certain political positions and a particular imagination of 

society. This imagination is hidden behind the mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion that MQ employs and 

these, following the findings of this study, are boundary making processes. The localised subjects thus 

constructed and maintain boundaries, and the ritual processes are meant to maintain these boundaries, 

imagining new futures following inherited cultural traditions within the domain of nation-state.  

MQ followers embody the message, and have introduced mobilisation, embodiment and 

communication processes. Its local adaptations are a part of their identity construction and create a 

distinction from others. During this process bonds with the tradition are broken and new bonds are created, 

thus re-imagination of the tradition occurs through new ritual construction. The mechanisms of ritualisation 

are political processes that not only challenge the sacred boundaries of public and private regarding the 

position of religion, but the ritualisation in itself is a boundary making process. The construction of religion 

thorough these processes break bonds with tradition and leads to its ‘re-imagination’ in a new context. 

In describing the working of MQ I have focused on these three aspects to describe its new forms of 

religiosity and practices - place-making processes, translating new religious forms and restyling the rituals to 

construct new individual, societal and public forms. I will elaborate these points in the following chapters. 

1.4 In comparing, what to compare 
The comparative study of MQ movement comprises three ethnographic contexts and the main emphasis the 

examination of the working of the movement in Pakistan, the Netherlands and the UK. This comparison is 

meant not just to measure difference, but within the social sciences comparisons are ‘sources of producing 

knowledge’. When dealing with one set of observations in one location we reflect upon other situation, and 

thus certain generalisations are made and theories are developed (Bayat, 2001: 2-3). In this regard, the 
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defining points for me are examining the working of three parameters described earlier in this chapter and 

what can be said about the religious formation. 

My starting point for the ethnographic work was to look at the functioning of the youth networks of 

MQ in two European countries; however, during the course of fieldwork in the Netherlands it emerged that 

there was tension between MQ youth and their elders, inducing me to include the mainstream network of 

MQ into the study. Though the family based mobilisation is central in place making processes in all three 

contexts, its achievement provides different parameters to investigate. In the Netherlands MQ mobilisation 

occurred in circumstances of competition between its two centres. The internal developments were further 

exacerbated by the intergenerational conflicts; however MQ youth used these tensions into their advantage as 

they saw in them an opportunity to detach themselves from the first generation. MQ youth developed into a 

multiethnic youth group that created an inclusive religious identity for its followers beyond their close ethnic 

affiliations. At the same time, they confronted the way Islam was discussed within the Dutch public domain 

and developed proactive attitudes regarding the Muslim manifestation within the public space, both symbolic 

and real. In the process their representation of their Muslim identity, their activism and social engagements 

helped to create an alternative platform for voicing the concerns of Muslims in society. 

The UK situation of MQ did not put the youth into a prominent position as the intergeneration 

tensions remained subdued in the first and the middle generation who took a defining role in MQ 

manifestation. Having a larger Pakistani community in the UK, MQ developed into a relatively more cohesive 

group. It increasingly focussed on developing a modern religious message, which at the same time was 

traditionally translated. MQ went on to develop a platform of the neo-traditional groups to form a counter 

narrative to the Islamist, Salafis and the Reformist groups. This led to the development of specific religious 

forms and structures of MQ. 

The effect of the divided nature of the religious formation in the Netherlands and a more composite 

structure in the UK defined the religious leadership patterns of MQ differently. Whereas in the UK MQ 

founder comes over as a figure to be revered and who has been seen in line with the figures of classical Islam, 

in the Netherlands this image of Qadri does not appear. In contrast to the UK, we observed that the youth 

leadership translated MQ message in the Netherlands, and they defined an inclusive nature of the movement 

through its different platforms. In the Netherlands a more inclusive, moderate and outward-directed nature 

of MQ projects a more confident message that is also rooted in their vision of classical Islam.  

A common factor emerging through the cooperative approach is specifying classical Islam mostly by 

the youth in the European context as a defining image of MQ. Interestingly, it is emerging in a context in 

which the focus of this impact is on the youth or the generations born and brought up in the West. A 

comparative approach helps us to understand different religious structures and forms of religious 

construction in two locations through the working of the same movement.  
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2.  Minhajul Quran in Pakistan 

2.1 Islam and politics in Pakistan 
In this chapter my focus is on explaining, contextualising and decoding the idea of Mustafavi Revolution within 

MQ. Through the discourse of the Mustafavi Revolution MQ reformulated traditional Islam as it was practiced 

in Pakistani society. It is this aspect that distinguishes MQ from other traditional Barelvis. MQ provided a 

different scheme for its followers to look at the Muslim tradition and to provide a justification for their life 

choices, thereby providing an agency for the Barelvi followers. MQ developed modern organisational forms 

and not only defended the traditional practices but also redefined them. The ‘revolution’ in this sense is not 

meant to denote a radical change but it is a redefinition of the tradition to make it compatible with 

contemporary discourses about Islam and politics in society. Thus transformation of Barelvi thinking through 

the propagation of the Mustafavi Revolution is an instrument of personal and social change. Contrary to the 

orientation of social isolation, as is the case with the traditional Barelvis, MQ actively engages with the public 

domain and aspires to bring about social change. Central focus of MQ is to work for the Mustafavi Revolution. 

The idea of Mustafavi Revolution emerged in the Pakistani cultural context in which the state was 

increasingly defining itself in Islamic ideological terms. The question of Islam in Pakistan politics has a long 

history going back to the creation of the state in 1947. The foundation of Pakistan as a state for the Indian 

Muslims created ambiguity about the nature of Islam in the socio-political framework and public life (Jalal 

2001; Shaikh, 1989). In the aftermath of the independence of Pakistan, broadly speaking, two positions 

emerged: one was founded on the so-called two-nation theory, postulating that Hindus and Muslims were 

two nations in united India, and it formed the basis for the independence for Pakistan movement. After 

independence it provided a ground for those forces that wanted to define the national identity in rigid Islamic 

terms (Shaikh, 1989). In contrast there are those who state that Pakistan is a pluralistic nation and they took 

the viewpoint put forward in the inaugural speech of Jinnah at the first Constitutional Assembly of Pakistan 

emphasising: 

‘Now I think we should keep that in front of us as our ideal and you will find that in course 
of time Hindus would cease to be Hindus and Muslims would cease to be Muslims, not in the 
religious sense, because that is the personal faith of each individual, but in the political sense 
as citizens of the State’. 

This later position considers Islam as the heritage of a Muslim civilization inherited by the people of Pakistan, 

and holds a pluralist vision of the nation that takes into account the linguistic and ethnic diversity of the 

nation8. However, a gradual shift towards the former position began when the emerging ruling groups after 

Jinnah continuously looked to religion as a foundation of a national unity. It was reflected earlier when the 
                                                           
8 It should be noted that at independence Pakistani state had two wings, East Pakistan, an independent state as 
Bangladesh since 1971 with about 15% of its population being Hindu, and West Pakistan, the present Pakistan, contains 
more than five prominent ethnic and linguistic groups. 
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objective resolution was adopted in 1949, which speaks of minorities in defining the citizenship of new states. 

The emphasis started shifting from the plural nature of the Muslim national movement to creating an Islamic 

”ideological monolith”, in the words of Ayesha Jalal, “behind which the new political elite started concealing 

itself” (Jalal, 1990: 3-4). 

This search for an ideological base for the Pakistani identity led to a search for modern sources of 

Islam in order to create a modern, disciplined Muslim subject. The sources of this Muslim identity were 

found in what the sociologist Gellner distinguished as 'high Islam', rooted in ‘scriptural’ and reformed or 

‘urban’ scholarly traditions. Such a reformed Islam would discard the ‘folk’ or small tradition with ‘syncretic’ 

practices, which often have ‘local’ impact such as related to shrines etc. (Gellner, 1982) that informed the 

popular Muslim practices of the Pakistani masses. Creating this Muslim modernist ideology was meant to 

downplay the caste or biraderi, ethnic, popular religious, regional and linguistic divisions running through the 

social setup of the Pakistani society. Thus the modernist state considered popular Muslim practices 

inappropriate and went on a mission to reform them For example, some modernist historians considered 

traditional pir-murid (master-disciple) relations among the predominantly rural population in Pakistan as a 

major hindrance in societal development. These modernists sought to answer the problem of piri-murid 

relations. “Why is a murid such a desperately frustrated Muslim? Can true education gradually lead to the 

eradication (...) of pir-Muridi nexus?” (Aziz 2001: x). Similarly the modernist state wanted to reform these 

practices as visiting the shrine of the saint pir,  which was seen as a sign of low Islam, representing particular 

and local forms of Islamic manifestation (Ewing, 1982, 1998; Verkaaik, 1999; Sherani, 1991). Through its 

reformed measures the state tried to bring a shift in the 'Sufi cosmology' congruent with the present socio-

political goals: a reformed Sufism was the goal to achieve, and should guide the disciples: they should not be 

merely concerned with esoteric understandings (Ewing, 1983: 268-7). Thus the early modernist state tried to 

bring reform in Sufism in order to fine-tune it with its objective of the state ideology that was increasingly 

defined in religious terms. 

From the 1970s onwards the state would become more explicit in using Islamic discourses and 

symbols for its legitimacy. The dismembered state, following the separation of the East Pakistan in 1971, 

ideologically orientated towards the Middle East. The organisation of the Islamic Conference in 1974, the 

open invitations to the Saudi and Libyan leaders, and the beginning of investment by these countries in 

Pakistan during the Bhutto period, are some examples of this (Alavi, 1987). Internally the democratic 

government of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto (1928-1979) promoted popular Islam to legitimate its power, but it came 

under increasing pressure from religious groups during the constitutional formulation. Different religious 

groups gave their endorsement to the 1973 Constitution, when for the first time it had declared Islam to be 

the religion of the state, and the Ahmedis—a minority heterodox group, were excommunicated from Islam 

(Nasr, 1994: 179). However, despite all these vain moves and concessions, made in favour of the religious 
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lobbies the Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan remained “theocratic in theory but secular in 

practice” (Patel, 1994: 15). However, the policy of accommodating the religious lobby, including Bhutto’s 

claim to promote the so-called socialist Islam, boomeranged, resulting in further mobilisation of the 

opposition on religious issues and the fall of the Bhutto government. This religious mobilisation of the 1970s 

did not leave the Barelvi groups untouched and they were gradually involved in religio-political project in 

which the state was entangling itself. 

The JUP in the politics of 1970s 

One of the leading parties among the religious coalition against Bhutto was a Barelvi group called the Jamiat 

Ulama-e Pakistan (JUP), party of Pakistani Ulama.9 It was founded in 1948, but became prominent only in the 

national elections of 1970 when it obtained a number of seats in Karachi and Punjab in the National 

Assembly. The rise of the JUP is attributed to the charismatic leadership of Noorani who acted as a 'saviour' 

figure for the migrant Muslims from India who had settled mostly in urban areas of Karachi and Hayderabad 

(Ahmad, 1992, Malik, 1990). Numerous Barelvi ulama, mostly under JUP, were mobilised in the anti-Bhutto 

movement. Qadri actively participated in the movement, although the exact nature of his organisational 

involvement with the JUP is not clear. In his own words, his participation in the agitation movement was 

through the platform of Mahaz-e Hurriyat (Liberation Front) that he himself had recently founded.10 After the 

elections of 1977, which Bhutto won but opposition accused him of rigging, an anti-Bhutto protest was 

transformed into a movement called Tehreek-e Nizam-e Mustafa (movement for the order of the Prophet). In 

1977 the army toppled the Bhutto regime and promised to enforce the Nizam-i Mustafa as demanded by the 

opposition. 

Not all ulama of Barelvi origin were gathered around the JUP. Certain Barelvi groups, those who 

follow Ahmad Raza Barelvi more strictly, objected to Noorani’s cooperation ‘within the non-Sunni coalition 

as that was against the theological position of Ahmed Raza Khan’ (Ahmad, 1992). Similarly, another group of 

ulama based in Rawalpindi, Punjab lacked representation in the higher ranks of the JUP due to a mohajir or 

migrant dominancy of party under Noorani. Moreover the JUP leadership refused to cooperate with the 

successor to Bhutto, the Martial Law regime, which took it upon itself to Islamise Pakistani society. Islamist 

groups, especially Jamat-e Islami (JI) gained the regime’s patronage and expanded their influence at the expense 

of the Barelvis. This caused further dissatisfaction among the different layers of the Barelvi following, and 

more especially amongst the relatively highly educated among them, and included the earlier followers of MQ. 

Especially these relatively higher educated and recently mobilised urban groups among the traditional 

Barelvi received the message of MQ. Coming from small towns and suburban areas of traditionally Barelvi 
                                                           
9 For the history of JUP see Mujeeb Ahmed (forthcoming). 
10 Anwar Akhtar in nabigha-e asr, p.453. However Tahirul Qadri vehemently denies that he was part of the JUP or any 
other religious group during the Nizam-e Mustafa movement. In his words under Mahaz-e Hurriyat, he published a booklet 
titled nizam-e mustafa, aik inqlaab afreen program (System of Mohammad, a revolutionary programme). 
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populations, they adopted the modern city life with a transformed Barelvi/Sufi tradition. With MQ a new 

religious style emerged among the traditional Barelvi, taking up the small beard, cap and the re-adoption of 

popular religious forms. This new individual identity occurred within the context of the state where the 

exchange between religion and modernity gives the individual a new identity. At the same time, the state was 

increasingly legitimising itself in religious terms, while Islam was defined as religio-political ideology. 

2.2 Qadri’s political project: the Mustafavi Revolution 
During the early period of my fieldwork, 2001-2, MQ activists were mobilising people among the overseas 

Pakistani communities for the elections that were going to be held in Pakistan in October 2002. MQ, 

represented by its political wing the Pakistan Awami Tehreek (PAT), was participating in the election for the 

second time in its short history, and contesting various seats in the national and provincial assemblies. The 

movement was mobilising different MQ networks in Europe in order to build up material and financial 

resources and to involve the overseas networks in the election campaign in Pakistan. In countries like 

Denmark and the UK MQ followers translated their election campaigns for MQ into terms of working for a 

Mustafavi Revolution in Pakistan. In the UK a MQ follower mentioned that the ‘implementation of the Mustafavi 

Revolution was what the movement wanted to achieve in Pakistani society. For other the election campaigns 

were to create ‘awareness’ and the understanding necessary for the Mustafavi Revolution. A fellow traveller to 

such an election campaign event in The Hague told me ‘the time has come for the people to bring about the 

change; they have seen in the person of Qadri a new leadership that will lead the country and bring a solution 

for the Muslim umma’. Going through these talks it became apparent that MQ followers had different views 

of the Mustafavi Revolution. How should that be understood? 

Among modern Islamic movements the idea of revolution is quite widespread and is used to define 

social change. The term revolution, with its roots in the French and Russian revolutions, calls for ‘more or 

less rapid and fundamental social, economic and/ or cultural change, during or soon after the struggle for 

state power’ (Goodwin, 2001: 9). From the Marxist angle Skocpol defined revolution as ‘rapid, basic 

transformations of society’s state and class structures (….) through a class based revolts from below’ 

(Skocpol, 1994: 4), thus attributing revolutions to a conjunction of multiple conflicts involving state, elites 

and the lower classes. How can the concept of revolution enlighten us about the term Mustafavi Revolution used 

by MQ? To understand it we should look at the social context within which this modern concept entered into 

the jargon of the movement. In the 1970s political mobilisation occurred against increasingly unpopular 

regime of Bhutto in Pakistan. Within that movement different religious groups, including the Barelvis, 

promoted certain religious agendas. They called their movement tehreek-e nizam-e mustafa (movement for the 

system of Mohammad). It was first time that the term nizam-e mustafa, (system of Mohammad), was used and 

popularised. The MQ movement might have adopted the name of the Prophet, Mustafa for its cause of the 

Mustafavi Revolution. 
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The prime intentions of the Mustafavi Revolution are to bring about a social change in traditional 

society. According to MQ, traditional Barelvi groups are inert and the activism of MQ involves breaking out 

of this inertia. The idea of inertia entered into MQ discourse through the works of orientalists and 

modernists. The orientalists developed an image of ‘Islamic culture’ as a closed civilisation with features that 

link it in a direct line to the time of the prophet. To be freed of this inertia MQ, in line with the Islamists, 

goes back to the Prophetic times and sees the ‘message of the Prophet’ as a blueprint for revolution. Thus, 

for MQ, Islam has two objectives - the first to work for the personal enhancement, self or spiritual 

development, and then to be active in society to bring about a Mustafavi Revolution. The Mustafavi Revolution is 

meant to break out of the inertia of tradition and usher in social change in a linear flow of history. Moreover, 

the formulation of such a revolution occurred at a time when in neighbouring Iran the people’s mobilisation 

turned into the ‘Islamic revolution’, ousting the Shah’s regime. This caused fascination for social ‘revolution’ 

among the revivalist or Islamist groups outside Iran where it ‘animated the politics’ and acted as ‘a model for 

anti-state activism’ (Nasr, 2002: 327). At the same time it caused a desire or longing for social change through 

‘revolution’ that still survives among Muslim societies in circumstances of corrupt political regimes, or 

sometimes merely to show frustration with the existing schemes of things. 

Tahirul Qadri: a short biography 

With the project of the Mustafavi Revolution, Qadri combines traditional and modern rhetorical styles. 

Through it Qadri developed a different position within the ranks of Barelvi religious scholars in these 

transformative years of Pakistan. Considering the significant position of Qadri in the process, it is important 

to present a biographical note on the founder of MQ to be acquainted with his upbringing, the kind of 

intellectual influences he underwent, and the nature of the religio-political debates that impacted upon him. 

That will aid in understanding his thinking patterns, and to look at the social context in which his activism 

took place. This is necessary to understand the reform ideas of Qadri that he thought necessary to bring to 

the Barelvi tradition. 

Qadri was born in central Punjab city of Jhang in 1953. His father was a practitioner of Greek 

medicine. He belonged to the Sayal caste.11 His father was well established as he sent his children to a 

Christian missionary school, the Sacred Heart in Jhang, where he had his education up to class eight. Sending 

children to an English middle school was a choice characteristic of an upwardly mobile middle class family: 

but his father also shared the anxieties of others of this class who wanted to maintain their religious 

preferences. Qadri grew up, according to his own account, in a religious family and his father emphasised 

                                                           
11 Jhang has a large number of migrants from East Punjab. During his election campaign in the rural areas of Punjab, 
Qadri emphasised his Sayal caste (election speech on 30-09-2002 in Gujjar Khan, Rawalpindi). 
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religious and spiritual knowledge for his children.12  From an early age he followed the traditional madrasa 

education, initially provided by his father, and later also from ulama of various Barelvi denominations in 

Jhang. In 1966, while still very young, he accompanied his father to perform bait (an oath of allegiance) with 

sheikh Tahir Allauddin Qadri Jilani—a descendent of Abdul Qadir Jilani of Baghdad, who lived in Quetta, 

Pakistan.13 

His initiation to the Qadri spiritual lineage and his Barelvi educational background contributed to the 

fact that in his formative years he defended the Barelvi positions, and he accompanied different Barelvi 

ulama, during religious debates (munazra) against the Deobandi ulama (Rafiq, 1996: 332-333). However the 

influence of modern education seems to have had a more enduring influence on his personality that was 

manifested in the choice of state schools for further education and later Punjab University for his MA in 

Islamic Studies and for a law degree. Qadri’s time at the Punjab University were tumultuous period regarding 

the students activism at the University. This period saw the emergence of the Jamiat Tulba-e Islam (JTI), the 

student wing of the Jam’at-e Islam (JI) at the Punjab University. Following election defeat of the JI in 1970 

election, the JI built on the popularity of the JTI to the extent that the latter acted as an opposition protest 

lobby against the provincial PPP government in Punjab (Nasr, 1992: 66). It would have been strange if Qadri 

was isolated from the student politics in Punjab University during this period. The information about Qadri’s 

times at the University or about his student activism is quite sketchy. Most of MQ sources, and Qadri’s 

accounts, say that he never participated in student politics as part of any existing group—a claim that seems 

unconvincing to me. Another source mentioned his participation in student politics through the platform of 

the ATI--- the student wing of the JUP (Shahid, 1990). Some accounts present him a proud student who 

wanted to show off his educational achievements.14 

According to other hagiographic accounts he was influenced by the western thinking and Muslim 

modernist ideologies. A person who had a more profound influence on the ideas of Qadri is Burhan Ahmad 

Farouqi. The latter taught at the Punjab University and Qadri wrote his MA thesis under his supervision. It 

would not be wrong to say that the Qadri’s ideas of Mustafavi Revolution are based on the concept of Islamic 

revolution that Farouqi presented in his book Minhajul Quran (Farouqi, 1988). In order to understand the idea 

of Mustafavi Revolution in MQ, I present here a small account of Farouqi as his writings are crucial to 

understanding Qadri’s thinking. It could be said that Qadri’s approach to the Quran as a revolutionary book 

                                                           
12 The literature of MQ is filled with the hagiographic accounts of Qadri and his father’s spirituality from a very young 
age. It presents Qadri as a ‘blessed child’ who was destined for a ‘big task’ prophesied by different dreams that the 
followers of the movement described enthusiastically, and are circulated through the media machine of the movement. 
13 Monthly Siara Digest, June 1990. 
14 Professor Khalid Masud mentioned an account when Qadri visited him after achieving the highest mark at Punjab 
University for his masters in Islamic Studies. He visited Professor Masud, who earlier held this title, and said ‘Dr. sahib I 
broke your record’. (Interview Khalid Masud, March, 2003)  
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and the ways it should be implemented in these times, and even the name Minhajul Quran for his ‘mission’, 

were derived from Farouqi’s ideas. 

Farouqi (1920-1996) is known as an educationist and a philosopher who studied at the Alighar 

University-- an Alma Mater of the Indian Muslims and a preliminary source of Muslim modernism in India. 

The university produced generations of the Muslim elite and intelligentsia who would later work for the 

movement for a Muslim state of Pakistan (Lelyveld, 1978).  Later Farouqi worked for the educational wing of 

the Muslim League, the party that founded Pakistan, and afterwards in different educational institutes, 

including the Punjab University. Under influence of Muslim modernist like Iqbal, Farouqi looked to the 

Quran in a search for the living problems of the Muslims. In his book Minhajul Quran, Farouqi states that 

there is a certain reason behind the Quranic revelation; and looking at this reason with the queries of any 

period, one can find an answer in the Quran. To the question whether the Quran can provide a solution to 

our ideological crises, he replies affirmatively. “Yes, through Quran’s being ‘hujat min ba’dal Rasool’ (an 

argument after the Prophet); and during the Prophetic times success was due to following the book and his 

sunnat, and we can do that also following him through these ways” (Farouqi, 1988: 29) He presented a three 

step approach towards revolution derived from the Prophetic life and how the Quran as a ”book of 

revolution” was implemented during his lifetime (ibid.: 30-2): during Prophetic times, first, an objective in life 

was created - how to get out of the situation (mostly during the Makkah period). Second, it led to achieving a 

social contract in Medina, which led to, thirdly, a prevalence of truth during the victory of Makkah (Farouqi, 

1988: 30-37).  

The influence of modernist figures like Farouqi and modern educational environments provided 

Qadri with an additional competence, compared to the traditional ulama. It also enticed him to pursue a 

professional career associated with the modern middle classes. These professions were related to the modern 

state and accompanied private structures. Qadri opted to work first as a teacher in a college in a neighbouring 

city of Faisal Abad. In 1975 his father died and he has to take more family responsibilities. He left teaching 

and went to practice law at the local court in Jhang. It was during this period that he started to organise 

religious classes and study circles mostly attended by the educated groups, like teachers, lawyers or 

government functionaries. Thus his audience was the modern middle classes and professionals and not the 

traditional followers linked to certain mosques. 

This was also apparent in his appearance: he liked a small beard, which was contrary to the teachings 

of the traditional ulama who ask for a beard of one fist in length.15 He opted for different caps, from Jinnah-

cap---wore by the founder of Pakistan, to a small skull-cap, and through his more diverse outfit he presented 

himself as a modern religious person. An earlier account of Qadri in Jhang gives him the appearance of an 

                                                           
15 Some Barelvi writings accused Qadri of growing his beard after he was posted as imam at the Ittefaq mosque, which 
was located at the Ittefaq Foundary owned by the Sharif family. Al-Mustafa, 22 Septmber-19 October, 1987. 
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intellectual and religious scholar who is a passionate debater.16 At first Qadri held lectures at home, however 

with the increase in attendance he decided to organise them in neighbouring mosques. In his interviews Qadri 

mentioned that the sectarian conditions, and non-intellectual environment in Jhang, compelled him to move 

to Lahore. A friend of Qadri, Sajid Sayal, a lawyer who was head of the PAT in Jhang during the 2002 

elections, however sees Qadri’s migration to Lahore a move for better career options.17  

Developing an early network 

The Barelvis who did support the martial law regime were a recently mobilised group who were 

mostly young, including the founder of MQ and the founder of ATI—the student wing of the JUP--- Hanif 

Tayyab. The ATI, Anjuman Tulba-e Islam, a Barelvi alternative to the Jamait Tulba Islam, was founded in 1968 

and it participated in the religious actions of the 1970 and during anti-Bhutto demonstrations.18 Qadri moved 

to Lahore and became a lecturer at the Punjab University. His shift to Lahore-- the cultural and political hub 

of Pakistani intelligentsia - provided him with new prospects to work within different spaces that the military 

regime provided in her drive for Islamisation. Under the military regime Qadri was included in the education 

committee that was to supervise the newly introduced syllabus of Islamic studies. As part of its Islamisation 

drive the regime created a Federal Shariat Court (FSC) in 1980 and Qadri was appointed an advisor to the 

FSC. The task of the FSC was to formulate and supervise the Islamisation of different constitutional acts and 

it had the authority to examine and determine whether or not a certain provision of law is repugnant to the 

injunctions of Islam.19 

In Lahore Qadri started a fortnightly series of Quranic lectures (dars-e Quran) in the Shadman Colony 

mosque, which is in a relatively prosperous area of Lahore. These lectures attracted local intelligentsia, 

businessmen, upwardly mobile Barelvi followers from professional groups and sportsmen. In 1980 in the 

same location an early network of MQ was founded that enticed many influential locals joining MQ. 

A prominent visitor to these lectures was the Sharif family that runs an important industrialist 

enterprise, Ittefaq Foundries, in Lahore and was involved in local politics. The eldest son, Nawaz Sharif, later 

became Pakistani primeminister. Father Sharif demonstrated respect for Qadri and MQ, and he offered him 

an opportunity to join the mosque at the Ittefaq Foundry, which Qadri did in 1982. At the behest of Qadri 

they built the Ittefaq Islamic Academy to provide religious education for the children. The Sharif family also 

supported MQ projects and this cooperation continued until 1989. During this period the scale of 

organisational, religious and educational activities of MQ increased: it purchased space for its headquarters 

and the future educational institutes in Lahore. However, cooperation with the Sharif family remained a 
                                                           
16 In this book on the history of Jhang, Qadri is mentioned among the ilm-i and adab-i shakhsiat, (intellectuals and literary 
figures) and his details are mentioned as Tahirul Qadri advocate, who has a vast knowledge of history and Islamic studies 
and that his some essays on siratul nabi, history of the Prophetic, have been published (Zuberi, 1976: 492-3). 
17 Mt talk with Sajid Sayal, head of the PAT, district Jhang. 26-10-2002.  
18 www.atipakistan.org, accessed 10-12-2006. 
19 PLD Publishers (Pakistan legal documents), Lahore, article nummer 203. 
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sensitive issue for the followers of the movement as was clear whenever I discussed it with the members of 

MQ and it led to emotional arguments.20 

The expanding engagement of MQ however, helped Qadri to venture into new official and public 

spaces. He got access to the state media in 1983 when he started a weekly series of lectures, Fahmul Quran 

(understanding the Quran), which covered different aspects of the Quran on the only state-run television 

station. Thus he became one of the tele-ulama of the 1980s in Pakistan and whose lectures reached a wide 

audience. These weekly lectures and his fortnightly classes were recorded and translated by the audiovisual 

section of MQ and were spread across the country and overseas. With the further spread of MQ networks 

Qadri extended his visits to professional groups like teachers’ associations and lawyers’ forums. He was also 

on the payroll of the Services Academies--- the institute for training bureaucrats, and a guest speaker at police 

and military training centres. By approaching these groups and involving youth for MQ he influenced these 

professional groups that were already being approached by the Islamist groups. Thus he followed the 

footsteps of the Islamists but providing a different message from that of the Islamists. 

In the early eighties Qadri developed into a prominent religious figure. MQ emerged as a new forum 

for learning, debate and political action among educated and mobile Barelvi followers. Significant for his 

fellowship was that it was not only mosque based, but he approached different professional groups related to 

the project of modernity (Lewis, 1994) for a reformed Barelvi message. Through the activism of MQ Qadri 

introduced a new type of thinking that appealed to his followers, but that also made him controversial within 

the traditional Barelvi circles. He criticised the Barelvi groups, but he did not take a radical distance from the 

Barelvis. He wanted to bring certain reforms to the Barelvi thought and workings. Despite his criticism he 

maintained a delicate balance between the Barelvi tradition and more radical ideas. In the process he created a 

niche for himself in a new Barelvi following. 

Ahl-e Sunnat 

Qadri’s reform agenda soon resulted in an uneasy relationship with the traditional Barelvi ulama at a very 

early stage of MQ. A number of ulama including, his teachers left MQ when Qadri called for a non-sectarian 

image of MQ. A former companion of Qadri remembered that “in the early times different prominent Barelvi 

ulama used to come to the gatherings of Qadri, they gave him moral support and he received guidance from 

them; however they disputed with Qadri when an article was added in the constitution of MQ which says that 

a person of any sect can be a member of MQ”.21 In his writings Qadri would present himself a strong 

opponent of the prevalent sectarianism. In an interview, and later in his book on this subject, he said that “I 

am not a follower of any sect; I resolutely shun sectarianism…(and) I am only a member of the umma of 

                                                           
20 The issue with the Sharif family remained quite controversial: the nature of their support, or the investment of the 
Sharif family, and the presumed 'betrayal' on the part of Qadri. In many interviews afterwards Qadri denied that he took 
any financial or other support from the Sharifs. 
21 Interview Mufti Mohammad Khan Qadri in monthly akhbar-e ahl-e sunnat (ahl-e sunnat news), Lahore, october, 1997. 
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Muhammad” (Qadri, 1989: 10).22 Similarly he opened the membership of MQ to the people of other sects23- 

at least in principle. To the traditional ulama, who following a fatwa of Ahmad Raza consider other sects as 

infidels and  even do not say prayers after the imam of an opposing sect, his answer was that “I would not 

only like to follow prayer after shi’i or Deoband ulama, but I also do that in practice”. The traditional 

madrasas, Qadri declared, were a product of a Muslim period that is no longer relevant for modern times. In 

their teachings the Barelvis, in the opinion of Qadri, are promoting sectarianism in society (Bosan, 1996: 148-

49). He accused the madrasa system of creating ‘decadence’ among the Muslim umma. The Barelvi ulama in 

their turn, retaliated that he goes against the consensus of the Barelvi under Ahmad Raza Barelvi (Barelvi, 

1987: 6-7). They accused him of betraying Ahl-e Sunnat as the difference between the various sects are 

founded on the basic principles and not of secondary importance (Barelvi, 1987: 8). 

Positioning himself as a moderate figure, he challenged the backwardness of the traditional Barelvis, 

for example on the question of blood money (diyat) for women. During a sitting of the Federal Shariat Court 

Qadri declared that blood money for women should be equal to that of men, thus deviating from the 

consensus of traditional ulama.24 This led to a broader social debate on this issue in which Qadri invoked the 

wrath of traditional ulama. Mufti Ahmad Saeed Kazmi, a Barelvi scholar, wrote a book  Islam main aurat ki 

diyat (Issue of Blood Money of women in Islam) in which he called the “Professor's position misguided and 

declared that he denied the consensus on this position, while more forceful opponents called him la-din, 

socialist ... and causing schism in ummah and consensus” (Sadiq, 2008: 24-29)and they put him along with 

Maududi. This was enough for the traditionalists to declare him a non-muqalid (non-traditionalist) Sadiq, 2008: 

17). 

The concept of taqleed is essential for the traditional ulama. According to traditionalists, the neglect of 

any of these imams is like ‘falling in the pit of heresy’ (Barelvi, 1987: 4). Qadri agrees with the definition of 

taqleed ‘as following the principle of the ijtihad of the four imams’, however he declares that the issue of blood 

money is a secondary issue (faro’) and it is not about the fundamentals of the teachings given by the four 

schools. On faro’ issues ulama can differ from one another’. He adds to this definition that a faro’ is like a: 

“ …new ijtihad as a result of demand of the time, that is related with the hikmat or wisdom 
and maslihat or contingencies of the time, and not with the construction of principle of ijtihad 
and basic ijtihad which is base of any fiqhi (juridical) school or its identity, but related with 
inferred results, or (based) only (on) interpretation and induction or 
deduction…”(Rafiq:1996). 
 

Following this Allama, Qadri considered the ulama who came later than these four imams as his equals, and 

due to that he will not accept any juridical reference of them (Barelvi, 1987: 13). In taking this position he was 

                                                           
22 Weekly deed shaneed, 4-18 April, 1986. Lahore. 
23 Ibid. 
24 For the legal impact of these judicial reforms see Kennedy, Charles, H. ‘Islamization and Legal Reforms in Pakistan, 
1979-1989, Pacific Affairs, Vol. 63, pp.62-77. 
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actually deviating from the position of Ahmad Raza Khan Barelvi, one of the main leaders of the Barelvis in 

South Asia. When people reminded him of this fact, he said that he followed the four imams and can differ 

from Ahmad Raza Barelvi. He gives examples of four imams who differ from each other, and also of Ahmad 

Raza Barelvi who differed on many issues from his predecessors.25 

Through these positions MQ assigned to Qadri an image of a progressive Muslim thinker who is also 

rooted in traditional scholarship - a figure who thinks from the perspective of the Muslim umma and who 

looks at the issues of the Muslim communities through that lens. This religious discourse is reminiscent of the 

profile of new Muslim intellectuals who, according to Eickelman, are educated both in modern educational 

institutes and traditional ones, and talk in terms of global umma and they use the modern techniques of print 

and media for the purpose of propagation. They often develop a religio-political agenda that transcends the 

traditional religious position from which they came. Qadri started these initiatives from the very early period 

of MQ. Thus he visited Iran and met with ulama, including Khomeini, in early 1980s. He was criticised by 

traditional ulama when he declared Khomeini to be an important leader of the Muslim umma. He visited key 

Arab countries like Iraq and Saudi Arabia: in Iraq he met custodians of the Jilani shrine in Baghdad, and he 

developed contacts with traditional scholars in Medina and Kuwait. Inside Pakistan he invited the leaders of 

JI –the main Islamist party, to MQ centre, and also a number of figures of international Muslim importance 

like Ahmed Deedat and the famous boxer Mohammad Ali. Ulama from India and China came to his centre in 

Lahore in order to relate his nascent movement to the efforts of internationally known personalities. 

As part of building his image as a Muslim leader beyond the South Asian context, Qadri organised 

international events and conferences in various European cities, inviting people from different backgrounds. 

On the occasion of the inauguration of MQ network in Norway in 1984 he organised an Islamic Conference 

there. On the base of these international networks Qadri organised an International Islamic conference in 

London in 1988 to which Muslim figures of South Asian and Arab origins were invited. The London 

Conference was presented as a step towards the ‘Islamic revival’ and ‘unity of ummah’ while Qadri was 

presented as a leader of Muslim ummah (Qadri, 1999: 474-481). 

In short, Qadri criticised the inertia of the traditional Barelvis with regard to their sectarianism and 

rigidity. He called their sectarianism as a work of secondary importance (faro’). He also took a different 

position on the issues that the Barelvis thought of having the consensus of ‘Muslim umma’. In taking these 

stances Qadri positioned himself as a reformist and a figure going beyond the local issues of the Muslim 

communities. In the next section I will explain how Qadri goes back to Quran to describe his position on the 

Mustafavi Revolution and what he thought would break the inertia of Muslim tradition. In explaining this 

concept from Quran he re-writes Muslim history, and re-imagines the Muslim tradition. In doing this, he is 

inspired by the prevalent political Islam, making his approach similar to those who also see ‘political readings 
                                                           
25 Monthly Minhajul Quran, Aik aham interview, Idara Minhajul Quran. Sialkot, n.d. 
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of Quran’ (Roy, 1994). Thus his scholarly critique of the Barelvi tradition led Qadri to develop another 

approach towards tradition.  In the end it turned into a movement for establishing the Mustafavi Revolution, but 

what is meant by that? I will turn to this next. 

2.3 Genesis of Mustafavi Revolution in MQ 
The crucial difference between traditional Barelvi practices and those adopted by MQ was that in the latter 

case practices and activities were cast in of a general framework of societal change. The traditional Barelvis 

continued to follow the practices of 'popular Islam' in which a centrality of Mohammad was created (Smith, 

1955; Sanyal, 1995). MQ also adopted the centrality of Mohammed; however they translated the time of the 

Prophet as a blueprint for revolution or Mustafavi Revolution26 that can also be implemented in other times. 

Consequently, MQ considered what for the Barelvis was 'living within the Islamic tradition’ as inertia and 

lacking a purpose or ideal. The ultimate aim of their Islamic movement is to create a Mustafavi Revolution, as 

Mohammad once did, and that will form the base of Islamic revival. In order to prepare ourselves for this 

revolution, we should go back to Quran. MQ approached the Quran with the aim of breaking the apathy of 

the traditional Barelvis by introducing the concept of revolution or Mustafavi Revolution, which is an ‘ijtihad’ for 

MQ followers. In defining the Mustafavi Revolution Qadri built on the ideas of Farouqi. 

In his book Minhajul Quran Farouqi talked about the necessity of looking for objectives of Quranic 

revelations and asks if through the study of the Quran a certain path (minhaj) was conceivable that could 

guarantee the fulfilment of this rationale (Farouqi, 1988: 8). Building on objectives of revelation Qadri made 

these objectives a leitmotif for his movement. He formulated this main objective of MQ into certain points 

that the movement wanted to achieve. For it followers MQ wanted a) to recreate a link with God, as this has 

weakened at present, b)  to create a love for the Prophet among the Muslims, and to follow his teachings in 

order to bring unity into the collective life of the Muslims, c) to go to the Quran for spiritual and ideological 

problems of the present time, d) to create a unity among umma and e) through the Mustafavi Revolution to 

bring the dominance of religion, in all aspects of our lives (Qadri, 1999).27 Within MQ thought the Mustafavi 

Revolution is also defined as the Islamic revival and it is in line with other revivalist ideas that have emerged in 

the last two hundred years (Qadri, 1999). Based on these ideas Qadri developed a phased framework to 

achieve such a revolution and this was based on Quranic teachings. Following the writings of Qadri, MQ’s 

revolutionary path would follow different phases including an invitation phase, an organisational phase, an 

education and training phase, a movement phase and a revolutionary phase (Qadri, 1999).  

In Qadri’s words different phases can occur before one another or at the same time. He declared 

different milestones in the history of MQ as part of this revolutionary effort. In different historical periods 

                                                           
26 Mustafa is the other name of Prophet Mohammad. 
27 In the post 1991 period of MQ another objective was added: farogh-e ilm-e shaoor, the spread of knowledge and 
consciousness. This occurred when MQ changed its direction after the election failure in 1990. 
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efforts were made by Muslim scholars, jurists and Sufis to revitalise Muslim society. MQ wants to follow in 

these footsteps. Considering this, MQ developed its own concept of Islamic history and it claims to define 

this concept following the teachings of the Quran. In going back to the Quran to bring reform in tradition is 

an aspect similar to the Islamist. Qadri used specific rhetorical techniques and terminologies borrowed from 

Islamists. I will turn now to a comparison of the Islamists and MQ in order to show similarities and 

differences and the spaces of mutual influence. 

Qadri versus Maududi 

In various writings, and specifically in the book Minhajul Afqar (Thoughts on the Minhaj) (Qadri, 1990), Qadri 

presented an overview of different movements in Islamic history in order to place the Minhajul Quran in a 

historical context. Apparently the book looks similar in structure and choice of subjects to that of Tajdid-e 

hahya-e Deen of Maududi, first written in 1940, but reprinted several times. In Minhajul Afqar Qadri writes on 

different reform movements that have arisen in Islamic history specifically focusing on those that emerged in 

the last two hundred years because it was in this period ‘Islamic dominance was lost’ (Qadri, 1990: 70-100). 

Apparently Qadri is referring to the fall of the Muslim dynasties like the Mughals and the Ottomans. Within 

South Asia he particularly notes figures like Mujadad Alf Sani, Shah Waliullah to Sir Syed Ahmed for their 

intervention in Muslim history. He mentions the contributions of Mohammad Abduh, Iqbal, Syed Qutub and 

Maududi in the context of 20th century Islamic movements. Here I will specifically deal with the criticism of 

Qadri of Maududi and his party Jamat-e Islami (JI) as the JI influenced the working of MQ in certain way. 

Qadri criticised the JI, founded by Maududi, on two grounds. First, the policies of the JI frequently 

revealed inconsistencies as a result of which many early activists left the movement. Subsequently its 

leadership used exploitative politics, violence and lost its foremost objectives for which the movement was 

created (Qadri, 1990: 72-73). He also criticised the concept of Islamic revolution, as proposed by groups like 

the JI as  “they brought the idea of ‘Islamic revolution’ as objective of the movement. However, when they 

failed to achieve this objective their only aim was to gain power by hook or by crook” (Qadri, 1990: 426-27), 

turning to violence and calling anyone who objected to their methods traitors and non-believers. 

Qadri criticised Maududi more severely with regard to the latter’s condemnation of Sufism and the 

historical figures related with Sufism. Otherwise Qadri praised the ‘honest religious efforts of Maududi’ but 

criticised his lack of knowledge of the reform work of these figures, making his movement a ‘dry way of 

education and training’. He quoted extensively those sections in which Maududi himself not only ‘denies the 

clear and unvarying historical position of Sufism, but likened the retrieving of figures like Al-Ghazali, 

Mujadad Alf Sani, Shah Waliullah towards Sufism as a sign of being under ‘drugs and diabetes’’ (Qadri, 1990: 

94-99). Qadri recognised flaws in prevalent forms of Sufism however, comparing Maududi’s ignoring of 

living historical reality with cutting off a whole tree that contain a sick branch. He declared that the historical 

contributions of these figures for reconstruction of Islam were far greater than Maududi’s contribution. He 
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ends this section of criticism of Maududi with opinions of western orientalists like Arnold, Gibb and Hitti 

regarding role of Sufism in Islamic history that more or less undergird his position (Qadri, 1990: 99-101). 

In his book Minhajul Afqar Qadri differentiated himself from Maududi in a fundamental way. While 

Maududi criticised historical figures like Ghazali, Mujadad Alf Sani and Shah Waliullah for the failure of their 

movements, Qadri defended these traditional figures and movements and noted their contribution to Islamic 

history. In that way Qadri did not distance himself from or break with the traditional scholars; on the 

contrary he follows them in his methodology and thinking, which was not the case of Maududi. However, like 

Islamists, Qadri criticised certain traditional practices in South Asia, like the sectarianism, certain piri-muridi 

(master-disciple) forms, and he wanted reforms in the later models. Thus these disputes and counter positions 

did not remain limited to theological issues, but led to different organisational structures. MQ introduced new 

organisational and mobilisation forms in which, although the influence of the Islamists is visible they also 

exhibit various Sufi and other cultural structures of veneration, hierarchies, modern means of communication 

and mobilisation. By these means MQ created different networks of organisations that were mobilised for its 

cause. 

MQ networks and mobilization 

In an earlier section I referred to the initial network of MQ, and how that was established among the 

prosperous Barelvis in Lahore. I reported the expansion of MQ among the educated classes like the teachers’ 

union, lawyers’ forums and similar strata of society. Soon MQ sought to establish a political party, Pakistan 

Awami Tehreek (PAT) in 1989. According to MQ, the electoral politics were meant to bring about a top-down 

change in society, however, the electoral failure led to abandoning active politics and the movement launched 

its educational and welfare projects. I call this step of MQ an act of creating ‘moral politics’ whereby these 

projects are set up to develop moral grounds for politics. In the coming pages I will first focus on the 

structure and related organisational networks within MQ. Further, I will explain the ‘moral politics’ of MQ 

through an account of its political, educational and welfare activities. This organisational note will be 

concluded by looking at its spread to the overseas communities in Europe. 

The central structure of MQ is organised very hierarchically, like a pyramid and shows similarity to 

the JI. On top of this structure sits sarprast-e ala (patron-in-chief), Tahirul Qadri who has both religious and 

secular duties. He adopted a modern title for himself, while below him are his most trusted lieutenants acting 

as amir of MQ and the president of the PAT. According to the 2003 leadership structure the main decision 

making body, the Supreme Council, consists of twelve people, six from Pakistan and six overseas residents. 

Qadri appointed his son Hassan Muhi-ud-Din Qadri as the president of the Supreme Council, while the 

latter’s wife was the women’s representative on the Council. In addition to the Supreme Council is the 
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Central Working Committee (CWC), which includes nazims (directors) of different associations of MQ and 

led by Raheeq Abbasi, who also acts as the general secretary of the Supreme Council.28 

MQ is organised further locally by cells or units at the province, district and sub-district level. In a 

locality each group of 10 people form a base unit, supervised by an assistant (muawin). Each group of 10 

assistants is controlled by a supervisor (naqib). Each group of 10 supervisors is headed by a controller or 

nazim. The ten units led by 10 controllers or nazims have a president. A amir presides over the group of ten 

Presidents. Thus the hierarchy of the structure shaped like a stair, and shows the marks of military hierarchy 

that that might be understandable considering the presence of large number of retired military officials into 

MQ bodies. These organisational structures are also applied to its networks for women and youth bodies, 

something which did not occur in the traditional Barelvis. A similar structure was created for MQ networks in 

foreign countries although, as I will show in the following chapters, it failed to work due to peculiar 

conditions of the organisation in overseas countries. 

Beside the main body of MQ the movement launched a large number of platforms for youth, 

women, and professional groups that act as pressure groups to propagate the message of the movement in 

different fields. These platforms, again organised along the example of the JI, provide spaces for wider social 

and religious activities for the movement. The members of MQ are fee to participate, according to their 

qualifications, in these forums: 

MQ developed an extended network providing educational, health, social welfare and calamity related 

projects. In this regard its activities are compared to the Islamist movements like the Muslim Brotherhood or 
 

28 DFA Circular ‘the New Leadership Structure of MQ’ issued on 5th June 2003.  
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Hezbollah in their provisions of social and charitable works in other Muslim countries, adding to the 

emerging ”Islamic sector in Pakistan“ (Reetz, 2003). These networks also provide the grass root base for 

MQ’s religious politics. 

The PAT, Elections and coalitions 

In the next section I will present an account of the PAT—Pakistan Awami Tehreek—the political wing of 

MQ: the PAT often supports the state, sometimes by co-operation with the military juntas. The kind of 

politics at which the PAT aims is sometimes called moral politics whereby political standpoints are defended 

on the moral ground (Waseem, 2001), while on the other level it deals with smaller everyday politics. By 

political participation Qadri continued the agenda of engagement through a secular platform, although he 

embodies elements of both religious and secular leadership. This politico-ideological set up has a specificity in 

modern Islamist movements where ”a kind of religious brotherhood concerned with the moral improvement 

of its members and a politic-social movement,” (Roy, 1994) as we can also find in the JI. 

The foundation of the PAT in May 1989 was meant to be the next step in the efforts of the Mustafavi 

Revolution, thus a top-down approach was sought (Qadri, 1989). In the political framework of the PAT Qadri 

projected himself as a moderate popular political and religious figure exhibiting both the secular and the 

popular views in the political party. Thus the PAT introduced a cultural wing to its structure in which certain 

prominent figures from the film, television and sport were introduced. Similarly musical events (mahfil-e sama) 

were held in the Idara on the occasion of the birthday of Qadri, and these were relayed worldwide through 

MQ media. By these means the PAT gave a secular and popular message to the people. During the election 

campaign in 2002 I observed that the election meetings of the PAT were mostly popular among the youth 

due, partly due to the dance and music sessions that accompanied the political speeches. There was a great 

deal of music, dance and traditional celebration during the campaigns in order to demonstrate the popular 

touch of the movement and to project an image of a liberal political party with a religious tone. However, 

these popular images made Qadri also controversial as he was given different titles like cultural maulana and 

siasi jagga (political juggler) etc.29 Thus Qadri became a fodder for the newspaper columnists and caricaturists 

while the religious groups constantly challenged the religious legitimacy of figure who likes to be surrounded 

by non-veiled women.30 

In this period there was a heightened religious mobilisation as a result of the American action in 

Afghanistan after the September 11 attacks. Qadri emerged as a moderate Islamic figure on which the 

Musharraf regime further capitalised. He was one of the few religious figures in Pakistan who condemned the 

attacks on America, along with disapproving the American actions in Afghanistan. A tone of reconciliation 

                                                           
29 In this regard a book mutnaza tareen shaksiat, (the most controversial personality) presented a caricature of Qadri’s 
personality by editing a volume of all critical publications on Qadri in the 1990s (Kharal, 2002). 
30 Daily Dawa, Lahore, June 1990. 
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between the Muslim world and the west, Qadri was a lone voice against the major religio-political alliance, the 

MMA, which declared jihad against the American action in Afghanistan. It deepened the distance between 

Qadri and other religious groups, including the JUP, while it brought him closer to the Musharraf regime. The 

latter sent him to Syria, Egypt and Lebanon where he met different Muslim leaders and scholars and had 

interreligious talks with the prominent figures of other religions to provide a moderate message of Islam. 

At the political level his cooperation with the Musharraf was not fruitful either, as Musharraf looked 

to the figures from traditional political parties to create a support base for himself. Despite the high-minded 

slogans of the PAT, Qadri could win only a single seat in the 2002 elections for Lahore, while he lost his 

home constituency of Jhang to the head of Sippah-e Sihaba—an extreme Deobandi, Azzam Tariq, who, 

although in prison, won the seat. The election outcome was dismal for the PAT despite expending a lot of 

resources and energy, mostly by its overseas networks.31 The exaggerated expectations about a possible 

election win mostly among overseas communities led to a schism within the movement that was also most 

apparent within these communities. Thus a group of followers, with a following also in Scandinavia and 

Canada, split from the movement. The group accused Qadri of betrayal about the exaggerated claims during 

the elections. Baig, former head of the DFA and now in defected group, even accused of him of ”violating 

the religious claims of the mission when the PAT were even in contact with the security agencies for the seat 

adjustments during the election”.32 

His cooperation with the Musharraf regime weakened when, according to sources, Qadri could not 

get a slot in the ministry of the religious affairs, which angered him and distanced him further from 

Musharraf.33 In these circumstances he resigned from the national Assembly in October 2004. He called his 

resignation a complaint against the non-fulfilment of objectives like accountability etc. that the Musharraf 

regime had promised. It was also at this the time that the focus of the movement was shifted. After the 2002 

election defeat, the political role of the PAT was reduced while Qadri started spending more time with his 

diaspora followers. Similarly, the rhetoric of revolution almost vanished from the discourse of MQ, and Qadri 

adopted an image of himself as sheikh or shaikhul Islam.34 

The Educational Initiatives 

Abandoning electoral politics after the defeat in 2002 was not the first occasion. After the 1990 election, in 

which the PAT participated for the first time, MQ abandoned electoral politics: the current election system 

made it difficult for a ‘pious and honest leadership’ to emerge in the country. One reason for that was 

                                                           
31 According to a democracy advocacy group ‘for the 2002 elections the party raised 100 million rupees from abroad in a 
mere 25 days’, Political Parties: Disabled by Design, compiled by Centre for Civic Education, Islamabad, 2004. 
32 Talk with Naveed Baig, former head of DFA. 2005. 
33 The Friday Times, May, 2004. 
34 It remained like this until 2012 when Qadri decided to go back to Pakistan after a long stay abroad. MQ started a sit-in 
in December 2012 under the slogan of ‘Save the State’. It aimed to purge the state of corruption. MQ held a longer sit-in 
in Islamabad in August 2014. For the description of these events see Epilogue to this thesis. 
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‘illiteracy among the masses in Pakistan and lack of consciousness about basic human rights and political 

consciousness’.35 The movement decided to launch an educational revolution in society by establishing a 

network of educational institutes in order to educate the masses. As a result the movement began to develop 

model colleges, model schools and people’s educational centres’ mostly in small town and villages. In 2002 

the number of these schools and colleges was around 4,900 including the Minhaj University in Lahore.36 

A central role in these educational and missionary activities is that of MQ scholars or the graduates 

of the Minhaj University, also called minhajians. Considering the significant role of the minhajians in the 

movement I will first deal with MQ University in Lahore, as I show that the University played an important 

part in spreading and establishment of MQ in Pakistan and among  the overseas communities. Beside their 

positions in Minhaj educational institutes in Pakistan the Minhaj University graduates took prominent 

positions within MQ networks. They were appointed teachers and administrators in its educational and 

training institutes. They acted as the organisational head and ideological facilitator within MQ networks both 

in Pakistan and among the overseas communities. 

The website of the Minhaj University says about its educational ”programme is not merely the transference of 

information but the proper upbringing of the student in ethics grounded and embedded in Islamic teachings”. The 

Minhaj University was established in 1986 in Lahore with the objective of raising a generation of Muslims 

educated both in religious and worldly matters. According to MQ’s own philosophy, this should be done,  in 

order to demolish the difference between mullah and mister in our social life. Here the reference was to the 

difference in the modern education and those based on the religious one like those in madrasa. In order to 

bridge these differences MQ introduced modern subjects like history, social sciences, IT education, along 

with the madrasa syllabus. For the worldly education MQ encouraged its students to follow the syllabus of 

the public or government schools and colleges. The emphasis on both the religious and worldly education 

was meant to ‘to relate education with the practice of the Muslims, thus creating an institution where both are 

provided. It was meant to provide preachers who are aware of the present time, and this will lead to 

enhancing ijtihadi efforts in our time leading to reconstruction of Islamic fiqh (Rafiq, 1998). 

Beside education and training the Minhaj educational networks also care for what they call immaterial 

things. For the immaterial aspects, MQ objectives stressed spiritual education and training and making these 

part of the University syllabus. Thus training was provided by organising workshops and contests to enhance 

rhetorical techniques and ways of communications. The spiritual training was also part of the syllabus and 

these were further polished through different programmes like shab-baidari (night vigils) for three days in a 

month, and compulsory practice of early morning prayers. Within the University different societies were 

created following the names of the spiritual lineages like Ghazali etc. to organise different contests like naát, 

                                                           
35 Qadri’s address to the Minhaj General Council on 15 October 1993. 
36 Talk with director Minhaj Education Society, 14 October 2002. 
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speech, mushaira (poetry contests) etc, and special programmes related to different religious occasions etc 

(Rafiq, 1998: 370-407). In addition Minhaj University also provided professional courses in information 

technology that also adds to its prestige among non-religious circles. In the beginning the University was an 

all-male institution, however with the efforts of MQ University to gain official recognition, which it obtained 

in 2008, it introduced classes for women. A strict separation of sexes is maintained during the classes and 

separate hostels and residential quarters were built for girls. 

The Minhaj educational network turned out to be emancipatory regarding the upward mobilising 

spaces that it provided for the youth from the less-developed areas in Pakistan. I saw that a large number of 

students, and almost all minhajians in the UK, came from small towns and villages of Southern Punjab and its 

adjacent districts—which are also known as the Siraiki belt. Like the Potohar in the Northern Punjab the 

Siraiki belt is considered economically backward. Traditionally the Siraiki belt, with the historic city of Multan 

its centre, is a land of Sufis, although in the last two decades this area has seen a growth of the Barelvi, 

Deobandi and Shii activism. MQ establishment and its University provided opportunities for the upwardly 

mobile youth of these areas, who become part of MQ’s wider organisational and educational network in 

Pakistan. Others, more motivated minhajians, are posted at MQ centres overseas, thus MQ educational and 

organisational networks acts as a mean of upward mobilisation. 

The first batch of graduates emerged in 1992.37 These graduates, called the ‘hands and arms of the 

leader’ were to contribute to the religious, educational and organisational activities of the movement.38 Within 

the institutional network of MQ organisation and at MQ University, different posts were created for these 

graduates. Others were appointed heads and teachers of the educational institutes that MQ set about 

establishing. From this period onwards they were appointed as the amir or president of MQ networks both in 

Pakistan and various European countries leading to the spread of MQ networks in Europe. I will explain the 

significance of the minhajians in Europe in detail in later in chapters, however I will note here that in this 

period minhajians (as the graduates from the university were called) were sent to Europe, the so-called Minhaj 

Multinational. 

‘The Minhajul Quran Multinational’ 

In 2003 Qadri called the movement a Minhajul Quran multinational while making his important speech on the 

restructuring of MQ. He explained that every member of the movement, inside and outside of the country, is 

an equal share-holder in it. He might have been pointing out the modern nature of his movement, however 

this also indicates a huge organisational network that is supported by both local sources and its overseas 

organisations. The financial resources of MQ are a point of discussion and controversy, as people always 

                                                           
37 www.mul.edu, accessed 12 June 2006. 
38 Until 2006, the number of fuzla or graduates from the University was more than 1000, website minhajians accessed 
12-06-2006. 
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wanted to know about their origin.39 An informant who enlightened me on these matters is Javed Iqbal Qadri 

who is the director of Finance and Accounting both for MQ and the PAT. Beside his volunteer work for 

MQ, he has much experience in accounting acquired through his services in the Pakistan Army’s accountant 

department for 36 years. ”I was one of the 150 founding members of MQ and started working for it in 1985” 

thus he is thought to be a confident of Qadri.40 A large source of income for MQ is the membership fee: the 

normal membership involves monthly payment of Rs25 for Pakistan Rs50 for the overseas members. 

Another membership category is lifetime membership which is obtained by a single payment of Rs 5,000 for 

Pakistani members, Rs 10,000 for Arab countries and Rs 15,000 for nationals of European countries. Other 

sources of funding are zakat (annual alms), kurbani (collecting hides of sacrificial animals during Eid), and the 

trade in skins of animals as is donated to welfare funds. Beside this, the sale of books, cassettes and CDs of 

Qadri’s brings substantial funds to the organisation. Being a religious organisation MQ is exempted from 

income tax, thus these sources provide millions of rupees to the movement kitty.41 In describing these details 

Javed Iqbal Qadri was specific about the this issue that ‘the movement never receive a single rupee from any 

foreign or local government’, thus rejecting the impression that MQ got funds from the Iranian regime, an 

accusation that was made against other religious and sectarian groups for obtaining support from the Saudi, 

Iraqi and the Iranian regimes (Nasr, 2000). 

In the educational, welfare and religious activities of MQ the contribution of the overseas 

communities is enormous, as Javed Iqbal Qadri reminded me. In fact, MQ established a whole department of 

the Foreign Affairs to deal with its overseas network. Considering the significance of this department for this 

research I will focus here on the organisation, mobilisation and means of communication of the Foreign 

Affairs department. 

From its inception MQ was aware of the potential among the overseas Pakistani communities and 

the need to utilise this for its missionary works. Thus outside Pakistan an early network of MQ was 

established in Denmark in 1984 and that later led to establishing networks in European and North American 

countries. In order to coordinate the activities of its overseas network MQ founded the DFA, Directorate of 

the Foreign Affairs, in 1985. During my visits in 2002 and 2003 the DFA office in Lahore exhibited a 

pictorial signboard picturing the international network of MQI (Minhajul Quran International) with flags of the 

respective countries. The flag of the UK on the board depicts a picture of the UK London office and the 

School building that MQ bought in Bradford. Contrary to the other departments the DFA office is a fully air-

conditioned building with blue-glassed windows and comfortable seating. Considering the arrangements it 

                                                           
39 During different interviews Qadri mentioned his investments in a Cement Factory and in a Sanitory store business 
during his interviews in the 1980s. Among the overseas communities, mostly in the UK, MQ officials did not feel easy if 
I posed such questions. 
40 Talk with Javed Iqbal Qadri, 22 October, 2002. 
41 Talk with Javed Iqbal Qadri, 22 October, 2002. 
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would not be wrong to say the DFA office in Lahore presented an ambience that in itself was foreign to the 

rest of the building. The overseas members of MQ are specially received and maintained at MQ offices 

through the DFA. Sometimes they were accommodated in the Idara building; otherwise a neighbouring flat 

was hired for this purpose. 

In more recent years the DFA directors are appointed from the overseas communities, mostly from 

the second generation youth. The DFA worked ”to interlink the world wide networks of MQ with the centre 

in Lahore”, Baig the former head of the DFA told me. Baig set out the functions of the DFA as ”to promote 

the ideologies and interests of Minhaj-ul-Qur’an internationally; to develop and enhance cordial ties and 

working relationships with various educational, religious, cultural, social, academic and welfare 

organisations/universities abroad” .42 From the very beginning the primary function of the DFA was to 

mobilise resources for MQ welfare projects. On the occasions of Ramadan, milad or sacrificial Eid etc. the 

DFA prepares special brochures and audiovisual material highlighting MQ projects sponsored by the foreign 

centres. Beside this, the DFA acts as a facilitator of the audiovisual Minhaj publications and other material to 

different networks of MQ. It maintains a web link to the office holders and prominent figures of MQ in the 

foreign countries. Every MQ network is given a specific target to sponsors the occasions like the Grand Milad 

Feast, collecting zakat, or holding sacrifices in Pakistan. In addition, by means of the Minhaj Welfare Funds, 

means are collected for projects like for orphans, holding marriage ceremonies for poor couples etc. Thus the 

overseas networks are a source of financial, educational and intellectual contribution to MQ networks and 

give it a structure of corporation. From this self-image of the movement the terminology of corporate culture 

demands an examination of an ‘elective affinity of religion with the neo-liberal’ socio-economic order in 

which we live (Meyer, 2006: 30). Many examples of the culture of the happy life that financial blessings give 

to the people could be find within the discourse of MQ, however the real scope of that is beyond this 

chapter. 

Although the active political initiatives of MQ failed in Pakistani politics, MQ as a religious 

movement caused a change within the Barelvi thinking and that led to Qadri creating his niche within the 

Barelvi tradition. Qadri’s ideas are translated into societal activism whereby MQ’s message and activism has 

taken certain new institutional forms. Similarly, Qadri, like the model of Islamist movements, is ”a leader in 

both temporal and spiritual matters is chosen by the community of believers. He must embody the virtues of 

good Muslim and be a living model for all (...) and should seek advice from community” (Roy, 2004). His 

personal charisma and the organisational forms shaped novel religious semantics and the new, or existing, 

ritual forms act as instruments of socialisation. At the same time, MQ brought the traditional Muslim rituals 

to the broader public. This is significant as ritual sources and methods are used as a counter discourse and 

space in a wider public. This change in religious form is partly related to changes in leadership patterns and 
                                                           
42 Talk with Naveed Baig, former head of DFA. 2005. 
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style: it is global, identifying with the Muslim instead of the local identities.  In the coming pages I will deal 

with these aspects, first through a focus on the annual milad organisation, which the movement has converted 

into a key factor in its annual calendar of events. 

2.4 Revolution established—new public rituals 
The rituals have become a distinguishing factor in cementing the groups’ structures and defining MQ from 

the other organisations in the public space. Obviously the rituals are prevalent among other Barelvi groups 

too; however, MQ uses the religious rituals more intensively and they are crucial in the socialisation patterns 

and a statement of its religious mobilisation in public arena. The movement even introduced some new 

methods to mark the intensification of some religious rituals like ittekaf- organised in the last 10 days of 

Ramadan, Grand Milad and the building of Minara-e Noor— a space covered with a green minaret to serve as a 

place to pray for the Prophet.43 With MQ we see a public manifestation of the Barelvi rituals and some 

innovations in this regard. A foremost Barelvi public ritual was the public celebrations of the milad. MQ 

continued with this event; however, they intensified it by making it a point of their public manifestation 

exhibiting their organisational power. The organisation of these public rituals had particular points that 

should be noted. They were organised at a broader public level creating venues to manifest the devotional and 

sacral identity in the public sphere; all these events were linked with the transnational Pakistani communities 

either though funding, modern multimedia projections or a transcending Muslim religious thinking; and lastly 

they depicted the religious sensibilities of a emerging middle class among the Barelivs that relate them to their 

overseas co-sympathizers. 

Traditionally milad programmes occurred in the mosque; however, the public processions started in 

the 1950s in Pakistan, and were further popularised during the Zia period (Ahmad, 1992). With the migration 

of the South Asian Muslims to Europe different Barelvi organisations made it their business to hold the milad 

procession as part of the milad celebrations. Werbner noted a political aspect of these milad processions as 

depicting the ”ways of assertion of power and confidence’ through a common communal experience” 

(Werbner, 2003). MQ held the milad events annually through its organisational forum; however from 1994 it 

gave it a specific name ‘the Grand Milad’. The grand milad events used to be held in a specific city throughout 

the country, while a gathering also occurred at MQ centre in Lahore. From 2004 the milad event was called 

the Grand Dawat-e Mawlud (milad feast), and it held only in Lahore. The significance of the event changed with 

the spread of the movement. It also distinguishes MQ from other Barelvi groups with regard to its 

organisational discipline, its magnanimity and the use of modern media. It developed a detailed programme 

for the first twelve days of the month. Before the beginning of the month of Rabiul awal, the third lunar 

                                                           
43 MQ built the minara-e noor or ‘minaret of light’ in 2006. The minaret is built beside MQ head-office in Lahore. A 
Turkish-style minaret with a tomb is visited by the locals and overseas followers. They sit there and recite darood or praise 
for the Prophet. The visitors wear a typical four-corner cap that symbolizes the followers’ journey to the place. 
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month, the Foreign Office sent a notice to all the organisational units inside and outside of the country, with 

the description what to do in this month and how to do it. MQ followers were encouraged to organize milad 

programmes in their houses. In addition milad conferences were held in different cities while a big central 

milad conference was held under the auspicious of MQ either in Lahore or any other major city. On these 

occasions the central focus of a conference was the speech of Qadri. 

From 2004 the focus of the central milad conferences shifted to Lahore where a central milad 

programme called, the Grand Dawat-e Mawlud’, was planned to be held at the Minaret of Pakistan, a central 

political arena in Lahore where the Pakistan Resolution was adopted in 1940, and now a minaret stands in 

commemoration. From that time the venue has been the focus of the political and religious gatherings in the 

city. A circular of Foreign Affairs to MQ networks reads: 

‘This year Minhaj-ul-Quran International (MQI) is breaking all past records in the celebration 
of Mawlid-un-Nabi (SAW). On the night of 12th Rabi-ul-Awal beside the International 
Mawlid Conference, a Grand Mawlid Dinner is also being arranged in Minar-e-Pakistan Park 
Lahore, which will cater for 150,000-200,000 people. Reviving the custom of Past Muslim 
Scholar, sheikh's and pious Rules the Grand Mawlid Dinner will be a great step forward in 
celebrating Mawlid in the way it truly should be’. 
 

The circular further invited the members to participate in the event either personally or financially. The 

foreign networks were asked to contribute Rs 6000/- for the preparation of a single goat. In the Circulars in 

the following years, the amount of money that the overseas networks should contribute on this occasion was 

specified (DFA Circular, Grand Mawlid Dinner, 17-04-2004). Thus the event acted to mobilise the local and 

overseas followers of the movement for financial support. 

It is important to note in the invitation is adoption of Arabic name Grand Mawlid Dinner along with 

its Urdu use. Previously the event was held under the banner of the jashn-e milad alnabi or celebrating the 

birthday of the Prophet. This turn towards the Arabic names went along with invitation of guest scholars 

from the Middle East with whom MQ had been in regular contact in recent times. The scholars from Medina, 

Syria, Yemen, and India were joined by the converts from the UK.  Those from Syria and those living in the 

UK were invited as part of giving the celebrations a broader image, as were some ambassadors come regularly 

from the Philippines, and some local pirs. Besides appearing as the international aspect, the invitees show 

again a search for the legitimacy of the event through the Middle Eastern connections that the movement is 

building in recent times. 

These Middle Eastern connections serve to legitimise the communication and to develop new 

patterns of legitimacy and authority. The messages on this occasion were meant to counter the allegations of 

milad celebrations being of ‘local’ origin, as the Reformist and Islamists saw these celebrations as bidda’ 

(innovation). During the speeches the significance of the milad was highlighted following the Quran and 

hadith and by writings of different historical Islamic figures. The other significant sources to justify these 
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events were the publications and audiovisual material of Qadri, which were available through the stalls set 

upon these occasions. 

Presenting the events as the Grand Mawlid feast indicates a manifestation of grandeur of the 

movement and the mass mobilisation, creating discipline and organisational splendour that the movement 

takes upon itself to present. In fact, MQ compares holding the milad event and its annual night vigils (ittikaf) 

during Ramadan, with “the biggest gatherings of the Muslims after the annual Hajj events .44 Comparable 

claims are also made by their competitors like the big gatherings of the Tablighi Jama’at, which takes place 

annually in Lahore. The Grand Dawat-e Mawlud etc. in fact is an occasion to compete with religious groups, 

like Tablighi Jama’at (TJ). In this sense the event exhibits the public forms of devotion derived from 

traditional thinking and bringing the devotional aspects of the Islamic tradition into the public sphere. What 

distinguishes MQ grand events from those of the TJ or other religious groups is the competition for making 

space for the devotion-based religious manifestation within the religious spectrum of Pakistan. 

In more recent times, with further innovations in internet and satellite communications, these events 

acquired a broader range and reach. MQ milad events are released worldwide through internet, and satellite 

channels like ARY and QTV are hired to release these events globally. Thus the followers of the movement 

worldwide remain on the same wavelength during the course of the event. Such mediatisation of the 

movement (Salemink, 2006) has a key role not only in the organisational and visual power of the movement, 

but also in the communication and spread of the personal charisma of the founder among the overseas 

communities. Interesting in this regard is an event that happened during the mawlid gathering in Lahore in 

2007. During Qadri’s speech in the programme, at a certain moment he raised his finger while mentioning the 

name of the Prophet, some people discovered that the clouds around the moon were encircled depicting the 

words ‘Mohammad’ in Arabic. Some officials mentioned it to Qadri who disclosed it to the whole gathering, 

calling it ‘a blessing for the participants’. The event, which was being broadcasted live, and photographs of it 

were spread through internet to all MQ circles in the world. Some followers called it a ‘Miracle during 

international Mawlidul Nabi’. Minhaj Rafiq who runs a yahoo group related with MQ in the UK, wrote about 

it: 

‘The amazing thing is that it was spotted during the lecture of Sayyidi Shaykh-ul-Islam who 
was speaking about that very blessed name. He repeated a few times during his lecture, “If I 
had a board to write the name I could explain to you...” and then asks the gathered to repeat 
the name, continuing by spelling it in Arabic letter by letter. Some time into the speech, the 
gathered, including scholars and the crowd (hundreds and thousands of people!) noticed that 
this blessed name had appeared miraculously around the moon. This is surely an evidence for 
the acceptance of this Great Mawlid gathering and its participants.’ 

Through these words a link was made between the raising of the finger of ‘Sayyidi Shaykh-ul-Islam’ and the 

appearance of the words around the moon, although the official circles of MQ in Lahore did not made this 

                                                           
44 MQ Magazine, November, 2004. 
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link. For the followers however, this was attributed to the personality of their sheikh and added to the 

charisma of Qadri. 

Thus MQ used and intensified the traditional Barelvi rituals to forge links among its followers and to 

bring its devotional and sacral practices into the public arena to make it part of the religious landscape in 

Pakistan. Where these intensified public rituals were meant for individual and group formation, at the outer 

level these were meant to compete with the religious activism of the Islamist and reformist groups operating 

in the same cities. These mega events of MQ moreover, are linked with the transnational networks of the 

movement maintained through modern media and the widespread activism of the overseas Pakistanis—a role 

that is increasing in more recent times. The nature of these communications and mediatisation has led to new 

patterns of bonding with the movement founder, who often lives in European countries. Considering the 

emerging patterns of devotions that the followers show towards their leader, explains that MQ, although a 

modern movement, depicts patterns of devotion and loyalties related to more traditional religious 

movements. In the next section I will deal with these patterns of leadership that emerge within MQ. 

New leadership 

In writing on the phenomenon of ‘urban charisma’, Hansen and Verkaaik show how modern leaders 

are connected to different centres of authority, how they translate the latter for the broader public (Hansen 

and Verkaaik, 2009). The authority of the urban leaders, including religious ones, also emerges in how they 

convince others of their connectedness to various centres of power or of the symbolic centres to which they 

are connected that provide them with a certain image/power. Behind these attributes lie the capacities of that 

type of leadership, how it can translate the complexities of everyday life for the wider public in a global 

setting. Thus it provided modern urban Islamic leadership with a ‘multiplicity of styles’ (Sunier, 2009) relating 

them to their constituencies. In my view, these bases of charisma and styles of leadership create broader 

patterns of authority, and at the same time these relations of authority create new ways in which their 

followers regard them. 

In the space of his life Qadri has received different titles at different times, such as professor, doctor, 

qaid-e mohtaram (respected leader), qaid-e inqlab (revolutionary leader), sheikhul Islam, mujadid (reformer), baba ji 

(elderly person) prime minister, an all-rounder etc. These are different names or adjectives added to the 

personality of Qadri in a step of his career. What does it tell us about his personality, about MQ as a 

movement and about its followers? Some titles are based on his qualifications while others are based on the 

ways he presents himself and how he liked to be seen by his followers or how the followers want to see him. 

In examining these adjectives certain notions, meanings and images etc. are attached to them and that the 

followers think their leadership possesses, or how these are presented to them. These notions of relating to 

the leadership are important, as during the course of my research it was observed that the followers of the 

movement were not always curious about the historical aspects and rationale of the specific contents of a 
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certain message or its meanings, but they were carried away with the way it was presented to them. Similarly 

being with the sheikh, looking at him, listening to him etc. were more significant than the nature of the 

contents. It is notable however, to realise how certain messages are presented and brought into practice.   

In assessing the multiplicity of styles, I will look at the various attributes and qualifications given to 

Qadri, and how these stand vis-a-vis the other more religious attributes. During my fieldwork an image of 

Qadri that was widely circulated through the discussion forums and the media networks of MQ, mostly 

among the youth, was that of Qadri’s playing cricket with students, mostly young Europeans, and sometimes 

presented as an all-rounder.45 The all-rounder best gives the various features that the followers of the 

movement want to see in their leader.  Within the movement structure Qadri adopted the name patron-in-

chief, indicating a modern classification of relationships as in patron-client. From the very beginning of MQ, 

as mentioned previously, Qadri denied himself any role that brings him into the category of traditional 

Barelvis leadership. From the beginning he has said that he is not a Barelvi, which was also apparent in his 

choice of a more modern title for himself. How should one consider the attributes of traditional religious 

leadership in South Asia like those of the pir or other spiritual categories related to them as MQ still contains 

the Barelvi fellowship in its ranks?  

In 2004 during a speech at the annual Minhaj Camp in Glasgow Qadri mentioned that ”I do not do 

bait (oath of allegiance); I am not a pir’ (a spiritual sheikh)”.46 Despite this open statement the kind of 

veneration Qadri enjoyed among his followers he can be labelled as a pir. The apparent hierarchical structures 

of the movement, as we have seen in the previous sections, do not show the structures of a religious or Sufi 

order with its rule bound patterns. In that regard Qadri adopted for himself a modern title of patron-in chief, 

which shows modern relations with authority. Apparently the movement has an open attitude where the 

followers could have a bait by various Sufi orders. This open attitude however, goes parallel with a modern 

concept of obtaining a spiritual link to the Qadiriyya order--- by filling out the membership form. Thus the 

allegiance of the Qadiriyya order is maintained but not through the traditional sense of the order.47 In talks 

with the secretary of MQ UK, Ishtiaq, mentioned: 

‘For the followers joining MQ is becoming under the umbrella of Qadiriyya order: ‘the 
members of MQ will be raised in the company of Abdul Qadir Jilani on the day of 
judgment… on this matter Qaid-e inqlab got once a dream where all his followers will 
automatically be under guidance of Abdul Qadir Jilani’. 

Adopting dreams for justification and operation of a living act is a traditional practice among the different 

Sufi groups. This shows that the movement uses both traditional patterns of Sufism as well as modern forms 

of rule-bound patterns, found among modern political movements, to establish forms of authority structures. 
                                                           
45 The term ‘all-rounder’ comes from cricket and it is attributed to someone who is equally good in different aspects of 
the game like bowling, batting etc. 
46 Allama Tahirul Qadri, during the Minhaj Camp in Glasgow, 22 Augustus, 2004. 
47 One source, Ahmed Raza, the Minhajians in The Hague, mentioned that Qadri took once a bait during the ittikaf 
gathering in the end of 1990s. 
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It is useful here to look how the various practices of veneration of MQ followers to their leader can be 

understood within the traditional Sufi styles performed within the South Asian groups. 

Many practices of MQ followers among the overseas communities that I observed display reverence 

to Qadri, depicting him a spiritual figure. During the same spiritual camp in Glasgow people brought him 

cans of water and asked him to blow on the water for baraka. This water was used later for healing practices. 

During the interviews many minhajians described Qadri of having ilm-e laduni (special knowledge that is 

bestowed on very select people through the blessings of Allah). Many followers told me stories of how they 

had guidance form Qadri as a result of certain questions, and how his appearance in their dreams helped 

them during some testing times in their lives. Some acts of devotion surfaced in other interviews as a criticism 

of the followers of MQ: some people mentioned how the followers of MQ kept a handkerchief or other 

article touched by Qadri as a sign of blessing in their home, and how they decorate their homes and sitting 

rooms with his portraits and other MQ articles of devotions. 

It turned out that he may not be formally using the title of a pir, but for his followers he had all 

functions of a pir. After his visit to the Middle East in 2004, Qadri adopted a new outfit - a long Arabic robe 

with Al-Azhar headgear. Such fashion put him apart from the traditional South Asian ulama and gave him the 

appearance of the Middle Eastern sheikhs. Interestingly MQ followers, mostly the minhajians, traditionally 

copied a cap or any other dress that Qadri wore ‘as a matter of devotion and respect for the Qaid’, as 

minhajian Raza told me. However an official order was issued to discourage people from adopting such a 

dress when this practice was emulated (Directorate Foreign Affairs (DFA) Circular, 16-08-2007). The 

adopting of new outfit was accompanied by the adoption of the title sheikhul Islam, although the name 

sheikh was already used for Qadri, mostly in the overseas communities, but this time it was officially adopted 

by MQ media (DFA Circuler, 08-4-2006).48  

Qadri has been attributed with many characteristics that place him a religious scholar with both 

modern and traditional credentials. He avoided the titles that place him within the local religious figures of 

South Asia. The different attributes that he adopts relate to patterns of authority of traditional scholars, along 

with modern attributes. In choice of title of sheikhul Islam and adopting the Middle Eastern outfit Qadri 

looks for the legitimacy of his religious credentials from the Middle Eastern institutions. At the same time, he 

built upon his spiritual authority following practices of devotion and veneration inherited from the South 

Asian context. These devotional forms and practices are ways of persuasion and they are instrumental in 

constituting certain forms of religiosity, as I discussed in the previous chapter. Out of these discussions it can 

be said that multiple styles of authority exist within MQ that explain the scope of the movement for different 

categories of its followers. 

                                                           
48 It was in April 2006 that Qadri was named ‘sheikhul Islam’ on the website of MQ after its major reload. Minhaj.org 
accessed on 12 April 2006. 
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2.5 Conclusions 
In this chapter I focused on the concept of Mustafavi Revolution as the central project in MQ’s agenda.  

According to MQ thought, the Barelvi tradition is engulfed in inertia. In order to actualise a change within the 

tradition MQ coined the term Mustafavi Revolution. The ‘revolution’ in this sense is not meant to be a radical 

top-down change as advocated by Maududi or other Islamist groups. On the contrary, it is a project of 

individual reform that will further lead to a change in society. For this purpose MQ falls back on the Quran 

and developed the framework of revolution out of it. It was implemented, MQ claims, by the fuqaha (scholars) 

and Sufis in their lifetime in Islamic history, and this can be re-implemented in our times. MQ aimed at 

realising this framework in the life of present day generation. Following this approach, MQ reformulated 

traditional Islam to make it compatible with prevalent discourses about the Islam and politics in society. MQ 

developed modern organisational and mobilisation forms with the use of modern media and redefined 

tradition. 

I presented the emergence of MQ in the historical context of the 1970s and 1980s when religious 

mobilisation led to the processes of Islamisation of the state. It was founded to represent the upward mobile 

Barelvis who were not satisfied with the sectarian and other political agendas of the traditional Barelvi 

leadership. They appropriated the socialisation and mobilisation practices of the Islamists; however, it 

continued draw its inspiration from the popular sources of Islam. The significant distinguishing point of MQ 

was that it shaped many cultural forms into a religious language and in this way used them for its religious 

mobilisation. Through these efforts MQ has established its organisational, educational, welfare network 

throughout Pakistan and among overseas Pakistanis through it transnational networks. I specifically focused 

on MQ educational institutes as these are instrumental not only in implementing its ideological framework, 

but they also provided a generation of MQ scholars or mihajians that are responsible for the implementation 

of its message and running the organisation. 
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3. Pakistani migration and Pakistani organisations in the UK and the 
Netherlands 

3.1 Introduction 
In the previous chapter I gave an account of the emergence of MQ in Pakistan and hinted at how it opted to 

organise its networks among the overseas Pakistanis. The establishment of MQ among overseas communities 

came about when other Barelvi groups had already been active there. During my ethnographic studies in 

Newham (London, UK), Denmark and the Netherlands, I observed that Barelvi mosque leadership, which 

was rooted in the religious politics of Pakistan in the 1970s, had an impact on how the local Barelvi mosque 

bodies emerged in these three contexts. Mobilised in religious politics of the 1970s, some of these ulama 

exacerbated the sectarian politics when they moved to these areas. This mobilisation played on a situation in 

which the sectarian differences were deemphasised in Muslim institutional building in the UK in the early 

periods (Geaves, 1997). Due to their financial crisis, economic weakness and poor living conditions, earlier 

Barelvi migrants could not afford mosques of their own, so the earlier mosques had been built ‘with the 

decisions that they would not belong to certain specific sectarian or regional group’ (Geaves, 1997). In many 

cases imams were chosen from the Deobandi background. Thus, a situation emerged at times when the 

mosques were run mostly by the people of Deobandi leanings while the congregations were of Barelvi 

backgrounds (Geaves, 1997: 142-3). Lewis calls this a situation of fusion, in which early associations of the 

pioneers’ regional, caste or sectarian affiliations were deemphasised (Lewis, 1994). 

Since the mid-1970s, the sectarian based organisations expanded as a result of fierce competition and 

efforts to influence each other; therefore they gradually gave way to tendencies of fission: ties of village-

kinship and sectarian affiliation became significant for communal aggravation (Lewis, 1994: 56). In this 

regard, I focus specifically on a Barelvi group called World Jam‘at-e Ahl-e Sunnat UK and Europe because MQ 

emerged in the UK vis-à-vis the religious politics of this group. Many ulama of this group originated from the 

district of Rawalpindi and they developed links with populations of bordering districts including Kashmir 

with whom they share linguistic affinity and popular religious beliefs. Following the martial law regime in 

Pakistan they turned to their Kashmiri links and many of them migrated to the UK on the invitation of the 

local Kashmiri communities. Their activism was based on sectarian politics and on the use of religious 

narrative in local idioms which appealed to the people who were ‘semi-industrialised, newly urbanised 

working class community who were only one generation away from rural peasantry’ (Modood, 1990: 145).  As 

soon as they reached the overseas communities their sectarian politics effected the mobilisation and local 

religious division in Newham and, to a lesser extent, in the Netherlands and Denmark. MQ emerged as a 

group which placed itself above the sectarian issues and defined itself in terms of a Muslim identity. MQ first 

engaged with the Barelvi groups; however, taking into account its message, methodology and objectives, MQ 

later on differentiated itself from these Barelvi networks. 
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3.2 Migration settlement and mosque in the UK (early trends) 
Located five miles to the east of the centre of London, the borough of Newham was created after uniting the 

East Ham and the West Ham in 1962. It is the second most ethnically diverse borough in the UK. This 

ethnic diversity is related historically to the building of the Royal Docks on the river Thames in 1850s. 

Through the docks the steam ships, travelling throughout the British Empire, were further connected with 

the local train system. The borough has known migrants from these times. Early in the twentieth century it 

housed Germans, Jews, people from the Caribbean, Chinese and Indians. From the beginning of the 19th 

century the early Asian migrants landed as seamen after travelling through India and the British Empire. 

Some of the migrants stayed in Britain while others left after a short sojourn. In 1921 around a thousand 

people of Indian origin were registered as living in the borough - many of them married to local British 

women.49  

The major flow of migrants from South Asia into Britain, including those from Pakistan, occurred 

after the Second World War as a result of the devastation and manpower that was needed to run different 

industries and to operate the London transport system. The South Asians in Newham included people from 

India, mostly Gujaratis, and those who later migrated from African countries, Bangladeshis, Pakistanis and 

included a number of the Mirpuris who settled in neighbouring Waltham Forest. Currently Newham is the 

second largest borough in London, with the number of migrants making up 57% of its population of about 

250,000.50 The Muslim population in the borough is 59,000 (24.3 %) and consists mostly of Bangladeshi, 

Pakistani, Indian and Somali communities. The two neighbouring boroughs - Tower Hamlets (71,000 of 

which 36% are Muslims) and Newham - have the highest percentage of the Muslim population in the 

country. The number of people of Pakistani origin in Newham is about 20,000 --- almost the same number as 

the total number of Pakistanis in the Netherlands. These people came in small numbers in the 1950s and 

1960s. Beside this there are Caribbean migrants and more recent immigrants from African countries. 

Most of the Asians live in the northern and central parts of Newham where, since the 1980s the local 

government started different rehabilitation projects. During this time the Labour party in Waltham Forest and 

Newham launched a number of local initiatives to provide more business incentives directed at the local 

migrant communities that were affected by the loss of the coal and electricity industry in the areas.51 The 

borough later got more economic attention due to the London Olympics in 2012, which took place under 

jurisdiction of Newham. Since the 1980s Pakistanis have been involved in the local political, cultural and 

religious life. A number of them, Sheikh Karim of Green Street mosque and Mrs Nusrat from the Ahl al-

                                                           
49 London Borough of Newham, 2004. The Newham Story: A short history of London borough of Newham. 
50 ONS 2001 Consensus. Greater London Authority (GLA). In 2001 for the first time the religious column was included 
in the census. 
51 London Borough of Newham, 2004. The Newham Story: A short history of London borough of Newham. 
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Quran (the People of Quran) group52 were elected as the local mayor. Following the multiethnic agenda of the 

Labour party, they helped to bring the religious, cultural and social activities into the mainstream events of 

celebration in the diaspora. Special programmes are officially held on the occasion of national days of India, 

Pakistan and Bangladesh. Similarly, the local Council organises cultural and musical shows on these occasions 

in. The local libraries have sections on South Asian history, language and literature, and they also subscribe to 

the newspapers from South Asia. The local Council also organises seasonal mela (cultural gathering), mushaira 

(poetry events) and supports the religious procession of baisakhi (Sikh), holi (Hindu) festivals, moharram and 

milad. These events and programmes help to recreate the cultural and religious life in the diaspora. 

Most of the mosques and religious institutes of Muslims and other faiths are also located in these 

areas. The ethnic and sectarian diversity of the Muslims in Newham led to various religious tendencies and 

institutional formation among the Muslims. Officially there are twenty-six mosques in Newham, belonging to 

Indian (one Tamil and three Gujarati), Bangladeshi (5), Pakistani (12) and East African Muslim communities. 

There is one Bangladeshi madrasa and different social, welfare and cultural organisations of various Asian and 

Caribbean communities; however, I did not come across any study dealing with mosque or Islamic 

organisations in the area. Neither did I find any research done on the Pakistanis as a separate group in this 

part of East London.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, different Islamic groups from Pakistan developed their 

institutions in the places where they settled. The Muslim groups like Barelvi, Deobandi, Shia, and Ahl-e hadith 

were present in Newham. The early building of mosque congregations followed the same patterns as 

elsewhere in the UK, where an earlier non-sectarian nature of the mosque congregations gave way to a split 

along the sectarian lines. In this case the Anjuman-e Islamia Eastham mosque acted as a non-sectarian mosque 

in the early period. By the end of the 1970s a sectarian split occurred and a new mosque was founded, the 

Medina mosque. While building the later mosque financial sources were sought from the Arab countries and 

the funding process was facilitated by the UK Islamic Mission--- an affiliate of the Jamát-e Islami (JI) in the 

UK. The descriptions of these mosque bodies will show how the religious sectarian divide occurred in 

Newham, leading to a diversity of mosque bodies. 

Anjuman-e Islamia East Ham (AIEH) and the earlier sectarian divide 

Until the early 1970s there was no registered mosque in Newham. For Friday sermons and Eid prayers, the 

most prominent event of the religious congregation, people used to go to the East London mosque located 

five kilometres away, toward the city centre. The wish to have a local mosque turned into a necessity due to 

family reunions and the desire to provide Quranic education for the children. Until then children got their 

                                                           
52 Ahl-e Quran is a Muslim reformist movement that emerged in colonial India. It sought to rationalise Islam by 
grounding itself in Islamic revelations away from the longstanding traditions of interpretations and disseminations. See  
Qasmi, 2011.   
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basic religious education mostly from an educated lady in the neighbourhood. The local mosque necessitated 

the renting of a house or factory to fulfil the religious needs of a nascent community. 

The Anjuman-e Islamia Eastham (AIE) was established in 1972 in a one story house on the Lincoln Road off 

the High Street North. The foundation of AIE shows the working of two religious organisations, namely 

Jamat-e Islami (JI) and the World Jam’at-e Ahl-e Sunnat (WJAS), in the area. Created as a neighbourhood project, 

the mosque continued to fulfil the religious needs of the people, mostly men, with a varied sectarian 

background. In 1978 however, the mosque body split along sectarian lines, resulting in the formation of 

Medina mosque situated about 20 houses away on the same street. How this happened, Sheikh Younas, once 

president of the mosque, recounts the events: 

‘in early times .... we used to have a small house here in the Lincoln Road. It was not a 
mosque, we just converted a house into mosque, everybody used to come there; there was no 
distinction of any sect or background of people, everybody used to come, Barelvi, Deobandi, 
shia etc. Then came a certain Butt sahib, he said that I am interested in working for the 
mosque, so we welcomed him. At a certain moment he and other people invited a pir sahib 
here, and they booked a school hall for that (gathering).... in that meeting he said that it is 
haram to meet, eat, and marry with the wahabis. So he created problems within the people of 
that mosque.’ 

These problems led to a schism within the mosque body along the lines of sectarian affiliations – the 

Deobandi, on the one side and the Barelvi, on the other. Since the mosque body was an elected institute, the 

group led by the Barelvi supporters won the elections, but did so through forged elections, as described by 

Sheikh Younas: 

‘In the next elections the Butt sahib brought his own group, arranged people from other 
areas, dahndli ki jaisa keh Pakistan main hota hey (he cheated (in elections) as that happens in 
Pakistan) and they won election by 35 votes. It means that they can bring people of their 
choice for Imam, and they did. Then we brought a case against the election procedure, but 
after some time we thought that (was) useless, and started to look for some other place to 
worship.’53 

The split or occupation of the AIE led to the foundation of the second neighbourhood mosque, Medina 

mosque. I will further focus on the Medina mosque in order to show the nature of role the UK Islamic 

Mission played in facilitating the Middle Eastern finances to the UK Muslim institutes in early times. This will 

show that sectarian politics in the UK were not only an internal issue but related with the actors in the Middle 

East. 

The Medina Mosque and the UK Islamic Mission 

The Medina mosque was not a branch of the UK Islamic Mission (UKIM), the UK network of the JI, 

however the latter facilitated its construction. After the split with AIE, Sheikh Younas sought financial 

resources to build the Medina mosque in a deserted hotel that he wanted to buy for £28,000 pounds. He 

contacted different Muslim organisations to collect the funds to finance this project. Prominent in this 
                                                           
53 Talk with Sheikh Younas on 08-09-2004. 
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respect were the UMO, Union of Muslim Organisations--- one of the old mosque bodies in the UK - and the 

Regent Park mosque--- both known for their Saudi links (Samad, 1997). These bodies advised Sheikh Younas 

to go to the Gulf States to get such a large amount:  

‘…I got a letter from UMO and one from the Regent Park mosque and went to Kuwait. We 
met there some minister with the help of a businessman… he asked us ‘why don’t you have a 
letter from Jamat-I Islami’s group there? Khurram Murad (a leader of the JI in the UK) you 
know in those days had a good access in the ME….. So he gave us a list of people that we 
should contact and that we should come to him after getting all that money. These were all 
businessmen, they contributed different amounts. 
… We could get about 25,000 pounds; we went back to that businessman again; he took 
money and said that he will send that money to us back in England only when we got a letter 
from Khurram Murad; we made an arrangement for that.... When I came back, I got a 
telephone call from Khurram Murad, head of UK Islamic mission; he said that my cheque has 
come’. 

The story shows the nature of the facilitating role of the UKIM and its access to the Gulf States. Despite 

UKIM’s link to the Medina mosque, the latter remained a Deobandi mosque. In Newham there are five 

Deobandi mosques. The Tablighi Jamaát, an affiliate of Deobandi groups, was planning a new mosque in 

Newham. The project first got government support, but in 2006 objections were raised about the extension 

of planning permission when the project got unprecedented media attention after the London bombing. As 

the location of the mosque, in the media called ‘Mega Mosque’, happened to be on the walking distance from 

the facilities for the London Olympics of 2012, doubts were raised about the religious position of the Tablighi 

Jamaát (TJ).54 Interestingly, some local followers of MQ also raised objections to the TJ that ”was radicalising 

the younger generation”.55  

Here it is important to note that it was not only the Deoband or JI affiliates who were facilitated by 

the UKIM, but also some Barelvi mosques, as in case of the Barking mosque, benefitted from this role of the 

UKIM. Similarly, the link of the Muslim organisations to the Gulf States did not mean that these religious 

institutions were in any way related to these states. The developments in aftermath of the Rushdie Affair and 

the First Gulf War showed that the Muslim organisations in the UK took their positions complying with their 

local constituencies, rather than toeing the line of the Gulf regimes (Samad, 2004). Here I present an account 

of the UK Islamic Mission, an affiliate of the JI in the UK, in order to understand the positions that MQ later 

took in socio-religious organisations and making itself active at a social level. 

The UK Islamic Mission was established in the early 1960s in the UK on initiatives of students, 

professionals and educationists who were affiliated to the JI from South Asia and who often visited the East 

London mosque. The mosque’s founder and its early executives were active affiliates of the JI in Pakistan 

who brought with them the specific ideology of the JI. The aims and objectives of the UKIM as an 

                                                           
54 http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2006/nov/05/religion.world; the plan was definitely rejected by the Newham Council 
in December 2012: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-20605213  
55 Ibid, Asef Shakoor head of ‘Sunni Friends of Newham’.  
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ideological movement meant to mould the entire human life of its followers.56 These ideological objectives 

were also reflected in statements and speeches of followers in the UK. From the early days the emphasis of 

the UKIM was on education, youth development and broader social participation (Lewis, 1994). In 1989 the 

UKIM founded the Markfield Institute in Leicester. The new location accommodated the youth and women 

network, and the publishing house, which also publishes Trends, a glossy monthly magazine. Despite its longer 

history of establishment and involvement with the British society, the JI could not create a wider constituency 

among the Muslim communities in the UK or in Europe. The support of the JI came from what could be 

called as the products of modernisation - teachers, lawyers and engineers among others (Lewis, 1994). This 

contrasts with many settlers in the UK who came from rural areas and follow certain folk versions of Islamic 

tradition. This is similar to the case of Pakistanis living in the Netherlands; as a result, the JI could not 

establish even a single religious institution among the Pakistani migrants in the Netherlands.  

From the 1990s onward, the UKIM established more religious and study centres across the UK in 

order to create a grass roots base. According to its website there were 45 mosques and Islamic Centres. In 

Newham the Ibrahim Masjid and Islamic Centre, established in November 1994, was one branch of the 

UKIM. The Centre organised activities for the Muslim Youth UK (MYUK), and for women, as well as 

organising youth trips and summer camps. The UKIM emphasised dawa (proselytisation) and religious 

training, education and relief works.57 The UKIM activists were prominent in initiatives like the Muslim 

Council of Britain. In this respect, the UKIM created a cadre for broader social engagement which dealt with 

the issues related with the Muslim life in the UK. It was these organisational and mobilisation methods that 

influenced the network of youth in MQ. 

After the split and the foundation of the Medina Mosque, the Anjuman-e Islamia Eastham (AIE) 

became a centre of (WJAS) which was dominated by a specific group of Barelvi ulama. Earlier in this chapter 

I gave an introduction to these ulama: coming originally from Rawalpindi, they had both religious and secular 

education, and were politicised during the anti-Ahmaddiya and anti-Bhutto movement in Pakistan. In addition, 

they were anti-Saudi and sectarian in their orientation as well as having been regionalist with their focus on 

the Kashmiri groups. In the coming sections I will give some background to their sectarianism and polarising 

approach to the religious institutions and communities in the UK. I argue that the sectarian conflicts are 

situated in certain factional politics in which the emerging Muslim elite is involved. I will show that the 

complex of this has created a feeling of disenchantment among some Barelvi followers. 

The World Jamaát-e Ahl-e Sunnat (WJAS) 

At the end of the 1970s AIE was one of the few places of the Barelvis in London and it became a major 

centre of the WJAS activities. After the split, the AIE sought a bigger space for its activities in the area. The 

                                                           
56 www.ukim.org accessed 03-03-2007 
57 www.ukim.org accessed 03-03-2007 
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secretary of the mosque told me:  “after some time we found a cinema building that was destroyed during the 

Second World War. We bought it from the Council for £ 55,000 in 1984”.58 After a further investment of 

£400,000 they converted the whole building into a mosque and a community centre. The majority of the 

followers of the AIE were the Punjabis and Kashmiris living in Newham and Waltham Forest--- two 

neighbouring boroughs in East London that included many of Kashmiri communities. Most of them moved 

from the northern cities in the 1970s when unemployment among the Pakistanis hit the North. Due to their 

linguistic proximity most of the ulama, who were invited, came from the Potohar region including the 

Rawalpindi division and adjacent parts of Pakistani Kashmir. It was they who founded an organisation called 

World Jama’at-e Ahl-e Sunnat (WJAS), on which I will focus next. 

A central figure among the ulama is that of pir Abdul Qadir Jilani who is based in Waltham Forest. 

He had come to the UK at the invitation from the local Kashmiri community that initiated a new mosque 

called Ghausia mosque.59 Jilani established a madrasa, dar-ul uloom, adjacent to the mosque to train local ulama. 

Before the completion of the Ghausia mosque in Waltham Forest in 1981, the AIE remained a focus of the 

Barelvi activities in East London. In this early period, in 1979, Jilani held a conference of the Barelvi ulama of 

the UK in AIE in which he founded the WJAS Organisation.60 It arranged the first Sunni Conference in the 

UK in 1980 on the lines of All Pakistan Sunni Conference held in Pakistan in 1976 and 1978. Similarly the 

WJAS issued a monthly, Pasban-e Ahl-e Sunnat (a guide to Ahl-e Sunnat), and their ulama travelled through the 

UK and European countries to organise new networks in Amsterdam, Oslo and Copenhagen.  

During my fieldwork in London I heard some contradictory accounts about Jilani. Some objected to 

his ‘anti-Wahabi’ polemics, others his talked about his encouragement of factional based politics in mosque 

bodies that eventually resulted in the expulsion of ‘his group’ from the Ghausia mosque. Interestingly 

however, all his critics praised his ‘intellectual and rhetoric capabilities’. The day I visited darul aloom, a 

monthly gathering of giyarween took place in commemorating Abdul Qadir Jilani, the founder of the Qadiriya 

Sufi order. Approximately 200 people gathered in the mosque. At the entrance food was prepared for the 

invitees. A white carpet was placed leading from the entrance of the main hall to the pulpit. At the other end 

of it sat Jilani just under the mahrab or pulpit of the mosque. After entering the hall his followers walked on 

the carpet toward him, bowed before him and kissed his hands. He watched everybody entering the hall, 

mainly those who were not walking on the carpet. He had invited many speakers; most of them were his 

students. He allocated fifteen minutes to every speaker while he himself spoke for ten minutes in between 

every speech. He spoke in classical Urdu using Potohari, a local language of Rawalpindi region, for 

expressions or jokes whenever he thought that things were not clear to the people. 

                                                           
58 Talk with Mirza, 09-04-2004, London. 
59 Talk with Jilani, 10-05-2004, London. 
60 Talk with Mirza, 09-04-2004, London. 
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Jilani kept numerous books in his personal library on the first floor of the madrasa. He associates 

himself with the descendants of Abdul Qadir Jilani, founder of the Qadiriyya Sufi order. He was born in a 

village near Rawalpindi where the tombs of his ancestors are located. He had his early religious education in 

Delhi and Rawalpindi, and later got his MA in Islamic Studies and Law degree from the Medina and Punjab 

Universities respectively. Like classical Barelvi scholars, he spoke Persian and Arabic while most of his 

lectures, though in highly Persianised Urdu, were intended for semi-literate and rural followers of popular 

Islam. At the end of 1950s he established his madrasa in Rawalpindi city.61 Due to his lineage and his religious 

persona, he was a well-known figure in Rawalpindi and surrounding Potohar area, and during religious 

festivities he was invited to different mosques and shrines over a wide area. He led the Rawalpindi chapter of 

the JUP and was active in the anti-Ahmadiya movement and later an anti-Buhtto movement in Pakistan in the 

1970s. Like him, his students and other colleagues studied in the madrasa as well as at the secular universities 

where they were often active in the student organisation, the ATI of the JUP. After the fall of the Bhutto 

regime the JI took over the Islamisation programme of the new martial law regime. In these changed 

circumstances Jilani and other Barelvi ulama felt rejected by their umbrella organisation, JUP, under the 

leadership of Noorani who denied his support to the Zia government. 

It should be noted that this occurred in the UK at the time when the need for imams among the 

Pakistani and Kashmiri communities was increasing. Noticing demand for mosques and functionaries 

proliferating, Jilani, who in the meantime moved to the UK, invited other ulama, mostly his students, to the 

UK and placed them in newly-built Barelvi mosques. In some cases, as in the AIE, the WJAS ulama occupied 

a multi-sectarian mosque through a revolt in the mosque management, as some people maintain. A similar 

event happened in the Central mosque in Manchester in 1980 when a confidant of Jilani was appointed.62 The 

WJAS opened its branches in other European cities, such as the Ghuasia mosque in Amsterdam in 1984. 

They described themselves as the sole defender of the traditional position of Barelvis63 and were not flexible 

in cooperating with fellow Barelvi groups like the WIM in the UK. The group claimed that in 1983 it held a 

big milad rally at Hyde Park, which acted as the beginning of their annual milad procession in the streets of 

Waltham Forest (Ather, 1999). Nevertheless, the crux of their activities was their intellectual polemics: for 

example, they reintroduced the concept of munazara (oral debates) into the UK. Against the Deobandi ulama 

they debated on the issue of whether the Prophet had knowledge of the unseen (ilm-e ghaib)—an old debate of 

that went back to the early 19th century, when the ulama had started discussing these issues in 1830s (Sanyal, 

1996: 93-96; Metcalf, 1982: 215-218). As Metcalf notes ”there was no serious intellectual exchange as a result 

                                                           
61 For more details of his family descent and education see Khalid Athar, Bartaniya ke ulma-e Ahl-e Sunnat aur mushaikh 
(the ulama-e Ahl-e Sunnatand pirs of the Great Britain). In this three volume study of Ahl-e SunnatUK ulama Ather 
present a biographical account of almost all Ahl-e Sunnatulama and pir of the UK. 
62 An account of the event in the Central mosque Manchester is discussed in Werbner, 1990a. 
63 Talk with Jilani, 06-06-2004, London. 
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of these debates; as each competitor left the debate with the conviction that he won and he got right ... (thus 

getting) a moral satisfaction from the exchange” (1982: 215-16). A result of these debates was that the 

individual ulama could project themselves more among their followers. 

Their exclusivist approach brought the WJAS in competition with other Barelvi groups in the UK, a 

competition that led to increased intra-sectarian rivalries among them (Lewis, 1994: 86). Their differences 

with the JUP in Pakistan did not allow them to work with the World Islamic Mission (WIM, headed by 

Noorani and pir Maroof, the latter a student of Jilani), even on the issues that they shared. In 1984 the Saudi 

government confiscated and allegedly destroyed copies of Kunzul Iman, the Quranic translation of Ahmad 

Raza Barelvi, who is held in high esteem among all Barelvis. The WJAS protested against this and in order to 

mobilise people on the issue they organised a Kunzul Iman conference in summer 1984 in London.64 At the 

time the WIM also organised the Hijaz Conference in the Wembley Hall on the same issue.65 The enduring 

conflict over inter- and intra-sectarian issues like these has been a constant obstacle in solving some other 

common issues, such as the moon-sighting in order to determine common ritual days, which is a recurring 

theme among all the Muslims organisations in the UK. 

As noted earlier, the ulama groups like WJAS came to the UK at the invitation of the local mosque 

bodies. The earlier leadership of these Pakistani mosque consisted of wealthy men with a lot of connections 

(Werbner and Anwar, 1991) who relied on factional politics that revolved around biraderi (clan and patronage 

system). The faction based alliances cut across class interests or ideological alliances, and the factional rivalries 

undermined the solidarity of the dominant propertied group (Werbner, 2002: 239). The sectarian disputes 

within these mosques were often a result of the emerging new Muslim elite who questioned the leadership 

patterns, as well as challenging the position of the earlier leaders. The personalised politics of these men were 

further related to the biraderi structures, or sometimes with certain areas of origin in Pakistan. The factional 

politics, led by the upcoming local elites, lay behind for example, the Medina mosque occupation or the case 

of Jilani who was expelled from the Ghousia mosque in Waltham Forest when, after 20 years, his group lost 

the elections. For these Muslim elites mosque politics were a stepping-stone into local British politics. Due to 

their multicultural policies, the local governments in the UK provided a broader set-up within which the 

ethnic groups could organise themselves. Thus, we found that many local councillors in Newham and 

Waltham Forest were either related to the mosque bodies or had held positions there previously. 

These sectarian diatribes and divisions along biraderi and area of origin lines, exacerbated by the 

organisations like the WJAS, caused apprehension and disappointment in a new generation of followers. It 

resulted in diverse attempts to tackle the problem. At the broader organisational level a platform of intra-

Barelvis emerged in 2005—the British Muslim Forum (BMF). It was meant to provide a single platform for 

                                                           
64 Talk with Mirza, 09-04-2004, London. 
65 For the Wembley Conference see Lewis, 1994: 84-5. 
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the diverse Barelvi groups to bring them out of their isolation. The BMF comprised more than 500 mosques 

and religious bodies of Barelvi background and to some extent it was meant to counter the influence of the 

Muslim Council of Britain (MCB).66 The BMF played an important role in the aftermath of the London 

bombing when it issued a fatwa against terrorism. Another consequence of the sectarian and factional politics 

of the groups like the WJAS was the growing alienation of youth from the mosque bodies and greater 

orientation to the transnational organisations, like Hizbul Tehrir (HUT) and al-mohajiroun (Werbner, 2002). 

Others youth opted for new initiatives among the Barelvis like MQ. Haji Aslam, one of the trustee of MQ 

became disillusioned with these groups: ”these pir come to the UK to steal money from the innocent people 

here. They will say that they are building madrasa, and in this way they will get money from their followers”, 

he told me in a talk.67 This dissatisfaction with traditional Barelvis caused Haji Aslam, who was affiliated to 

the WJAS, to opt for MQ after he had heard Qadri on different occasions. 

Thus it can be said that the religio-political mobilisation in Pakistan in the 1970s had consequences 

for how the Barelvi institutes emerged in the UK. The Barelvi ulama who were invited to fulfil the religious 

needs of the predominantly Kashmiri communities exacerbated the sectarian divisions, helped by the biraderi 

and factional based politics through which the evolving leadership of the community emerged. These 

developments led to rise of sections of disgruntled Barelvis who were disturbed by these inter-Barelvis and 

non-Barelvi sectarian politics, and consequently join the ranks of MQ. However, here it is important to note 

that though MQ emerged against the biraderi structures that in some ways lay behind the sectarian politics, it 

appropriated an element of the factional based politics, namely family. It was the family-based mobilisation 

that MQ used to activate the Barelvi groups for its cause. Thus, for its mobilisation strategies MQ borrowed 

certain elements of the factional politics. Before presenting the account of MQ and its emergence among the 

Barelvis in Europe, I will first look at the situation in the Netherlands. 

3.3 Migration settlement and mosques in the Netherlands (early trends) 
In the Netherlands there is no religious institutionalisation of Pakistanis through the sectarian disputes, as was 

the case in the UK. However, there were sectarian clashes among the groups of Surinamese communities that 

occurred along the Barelvi/Ahmadiya divides. The Surinamese are a major reason for Barelvi dominance in 

the Netherlands and the Pakistanis contributed to their institutional development mostly in the early 

migration period. Later the Pakistanis developed their own networks and institutions. As in Britain certain 

influential figures took a prominent role in building a religious body; however, in contrast to the Britain, these 

figures came from the professional class. These professionals ensured that the influence of the pir networks 

could not take root in the Netherlands as it did in the UK. Additionally, the dominance of the Barelvi 

                                                           
66 Talk with Rabbani Afghani, 2 January 2005, Manchester. 
67 Talk with Haji Razak, 04 August 2004, London. 
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following among the Pakistanis in the Netherlands meant that the JI or Deobandi could not get a foothold 

among them. In the trajectory of the religious institutions of Pakistanis in the Netherlands there are two kinds 

of mosque developments: 1) the groups that developed as a branch or under supervision of the existing 

Barelvi organisations based either in the UK or in Pakistan, 2) more independent community based initiatives. 

The Pakistanis in the Netherlands --- a hidden community 

The total number of Pakistani living in the Netherlands is almost 20,000.68 The beginning of a major 

Pakistani migration to the Netherlands can be traced back to the 1960s. The early Pakistani migrants came in 

the 1960s and early 1970s. As a result of the economic crisis after the 1971 war, the new democratic 

government of Bhutto relaxed the restrictions on getting a passport. It resulted in a large exodus of Pakistanis 

seeking jobs mostly in the Middle Eastern countries. Many others set out to search for their fortune in 

Europe and America. Many came to the Netherlands, mostly after their short stay in some other European 

countries (Selier, 1990). As a result of changes in the legalisation policies of the Netherlands in 1974, many of 

these Pakistanis opted for a permanent status in the Netherlands. 

The second major flow of migration occurred in 1977 when a large number of Pakistanis came as 

asylum seekers fearing persecution as a result of the martial law of general Zia. Many of them opted for the 

Netherlands due to its ‘liberal asylum policies’ (Butt, 1990). Almost simultaneously some migrants from the 

UK moved to the Netherlands. Some studies, based on the stories of the migrants themselves, gave the 

economic crisis, racism and higher unemployment in the UK as reasons for this Pakistani migration to the 

Netherlands (Blom, 1984; Bano, 1988). Imtiaz (1997) however, sees the ”lack of competition and exploiting 

economic niches in the Netherlands or Europe” as also being reasons (Imtiaz, 1997: 48). While I agree with 

these observations, I also noted that some of the UK Pakistanis in Netherlands moved back to the UK. This 

indicates an internal mobility, enhanced by emerging intermarriages, mostly among the Kashmiris living in the 

Netherlands and the UK. 

From the 1990s onward the third migration flow took place. This consisted mainly of imported 

brides or bridegrooms as a result of marriages of the Pakistanis in Pakistan. It is rightly observed that it is 

hard to speak of the Pakistanis in the Netherlands as a community due to their diverse ethnic culture, class 

and their origin in rural-urban terms (Bano, 1988). However, some recent developments, such as new 

regulations for limiting marriage migration and changes in orientation of the Pakistani youth regarding their 

marriage choices has led to an increase in the number of inter-group marriages among the Pakistanis in the 

Netherlands. This shift, along with development of religious and cultural institutions, has been shaping 

certain contours of a Pakistani community. 

                                                           
68 According to Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS) in 2010, there were 20,475 Pakistanis in the Netherlands. The number 
does not include those with other European nationalities and those without the legal documents to stay in the 
Netherlands. 
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From the year 2000 onward the Pakistanis have occasionally been in the news and they are no longer 

an ‘invisible community’ as they used to be in the 1980s (Blom, 1984). According to Blom, Pakistanis in the 

Netherlands did not get a status of a recognised community because they did not belong to the group having 

a recruitment agreement, thus they could not apply for state subsidies in organising their social network 

(Blom, 1984). However, with the increase in the number of Pakistanis in certain constituencies and through 

the mobilisation of the community, they were able to influence the local political structures in creating certain 

facilities in their communal institutions (Landman, 1992). Their communal and economic activities sometimes 

got media attention, for example, according to a report of the Amsterdam city council in 2003, more than 

70% of the phone/internet shops in Amsterdam were run by Pakistanis.69 Similarly, after the liberalisation of 

the taxi-sector in the Netherlands a large number of migrants, including Pakistanis, entered this market. In 

chapter four and six I will show how MQ uses these emerging entrepreneur groups to mobilise them for its 

networks. 

Most Pakistanis live in Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The Hague.70 The particular areas in Amsterdam 

south-east, Schilderswijk in The Hague and Rotterdam South comprise of the major Pakistani population. 

These areas are less affluent economically, having relatively more unemployment, some of these 

neighbourhoods were meant for recreation under the so called Vogelaar wijken71. In recent years the Pakistanis 

have built about 12 mosques, including one shia and two Deobandi, while the rest are Barelvi. There is also a 

Pakistani church, Urdu Church, in Rotterdam. There are some Pakistani Ahmadiya people but they do not have 

an ethnic based religious entity and they participate in already existing Ahmadiyya mosques. Considering the 

scope of my study I will focus chiefly on the Sunni mosques in the Netherlands. 

Early religious foundations 

Most of the mosques were founded in the 1980s and they provide for the religious needs of the community. 

All except two of the Sunni mosques belonged to the Barelvi sect and a few were extensions of different 

umbrella organisations of the Barelvi based in the UK or Pakistan. In addition to the Friday prayers, the 

mosques organised the annual milad, the birthday of the Prophet, celebrations urs or death or an anniversary 

of Sufi saints and the Ramadan festivities, which were meant to create a broader communal gathering. A few 

mosques also celebrated gayarween in commemorating Abdul Qadir Jilani, the founder of the Qadiriya Sufi 

order. All these large gatherings were dominantly male events and the organisers of these religious bodies 

were men. 

                                                           
69 Gemeente Amsterdam, ‘Verkeerd verbonden: onderzoek naar belwinkels.’ July, 2003. According to this report these 
money laundering practices have been going on for ‘some years’, although they were dealt with only after the American 
government had requested the Dutch government to fight them actively in aftermath of 11 September 2001.  
70 Following CBS data more than 16,000 Pakistanis live in these three cities. 
71 Named after the former minister of integration and housing Vogelaar who categorised certain suburbs in the whole 
country that require special attention for recreation. 
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It was the UK and Pakistan based umbrella organisations of the Barelvi groups that played a 

significant role in the religious institutional formation within the Barelvis in the Netherlands. These networks 

however, were active among the Surinamese Muslims in the Netherlands, better known as Hindustani 

Muslims, who immigrated mostly in the mid 1970s. The arrival of Surinamese in the Netherlands caused a 

mushrooming of their religious organisations there. These Sunni organisations emerged from the conflict 

with the Ahmadiya religious groups, as they had already been in conflict in Suriname. Thus, the sectarian 

mobilisation of the Barelvi in the Netherlands, mostly among the Surinamese, was more against the Ahmadiya 

groups than against the Salafi or Deobandi groups, as we saw in the case of the UK. The Barelvis’ interaction 

with the umbrella organisations from the UK and Pakistan not only led to enormous polarisation of the 

Surinamese community due to mosque disputes about certain pir and personality conflicts around a religious 

centre. (Landman, 1992: 222-228). 

Since the Pakistanis in the Netherlands arrived relatively late compared to those in the UK, they were 

late in organising their own religious or social networks. In the early 1980s, they took up different initiatives 

within the Surinamese community to develop the religious institutions. Pakistanis share with the Surinamese 

community linguistic and religious attributes. Landman observed a certain disinterest among the Pakistanis in 

developing their institutions (Landman, 1992: 238-9). I observed that their diverse areas of origin and socio-

economic background acted as a hindrance in the emergence of certain collective actions to found a mosque 

or community centre. In addition, the earlier mosque initiators lacked the organisational skill. In contrast, 

their secular counterparts, who were mostly asylum seekers, succeeded in creating certain networks. Thus in 

the early 1980s there were a large number of political or ethnic based socio-cultural Pakistani organisations 

(Bano, 1988) that were led by the political dissidents. These organisations disappeared by the end of 1980s 

when many asylum seekers left the Netherlands due to the regime change in Pakistan. 

The earlier cooperation of the Pakistanis with the Surinamese led to some common initiatives for 

building mosques (Landman, 1992: 238). Examples of this cooperation are the Tayyaba mosque in 

Amsterdam- an initiative of the WIM headed by Pakistan based Noorani, and the Noerul Islam mosque in The 

Hague--- an initiative of the IMO, and where Pakistanis have remained active to this day. However, in the 

early 1980s certain initiatives arose among Pakistanis to build their own religious organisations. I observed 

two trends in establishing the Pakistani religious organisations in the Netherlands. The first trend is the 

Ghausia mosque in Amsterdam. Despite it having been part of the umbrella organisation of the WJAS in the 

UK, the mosque grew from a community effort, a process similar to many Surinamese mosques in the 

Netherlands. The Ghausia mosque in Amsterdam is associated with the WJAS, whereas the Al-Karram 

mosque, also in Amsterdam and founded in 1981, is affiliated to a religious network of a Pakistani jurist and 

Mufti pir Karram Azhari. Similarly, the Darul Islam mosque in The Hague, a Deobandi mosque, is unofficially 

related to the Tablighi Jama’at network. In the second trend, the two Pakistani mosques in Rotterdam were 
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founded as a result of a ‘community’ initiative. Their educated leadership succeeded in keeping the influence 

of umbrella organisations out of their domain. 

Pakistan Islamic Centre (PIC) Rotterdam (Qartaba mosque) 

It was in Rotterdam where first steps were taken to found a Pakistani mosque for which the people of the 

community had been yearning since 1978.72 As a result of this early initiative two mosques were planned, the 

first in Rotterdam’s centre, namely the Qartaba mosque or the Pakistan Islamic Centre (PIC).  The second 

mosque was intended to be established in the south of Rotterdam, namely the Ghausia mosque. The need for 

two mosques had been felt after the space available for the PIC turned out to be too small; moreover it was 

too far away for those people living in Rotterdam South. Thus it was decided to establish another mosque in 

the area of Fijnoord.73 These joint initiatives came into being through mutual understanding among the 

people living in two areas. The main figure behind these projects is Dr. Ginae--- an anaesthetist from Lahore, 

affiliated to the Dijkzigt hospital in Rotterdam. Another important figure is Malik Jamil, an entrepreneur, who 

owns Malik Eastern Food in Rotterdam and has been affiliated to the PIC from the very beginning. In 2008 

he was elected as a member of Pakistan National Assembly from the platform of the Pakistan Muslim 

League--- the party of Nawaz Sharif. A related distinguishing factor of these community projects was that 

they were not related to the pir networks or the broader Barelvi umbrella networks, as happened in the UK, 

or among some Pakistani Surinamese mosques in the Netherlands. Although the mosque’s congregation was 

the Barelvi followers, they kept the control of hiring an imam for example, instead of contacting the umbrella 

network. 

The Pakistan Islamic Centre (PIC), also called Qartaba mosque, was built in 1983 and it is located in a 

three storey building in the centre of Rotterdam. The mosque on the ground floor is furnished, white-washed 

with cream-coloured carpeting. Besides the usual religious and ritual activities, the mosque organises Quran 

classes for the children and Urdu lessons. The PIC is included in the platform of Muslim Organizations 

(SPIOR), which is a group of the Muslim organisations in Rotterdam and surrounding areas. “The Centre 

participates in the intercultural activities that the SPIOR organises”: says Ginae.74 The language classes for 

children are partially sponsored by the City council programme of OALT. In 2005 the PIC supported the 

foundation of a girls’ forum, dochteran-e Pakistan (daughters of Pakistan), to organise only women activities in 

the mosque, an action that could be seen as an effort to promote youth activities. Similarly the PIC also 

organises Quran reading classes for elderly Pakistani and Turkish women. 

The PIC functions as a Pakistani centre with an emphasis on religious activities. The prayer hall is at 

the first floor and there is also an event hall and a library, Iqbal Library, named after the Pakistani national 

                                                           
72 Interview Haji Rahman, 23-11-2003, Rotterdam. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Interview Ginae, 25-11-2003, Rotterdam.  
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poet Iqbal. The library holds books in both Urdu and English in the fields of Pakistani religion, history and 

culture. On the second floor is the hall which is used for the community activities and for meetings. The PIC 

organises activities that highlight the Pakistani national character, for example Pakistan day, or the annual 

commemoration of Jinnah, founder of Pakistan, and the poet Iqbal. Similarly, the activity Hall is decorated 

with the images of Jinnah and Iqbal, and on the Pakistan national day the Pakistani flag as well as the 

Netherlands flag hang on the wall. The images of Jinnah and Iqbal show that the PIC activities characterise 

the Muslim modernism that was the base of Pakistani nationalism. The Centre is also used as a place to 

organise social and community events like wedding receptions and election meetings for the local council. 

In Rotterdam the sectarian conflicts remained scarce due to an educated mosque body, which had a 

hold in the mosque, and thus barred the pir networks. The Ghausia mosque in Rotterdam once confronted a 

situation in which it might have been included into MQ network, but it was the affiliation of the imam with 

MQ that caused this conflict with the mosque administration. I discuss this topic in the next chapter. At the 

same time it is important to note a different composition of Pakistanis, from both rural and urban areas, that 

led to a different kind of organisational politics in the Netherlands. In the following section I present a note 

about the existence of the non-Barelvi religious institutes of Pakistanis in the Netherlands. 

A note on Tablighi Jam‘at, JI and Salafi initiatives 

Most Pakistanis in the Netherlands came from small towns or rural areas of Punjab with a dominant Barelvi 

tradition. One consequence of this is that they were not open to the Deobandi, Salafi and JI groups. Despite 

this, some Deobandi and Salafi institutions did emerge. Prominent among them are the Darul Islam 

mosque—a Deobandi group - and the Jam’at-e ahl-e Hadith both in The Hague. The JI phenomenon, as seen 

in the UK, is almost non-existent among the Pakistanis in the Netherlands. It has to do with the nature of JI 

constituency - educated, modernist and urbanised - that lies behind these initiatives in the UK (Lewis, 1994). 

This constituency was almost non-existent among the Pakistanis during their early stages of migration. 

There are individual cases of JI followers in the Netherlands but, they could not manage to develop 

organisational structures due to lack of resources. Consequently, they used to visit the Barelvi mosques and 

thus remain within the social structure of the Barelvi Islam. I met many such figures during a public gathering 

at the Noerul Islam mosque in The Hague in the summer of 2001. On that occasion, Qazi Hussain Ahmad, the 

president of the JI Pakistan, had been on an official visit to the Netherlands. During the visit Qazi Hussain 

Ahmad also met the Dutch officials in The Hague and visited the offices of Amnesty International and other 

NGOs in Amsterdam.  

The head of the JI could not visit the Netherlands in 2004 due to political changes in the 

Netherlands and across Europe. The Arab European League (AEL) -- a Muslim youth network that emerged 

in Belgium, and had branches in the Netherlands - invited Qazi Hussain Ahmad to their gatherings in the 

Netherlands and Belgium. However, due to the change in the political scene, particularly after the murder of 



516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer
Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018 PDF page: 90PDF page: 90PDF page: 90PDF page: 90

84 

 

Pim Fortuyn in the Netherlands, the Dutch government refused to grant him a visa. The AEL statement of 

14-05-04 blamed the ”Zionist Lobby in Belgium and in the Netherlands that forced the Dutch government to 

refuse his entry.”75 In its letter of 5 May 2004 to the minister Remkes of internal affairs, the CIDI, Israel 

Documentation and Information Centre, described Qazi Hussein Ahmad as “a Muslim extremist” leading a 

party that “propagates jihad with weapons”, and has links to Taliban and Al-Qaeda, and therefore is a  danger 

to the state’s security. The Dutch government mentioned certain vague security reasons for a visa refusal to 

Qazi Hussain Ahmad.76 JI’s support for the Taliban or the Kashmiri ‘freedom fighters’ had already been 

known before 2001, however the change in context of Dutch society in aftermath of the murder of Pim 

Fortuyn were the reasons for this refusal. 

An interesting aspect that I discovered from some of the followers of the JI, and from most of the 

Deobandis of the Darul Islam mosque in The Hague, was that most of the followers had emigrated twice in 

their lives: they or their elders had also migrated from India to Pakistan. These migration experiences gave 

them a different outlook to that of the rural based Barelvi migrants. In The Hague the Darul Islam mosque is 

one of three Pakistani mosques in the city. It was founded in 1982 and its founders belonged to the urban 

areas of Lahore. The mosque also hosted the groups of the Tablighi Jam’at (TJ), even though it is not a popular 

mosque among the Pakistanis in The Hague, as most of them visit MQ mosque or the Noerul Islam mosque 

run by the Surinamese.  The founder of the mosque told me that “we should develop and strengthen our iman 

or faith; and that will serve as the basis for a good Muslim in this society. We avoid politics and participation 

in the community gatherings as we do not want to be political”.77 He told me this while recalling the social 

and political engagement of the Pakistanis in The Hague. The mosque’s congregation is ethnically mixed, as it 

includes Moroccans and Somalis, who were also present in the TJ. This shows that the mosque congregations 

are more ideologically oriented with no specific emphasis on their ethnic origin. 

Similar to the TJ, the Salafi or Ahl-e Hadith is another Muslim group in the Netherlands that is mostly 

popular among Moroccans as well as individual Pakistanis or Surinamese who used to attend the Salafi 

institutes in Pakistan. One such Salafi initiative with Pakistani connections emerged from the specific religious 

or sectarian politics among the Surinamese. The Jamat-e Ahl-e Hadith, stichting siratul Islam is based in The 

Hague. ”Jam’at was started by my father”, mentioned Saoed Khaje who now runs the Islam Institute. “In the 

early days my father had been engaged in the Noerul Islam mosque, until a conflict arose on the issues of aqeeda 

or faith and my father decided to separate from them”.78 Later, as a young man, Saoed Khaje used to visit the 

Muslim Information Centre (MIC) in The Hague. Then his father sent him to a madrasa in Saudi Arabia, and 

following that to the newly founded Islamic University in Islamabad, Pakistan. It was during his stay in 

                                                           
75 Press Report, AEL, Saturday 14-05-2004. 
76 De Volkskrant, 17-05-2004. 
77 My talk with Hafiz Tahir Mahmood, The Hague, 08 November, 2003. 
78 My talk with Saoed Khaje, 24-07-2003, The Hague. 
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Islamabad that he participated in a newly developing Salafi project Al-Huda, run by Faraht Hashmi (Ahmad, 

2010), which is quite popular among prosperous urban circles and the overseas communities. 

On his return to the Netherlands Khadje began to organise his own network under the name of the 

Darul-Ilm or the Islamic Institute. Based in The Hague, the Islamic Institute arranged different courses on 

Islam, sharia, fiqh, jurisprudence or other theological based lessons throughout the Netherlands and Belgium.79 

‘We live in a non-Muslim country but our aim is to present Islamic knowledge to the general public, Muslims 

and non-Muslims. The majority of the participants are Moroccans and out of them women make up about 

80-90% of the participants’. In 2004 Khadje invited Hafiz Zubair Ahmad Zaheer, leader of the Markazi 

Jama’at Ahl-e Hadith, another name of Pakistani Salafis, of Pakistan, to the Netherlands. This visit was 

supervised by the Dutch security agencies.80 Since 2006, darul ilm has organised an annual Islamic Congress in 

major cities in the Netherlands. Prominent Salafi speakers from the Middle East, Europe and America have 

been invited to participate. Every year such a conference gets special media coverage due to the unique 

background of the speakers. Most of these congresses are attended by Moroccan participants, mostly youth 

and women. Despite its location in The Hague, the darul ilm has no known links with the Al-Sunnah mosque 

in there—the main Salafi network populated by the Moroccans. 

The case of the Netherlands indicates that the most of the Pakistani religious groups emerged as a 

local community initiatives under guidance of certain professional figures. A consequence of this was the least 

intervention of the Barelvi umbrella organisations or the pir-networks. It occurred in circumstances where the 

emerging community leaders were professionals and no longer interested in the sectarian or factional politics 

that we saw in the UK. Added to this was the relatively small number of Pakistanis and different sectarian 

groups could not get a foothold. Thus, we see a significant difference with the situation in the UK --- the 

absence of strongly organised Deobandi network in the Netherlands. Specific composition of the Pakistanis 

in the Netherlands, mostly rural and small town immigrants from the Punjab, was not receptive to the JI and 

Salafi groups, while the Deobandi institutes had only a nominal presence. 

3.4 MQ enters the stage 
The establishment of the Barelvi mosques in European countries, mostly in the UK, brought certain sectarian 

based politics into the emergent institutional landscape. The religious leaders of these mosques were invited 

and supported by emerging rising Muslim leadership in the UK who based their politics on biraderi  structures. 

However, gradually these religious leaders and their sponsors in the mosque bodies were challenged by a new 

generation of Barelvis and by second and third generations who were dissatisfied with the sectarian-based 
                                                           
79 My talk with Saoed Khaje, 24-07-2003, The Hague.. 
80http://www.aivdkennisbank.nl/jaarverslag/aDU1383_Pakistaanse_en_Indiase_gemeenschap.aspx, page 39, accessed 
April 2005. 
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politics. The growing frustration created an attraction to the transnational religious groups. Some of these 

were more extremist Muslim youth organisations and movements, such as Hizb ut-Tahrir and the Salafi da`wa 

that dominated public discourse on university campuses and the public sphere in general. They were attractive 

because they projected the image of modernity and they interacted with the youth. The young people might 

find more comfort in their own cultural environment; however knowledge about these modern (and not 

specifically South Asian) movements has made them aware of the inadequacy of traditional Barelvi attitudes. 

In those circumstances should we understand the choice for the non-extremist alternative like MQ, because 

on the one hand MQ was embedded in broader Barelvi mix--- described in previous sections, while at the 

same time it also broke with these religious patterns. 

Those Barelvis who joined MQ ranks had been influenced by the call of the Mustafavi Revolution as 

defined by MQ. Within the overseas communities this revolution was translated into new activism, religious 

organisation and community formation. MQ defined itself beyond the closed context of sectarian politics and 

presented itself in terms of a Muslim brotherhood or ummah. Organised by means of transnational lines 

through use of modern media and forms of activism, MQ created a new passion among the traditional 

Barelvis. The people engaged with the discourse of MQ and in return MQ provided them new instruments - 

both ideological and organisational - to actively establish new networks in their areas. This new religiously 

activism was played in the public arena in which the prevailing discourse was determined by Islamists and 

Reformists. In the early period, MQ emulated the practices of the Islamist and the Reformist organisation and 

dissemination. 

To counter the activism of these groups, in her next step MQ went beyond the traditional Barelvis 

frame of reference and searched for a coalition of the neo-traditionalists in the UK context. MQ looked for 

active cooperation with other traditional groups in order to develop the public positions of the traditionalist 

in the UK context. In this sense, a neo-traditionalist platform along multi-ethnic lines emerged, defining their 

position by focusing on the issues of the Muslims within the UK and the Netherlands. They provided a 

counter-argument to the extremists and to other political activist groups, and thus they also received 

encouragement from the British government. MQ became a new voice to articulate how traditional Islam had 

defined itself through local contexts. 

New activism --- emulating and contesting 

Besides carrying a new message, MQ introduced new organisational and mobilisation techniques within the 

overseas communities which differentiated them from the earlier Barelvi groups. In doing this, MQ, as in 

Pakistan, followed the lead of other religious groups in order to bring about religious mobilisation for its 

organisational actions. Moreover, it broke the inwardly directed orientation of the Barelvis and sought to 

work with the local institutions and participated in the public debates. It, thus gave these followers the 

confidence to act within the broader society and the interfaith programmes. This activism meant a local 



516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer
Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018 PDF page: 93PDF page: 93PDF page: 93PDF page: 93

87 

 

ideological grounding of the traditional Muslims institutions in Europe, marking an end to the myth of return 

among the Muslim communities across Europe. 

MQ introduced the term 'dawa' into the traditional thinking in which ulama, madrasa and her 

audiovisual publications were presented as the means of spreading religious teachings. In this respect, MQ 

adopted the techniques of the modern missionary movements. For this dawa, MQ also introduced modern 

audiovisual and printed materials. These audiovisual instruments had already been used by certain exile 

groups or individuals to communicate their message to their constituency. The great influence on the Iranian 

public of video cassettes of Khomeini during his exile in Paris is well documented (Srebery-Mohammadi and 

Mohammad, 1994). Among the South Asian groups, the Ahmaddiya Jam’at appropriated this when its 

leadership, banned and expelled from Pakistan in the 1980s, chose the modern audiovisual and electronic 

media to keep its connections with its followers. Similar to the Islamists JI, MQ followed this lead and 

introduced it into the traditional Barelvis as part of its dawa techniques. These materials were a new 

instrument of the modernist Islamic movements (Eikelman and Anderson, 1999), and were more accessible 

than the thick books mostly used by the traditional groups. The term dawa --Islam is to be active- relates to 

activist Islam, thus making tradition serve in active politics. 

Another transformation which was brought into the traditional organisation by MQ was the 

introduction of the concept of Idara or institute or centre. The name Idara refers to an emphasis on the 

educational aspect. The mosque traditionally had served that purpose, but the stress on the new concept of 

Idara replaced the domain of the traditional mosque. The Idara became a place of worship - an educational 

institute, a centre for social and cultural activities - a place to take action for further social engagement. 

Contrary to the traditional Barelvis, MQ encouraged the involvement of the youth and women in the 

activities of the Idara by creating subsidiary networks of the MYL and MWL, Minhaj youth and women league 

respectively. In chapter three and six I introduce the family approach which MQ adopted to get the whole 

family involved in MQ network, and the home became the first space for religious mobilisation and 

indoctrination provided by MQ. 

The necessity of introducing these spaces occurred in an atmosphere in which the issues of the 

involvement of the youth and women in the mosque was becoming significant within the British Muslim 

context, as these groups missed their religious role within the existing Muslim institutions (Lewis, 1994). The 

traditional Muslim groups were slow to involve the youth groups in their structures, while the traditional 

ulama were not taken seriously by the youth due to their insufficient proficiency in English and Arabic 

(Lewis, 1994). This led to the situation in which the youth was attracted to groups such as, Hizbul Tahrir (HT). 

In these circumstances, the traditional institutions were under internal pressure to allow the youth groups into 

their ranks. The Barking mosque administration included sons or sons-in-laws in the administration to deal 

with these issues; however, many Barelvi mosques still discourage the organisation of youth activities on their 
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premises. Although MQ fulfilled these needs, it also felt obliged to do this in order to compete with the 

Islamists counterparts. Consequently, the emphasis was on, as a young MQ follower in London formulated it, 

the transfer from the ‘knowledge of classical Islam’ to daily life. 

The youth involvement in MQ thus occurred where the Barelvi followers were losing their youth to 

the Islamist, the Salafi and Reformist. These last groups presented Islam in a systematic way, and were more 

successful in providing religious educational institutes for the next generations compared to the Barelvis 

(Geaves, 2000). It is in this context we should look at MQ organisational activities and doctrinal 

dissemination in the UK. After the foundation of MQ Idara in London, MQ organised a ‘European Camp for 

the Muslim Youth’ in London in august 1995, inviting young people from all over Europe. “Such a Camp 

was successful as it answered a lot of bickering going on from other sectarian groups in East London, and a 

lot of youth used to visit these sects”, remembers Rafiq, a youth member at the time. ‘During the Camp, 

Qadri sahib held an open question-answer session for the youth in which the youth were free to ask questions 

concerning the issues of aqeeda (faith) and life as young Muslim”.81 In a gathering the following year MQ 

youth invited Omar Bakri, president of the HT, and later that of al-Mohajiroon, who enjoyed influence among 

the youth. In this meeting, Qadri asked Omar Bakri to join MQ, while other sources told me that it was a 

debate between Qadri and Omar Bakri in which Qadri challenged the grounds of religious knowledge of 

Omar Bakri. Thus, the debate led to ‘enhancing Qadri’s authority in the eyes of many among the youth’, 

according to MQ followers.82 

Another distinguishing factor of MQ as compared to the traditional Barelvi was that MQ provided 

the youth with religious knowledge in English. The YMUK, the youth wing of the UK Islamic Mission, had 

already published a journal, Trends.  There was no alternative voice in English for the Barelvi groups. 

Considering the need for proliferating the position of traditional scholarship, MQ youth started their 

newsletters after the establishment of the Idara in London. They first initiated the Minhaj Bulletin, which was a 

short newsletter for youngsters. In 1996 a member of the MYL started a two monthly magazine, Revival from 

Sheffield that also targeted the youth. These magazines, written in English, aimed at filling the lack of 

traditional Islamic knowledge among the youth. Through these initiatives, as well as through the broader 

social and religious activities for the youth at the Idara, MQ targeted these neglected groups among the 

Barelvis institutions such as the Barking mosque. Besides addressing the needs of the youth for traditional 

knowledge, MQ brought its message and the scope of its activities to a broader social environment. 

Public version of traditional Islam 

                                                           
81 My talk with Rafiq, 18 August, 2004, London. 
82 My talk with Rafiq, Ibid. For Omar Bakri see Ermete Mariani ‘Cuber-fatwas, sermons, and media campaigns: Amr 
Khaled and Omar Bakri Muhammad in search of new audiences’, in Producing Islamic Knowledge: Transmission and 
dissemination in Western Europe. Edited by Martin van Bruinessen and Stefano Allievi. London: Routledge. 2011. P. 
142-168.  
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The Rushdie Affair and the Gulf War put the Muslims, and especially the UK Muslims, in a peculiar position. 

The incidents of book burning and the slogan ”death to Rushdie” led to British Muslims, as well as Muslims 

in Europe, being portrayed as ”fundamentalists (Lewis, “1994: 4-5) by mainstream media. However, it was 

the Barelvis who were visible during the Rushdie Affair and their demonstrations were ‘an hour of simple 

devotion’ (Modood, 1990: 156). Instead of calling the Barelvi position ‘fundamentalist’, Modood called their 

populist anger an ‘ethical movement’ (Modood, 1990). Taking into consideration their politics and their 

history in the UK, Modood emphasised their ‘accommodation when it comes to politics’. Following these 

observations, I consider that the political activism of MQ is a new face of the public prominence of the 

Barelvis in the UK. 

In 1992 Qadri visited East London and made a speech at East Ham Town Hall. Many followers of 

MQ remembered the speech as an event that led to their deeper involvement with MQ in London. A 

youngster remembered it as a huge gathering that raised the status of Qadri-- I thought that he is something. 

This event, and the earlier Wembley Conference, indicated a shift in the approach of the traditional scholars 

who chose more public arenas for their politicised message. In this case, Qadri chose a platform at the 

Council Hall, for the wider and broader public in addition to the limited Barelvis or the regular visitors of a 

mosque. This line of activism was seen earlier in Pakistan where MQ had already approached the wider 

intelligentsia, such as teachers, lawyers, bureaucratic institutions and the military. Doing this in a similar 

fashion to that of JI before him, Qadri deviated from the mosque based gatherings of the traditional Barelvis. 

Similarly, in August of 1994 at the inaugural ceremony of the Idara in London, MQ invited the religious 

leaders of churches and temples in the area, beside the members of local councils and MPs. It demonstrated 

confidence in regard to other religious groups and the willingness to engage the broader spectrum of social 

actors for its networks. 

A more profound effort to raise a voice in a public debate occurred through the launching of a new 

initiative of Al-Hidaya - guidance - in the UK. MQ encouraged all its affiliates from the European countries to 

participate in this initiative. The annual event Al-Hidaya – a spiritual and educational retreat became an effort 

to further institutionalise MQ in the British society and the European Muslim debate. For this major 

organisational and educational event different networks of MQ in Europe had been mobilised to participate. 

The focus of the Al-Hidaya was to lead the Muslim youth on a ”spiritual journey or quest with the thirst for 

knowledge and in search of classical and authentic teachings of our beloved Rasul”.83 In this respect, the 

youth were specifically invited to be depicted as “being in the company of a living sheikh”. These annual 

events were held in the UK countryside, in places such as, Heythrop Park in Oxfordhsire or in Shropshire. 

The speakers invited to the gatherings were both traditional scholars from the Middle East and South Asia, as 

well as neo-traditional thinkers. Efforts were made to invite the local academics, media and social activists to 
                                                           
83 www.alhidaya.co.uk accessed 10 June 2005. 
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speak in an atmosphere of dialogue between the communities. The issues that were addressed were tassawuf 

and aqeeda, namely, the ideology and philosophy of MQ and dawa. 

The focus of Al-Hidaya shifted from religious education and spiritual training of the Muslims in 

Europe to the issues of ‘extremism’ and ‘Muslim youth’ after the London bombings. In the following years, 

MQ initiated programmes that echoed the government initiatives of de-radicalisation policies for Muslim 

youth. Thus a recurring theme in the Al-Hidaya event was to combat radical Islam that would play a major 

role in counteracting the root of Islamic radicalism and promoting peace and mutual understanding in 

Britain.84 MQ started to engage in the public debate on Muslim issues, and in doing so became a sustained 

critic of the existing Muslim organisations holding extremist views. Significant in this regard was the 

publication of the Fatwa against Extremism by Qadri in 2010, which was an effort to make MQ an alternative 

of non-extremist Islam through the Barelvi platform. 

The establishment of the Idara in London led to regular visits there of the traditional ulama and 

spiritual sheikhs from the UK and outside. Similarly, through the Al-Hidaya initiative MQ formally invited the 

traditional scholars into this newly created network. In the beginning it was called spiritual retreat for the 

youth; however, in the aftermath of the London bombing it was called an anti-terrorist camp. One of the 

regular visitors in the Camp was a traditional Sufi sheikh from Syria and an Oxford University professor of 

Islamic studies, Abdul Hakeem Murad. He had been described as the most influential person within British 

Islam and had received wide support from the Muslim youth.85 Similarly, other converts were invited to the 

youth gatherings in the Idara, which showed that MQ was utilising the network of personalities, institutions 

and resources available to traditional Islam in the UK. In this sense MQ contributed to the emergence of a 

multiethnic, multinational anti-fundamentalist alliance of neo-traditional groups in the UK. 

3.5 Conclusion 
I have given an account of the Pakistani migration and earlier trends in the emergence of the religious 

institutions among the Pakistanis in the UK and the Netherlands. Barelvis are a majority among South Asian 

Muslims in Britain; however, they were largely unorganised, unlike the Deobandis, with their schools and 

associations, and the JI in the UK. Thus we saw a situation in which the early mosque leadership emerged 

from these groups, although the mosque followers were the Barelvis. With the arrival of families and children, 

the Barelvis saw the need of mosques that could fulfil their specific religious needs. It was the time that new 

religious groups, imported from Pakistan, emerged among them. These groups had certain sectarian focus 

with anti-Salafi and anti-Reformist agendas. These sectarian politics among the Barelvis worked in 

collaboration with the emerging local political leaders who supported and throve on factional politics. These 

                                                           
84 See Al-Hidaya Press Release 17 August 2006, and also BBC Online, 25-08-2006. 
85 http://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/profiles/timothy-winter-britains-most-influential-muslim--and-it-was-
all-down-to-a-peach-2057400.html  
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faction based leaders dealt with multicultural politics in which they represented their ‘community’. Such 

communitarian politics in the UK was built along colonial lines (Baumann, 1996). 

A similar political constellation, one that could provide a platform for the upwardly mobile elite of 

the ethnic organisations, was absent in the Netherlands. There a predominantly professional elite in the 

religious institutions of the Pakistanis was to ensure that sectarian politics could not prevail within their 

institutions. The specific composition of the Pakistanis in the Netherlands, mostly from rural and small town 

communities in Punjab, was not receptive to the JI and Salafi groups, while there is a nominal presence of 

Deobandi institutions. As a consequence, we did not see a fierce anti-sectarian politics among the Pakistani 

organisations in the Netherlands. 

The sectarian politics in the UK caused disillusionment among the Barelvi followers, thus making 

room for MQ. With their anti-sectarian message, MQ appeared to offer them a more modern form of 

organisation and a more modern discourse, which used many of the same terms as the more Islamist 

movements, At the same time they retain, and gave a convincing defence of, traditional Sufi practices and 

cultural forms from their own tradition. This provided a new kind of activism to those Barelvi followers who 

were exasperated by the sectarian-based politics of the Barelvis and they joined the ranks of MQ. Moreover, 

MQ in the Netherlands promoted its discourse in the public sphere--- something that it shares with its 

counterpart in the UK, although in the latter case that occurred in competition with the Reformist and 

Islamists groups. Thus MQ not only emulates some of the terminology of more Islamist groups and 

movements, as described in chapter two, but also their pattern of organisation. It promoted the Sufi-based 

discourse, along with the patterns of modernity, reasoning, and in an organised manner. How that occurred in 

practice, I will deal in the next chapter. 
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4. MQ in the UK: change in tradition 

4.1 Introduction 
This chapter deals with the founding and structure of MQ in the UK and is based on my fieldwork conducted 

during my stay in London in 2004-05. During my fieldwork Qadri visited the UK a couple of times and all his 

visits caused great enthusiasm among his followers who thronged to the airport to receive him. On that 

occasion the status and the kind of charisma he has for his followers was clearly observable. I was one of the 

entourage that received Qadri during his visit to the UK. As part of his visit to the European networks of 

MQ, Qadri came to England in August 2004. His followers in London had been preparing to receive him at 

Heathrow for a long time. There were about 150 men and women awaiting him on arrival. They came from 

different parts of the UK, from Bristol to Manchester, to receive their qaid-e mohtaram. Many of them were 

dressed in suits, while others were in their starched shalwar qameez, some wearing a multicoloured skullcap. 

Some also carrying bouquets of flowers and a few followers were carrying small baskets with rose petals. 

Qaid-e mohtram, who was wearing a shalwar qameez with a coloured skullcap, came out of the arrival hall 

carrying his luggage. He walked through the rows of waiting people while his followers watched him from a 

distance with anxious eyes. Some young men could not wait any longer and they ran towards him and kissed 

his hands, bringing their hands to their eyes. Then the people formed a long queue and he met everybody, 

one after another; he exchanged some words with elders and kissed the children standing in the row. Then he 

went towards the women, about 40 of them, who were standing in a corner in the hall.  Some were in 

traditional shalwar qameez with dopata (a loose headscarf), others were in hijab while some were in niqab (facial 

covering). He talked to them for a moment. Then some followers had their photographs taken with their 

beloved leader. One of his followers beside me remarked, ”how beautiful he is looking”, while another 

commented on his new cap. He gave some instructions to the people surrounding him and then he left in a 

pajero belonging to the president of MQ in London. 

These were the usual scenes at Heathrow Airport whenever the sheikh, the founder of MQ, came to 

the UK. MQ in London had especially announced his arrival in the daily Jang and other local ethnic print 

media. As a result of this organised campaign a large number of people, young and old, men and women, 

from London and those from the north of England, had arrived to receive their sheikh. All the branches of 

MQ in the UK made sure there was someone present on the occasion. The absence of any office bearer or 

the representative of a network raised eyebrows among the organising body of MQ. That this occurred 

illustrates not only the existence of a broader MQ network in the UK, and the love of its members for their 

leader, but also a certain level of discipline and control that the movement maintains over its followers. 

The reception of Qadri shows that MQ has developed a broad and solid support among traditional 

Barelvis, who are commonly perceived as an inert group. The establishment of these networks however, was 

not a smooth process and MQ in the UK has gone through conflicts of interests among its followers before 
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the founding of a certain discourse within the movement. As a result, MQ in the UK took a specific position 

in regard to its role among the Muslims in the UK and the charisma of Qadri has played a role in developing 

and determining this position. This is an aspect on which this chapter will focus while dealing with new 

methods of religious organisation and communication, and social activism within MQ institutions. 

This chapter deals first with the group of early pioneers who joined MQ mission with the promise of 

revolution. For these pioneers, MQ sounded different from the existing Barelvi institutions in its desire to 

work on the issues of the next generation, mostly related to education. Within the very first decade of MQ’s 

foundation in London a split occurred with regard to the future course of the movement: it was between 

those who wanted to strengthen the movement at the local level and those who wanted to maintain its strong 

link with Pakistan. MQ’s choice for the latter group, as I will describe next, led to a shift in MQ leadership. 

The new leadership was dominated by the group that I call the ‘imported husbands’ who figured prominently 

in MQ body. In order to describe the structure of the Idara I will focus on the family-based approach that the 

movement adopted to involve the whole family in its missionary work. Within the local structure of MQ 

network the executive body, consisted predominantly of ‘imported husbands’, dominated the minhajians who 

acted as amir of MQ. 

4.2 Engagement and differentiation in the UK: pioneers and disputes 
Qadri started visiting the UK in the 1980s at the time he was establishing the movement in Pakistan. During 

these journeys he visited existing mosque organisations and circles which belonged to his friends from 

Lahore, such as the leader of the earlier Barelvi mosque in Norway, Abdul Aziz Chisti. In the 1970s they had 

both been active within the ATI, the student wing of the JUP. Qadri was also invited to Denmark by his 

friend from Lahore, Ishfaq Sheikh.86 These visits were meant to make people familiar with MQ’s message 

with the aim of developing the network of MQ in the future. The point of his message was that ‘constructing 

mosques and madrasa is not enough: we have to re-vitalise the message of the Prophet for the next 

generation in this society. We have to do this in revolutionary terms’.87 In order to create a niche for himself 

among traditional followers Qadri sought the support of traditional authorities among the Barelvis. One of 

these was Tahir Allauddin, a descendent of Abdul Qadir Jilani, who as pir of Qadri had earlier inaugurated the 

Idara Minhajul Quran in Pakistan. Tahir Allauddin was also one of the important participants invited to the 

Kunzul Iman or Hijaz Conference in London. Young Tahirul Qadri accompanied Allaudin Tahir and he also 

gave a speech at the Conference. Ultimately, he not only introduced MQ to the broader Barelvi public in the 

UK, but also presented the movement with the help of an important figure of the Qadiriya Sufi order, and 

thus linked MQ with a distinguished authority (Athar, 1999: 86). 

                                                           
86 Ishfaq Shaikh was crucial in founding MQ centre in Copenhagen. My talk with Ishfaq Shaikh, 04-3-2003, Copehagen. 
87 Cassette, Speech of Tahirul Qadri, London, 1985. 



516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer
Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018 PDF page: 100PDF page: 100PDF page: 100PDF page: 100

94 

 

After the introductory visits of Qadri, MQ organised a huge event at the Wembley conference centre 

in London in order to initiate its religious manifesto in Europe. Popularly known as The London Conference, 

MQ organised the International Islamic Conference on 18th of June 1988. It was a diverse gathering, including 

various ulama, pir and intellectuals from the sub-continent, as well as Arab and African scholars. At the event, 

chaired by Tahir Allauddin, there were other prominent speakers, including Yousuf Al-Rifa’i, a Kuwaiti 

religious minister, Ahmad Deedat, a South Africa based Muslim scholar, known for his religious polemics, 

and a French scholar Mauric Bucaille, known for his Islam and science project. Thus the event reflected a 

mobilisation for a dialogue of international participants where the prominence of Islam was manifested for an 

overwhelmingly Barelvi constituency. 

Wearing the Jinnah cap---following Jinnah founder of Pakistan, the cap projected an image of 

modernist Muslim although later it is adopted earnestly by wider Pakistani religious intelligentsia - Qadri 

presented the message of the Minhajul Quran in revolutionary terms. Claiming that his message is based on the 

Quranic philosophy of revolution, he said:  

‘the base of it would be three points A) ilmi and fikri inqilaab (educational and ideological 
revolution, its practical picture is the Minhaj University that combines the religious and 
worldly education to prepare young Muslim who can face the challenges of the present time. 
In foreign countries its implementation would be to prepare new syllabus in MQ Idara 
according to the local needs; B) moral and spiritual revolution, MQ will organise locally and at 
its foreign centres the events of spiritual training on the lines of Islamic tassawuf (spiritualism); 
and C) economic and social revolution to create a just and equal society on the lines of idea of 
mo’akhat’e medina, justice of Medina. The practical step in this regard is the creation of Minhaj 
Welfare Society. All these objectives of the movement will work for the creation of an 
‘Islamic Commonwealth’.’88 

During the Wembley Conference MQ gave its message to revive the Muslim renaissance; it was presented not 

in sectarian terms, but it was meant for the whole Muslim ummah, and consequently transcending the 

traditional Barelvi circles. The Muslim cause was taken out of the local context to address the wider issue of 

the condition of the Muslims. In the contributions of different speakers the traditional Muslims saw 

themselves part of a united ummah that is linked through the transnational structures. The choice of speakers 

showed that MQ did not shy away from sharing its platform with the speakers of a broader background. 

Moreover, it presented a public manifestation of Muslim identity to which the usual followers of its 

constituency were not exposed. These aspects led to further enhancing the authority of MQ among the 

Barelvis in the UK who were disillusioned with the local religious elite and its sectarian politics. They went on 

to organise MQ networks locally. Similar is the case the establishment of the early network of MQ in the 

Barking mosque London. The cooperation of MQ with the Barking mosque illustrates the occurrence of 

engagement and differentiation of MQ with the Barelvi mosques. 

                                                           
88 Speech in Wembley Hall. See also the book Tahirul Qadri, Qurani falsifa-e inqilab (Quran’s philosophy of revolution). 
P474-481. Lahore: MQ Publications.1999. 
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MQ and the Barking mosque 

The Barking mosque is not an MQ mosque; however it acted as the first platform of MQ in establishing itself 

in the UK. This mosque is located in the borough Barking and Dagenham bordering eastern Newham. It is a 

red-brick purpose-built mosque, with its high minarets and green dome, making it a visible structure from a 

distance. Located on an area of 6,000 meter square, it has its own parking place, albeit small for the size of the 

congregation attending on Fridays or Eid-days. The mosque, built as a community project, was constructed in 

1986 at its present location. ‘We searched and moved to many small places in search of a proper location’, 

told me Haji Sidiq, one of the founders of the mosque who moved to London in the 1950s. 

Haji Sidiq, a Kashmiri from Mirpur, was inspired by the young Qadri during the Hijaz Conference 

and he later helped to organise the London Conference. As a result his mosque became a centre of MQ: ‘it 

often organised the events at the Barking mosque’, remembered Haji Sidiq. After some time MQ posted an 

imam, a MQ University graduate, to the Barking mosque: ‘we had a problem finding a good imam. Different 

imams came here and left after some time”, he told me. The visits of Qadri, together with the ‘conversion’ of 

people like Haji sahib, led to the rise of MQ network in the area. The print and audiovisual material were 

stored and distributed from this mosque. The personal charisma of Qadri caused certain sentiments within 

this generation: Haji Sidiq called his grandson, Tahir, ‘after Professor Sahib’. The devotion to Qadri and the 

cooperation with MQ went even further. In the 1990s MQ launched its educational and welfare projects in 

Pakistan and Qadri’s UK visits were also fund-raising tours for these projects. As Haji Sidiq told me 

reluctantly, “I myself collected hundreds of pounds for the educational and welfare activity of the movement 

in Pakistan. I even used to distribute the video speeches of Qadri”.89 This cooperation between the Barking 

mosque and MQ provided a pattern that could be observed in other Barelvi mosques across the UK. 

I went to the Barking mosque to meet Haji Sidiq. I found him sitting on the chair behind a table 

inside the entrance. This time, he was less reluctant to talk about the background to MQ’s relationship with 

the mosque. He said: 

‘I was a great admirer of MQ and Allama Qadri. Before the building of Idara his annual 
gatherings used to take place in this mosque. We got a number of MQ scholars as imam in 
this mosque....  (Even) once we had both imams from MQ University graduates. It was 
during that period that certain things happened due to which we took distance from MQ.’ 

The Barking mosque is run by a trust consisting of seven members, including Haji sahib and his son. Taking 

into account the many services that the Barking mosque gave MQ and considering the involvement of Haji 

Sidiq with MQ, MQ proposed to the Barking mosque administration that it should become affiliated formally 

into its network. However, other members of the Barking mosque management objected to this. As Haji 

Sidiq said: 

                                                           
89 My talk with Haji Sidiq, 20-04-2004, London. 
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‘On our objections to this Qadri sahib invited us to Lahore; we went there. I was 
accompanied by Khan sahib(another trustee who was not a member of MQ) who put our 
objections in less discreet words that Qadri sahib did not like. Qadri sahib even refused to 
listen to us. On this Khan and other people said that ‘he does not listen to you and you are 
moving towards him’.  Later on we decided to take a distance from the movement. We asked 
MQ ulama if they wanted to stay in the mosque. One of them (Barkati) decided to stay while 
the other left.’ 

The followers of MQ in London considered it a betrayal on the part of Haji sahib when he could not make a 

sacrifice for the sake of the movement. However, Haji Sidiq sees it as an attempt on the part of MQ to 

occupy- qabza karna - the mosque’s project that Haji Sidiq had developed with the efforts of the neighbouring 

Muslim community. Thus the organisational interaction with MQ left the memory of a bitter experience for 

Haji Sidiq who was no longer engaged with MQ. “I still respect Qadri sahib, he is a great scholar, however, I 

do not want to have anything with the Minhajul Quran”, concluded Haji Sidiq. The imam of the mosque, 

Barkati, is an MQ University graduate; however he was no longer affiliated to MQ, as he told me during a 

talk. 

It is the second time that a conflict among the followers of the management was described in terms 

of qabza. In the earlier incident, mentioned previously, the Medina mosque emerged following the qabza of 

the Barelvis of the rival group’s mosque; however, that incident was due to a conflict along sectarian lines. In 

this case the attempts of occupation or qabza occurred among the followers of the same sect. In fact, this 

internal schism was a boundary making process through which MQ distinguished itself from the traditional 

Barelvis. 

The case of the Barking mosque demonstrates that it was certainly not easy for MQ to get foothold 

in the UK. Its global message was accepted by a Barelvi audience, but the local networks of the Barelvis 

running along the biraderi structures were not easily breached. Its attempt to incorporate the existing 

structures into its network was perceivded as ‘an occupation’ by these mosque associations, while MQ 

described that as a betrayal by its followers. While this gives us a glimpse of the circumstances in which MQ 

engaged and differentiated itself from the broader Barelvi structure in the UK, these interactions led to the 

creation a base on which MQ built its structure. 

Founding the Idara 

The London Conference added to the reputation of Qadri as a religious scholar among the Barelvis in the 

UK. This new religious authority inspired many early entrants to MQ who helped to create MQ networks in 

Europe. A significant aspect of the new entrants, who came from the first generation of Barelvi followers, 

was that they were budding entrepreneurs who otherwise were not inclined to any Islamic body. These first 

generation Barelvi followers sponsored the early networks of MQ in the UK. However, they differed from 

their first generation Barelvi colleagues with regard to their educational background and their orientation: they 

were disillusioned with the Barelvi ulama, who were appealing to the specific sensibilities of a people who 
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were, as Modood called them, ”a semi-industrialised, newly urbanised working class that is only one 

generation away from the rural peasantry” (1990: 145). Belonging to an oral tradition, for this group, as Lewis 

puts it, sound rather than sight is crucial for transmission of their religious tradition (Lewis, 1994: 77). 

Qadri appealed to this disgruntled group as he brought a new style that introduced subtle differences 

into Barelvi tradition. Foremost was the technique of argumentation, minimal use of (Punjabi) poetry to 

boost one’s argument, and an emphasis on argumentative persuasion rather than merely emotional charm. 

Here it would be appropriate to take the example of Haji Aslam as a case study of the earlier first generation 

entrants into MQ. A Kashmiri from Kotli, Haji Aslam was one of the few people in his village who attended 

college before moving to London. He migrated to London in the early 1960s and has run a meat business in 

Green Street for the last three decades. As he told me, he participated in the mosque activities in East Ham 

prior to joining MQ. He had many anecdotes about the visiting pir or spiritual leaders during this period while 

he was with the East Ham mosque: 

‘Once a young pir came to the mosque and my friends invited us for a gathering in a house. When I 
went there I saw him sitting on a sofa while all other people were sitting on the ground. I asked him 
why he was not sitting on the ground like the other people, while many buzurg, elderly people, were 
sitting on the ground.’ 

Haji Aslam called these relationships a false spirituality: If he sat on the ground like the others, they might 

have really respected him. These incidents of the pir networks and the general situation in the existing Barelvi 

mosques disappointed Haji Aslam. These were also the times when the British debate about Islam was 

preoccupied with the Rushdie Affair. 

Haji Aslam belonged to the generation that entered after the Wembley Conference. He remembers: 

“He (Qadri) gave us a slogan of revolution, and I said labbaik (yes) we will work for the revolution”.  Haji 

Aslam told me his experience after participating in the Wembley Conference. On the nature of revolution he 

said: “The idea for us was to see how we can transmit our Islamic and cultural values to the next generation. 

He (Qadri) gave us the message that we will bring a revolution through educational and spiritual activities. 

You know we had these pirs regularly visiting, and actually we were fed up with them, as they only come here 

to make money. He (Qadri) was a young and educated religious leader. I was impressed by him”. Later Haji 

Aslam became the first president of MQ in the UK in 1990: “Qadri himself nominated me”, he boasted. His 

shop remained a distribution centre of MQ literature and audiovisual material for some time. ‘I used to 

distribute MQ literature throughout the UK’, he recounted with a smile on his face. 

For people like Haji Aslam, the Pakistani religious organisations were a source of their social 

engagement. Haji Aslam sees the religious institutions as a form of community building in the new migrant 

setting. Nevertheless we should not overemphasise this messianic search among the dejected Barelvis during 

this period as there were financially well-established people who were actively sought by the movement. 

Within MQ one finds people whose religious activity was minimal prior to their active approach by MQ. Such 
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is the case with Haji Younas, who runs a fashion store in Bethnal Green and who previously owned a cotton 

mill in Green Street. ‘Haji sahib was not that religious person before entering MQ, he had hired a lot of Sikh 

people in his factory, and he was hardly distinguishable from them while working with them’, joked a follower 

of MQ, ”it is the blessing of MQ that his life is now totally changed”, he added. Haji Younas however, 

became one of the key figures in MQ structure in East London. The earlier weekly zikr programme, meetings 

and milaad were held at his mill, while the audiovisual material of MQ was stored in one part of the factory. 

Later he helped to buy the Idara building, and as a result he was made one of the trustees of the Idara. The 

other two trustees were Haji Aslam and Waheed (a fictive name), a local Pakistani leather business tycoon. 

With generous contributions from these trustees, MQ purchased the present building of the Idara, 

.90 To raise this amount MQ involved financially 

established members of the Pakistani diaspora in the network-- a conscious approach on the part of MQ 

leadership. That puts MQ on a different footing from the traditional Barelvis. Traditionally the mosques are 

dependent on the weekly, monthly or occasional contributions of its congregation. In this case, missionary 

zeal and more client relations between the leadership and the followers played a key role in building the Idara. 

This created an impression, observable during my talk with the director of MQ in Manchester,91 that Qadri 

wanted only wealthy members of the community in the movement. However, another follower, a taxi-driver 

now living in Birmingham, dismissed the implication, saying” some people wrongly said that Qadri visits only 

ameer or wealthy members of the movement”, adding his memory of Qadri once also visiting his home.92 

These first generation Barelvis and their families built the network of the movement in London and they 

invited Qadri to inaugurate the Idara building in 1994. The event was presented as a multireligious and 

multiethnic happening to which representatives of other religious groups, local politicians and community 

leaders were invited.93 

The signboard above the building of the Idara describes it as Idara Minhajul Quran --mosque and centre, 

both in Urdu and English, mentioning also the founder and chief patron Dr Tahirul Qadri. The use of word 

Idara, or institute, refers to the change of function of the mosque. On my query regarding using the word 

Idara instead of mosque, the local amir replied, ‘historically the mosque should be a centre of religious as well 

as social and educational activities.’ Through this change in name and function the Idara has hosted social 

activities and provided space for women's activities. The signboard did not mention the name of the school 

or sect of the mosque, as is normally the case among the traditional Barelvi mosques in the UK. Previously 

the board had MQ logo showing a globe with a book on two crossed swords. The swords were replaced with 

two feathers in 1994 when the movement gave preference to education and omitted the theme of jihad from 

                                                           
90 Talk with Arshad Munir, 22-07-2004, London. 
91 Talk with Shahid Baber, 23 August 2002, Manchester. 
92 Talk with Arshad Munir, 22-07-2004, London. 
93 Talk with Mashkoor, 12-06-2004, London. 
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its objectives.94 However, some members were not happy with the decision of MQ and considered it 

undemocratic as well as a deviation from the original mission of the movement.95 

How have the functions of a traditional mosque changed within MQ Idara? This can be shown not 

only through the name but also through the kind of sub-institutions that MQ has created in its perimeter.  

The major portion of the ground floor is converted into a prayer hall while in the rest of the ten rooms there 

have been rebuilt for religious education. Some of these rooms also act as prayer rooms for women, and are 

separated from the main hall by a wall or by tinted glass in the rooms. In the area next to the main entrance 

the offices of MQ are located; these include the main office, a meeting room called the executive room, a 

library and a kitchen. The part above the front portion has three storeys and houses a computer room that 

was built using a grant from the local Council to start computer courses there. Next to the computer room 

and above it are residential and guest rooms. The rest of the building, which includes the former cinema hall 

along with its seating, is left unused for the time being. The plan is to convert it into a conference room. As 

well as the main entrance there is a separate entrance for women. 

The Idara has extensive and intensive programmes of religious and spiritual training. During 

weekdays, children between the ages of 5-12 receive Quranic lessons. In addition there is a separate hifz 

(Quranic memorisation) class given by the amir of MQ himself. Then there are weekend classes that take 

place between 10am-1pm on Saturdays and Sundays. The major purpose of these classes is to provide 

assistance with homework for the children but also includes classes on Islamic history, fiqh and about the 

message of the movement. Besides this, other religious activities and the activities of the Minhaj women also 

take place in the Idara. 

Attached to the Idara is the Minhaj Bookshop with books, audiovisual material and other religious 

artefacts such as perfumes, prayer mats, clocks showing prayer times, compasses and portraits. Entering the 

shop gave one the impression that all the material was either written by the founder of the movement or was 

about him. The books with colourful covers on shelves were primarily about MQ and the broader Barelvi 

movement. Similarly the audiovisual materials, mostly the speeches of MQ founder and his associates, were 

arranged on the extended lower shelves. Apart from some nasheed CDs and English books on Islam, all the 

material was in Urdu. Qadri’s portraits of all sizes, depicted on key rings and calendars, were on sale. Books 

of the non-Barelvi sects were absent in the collections. There were two cash registers in the bookshop: in one 

the daily sale of books is maintained, while in the other details of the loans of videos and DVDs are 

registered. Videos and DVD’s were only lent to MQ followers. The centre acted as a distribution centre of 

the multimedia material of MQ in the UK, and sometimes for its European networks. 

                                                           
94 Talk with Arshad Munir, 22-07-2004, London. 
95 Ibid. 
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The purpose behind the establishment of the Idara in London was to promote religious, cultural, 

social and educational activities for the Muslim communities. “We were more concerned with passing on our 

religious values to the next generation”, as Haji Aslam put it. One of the key objectives of the Idara was to 

develop a school for children where both religious and modern education should be provided. ”As you know, 

our people are quite behind the others, he emphasised, referring to the flourishing Deobandi madrasa. The 

need of a MQ madrasa was also stressed during my talk with Sulaimani—an earlier amir of MQ in London, 

although he was reluctant to talk about the steps that MQ took in this direction.” Following a recent survey, 

only five out of 25 madrasa or religious seminaries belong to the Barelvi sect, (Birt and Lewis, 2011) while 

numerically the Barelvis form the majority of the South Asian migrants in the UK. The educational aspect of 

the Idara was considered to be central in MQ project and Qadri promised that the graduates of MQ 

University would serve this cause.96 When further developments did not materialise in this direction the issue 

became critical for these pioneers of MQ in London. 

Objectives and disputes 

The aspirations of the first generation were reflected in an early disagreement about the course of the 

Idara in the UK. While a number of them wanted an emphasis on educational needs of the Muslim youth, 

they came in conflict with the position of MQ establishment that, in addition to this, wanted to maintain a 

strong link with Pakistan. As considered earlier, the overseas MQ followers were quite involved with the 

educational and social projects of MQ in Pakistan. Some sections of MQ were sometimes annoyed because 

they thought it necessary for MQ to focus more on the plight of diaspora Pakistani communities. In my talks 

with some former members of MQ in the UK, who themselves once actively sponsored these projects in 

Pakistan, I noted two kinds of thinking present in the centre of MQ in London. Some people wanted to 

continue with the sponsorship of MQ projects in Pakistan, while others wanted to finance educational 

projects in the UK. 

A faction of the executive body, consisting mostly of the first generation, including Haji Aslam, 

objected to the overseas financial contributions from the UK, while others wanted to maintain these links. At 

that time there were two MQ scholars posted to the Idara in London, each of whom was supporting a 

different group. MQ establishment did not speak to me on the issue except in vague terms, saying ‘some 

disloyal figures in the movement caused this issue.’ In London this caused a split within the management and 

between the two MQ imams who took opposite stands on the issue. Haji Aslam, who supported MQ scholar 

Ghulam Rabbani Afghani, said that ‘the financial resources collected in London should be spent on the 

building of MQ institutes in London’.97 The other imam, Sadiq Qureshi along with some members of the 

                                                           
96 Talks with Haji Aslam, 30-06-2004, London. 
97 Such an issue should also be seen in the context that Qadri in his media interaction in Pakistan used to espouse a key 
aim of the movement in the West to establish religious institutes for European youth. See Nawa-e waqt, 19 October 1986. 
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executive, wanted to maintain links with Pakistan. During the dispute, Qadri asked both of the imams to 

come to Lahore; however only one, Sadiq Qureshi, followed the orders of Qadri and went to Lahore, while 

the other refused to do so. As a result of this, Ghulam Rabbani Afghani was expelled from MQ. 

It was the betrayal of Afghani, also sarcastically called al-bagi (the rebellious) on a MQ website,98 that 

exacerbated the conflict, as it was viewed by some members of MQ. The conflict was also related to the 

peculiar position of Ghulam Rabbani Afghani as the director of MQ in London, with which a section of MQ, 

both from first and second generation Pakistanis, allied themselves. However the situation was more complex 

than these two opinions would lead us to believe. First I will look upon the position of Rabbani Afghani to 

explain the position of the minhajians at that moment. 

Unlike Qureshi and many other MQ imams, Rabbani Afghani spent only a few years at the Minhaj 

University. He received his earlier madrasa education in Karachi where his father was already a well-known 

Barelvi alim. Unlike other MQ imams who, as I will describe later, came from villages and small towns of the 

Punjab, Rabbani Afghani, a tall, fair-skinned Pashtun, grew up in the metropolis of Karachi. During his stay 

in London he created a niche for himself on the basis of the religious background of his family—for example 

he invited his father to the UK and they visited other Barelvi mosques. He was also known for his 

straightforwardness and streak of stubbornness99—usually attributed to the Pashtuns by the Punjabis. 

Similarly, his second wife, Muqadas, before moving to the UK was also an alima who taught at the Minhaj 

Girls College in Lahore, where they met. In London she actively organised MQ Women’s Wing and was a 

regular speaker on different occasions both within and outside MQ network. “It was actually through her 

efforts that the Minhaj women red-carpeted the whole Idara in London,” a Bengali member of MQ told 

me.100 In the dispute involving her husband some MQ imams blamed her for ‘actually spoiling many people's, 

including Afghani’s, mind.’ Such a view of Muqadas, reminding one of that of Eve in the biblical narrative, is 

one side of the story, while for others “in her religious knowledge and organisational technique she provided 

a competitive threat for the minhajians,” as my Bengali informant told me. This shows that the coming of 

women preachers is challenging the traditional gender-based religious boundaries within movements like MQ; 

however I will not focus further on this issue. 

During my talks with Rabbani, he avoided all questions regarding MQ or Tahirul Qadri. He gave me 

his biographical note, published in the English version of Khalid Ather’s book on the ahl-e sunnat ulama of 

Britain. Interestingly, this did not mention his affiliation to MQ at any phase of his life, while the Urdu version 

                                                           
98 Yahoogroup minhajians, accessed 11–09-2005. 
99 Talks with Haji Firdous (Chacha), 22-08-2004, London. 
100 My talk with Bengali chacha, 26-06-2006, London. 
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of Khalid Ather’s book, published before his split with MQ, described him as a MQ scholar. On the other 

hand, the minhajians, MQ University alumni, have deleted his name from their website.101 

Another incident involving the issue of education was the failure of a school project in Bradford. The 

local MQ in Bradford, working there from 1998, bought the former Manningham Middle School building in 

early 2001 for £200,000. The aim was to build its own madrasa or Islamic school where Islamic education 

could be given along modern lines, according to Saeedi, director of the Idara in Bradford. However, the 

project was soon jeopardised due to the fact that MQ wanted to accomplish its objectives of the Mustafavi 

Revolution in Pakistan, according to Saeedi director of MQ Bradford.102  

Elaborating on this point Saeedi said that “MQ in Bradford sent an amount of £70,000 to Pakistan 

for the October 2002 election campaign of the PAT, the political wing of MQ in Pakistan, which further 

postponed the development of this project.” MQ Bradford sold the School in 2003 to the Jamiat Tablighul 

Islam Association, the oldest Muslim organisation in Bradford, which had obtained permission to build a 

multicultural girls' school there.103 

During interaction with the first-generation pioneers of MQ another dimension emerged which 

locates their interface with MQ within their broader experiences in British society. On the base of their 

experiences they expected a different way of working of the movement in the UK. As discussed earlier, the 

first generation figures like Haji Siddiq and Haji Aslam, welcomed the promised Mustafavi Revolution but after 

more than a decade of working with MQ, they became less optimistic about the promise of revolution. For 

Haji Aslam: 

Inqlab (revolution) is not the name to organise only a zikr programme and to show only your 
affiliation with the ghaus pak (Qadariya order). The major thing is how far you are true to your 
mission that you had promised ... Look at their members, how they could be true to their 
mission if they cannot speak openly a word before their qaid-e mohtaram, and how such a 
person could be a leader who did not listen to his well wishers, and how could this be an 
Islam that does not teach his believers to speak truth, and made them (his) slaves.104 

This disenchantment with MQ has to do, partially, with the unfulfilled promises of MQ regarding its 

educational work in the UK, however the migration experience of the first generation, their hard work to 

establish their institutions and businesses, and their experience of working in British society has given rise to a 

sense of self-worth that abhors all that is related to Pakistan or South Asia--- an aspect that I was confronted 

with more acutely with the second generation. This is also reflected in their yearning for a morality of truth, 

responsibility and personal independence, as reflected in the above quotation, and which is a result of their 

experiences in British society. In this regard Haji Aslam told me an anecdote about how he made a visiting 

                                                           
101 www.minhaj.org/minhajians accessed on 22-10-2005. 
102 Talk with Saeedi, 09 August 2002. 
103 Asian Eye, 28-09-2003. 
104 My talk with Haji Aslam, 02-08-2004, London. 
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‘fauji’, an army officer, stand in a queue-- the typical British way105 - and how his British clients show an 

exceptional honesty compared to his Pakistani clients. Following this live-in morality, the visiting pir who 

made his followers sit on flour, or a fauji, who usurped power in Pakistan, symbolise corruption imported 

from Pakistan. This also justifies in part their decision to migrate, in a way of smoothing the complexities of 

their experience and the inequalities of their daily lives with which they are confronted.  

As we have seen, the events leading to the demotion of Ghulam Rabbani Afghani caused a split in 

MQ establishment in London. Haji Aslam and Waheed, both the trustees, left MQ or at least froze their links 

with the group, along with Rabbani Afghani and a group of Minhaj Youth League. This jeopardised the 

development plans of the Idara building because of the financial and organisational non-commitment of the 

Trustees. The departure of these people was also blamed on their lack of dedication to MQ activities; 

however, the event also shows how MQ wanted to continue its course in the UK. Here we see power politics 

among the followers of two different positions, which is not dissimilar from many other Muslim groups. 

4.3 Establishing the Idara 
In order to consolidate itself, MQ looked for people who prioritised the links of the movement with Pakistan. 

The majority of these were either from the middle generation, or of a certain category which I will call the 

‘imported husbands’. The imported husbands grew up within two inter-related developments in Pakistan: 

first, the emergence of new thinking that MQ provided in the form of redefining the Barelvi tradition in 

Pakistan, and second a development in the socio-political sphere whereby public debate was being islamised 

under the processes of the Zia regime. The 'imported husbands' found in MQ the formulation of Barelvi 

tradition in terms of ‘Islam as a way of life’ that provides guidance for all aspects of life. For MQ movement, 

the imported husbands turned out to be a strategic asset for its consolidation in the UK as this group 

preferred to maintain the transnational links of the movement with Pakistan. Before dealing with the position 

of the imported husbands I will first describe the structure of MQ in London. 

Contrary to the traditional Barelvis, and similar to other modern religious movements, MQ 

introduced structures of organisation for its movement. From membership forms to office bearers and 

officials, it introduced frameworks and the division of functions and duties. Interesting in its mobilisation 

techniques was the family-centred activism for the cause of the movement. In fact, MQ involves whole family 

for movement. I will show that this acted as a key instrument for its success among the overseas 

communities. 

Membership 

With the establishment of MQ centres, its different bodies took the responsibility to work actively for 

winning new members. MQ’s introduction of the concept of membership is a modern intervention within the 
                                                           
105 A recent study shows that the ‘queue culture’ in Britain differentiates it from other Western countries. 
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-23087024  
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traditional Barelvis. It is derived from the modern movements like the Islamist and it demands a broader 

engagement from members. The new membership form, which is published in Pakistan, also mentions two 

kinds of membership fees - life membership,  a single payment of Rs.10,000, and rafaqat (companion) paying a 

sum of 1,100 per month. In the UK however, a life member pays £200 in addition to an unspecified amount 

as contribution to the various current projects of MQ. At the moment there are 800 life members of MQ in 

London. MQ is quite receptive and flexible with respect to its membership. It welcomes everyone regardless 

of the social and political standing of a person. Some politicians, film actors and cricketers also became the 

member of the movement. Some respondents in London objected to this open attitude of MQ regarding 

membership. “This leads to a situation in which people left the movement when they were asked to make 

sacrifices for it,” they say.106 For the followers joining MQ is being under the umbrella of Qadiriyya order: 

“the members of MQ will be raised in the company of Qadir Jilani on the day of judgment,” they believe.107 

Thus this promise is based on traditional principle of bait, however the means to achieve it, by filling in a 

form, are quite modern. 

Building on families 

The family networks are important for mobilising the rank and file and for recruitment of members for the 

movement. MQ adopted an all-encompassing strategy to involve the whole family in its organisational 

structure in London and elsewhere. This process was introduced by Qadri himself when he solicited the 

cooperation of first generation Pakistanis for MQ network. During my fieldwork in London I observed that 

the Minhaj youth or women groups, also called Muslim Youth League (MYL) and Minhaj Women League 

(MWL) respectively, were active but there was no structural hierarchy with office bearers and rank and file. At 

the same time there was a very strong bond within the families involved within MQ. They were in regular 

contact with each other; often sharing each other’s moments of happiness and sadness. The emergence of 

these family bonds, reaching from the home to the Idara, creates a brotherhood within MQ that not only 

further establishes the network in the UK, but distinguishes the movement from the other Barelvis regarding 

women’s activism. 

It is appropriate to describe the MYL and MWL within the section on family partly because it was 

the family that matched the general approach of MQ towards the migrant communities in diaspora. Writing 

on the activities of women and young people among the Pakistani community in Manchester, Werbner 

observed that “until recently there were no legitimate cultural modes of celebration in the city which were 

Islamic and yet not mosque-based or religiously focused; no official cultural spaces Pakistani parents in 

Britain shared with their children and which constituted a publicly sanctioned substitute for Western Culture” 

(Werbner, 2002: 193). As a result of this, Werbner depicts a dilemma - how to preserve and recreate 

                                                           
106 Talk with Arshad Munir, 22-07-2004, London 
107 Talk with Ishtiaq Ahmad, 22-07-2004, London. 
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community, not merely as a domain of religious observance, but as a site of fun, leisure and celebration where 

young Pakistani men and women can be socialised (Ibid: 223). Similarly, with respect to Pakistani women in 

Norway, a Danish scholar discerned ‘a process of masculinization of popular religion’ in Norway among the 

Pakistanis, as ‘women are totally excluded from public religious life as they have that in Pakistan’ (Ahlberg, 

1990). 

Since Werbner’s and Ahlberg’s publications certain transformations have occurred with regard to 

public life among Pakistani women, mostly those coming from a popular religious background. While 

Werbner in particular focuses on the changes in broader cultural forms among the Pakistanis, she paid less 

attention to how religious transformations are legitimising certain cultural forms through creating a religious 

gloss over these practices. Through this process not only have some popular cultural forms become 

legitimised as religious, but also other devotional forms have been created to satisfy the aesthetic imagination 

of the populace. MQ made the family a focal point to actualise two major transformations - 1) the education 

of the whole family by means of MQ materials --- in order to create a house of devotees, and 2) the intensive 

involvement of the family with the Idara to achieve the socialisation of its followers. 

The religious resources, the multimedia materials and the aesthetic artefacts of MQ help to create an 

organic whole within which the family life of an MQ follower is formed. The multimedia materials of MQ, 

following its objectives of creating an MQ library in the home, become household articles. Added to this is 

the religious material such as CDs of na’at, nasheeds and qawwalis, available at MQ bookshop but also through 

the satellite channels, which contribute to the religious self-image of an individual member.108 Moreover, 

families feel honoured to invite Qadri into their homes during his visits to the UK, and when they ask for his 

more personal guidance about their lives and about their children. Many respondents told me how Qadri acts 

as an example to their children. These intimate fellowships were further strengthened as a result of sharing 

more blissful moments with the qaid-e mohtram and his family, such as visiting the Alton Towers theme park 

during later visits to the UK or simply sharing some moments of their lives with him during these visits. 

Making families the keystone of MQ’s organisational technique was visible from the very earliest 

period of the movement in the UK and the Netherlands. The composition of the Pakistanis in both countries 

had divergent impacts on actual family mobilisation patterns. In the UK a predominant role of the Mirpuri-

Kashmiri families was discernible for family mobilisation within MQ. It means the role of the biraderi patterns 

should also be taken into consideration, besides the other sources of mobilisation. In the Netherlands these 

patterns did not exist as there were individual families that became involved in the movement and later they 

recruited other families for the cause. 

                                                           
108 Some UK based satellite channels occasionally relay the speeches of Qadri; sometimes they are specifically requested 
to do so by MQ followers. 
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In both countries the services of some families to the cause of MQ were substantial. In the UK for 

example, there is the case of the family of Ghafoor, who joined MQ following the Wembley Conference. Like 

many others, Ghafoor says, “I became aware of qaid-e mohtaram in the early 1980s when a friend of mine gave 

me some videos”. In later years the whole of the family became involved with MQ. Ghafoor is himself a 

trustee of MQ Idara in London, while his wife became the chief patron of MQ Women in London. His 

daughter, who later married to Qadri’s eldest son, was the first president of the Minhaj Women Youth 

League, as was his son for the MYL. Similarly his daughter-in-law, a convert, is currently an energetic figure 

behind the MWL. As Qadri himself recalls, “whenever I visited London after the Wembley Conference this 

whole family was with me to take me anywhere in London” (Athar, 2001). 

I went to meet Ghafoor in Barking, to which he moved from Southampton in 1998. He welcomed 

me at his door and asked me to sit in the living room. The interior of the house reflected the devotion of its 

inhabitants to the movement--a phenomenon to be observed among MQ followers from Paris and London, 

to Copenhagen. In the living room there was a large portrait of Qadri, one of pir Tahir Allauddin, while 

another frame noted some significant points of MQ (minhajul quran ke aham nuqaat). Some other pictures 

illustrated the green dome mosque in Medina, while two others showed some verses of Quranic calligraphy. 

Many video cassettes, mostly about MQ, were arranged in the showcase. ‘Is it not a kind of personality 

worship, as some accusers of the followers of MQ claim?’ I asked Ghafoor, pointing to the picture of Qadri. 

Ghafoor replied: ‘You know, there are some characteristics of a leader which make you like him. Qadri, in my 

experience, did not want even a small burden of anybody on his shoulders. This is not personality worship – 

this is something said by the pirs who themselves do all these kinds of things,’ Ghafoor told me. His answers 

and the enviorement of the living room displayed the reverence of the family for MQ founder. 

Originally from Bahawalpur, Southern Punjab, Ghafoor has lived in the UK for more than forty 

years. His talks with me were mostly of his personal experience with Allama Qadri observed during the stay 

of Qadri in his house, at the same time contrasting these experiences with his earlier acquaintance with the 

Barelvi. ‘…these things put him (Allama Qadri) off the traditional pir who visit the UK. He is totally different 

from them, intellectually, spiritually and with respect to the kind of religious status that he has’, said Ghafoor, 

although without mentioning many details about this. Like the other respondents of the first generation, a 

clear rejection of the visiting pir in the UK was apparent in his conversation. In his description Ghafoor he 

put Qadri in a line with those reformers who are prophesised to come after certain period to reform the 

Muslim tradition. 

In the very early period of my visit to MQ in London, I asked the local amir if I could meet some 

members of the MWL. The amir agreed willingly to provide access to the MWL at ‘an appropriate time’. In 

practice it turned out that I had to wait for some weeks before such an occasion occurred and that was a 

result of my perseverance and taking the initiative without waiting for any official instance. During these 
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weeks I had become a familiar face in the corridors and shop of the Idara and my personal request to some 

ladies of the MWL accelerated the official consent for this talk. There were three categories of my interactions 

with the MWL. It started with two ‘class interviews’ in which I asked certain questions of the two women 

participants of classes on Saturday and Tuesday. The duration of this interaction was no more than half an 

hour. In the second case I conducted ‘personal’ interviews with some members of the MWL. In all but one 

case, the interviewee was accompanied by another lady. Lastly, in the last phase of my fieldwork, I conducted 

some interviews with a couple of other MQ women in their homes. 

Structuring the MWL 

The kind of devotion that these families built for MQ led ultimately to the working of different members for 

different organs of MQ. Often it was observed that this familial involvement occurred in a top-down model 

within a patriarchal mode: when the father or mother was involved with MQ, the children and grandchildren 

were automatically included --- some youth members used to say ‘we are born with MQ’. In very rare cases, 

mostly in the Netherlands, I found that some boys and girls distanced themselves from the kind of devotion 

the rest of the family had for MQ. As one would expect, the women and young people of these devoted 

families provided the manpower for the different organisational networks of the movement. 

I will continue with the example of the Ghafoor family to illustrate the organisational structure of 

MQ in London. Mrs Ghafoor, along with Mrs Aslam, acted as the patron for the MWL in London, and they 

were nominated by Qadri himself. I could not speak to Mrs Ghafoor or Mrs Aslam however; their role was 

prominent in the decision-making process and in giving the MWL a certain direction, as became apparent in 

my talks with some women active within the MWL. The earlier women’s programmes were organised in 

house settings or community centres. Women of the first generation and daughter-in-laws used to come to 

these Quran lessons. In these gatherings MQ introduced its formal membership procedures, for a group of 

women who had merely come to participate in Quran lessons-- which were not uncommon in other South 

Asian settings. Zareeda, who joined MQ in such a gathering at the Forest Gate Community Centre and had 

been involved with MQ for more than ten years, remembered the step that she took by participating in an 

informal religious gathering in a house: “One day baji (Mrs Ghafoor) gave us membership forms; but we did 

not know what to do with that; I did not know what a member is. Then she told us that all we people of MQ 

would become like a string of rosary beads as a result of entering into the mission”.109 This act of filling in a 

form was to disentangle her from a tradition, to make her part of a movement. 

The acquisition of the Idara building in 1994 led to a further formalisation of the MWL in London. A 

separate office for the MWL was built, with a bathroom and ablution room attached. This office is more 

easily accessible through the separate entrance for women; ”getting a separate key for this entrance marked a 

sign of trust”, as Zareeda told me. If this door is locked, women also enter through the main entrance of the 
                                                           
109 Talk with Zareeda, 04-08-2004, London. 
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Idara. The MWL office had some chairs around a table and a non-functioning intercom phone. The rest of 

the office provisions, such as stationery, were stored in the male section. The office held only small gatherings 

of the MWL, while for bigger meetings adjacent class rooms were used. They also used the library or the 

meeting room for their gatherings and for preparing literature for larger gatherings. The MWL has a president 

and a secretary, as well as a variety of committees, such as for communication or for Langar (ritual food) etc., 

which were formed on the basis of the availability of women: “we get together before organising a 

programme, and see who would be available for different tasks. Then we gave different tasks to these 

people,” I was told by Zareeda. 

The MWL consisted of a diverse age group, including women of the first, second and third 

generations, and also ‘imported brides’. The formal activities of the Idara for women included religious classes 

for young and older women both in English and Urdu respectively. The emphasis in these classes was 

providing ‘the classical Islamic sciences with a reference to our time’. Ramdan Qadri taught hadith and tafseer 

(exegesis) classes every Saturday morning to a younger group. There were about 26 women participants with 

ages ranging from 15 to 25. These included students as well as professional women such as accountants, 

doctors etc. On Tuesday morning Saeed, director of the Idara, held a recitation and tafseer (exegesis) class for 

older women who were all above forty. These were rather informal classes in the sense that there was no 

formal registration of the participants, nor were any contributions asked for this purpose. The emphasis was 

on providing broader religious knowledge based on the thinking of MQ. 

With regard to its activities, the MWL enjoyed a sort of autonomy in holding its religio-cultural 

activities in the Idara. The events that were held included, Welcoming Ramadan, Meena Bazaar --- a traditional 

south Asian only-for-women event where food, cutlery, clothes and jewellery were sold, fund-raising dinners 

and other events such as self-development workshops. The Meena Bazaar is part of the South Asian “cultural 

repertoire of fun” (Werbner, 2003) that also occurred in more secular settings such as schools and community 

centres. More devotional programmes included organising zikr, milad and halqa (reading sessions) for women. 

For the bigger events a broader group of Pakistani and Bangladeshi women were invited, and thus these were 

not limited only to the women of MQ. Many such events were not only self-sponsored by MQ women, but 

the income from events like the Meena bazaar or from collections like zakat or alms and sacrificial eid, were 

sent to the Minhaj Welfare projects in Pakistan. Organising, participating in and contributing to these 

programmes gave these MQ women self-confidence but also created in them a sense of contributing to a 

‘cause’ by working for the mission. Of course some of these religio-cultural events were not without 

controversies; the secretary of the Idara told me how people objected to the holding of these events in the 

prayer room. However he referred to the special permission of the qaid-e mohtaram to organise these 

programmes in the Idara. 'He advised us to organise these events only in that section of the prayer room that 
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generally is not used for the prayers.’ This religious decree acted to legitimise certain cultural modes as part of 

a new religious identity. 

Being an organisation representing different generations, sometimes frictions happened among the 

members on various issues. However, due to the broader involvement of whole families within the 

movement these frictions were solved by the elder ladies who had the final authority in decision-making. This 

a paternalistic attitude towards the young women --- an offshoot of the family approach - led to a situation in 

which the young people remained entangled within the family-based structure and could not develop their 

separate or independent sub-networks. However, differences between the generations did exist, and they were 

echoed in the nature of the programme that the MWL organised. An average programme of the MWL, 

intended for all, would usually be written in Urdu and would consist of a naát (praise of the prophet), a speech 

in English, and one or more in Urdu, a zikr (recitation) and at the end a salaam, standing for the Prophet. 

Although there were elements for the second generation, the main intended audience was the first-generation 

women. These programmes were meant to remedy deficiencies in knowledge and provide devotional rituals 

appealing to the religious sensibilities of the first generation. As Zareeda said: 

What we have got here is love of the Prophet, nabee sey ishq that differentiates (it) from the 
others; then you find that within the Idara there is something to learn for everybody, young, 
old, male female; I came here as blind but they have increased my scope of knowledge; I got 
as much as you can get in this Idara, you do not need to go any other (Muslim majority) 
country; you can learn about religion as much as you want, only if you have tarap longing for 
it. 

Spirituality and love of the Prophet were also central to how the young women, born and brought up in the 

UK, were involved with MQ, but the way that they organised these things was different from the first 

generation. Thus, in a typical programme organised by the young women only, there would be nasheeds with 

daff, both in Arabic and English, speeches in English and hardly any speeches in Urdu. A young member of 

the MWL belonging to the third generation described her position on this issue: 

‘…but certain programmes like the ICIS programme that was done by the youth, that was 
youth work because young people's ideas, thinking and works are completely different; like 
we have this programme it was so different: there was no naát (laughingly) or what so ever 
Urdu or what, qaseeda was the only one. Generally in our (MWL) programmes there are naáts, 
lots of lots of lots of Urdu naáts, and the youth likes nasheeds. I do not like Urdu naát; it is not 
a youth thing, it is not what we are used to; that is why we have Arabic nasheeds and we have 
only English nasheeds, that’s it. What we were interested in is different from the women (of 
MWL)’.110 

It is not only the linguistic differences and related changes in aesthetics that explained these attitudes of the 

young women; the change also referred to a search for ‘authenticities’ where Arabic and English nasheeds were 

thought to be more authentic than those in Urdu. At the same time, they wanted the contents of the message 

to be more relevant to the interests of the youth, and the shifts in social field that they had in mind in which 

                                                           
110 My talk with Samina, 12-07-2007, London. 



516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer
Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018 PDF page: 116PDF page: 116PDF page: 116PDF page: 116

110 

 

these messages were realised. The range of issues covered by their programmes included, for example ‘your 

intentions’, ‘living in western societies’, ‘self-development’, ‘how to purify your heart’. Furthermore, they 

wanted to organise their religious programmes to involve the wider Muslim community that was not limited 

to MQ public. In the background of this wider engagement were the confrontations that these young women 

were facing with the Salafi and Islamist youth groups at their educational institutes or workplaces. These 

imperatives induced these young people to look for a more intellectual approach to the religious tradition that 

they followed, rather than a predominantly devotional one, as is the case with the first generation women--- a 

development away from the South Asian heritage of MQ. 

This urge among the young women to articulate their religious identity and the concept of religion 

for a broader public was also present among their male counterparts--- the Minhaj Youth League (MYL). 

They also had a common other, mostly the youths of Hizb-ut Tahrir and Salafi, and Muslim youth UK, 

affiliated with the JI, whom they came across during their studies and elsewhere. Yet their ties with their 

families brought some of them back to the fold of MQ or Barelvi; and for others the family was the main 

factor that led to their socialisation in MQ. However, comparing them with their counterparts in the 

Netherlands, as we will consider in the coming chapters, the latter were able to detach themselves from the 

family, which led to their further socialisation into broader societal settings—something that could not occur 

in the UK. Two reasons can account for this: the entanglement of the youth within the stronger family-based 

structures, and their failure to develop a youth leadership that specifically dealt with their particular issues. I 

will deal with these issues in the chapter six and seven, but before that I will next look at the broader 

organisation of MQ in London. 

4.4 Organisation, leadership and power 
MQ organisation in the UK has both formal and informal components. Within the formal structure are two 

dominant parts: one is minhajians, who act as directors of the Idara and are responsible for disseminating MQ 

message and covering its ideological proliferation. The other is the executive body consisting of what I call 

‘imported husbands’ and acts as the formal decision-making body. In addition to their formalised 

responsibilities there are informal power relations between them that determine their influence and power, 

both in respect to the larger movement as well as the leadership in Lahore. 

Formal structure 

The main decision-making body of the Idara or local organisation is called the Executive Council. There are 

both local Executive Councils of MQ and a National Executive Council (NEC) that represents the national 

body of MQ in the UK. Both the local EC and NEC have a president, a general secretary, and a finance 

secretary. At the end of 2003 the NEC decided to establish a media secretary at the national level. As well as 

the local Executives there are the local committees for education, the mosque etc. that are chosen by the local 
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Executives.111 The NEC does not have its own office and its official work is divided between MQ offices of 

London and Birmingham, although the London office is approached earlier by the DFA for official 

communication with the UK. On the other hand the MWF, the Minhaj Welfare Foundation—a financially 

important organ that coordinates all charity campaigns such as qurbani and the Grand Milaad dinner or 

earthquake funds etc., is based in Nelson, Lancashire. This could also be because a large portion of the 

Pakistani community lives in the smaller towns of northern England. 

Besides its Executive Committee, the Idara in London has two others: the mosque committee and the 

education committee. The mosque committee, consisting mostly of Kashmiris, takes care of the running of 

the mosque, Friday prayer collections and catering arrangements during programmes in the mosque. The 

education committee is responsible for the running of the evening and weekend schools, summer schools, the 

formulation of the syllabi and the hiring of teachers for these classes. The head of the Education Committee 

is the amir or director of the Idara who is a minhajian. He is a member of the local Executive, although lower in 

the hierarchy than the head of the Executive Committee as the latter is responsible for the nomination of the 

amir in the Idara. This division of titles and tasks between the Executive and the director or amir is sometimes 

an issue of conflict between them. The director of the Idara is responsible for bringing across the message of 

the movement. As a director of the Idara he is its religious face to the outside world, also due to his position 

as imam. Despite my repeated efforts I could not talk with the president of the Executive in London; most 

information about the working of the Executive came through Ishtiaq, the secretary of MQ. 

Minhajians--- ‘sons’ of Qadri 

The mihajians, graduates of MQ University, have a key role in disseminating the message and ideology of MQ 

in different contexts. They have the self-proclaimed role of ‘the vanguard of MQ’ as they describe their 

position within MQ on their website.112 However, as this study will show, the role of the minhajians remains 

subordinate to those of the ‘imported husbands’, at least in the UK. At the moment there are about 17 

minhajians serving inside or outside MQ in the UK. They present themselves as ‘sons’ of Qadri, his loyal 

brigade, and they act as the missionaries of MQ in a local context. My focus on the minhajians is to show how 

this process works in practice. As noted in the chapter two, the first cohort of graduates from MQ University 

coincided with the rise and later mushrooming of MQ centres in the UK and elsewhere in Europe. The 

minhajians are posted as the amir or director of the Idara, or sometimes for administrative posts--- to run an 

office in the overseas location. The amir or director, also called a scholar with the prefix allama or sometimes 

sheikh, is actually the main imam of the mosque. He gives a sermon on Fridays, and he is responsible for all 

the religious, spiritual and educational activities in the Idara. The amir, in other words, oversees the daily 

activities at the Idara, like other Barelvi imams. MQ amir in London sometimes hired a second imam, not 

                                                           
111 Talk with Ishtiaq Ahmad, 22-07-2004, London. 
112 http://www.minhaj.org/minhajians/en/index.minhaj accessed on 12-09-2005.  
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necessarily from MQ, to lead the daily payers. While many Barelvi imams are appointed on a life-time basis, in 

principle, an MQ amir is appointed for a period of two years. For this period at least, the amir is dependent on 

the approval of the mosque Executive. This leads to a constant tension between the minhajians and the 

Executive. Depending on the approval of the Executive, or on their good links in Lahore, some amirs also 

obtain an extension in their period of posting. As a result of these extensions they might become eligible for a 

permanent stay in the UK. 

My interaction with the minhajians in the UK began from the very first day. It was a Friday morning 

when I reached the Idara for my fieldwork in London. There was quite a rush in the office of MQ due to it 

being Friday. I introduced myself to Saeed, the director, who was expecting me after our telephone 

conversation a few days before. After dealing with some other people, he introduced me to the administrator 

of the mosque, also a minhajian, and requested him to help me bring my luggage upstairs where I would stay 

for the time being. At exactly 13.00 hours the Friday speech started which Saeed himself gave in Urdu. There 

were around 500 people of varied ethnicities in the mosque. After the prayer I went to the office where many 

visitors were coming and going, either to obtain information about evening classes, weekend school, or to fill 

in forms, while others were there to chat. The language spoken was mostly Punjabi with regular shifts to 

Urdu or English to answer the queries of certain visitors. 

Ramadan Qadri 

The central position of the minhajians in UK I will explain through the case of Ramadan Qadri who is the amir 

or director of the Idara Manchester. He conducts the classes for young people and women on tafsir and fiqh 

on Saturdays in London. As it would later become apparent, he is a central figure among MQ ideologues in 

the UK who, functioning as the youth coordinator, teaches religious classes to young people and women in 

major centres of MQ in the UK. He was a tall man in his late thirties who wore a jubba under a waistcoat. 

Saeed, the amir of London, introduced me to Ramadan and also told him about my research on MQ. He 

acknowledged my efforts and asked at which university I was doing this study. He knew about Leiden 

University due to the fact that ‘there was a lot of classical Islamic literature to be found in its library’. He 

further added that, ‘I am also conducting my PhD research at Birmingham University privately on the 

personality of Dr Qadri as an Islamic revivalist’. ‘Is this study a kind of orientalist approach to Islam?’ he 

asked next. I said that I was using both the approach of Islamic studies and social sciences to look at MQ 

movement; I do not know how far it satisfied him. He promised me an interview and went upstairs to take 

rest. 

Here I will provide more detail about Ramadan due to the peculiar position that he enjoyed within 

the UK structure of MQ. Originating from a village near Layyah, his brother had approached MQ in 1984 

asking for the admittance of the young Ramadan to MQ under the guidance of Tahirul Qadri for education. 

He finished his education at MQ University in 1992, along with an MA in Islamic Studies from Bahawalpur 
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University. Ramadan, who was one of the first graduates of MQ University, also prides himself for obtaining 

a gold medal there.113 Later, following the wishes of Qadri himself, he married into a family of MQ activists 

in Lahore. He taught at MQ University for some time, and also sat in the organising body of MQ. Later he 

was sent to South Africa and Hong Kong before his posting to the UK in 1996. He was first based in Nelson 

and was later sent to Manchester. During his stay in the UK he acquired further knowledge of the English 

language, which he speaks with a northern accent. He is equally fluent in Punjabi, Urdu, English, Arabic and 

Siraiki—a language spoken in Southern Punjab and bordering Indian regions, making him a popular speaker 

among young and old. For MQ missionary work Qadri appointed him youth coordinator to educate young 

people;114 thus he could be called a ‘travelling imam’ : he travels weekly from north to south along the M1 

motorway, visiting different MQ centres in Nelson (Thursday), Birmingham (Friday), London (Saturday), and 

Stoke-on-Trent (Sunday) taking youth classes, and participating in local organisational meetings. One of my 

interviews with him was conducted during our journey from Manchester to London. 

Ramadan Qadri has adopted a certain outfit and mode of speech that associates him with a new style 

among traditional scholars. He, like the other MQ ulama, wears a jalba with a skullcap or sindhi’ topi, -- an MQ 

mark, replacing the Jinnah cap, traditionally worn by the Barelvi ulama. The length of the jalaba of the 

minhajians, and also that of Qadri himself, is ankle-length, which is criticised by the other Barelvi and non-

Barelvis as a sign of arrogance.115 Another Arab adoption among the minhajians in the UK is the use of the 

prefix sheikh before the name, replacing the prefixes allama or molana that are usually used among the South 

Asian ulama. The minhajians call each other by this prefix and it is also advertised alongside their names in 

their public and media announcements. In the UK, MQ scholars such as Ramadan align themselves with the 

traditionally-inspired scholars, sometimes also called the ‘neo-traditionalists’. These include figures such as 

Shaikh Hamza Yousuf, an American convert and follower of an African Shadeli Sufi order, Sheikh Kabbani, 

Abdul Hakim Murad, Sheikh Abi Bakr Sudani etc. During discussions with the young people, Ramadan spoke 

to them with regard to his position on a current issue in the media, knowing also that these are popular and 

familiar to the young people. He consults books by people like Hamza Yousaf, although he has never been to 

any of his programmes in the UK or elsewhere. 

Due to his religious credentials, Ramadan is equally popular among different sections of MQ in the 

UK and has developed an appeal to the Minhaj youth in the Netherlands. Ramadan is also an imam in MQ 

Centre in Manchester where MQ is in competition with well-entrenched Barelvi and non-Barelvi 

organisations. Ramadan presents himself also more as a traditional alim, preferring the prefix sheikh to make 

himself familiar to young people. Further, as a traditional alim, he is invited onto local ethnic media and 

                                                           
113 My talks with Ramadan Qadri, Manchester, 12-06-2004. 
114 Ibid. 
115 My talk with Rizwan Ahmad, a member of the Dawat-e Islami, London, 31-05-2004. 
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satellite channels, for debates and consultation on religious issues, and in gatherings of other South Asian 

traditional mosques. For the Minhaj youth and the MWL, his classes are a way to involve more young 

followers for MQ, thus expanding its reach to South Asian people. 

MQ torchbearer: the imported husbands 

The minhaijans might enjoy a central position in the missionary work of MQ but there was a lot of tension 

among the minhajians and the imported husbands. Although being part of the same movement, the minhajians 

and the Executive of the Idara in UK have different expectations, competing organisational ideas and diverse 

approaches about how the movement should work in London or the UK in general. These tensions have to 

do with their regional background in Pakistan, their economic situation, educational background and their 

position in the UK. In the following sections I will discuss these tensions. This will help us to locate the 

position of the minhajians and the imported husbands within MQ and the broader context of the migrant and 

the local context. In view of this attitude towards the minhajians it was their position within the rank and file 

of the movement and their attitude to the founder that determines their social existence within the 

movement. In other words, their lot is related to their work for the movement and in turns this explains the 

further spread of the movement in the UK. I will deal with the issue of comparison after a note on the social 

and organisational position of the Executive, which is dominated by the category called imported husbands. 

The conflict mentioned above led to the emergence of a new MQ body in London. MQ incorporated 

more young members of the movement that had been working within its cadre for the previous decade and 

half. The majority of the new executive members consisted of the middle generation, those who migrated to 

the UK in the previous decade as a student or as a result of their marriage in the UK—the imported 

husbands. It could have been a conscious choice, as this generation possessed something of both societies: 

they were educated in Pakistan and they were a mobilised group establishing themselves in their new society. 

In this regard I showed that through MQ they saw an opportunity to gain a foothold in ethnic and 

community politics within British society. Here I will describe the new MQ leadership in the UK in detail, 

with an emphasis on the phenomenon of ‘imported husbands’ in order to understand their position within 

MQ and broader society. 

Looking at the organising body of MQ in London, one finds the presence of relatively young faces in 

it. The majority of the members of the body called the Executive Council were between the age of 25 and 40 

years. The youthfulness of MQ body is a counterweight to the image of most of the Barelvi mosques in the 

UK, which have grey-haired leadership. In contrast to the predominance of Kashmiris among the Pakistanis 

in the UK, the majority of the Executive and other bodies of MQ in London are non-Kashmiris, belonging to 

areas of the Central Punjab such as Gujarat, Faisal Abad and Lahore. Of the 13 members of the Executive 

Council in London, which also included the members of its sub-committees for education and the mosque, 

four members were of Mirpuri extraction, while the others were from various areas of Punjab. However, a 
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correlation between tasks and area of origin can be distinguished. The office holders of the Executive, the 

main decision-making body, consisted of people who originated from areas of Punjab. The mosque and 

education committees included people of mixed origin, both Punjabis and Kashmiris. Similarly, two women 

and two members of the youth group are also included in the Executive Council. 

The Executive members showed another similarity regarding their origin in Pakistan -- they were 

born in the urban areas where their parents had just migrated. Their parents worked either in services such as 

teaching, or in the military, or they had built up small businesses in their new urban locations. In this sense 

they had an upwardly mobile lower middle-class background in Pakistan. Almost all of them had been to 

college; and some had also been to university, but none of them had been to a traditional madrasa. In this way 

they distinguished themselves from the minhajians, whom I will describe later. The members of the Executive 

distinguished themselves also from the MYL in London, where young people of Kashmiri extraction 

dominate. Having grown up within Barelvi Islam, the members of the Executive were already experimenting 

with multiple manifestations of Barelvi Islam in Pakistan before they entered MQ in Pakistan or after their 

arrival in the UK. 

The present office holders of the Executive in London were nominated in 2001. Qadri himself chose 

the office bearers of MQ in London during his visit to the UK. According to a member of the EC, Qadri first 

asked for suggestions about the new Executive in London during a meeting of all the Executive bodies of the 

UK. Of the various names presented, he asked the people present what they thought about it and to give 

their suggestions about the suitability of various candidates for certain posts. Following these suggestions he 

then asked the public to raise its hands in support of a person for a specific post.116 In all cases the 

suggestions of Qadri were accepted by the public. A similar procedure was followed in the choice of the 

National Executive of MQ by Qadri during a meeting of MQ General Council in Glasgow in August 2004. 

In Britain there is much debate about the social position of imported husbands both inside the 

Pakistani community and in wider society. Among the Pakistani community, a number of prejudicial terms 

exist to describe them, such as ‘freshy’. One of very few studies on transnational marriages among the 

Pakistanis in the UK, Charsley (2005: 101-2) narrates the stories of ghar damad or imported husbands117 and 

describes them as “people with complex emotional lives, who face a range of social, economic, and cultural 

problems associated with their migration” (Ibid). Part of their complex position, Charsley argues, is how to 

adjust their masculine ideals of ‘Pakistani men’ in a social structure where they are in a disadvantaged position 

as a result of their migration. Entangled with these masculine identities are other concerns with reference to 

                                                           
116 Talk with Arshad Munir, 22-07-2004, London. 
117 Within the UK context there are different terms used for the imported husbands: mangaiter, to be translated as fiancé, 
is one but ‘mangait ana’, to come as fiancé is another; ghar damaad or jawai is a husband who moved to the house of his 
wife, an uxorilocal, which in the UK often happens due to the weak position of newly arrived partners in the early period 
of migration. 
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the loss of their ‘Pakistani, Islamic and individual family’s cultural identity’--- of children who are brought up 

as ‘British’. Charsley conceives of a “new folk model of the unhappy ghar damad” given that the present trend 

of transnational marriages from Pakistan to the UK continues.118 

Charsley’s study focuses on the familial aspect of the lives of these imported husbands. They 

generally come to the UK as unhappy actors engulfed in the socio-cultural world of Pakistan, which makes it 

hard for them to translate their different ideals of being Pakistani men into their new setting. In a sense, they 

turn out to be lacking in agency, as they lack a social base to fall back on in a new setting. However, Charsley 

misses certain socialisation possibilities of these imported husbands in the UK. It is true that they have lost 

their social networks as a result of the migration process, yet their capacity to build upon their religious, 

educational and social background, the kind of social capital they had before migration, seems to be lost in 

Charsley’s formulations. Their social background, defined as social capital, helps them to mobilise themselves 

and create new networks for this purpose, and the existing migrant organisations act as a catalyst in this 

pursuit. 

The Idara provides a space for upwardly social mobility for the newly arrived migrants to enter into 

the mainstream political or social life. Being a recent migrant, they lack linguistic and ‘social capital’ in order 

to ascend into the mainstream social and political life. The participation in the Idara body is a way to develop 

oneself and to develop personal networks enhancing one’s ‘social capital’ that enables the climb into the 

ethnic politics. The local level politics in the UK is defined along the ‘communitarian or faith lines’, thus the 

mosque ore religious leadership is some time appropriated to get a status of ethnic leadership. Even the local 

bodies employ these organs to get different things done in the community (Werbner and Anwar, 1991: 16-

17). Ishtiaq who entered MQ as a young worker of its youth wing in mid-1990s, made an upward move to the 

president of MQ London. His ascendancy within MQ structure runs parallel to his participation in the 

Newham Muslim Alliance- an umbrella Muslim organisation in Newham represented on the local Council, he  

and later his joined the Labour party. Some of the members of the local council are heads of the mosque 

committee or members of the local Sikh Temples. MQ, thus, provides a platform for the local political, social 

and inter-faith activities, contributing to the broader social exposure of its followers within the 

intercommunity engagements and an upward social mobility for the followers. 

Minhjians verses Executive tensions 

During my fieldwork in London, one day someone told me that ‘a Minhaj scholar or minhajian has 

‘disappeared’ from one of its centres in the Midlands.’ The minhajian had been working as amir of the Idara for 

the last two years, thus he was finishing his term, and soon he would be called back to Lahore. According to 

reports, he did not go back to Pakistan, nor had he been to the Idara for some weeks previously. However, 

after a couple of weeks it turned out that the minhajian in question had obtained a job as an imam in a Barelvi 
                                                           
118 In 2000 over ten thousand Pakistani nationals obtained a UK visa to join their spouses. (UK, Foreign Office, 2001). 
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mosque in the north of England. MQ official told me later that he was expelled from MQ and his biography 

was removed from the website of the minhajians.119 

These events apparently show weaknesses in MQ’s policy of posting the minhajians for two years. On 

my query on this issue a MQ official, Inqlabi, accused the minhajians, saying that they become independent 

once their stay in the UK is secured— an accusation made against the minhajians that I also heard in The 

Hague and Copenhagen. Justifying the two-year-tenure policy for the minhajians, Inqlabi gave me an example 

of a minhajian who recently became a British national: ‘we wanted an extra alim at the Idara in London, and we 

asked him to join the Idara as he had finished his track in another place: but he rejected our proposal and he 

opted for a place of his liking as he felt more freedom there.’ The minhajian, Naeem Tariq, later told me that 

he had obtained a recommendation for his appointment in the other Idara through his sources within the 

DFA. The Idara administrator, Moimar, had his own explanation of events like these, in which he showed his 

dissatisfaction with the situation of the minhajians within MQ body. ‘These people are more interested in their 

businesses and work, and they think we, the minhajians, are solely responsible for the religious nourishment of 

their children’. Behind these controversies lie certain broader issues that explain the situations of both groups 

in the UK. I will put these issues in context. 

The unequal relations between the Executive and the minhajians show the emergence of bureaucratic 

structures within MQ, which favour the Executives in the UK. As a result of bureaucratisation within MQ, 

the Executive has become a rule-making authority directly related to the centre in Lahore. Beside this, there 

are also socio-economic reasons, due to the different origins of the individuals involved, that explain their 

positions in the UK. In contrast to the Executive members, almost all minhajians in the UK come from small 

towns and villages of southern Punjab and its adjacent districts, also known as the Siraiki belt. Like the 

Potohar in the northern Punjab, the Siraiki belt is considered economically backward. Traditionally, the Siraiki 

belt, with the historic city of Multan at its centre, is a land of Sufis, although in the last two decades this area 

has seen a growth of Barelvi, Deobandi and Shiite activism. MQ establishment and MQ University have 

provided opportunities for the upwardly mobile youth of these areas. The movement offers these young 

people not only the opportunity to become part of its wider organisational and educational network in 

Pakistan, but also for motivated minhajians to be posted to its centres overseas. For the minhajians in the UK it 

is an enormous step from their villages to the UK, while imported husbands already have more urbanised 

backgrounds, coming from big or small towns with. For the minhajians the migration process is an event of 

their socio-economic stability. 

In the hierarchy of MQ in London, the Executive members place themselves above the minhajians. 

The Executive body already has the upper hand in that it invites the minhajians from Pakistan. These 

hierarchical relations are further actualised through ‘demanding behaviour’, as some minhajians put it, on the 
                                                           
119 www.minhajians.org accessed on 25-11-2004. 
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part of the Executive members. In some private talks with the Executives they described the minhajians as 

molvi – a pejorative term used for imams in the villages of Punjab where molvi is equal to a lower cast. In their 

self-descriptions the imported husbands thought themselves more ‘civilised’ and that they have more claims 

on MQ. The minhajians regarded the general behaviour of the Executive towards them as ‘demeaning’. ‘They 

consider and treat us like a second grade people, as they consider themselves superior for inviting the 

minhajian into the UK’.120 This shows that the hierarchy was not only based on the financial background, there 

were social issues involved where the Executives looked down upon the minhajians. 

The Executive members have a differentiated economic background and consist of young 

professionals and entrepreneurs. The president of MQ London owns a Pakistani restaurant and a take-away 

in East London. The secretary of MQ London has a business in auto-parts. He and other members of 

Executive, also imported husbands, and some dedicated followers of the movement were also professionals, 

businessmen, restaurant owners, students and taxi drivers/owners. This shows an active conscription of the 

movement among the rising professionals and self-employed Pakistanis, who otherwise score low in the field 

of self-employment compared to the Indians for example (Brown, 2000). In the face of the lack of 

opportunity, often as a result of prevalent racism and job discrimination, such a level of self-employment is 

often interpreted as providing a ‘culture of hope’ (Modood, 1997: 348). On the other hand, contrary to the 

earlier migrations, the marriage migration, as this study shows, brings relatively more educated partners from 

Pakistan who obviously are no longer interested in manual or menial jobs overseas. Similarly many of the girls 

and boys interviewed for this study, both in the UK and the Netherlands, expect a good match in terms of 

financial background and education to form a ‘compatible couple’. 

4.5 Conclusion 
In this chapter I gave an account of the organisational history and structure of MQ in London. I showed that 

MQ adopted a conscious approach to work on the overseas Pakistani communities and to provide the Barelvi 

followers with new religious discourse and activism. As part of this strategy they first worked with the existing 

Barelvi groups. However, in the course of time they differentiated themselves from them when it succeeded 

in creating its own niche. They provided the disgruntled Barelvis with a new cause for activism through its 

message of Mustafvi Revolution, thus building its forms of organisation and mobilisation on a new generation of 

the Barelvi followers. 

MQ adopted a family-centred strategy whereby the whole family was engaged with the cause of the 

movement. I consider this a significant step towards the place-making process under new circumstances. For 

MQ, it meant that it provided a religiously sanctioned space for all generations and genders outside of home. 

Significant in this regard was the establishment of the MWL, which was a major step for the mobilisation of 

                                                           
120 Talk with Moimmer, 09-05-2004, London. 
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women with the Barelvi background. The movement encouraged the participation of the women through its 

Idara, and gave them possibilities to participate and organise their religious activities as they wish. The MWL 

represented different generations of women within the movement, although with different images of what the 

movement meant for them. The women’s mobilisation shows the tendencies that counter the masculinisation 

of South Asian Islam among overseas communities. More importantly the outwardly cultural events like 

organising meena bazaar for women, are now religiously sanctified, and are sometimes held inside the mosque. 

In the UK MQ built a broad organisational network on the newly migrated middle-generation. In 

contrast to the first generation of the Pakistanis in the UK who lived with a dream of return to Pakistan 

(Anwar, 1981), with the emergence of the second and the third generations, and mostly with the imported 

husbands, this dream lost its significance. A consequence of this perception was to recreate the religious, 

social and cultural institutions and practices of their source areas, many of which are rooted in religion 

(Robinson, 1986; Ballard, 1994). This consciousness is present to a significant extent among the imported 

husbands as they consider their responsibility to lead their children, and also their brothers-in-law and sisters-

in-law in the UK away from ‘negative’ aspects of the British culture. The executive body was interrelated 

through patronage relations with the main leadership of MQ that go beyond caste or biraderi links, although 

these structures are not totally eradicated within the MQ. At the same time the Idara was their place of 

socialisation in new setting, and they saw it as a step towards their further inclusion into ethnic politics at the 

local level. Through the foundation and workings of MQ I show how this new generation of followers of 

traditional Islam mobilise themselves in a new setting. Their mobilisation, socialisation for MQ is part of their 

upward mobility and social success in society. 
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5. MQ in the Netherlands: a house divided 

5.1 Introduction  
In the previous chapter I focused on the pioneers of MQ in the UK who were dissatisfied with the working 

of the existing Barelvi institutions and who, subsequently, joined MQ networks. In the Netherlands, 

Pakistanis were a young community and different religious groups were just initiating their work. In that early 

period MQ also came on to the scene at the end of 1980s. However, while in the UK MQ succeeded in 

creating a broader network with a central leadership structure across the UK, MQ in the Netherlands 

remained a divided house, despite the pool of dedicated followers, as the following anecdote illustrates: 

In early 2002 MQ in The Hague bought a place to found its Idara in there. A few days later I 

went to the Idara around the time for evening prayer during the Ramadan days. The door was 

closed and from outside the building appeared to be in darkness. I rang the bell and a 

member of MQ opened the door for me and hurriedly dragged me inside the ‘mosque’. Inside 

he told me that ‘...the City Council forbad MQ to say their prayers in this building as they did 

not get building permission for the place to be used as a mosque.’ They feared that the 

authorities might lock up the building for their ‘illegal’ usage of it as a mosque. It turned out 

later that MQ bought the place in order to build the Idara there but failed to inform the local 

authorities of their intention of using the place for religious purposes. 

The very next day I went to Rotterdam for an appointment with MQ president. During our 

talk I referred to the incident of the previous night, thinking that he would have known about 

the situation before hand. To my utter surprise he did not have any notion of the event and 

the closure of the new building in The Hague: ‘What happened last night?’ was his response 

to my suggestion. I later informed him about the incident of the previous evening. 

This anecdote shows a certain kind of internal rivalry that existed between the two centres of MQ in The 

Hague and Rotterdam. I will deal with the nature of this competition and its effects on the working of MQ in 

the Netherlands. However, despite the competition MQ in the Netherlands, like its counterparts in the UK, 

went on to create an identity for its followers that goes beyond its Barelvi origins. As in the UK, the earlier 

religious and social organisations in the Netherlands were established mostly following their ethnic origins. 

MQ’s objective was to go beyond the ethnic and regional affiliations in order to create a common Islamic 

identity. This gives rise to various questions. How does MQ work to create a new religious identity out of 

these Pakistani groups? What is the nature of this religious atmosphere that MQ wanted to create, and how 

does this differ from other Pakistani religious and social groups and how does it relate to the broader debate 

in the Dutch society? These and similar questions are significant because they seek to answer the question of 
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the kind of Muslim identity MQ seeks through its concept of Mustafavi Revolution and how this is implemented 

through its institutes. 

The earlier efforts 

The issue of the Barking mosque and MQ’s separation from it shows a similar pattern in the Netherlands. 

The Ghausia mosque is one of the four mosques in Rotterdam with Pakistani congregations. Many followers 

of MQ used to assemble at there for prayers and other socio-religious gatherings. Like some other Pakistani 

mosques, the Ghausia mosque in Rotterdam did not affiliate with any Pakistanis or Surinamese umbrella 

organisation.121 In that sense, they invited different religious figures of Barelvi background to speak on 

important religious festivities on its premises.122 The members of the mosque congregation are predominantly 

Punjabis belonging to the district Gujarat and Sialkot and the surrounding areas in Pakistan. The mosque 

body is still represented by first generation Pakistanis. 

The fact that the Ghausia mosque was not affiliated to any umbrella organisation meant that the 

mosque body searched independently for a suitable imam or prayer leader for the mosque. In the mid-80s the 

mosque management invited Hafiz Nazir Ahmad as a prayer leader. Nazir told me about his arrival in the 

Netherlands: ‘I studied in a Barelvi madrasa in Faisalabad and started working there in a mosque. The people 

from the Ghausia Mosque were looking for an imam. My teacher advised me to go for this position’.123 Hafiz 

Nazir Ahmad, who was already inspired by Qadri, was to be one of the earlier figures who brought MQ to 

Rotterdam. In 1988 Qadri invited pir Tahir Allauddin— descendent of Abdul Qadir Jilani and patron of MQ, 

after the latter’s participation in the London Conference. On that occasion many people from The Hague and 

Rotterdam took bait (oath of allegiance) on the hands of Tahir Allauddin. This was also meant as an act of 

formal entrance of many followers into MQ movement, including Dr. Aziz, whom I referred to in chapter 

four. Here I discuss Nazir Ahmad,124 who is not only vital in establishing MQ in the Netherlands, but also 

became an important figure in the overseas’ networks of MQ. 

Nazir Ahmad is a middle aged man who keeps his beard trimmed and comes from Faisalabad, a city 

in central Punjab. During the course of his studies, Nazir was stirred by the personality of Qadri in Pakistan. 

‘He has an authority, both in worldly and religious affairs’, he said about Qadri. After his arrival at the Ghausia 

mosque he continued to spread the message of MQ through this platform. ‘He made a routine’, remembered 

Miskeen, a member of the Ghausia mosque, ‘of showing the video cassettes of Qadri’s speeches in the 

mosque. During one of the sessions, he even said ‘this is more than I can tell you about Islam’ after showing 

                                                           
121 Landman talks of an ad hoc relationship of some Pakistani mosque with the umbrella organisations based either in 
Pakistan or the UK.  
122 In this sense it is similar in more than one way to the Barking or Medina mosque in London considered previously. 
Both mosques acted as earlier places for MQ activities. However, compared to the Barking mosque, the Ghausia mosque 
shed its MQ feathers earlier than the almost a decade long link of the Barking mosque with MQ. 
123 Talk with Hafiz Nazir Ahmad, 27-03-2004, Rotterdam. 
124 For convenience I will only use the name Nazir Ahmad further in this thesis. 
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Qadri’s speech’. However, not everyone in the Ghausia mosque was keen about his enthusiasm for Qadri and 

some people objected to it. It led to a conflict within the mosque that led to the removal of Nazir Ahmad 

from the mosque. 

After his expulsion Nazir Ahmad continued the dawa, preaching for MQ in the years after. MQ 

established their first centre in Rotterdam and later in The Hague. In the early 1990s, he went to Paris to 

launch MQ centre there. Taking into consideration his dedication and his availability in Europe, Qadri gave 

him the title of MQ’s Ambassador in Europe. While in this new position he helped to establish more MQ 

institutions in southern European countries such as Spain and Italy, and later on, even in Japan. He always 

accompanied Qadri during his visits to European centres or the Middle East. Considering his ‘services to the 

mission’ he was included into the Supreme Council of MQ in Pakistan. In 2006 Qadri arranged a marriage 

between one of his sons and the daughter of Nazir Ahmad. In this way he included him into the close circle 

of the movement. 

Through these interactions with the Barelvi groups and individuals MQ built up a network of 

associations and brought about a transformation within them. They introduced an activist spirit among the 

followers of the Barelvi, carrying a message of anti-sectarianism and Muslim solidarity. Many of the visitors of 

the mosques had already become disillusioned with the existing mosque boards of the Barelvi. This shift 

caused controversies about ideological and organisational issues. Thus Qadri was criticised for not being a 

follower of traditional schools. Controversies on the organisational level can be seen in the case of the 

Barking mosque, in which, although the charisma of Qadri survived, MQ intervention was not welcome in a 

community project. Thus this refers to an ambiguous nature of Qadri’s position among the Barelvi: they 

admire his intellectual competence, but reject his organisational decisions and his personal charisma. 

However, at the organisational level the MQ introduced certain new mechanisms of mobilisation, 

socialisation and processes developed in order to engage with the broader society. These also led to the 

differentiation of MQ, from the traditional Barelvi. I elaborate on this in the next section. So although there 

are similarities in the patterns of settlement and institutionalisation, there are also fundamental differences 

with the situation in the UK. In the Netherlands MQ was first founded in Rotterdam in 1992, while The 

Hague section was created in 1994. In the following years two more branches, one in Amsterdam and the 

other in Eindhoven, were set up, although they did not develop into well-established centres. 

In the Netherlands the earlier followers of MQ had a more professional background than their UK 

counterparts, which generated a different orientation of MQ in the Netherlands. MQ followers in the 

Netherlands were more conscious of issues Muslim communities were facing in Dutch society; they made 

choices according to the specific needs of the community. A prominent member of MQ in Rotterdam, Dr. 

Aziz, defined these needs in terms of Islamic identity, which meant that MQ was looking for a way of 
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creating a Muslim identity for its followers. Recollecting his memories of the early days of Pakistani 

migrations and the community situation Dr. Aziz told me: 

‘In the beginning the situation was different; people were more culturally involved: dawtain or 
dinners and fighting, and all those mua’milaat affairs around it. At that time there was no 
religious environment, but a more cultural one. People come together like party atmosphere, 
they sit and then some people had some other mua’milaat affairs in their mind like drinks (with 
smile on his face) etc, and so sometimes a fight broke out. There was an urge that a change 
should occur in this environment.’125  

According to Dr. Aziz, creating an ‘Islamic atmosphere’ out of the ‘cultural lives of the Pakistani’ was a task 

that MQ embarked upon. He lamented that the existing religious institutions and mosque associations had 

not been providing this sufficiently. 

5.2 Social background 
In Rotterdam most Pakistani migrants originated from the province of Punjab. A relatively large number of 

them came from larger and smaller towns and had enjoyed some education. After arriving in the Netherlands 

they held different kinds of jobs, mostly related to the Rotterdam harbour. Many first generation Pakistanis 

worked in the harbour, from cleaning to painting the ships, while others got jobs in chemical industries or oil 

refineries. In many cases these were permanent jobs thus providing financial stability. Unfortunately many of 

these migrants did not stay long in their predominantly manual jobs. There was a trend among many 

Pakistanis after earning some money - and having borrowed some more from friends - to decide to start small 

businesses of their own. They invested in small restaurants or take-away catering, while others invested in taxi 

companies. Thus living in an industrial city provided them more sources of work and income.  

A different situation could be observed among the Pakistanis in The Hague. The majority of them 

also originated from Punjab, but they came from smaller towns and villages. Most of the Pakistanis in The 

Hague, living mainly in and around Schilderswijk, came from villages surrounding the towns of Gujrat and 

Lala Musa—and are locally called ‘Gujrati people’. Their early migration was followed further through chain 

migration, thus many Gujrati people came to live in a nearby neighbourhood in Schilderswijk. The expression 

Gujrati people meant that the ‘group’ had brought with them some specific social structures of biraderi and 

this was recreated in their new places of settlement. Being less educated, they went into manual labour jobs. 

Many first generation Pakistanis in The Hague were known as the stall keepers at The Hague market, while 

others worked in the flower markets. Similar to Pakistanis in Rotterdam, some Pakistanis in The Hague began 

their own businesses or started to work for taxi companies. Unfortunately, a substantial number of them were 

jobless. 

With the emergence of the second generation, the nature of employment diversified. A common 

dominant factor among all Pakistanis in the Netherlands was their effort to acquire education for their 
                                                           
125 My talk wth Dr. Aziz 29-11-2002, Rotterdam. For convenience, I will use the name Dr. Aziz further in this thesis as 
this is how he is usually known for his dental practices. 
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children. The second generation chose different professional careers, like medicine, law, economics and IT. 

These were the studies that provided not only relatively more job perspectives, but also gave these Pakistanis 

a higher social status within the community. Similarly, recent developments in the telecommunications and 

liberalisation in other fields have created new opportunities for the ethnic communities. For example, in all 

major cities of the Netherlands many telephone-internet shops are owned by Pakistanis. In addition, the 

liberalisation of the taxi branch in Amsterdam and Rotterdam resulted in an increase in taxi companies owned 

by people of different ethnic backgrounds. This occupation was mostly taken by the middle generations--- the 

young Pakistanis who migrated due to their marriage with a Pakistani girl, whom I called the ‘imported 

husbands’ in case of the UK. Due to the language difficulties, these self-employed opportunities were easier 

ways for them to earn a living. The consequences of these developments were noticeable within MQ, as more 

people from these professions entered the movement. During my field-work people sometimes joked that 

‘when somebody enters a taxi business the next step for him would be to join MQ’.126 

The differences in socio-economic background between the Pakistanis in Rotterdam and the 

Pakistanis in The Hague have their impact on the religious and welfare institutions in the respective cities. As 

already noted in chapter three, in Rotterdam some professional people took a leading role in initiating the 

mosque organisations and the opening of a number of Pakistani mosques. In The Hague different welfare 

organisations of Gujrat waley (Gujrati people) were dominated by family and biraderi structures, and the internal 

rivalries among the Pakistanis were an obstacle in building a proper religious institution in The Hague. The 

shadows of internal rivalries were also visible within the faction-ridden MQ followings in both cities, which 

stood in contrast to a more educated group with a well-organised body of the movement in Rotterdam. They 

have a network of dedicated followers of MQ through its religious and social activities. The factional nature 

of MQ network there deemed it less successful to convert itself into a coherent network. 

Devotional Islam New Religious elite 
The emergence and popularity of MQ attracted certain professional people of the Barelvi background into 

the fold of MQ. MQ provided a platform to these new religious elite that took a leading role in organising 

MQ branches in Europe. In one sense, their development in the Netherlands was similar to that in the UK, 

where in an earlier period of the establishment of the Muslim religious institutions, it was the educated 

Muslim, with a Deobandi background, who led the predominantly Barelvi followings (Geaves, 2007). 

However, in the case of MQ it was the educated and affluent Barelvis who took this role. This generation of 

MQ shared certain common features: they were well-educated people around the age of fifty, disillusioned 

with the traditional Barelvi groups and enjoyed a special direct access to their leader, Tahirul Qadri. In 

                                                           
126 My talk with Sabir in Amsterdam who himself has owned a taxi. In 2000 the local governments in Amsterdam and 
Rotterdam liberalised the taxi branch that led to a rise of small taxi firms mostly attracting the ethnic businessmen.  
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addition, to some extent they were also self-taught in religious studies due to which they could guide others in 

a certain way. 

I will elaborate on these characteristics through an account of a prominent figure within MQ 

network in the Netherlands --- Dr. Aziz. He was approached by Nazir Ahmad during the latter’s search for 

educated and well-off individuals within the community in order to enlist people for MQ in the Netherlands. 

Dr. Aziz recounts his entry into MQ: 

‘In the Ghausia mosque, there was Nazir Ahmed... through him came qibla pir Tahir Allauddin 
to the Netherlands, I think in 1988; and Hafiz sahib and I took an oath of allegiance with pir 
sahib. In 1989 with the efforts of Nazir I took my step into the Minhajul Quran”.’ 

By joining MQ Dr. Aziz turned out to be a big asset to the movement. A fair-skinned middle aged man with a 

grey beard, Dr. Aziz originated from Lahore. He aspired to get a higher education in Europe after his 

education in Pakistan as a dentist, hence, the title ‘doctor’ by which he is usually known. ‘I would say it is not 

anything pre-planned. I left for somewhere else, and came to Holland for education,’ he told me Dr. Aziz 

recounted in a fatalistic tone with a laugh. An air of providence and mystery prevailed during the whole of 

our first talk. ‘I see it like this: it seems that the different flows of my life are going like this’. He came to the 

Netherlands in 1974—a year of relatively high migration.127 For three years he did some training for his 

dentistry studies and had worked in a hospital until 1982. From that time onward he started his own practice 

as a dentist in Rotterdam South. His wife, a Surinamese, led the women’s body of MQ. 

In Rotterdam Dr. Aziz built a large network among the Pakistani community, mostly through his 

practice as a dentist. His patients consisted of all ethnicities the majority being Pakistanis. Besides this, he 

developed a religious entrepreneurship through his informal Hajj and Umra travel bureau. Every year he led a 

group of pilgrimages to the hajj. Beside this he often provided informal counselling to his friends. Through 

these engagements he acquired influence within different sectors of the Pakistani and Surinamese-Indian 

Muslims. Moreover, Dr. Aziz was well-read in South Asian Sufi literature; he guided the youth in Sufi 

doctrine and its relevance to the present time. Thus Dr. Aziz succeeded in creating social capital for the 

movement in the Netherlands; as a result, during his first tour in 1990, Qadri nominated him as president of 

MQ of the Netherlands.  

Dr. Aziz was also popular among Minhaj Youth members in Rotterdam. After any big gathering in 

the Idara, he would sit there with a group of young people around him to discuss religious issues, mostly on 

Sufism. As he could communicate in Dutch, the youth could understand him. These engagements with the 

youth, discussions of religious issues and his guidance on social affairs led to the emergence of a formal 

group, the Minhaj Youth League. Similarly, Dr. Aziz’s attitude towards understanding the youth inspired the 

younger generation and people like Tasneem Sadiq. Through these interactions, Dr. Aziz’s generally receptive 

                                                           
127 In 1975 Dutch government regularized ‘people without documents’ who were living in the Netherlands since first 
January 1974. 
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attitude, his knowledge of Islam, his position as patron of the Idara and his vast network outside the Idara 

made him an influential personality. These qualities also brought him close to Qadri himself who had 

nominated him to organise joint marriages events for couples from poor families in Pakistan. 

These positions and acquired authority gave him an unassailable position within the structure of MQ 

in Rotterdam and all of the Netherlands. Within the inner circles however, he faced criticism: he was blamed 

for not being willing to share the leadership of MQ in Rotterdam with other followers of the movement. He 

was seen as an obstacle to the expansion of the Idara in Rotterdam as it could not succeed in getting more 

room.128 Considering his centrality in Rotterdam, some people criticised him for creating his own pir khana 

(‘spiritual centre’) in Rotterdam. Despite his network within Dutch society and engagement with the youth 

issues, MQ under Dr. Aziz remained a Pakistan oriented movement in the Netherlands. 

MQ in The Hague and the ‘Community’ 

In The Hague a lot of activism was found among different Pakistani groups working in different welfare and 

political circles. These groups are organised along biraderi structures. It is important here to understand the 

position of MQ in The Hague along different fault lines of biraderi structures and political affiliations as MQ 

put itself above these structures. Most of these organisations, led by only first generation immigrants, were 

groups that focused on a single issue, such as the welfare society, a burial committee, Kashmir group or a 

Na’at council. None of these organisations had their own place and were mostly run from the house of the 

leading figure of the group or stalls at The Hague market.129 These groups had a long standing wish for a 

community centre in The Hague, and sometimes they took initiative to assemble people together in order to 

develop means for establishing a centre. However, these efforts came to nothing due to disagreements on a 

certain project. Before going further into the interaction of these groups with MQ I will give an account of 

their structure and functions. 

The Pakistan Welfare Society (PWS) consists of a small group of Pakistanis, the Gujrati people in 

The Hague, and many of its members are connected through family networks or by living in the same district 

or in some cases, the same biraderi. Many of them have their stalls at the Hague Market. The PWS is closely 

linked to a pocket of Kashmiri families that recently joined together to form the Kashmir Centre, The Hague. 

The PWS became notorious, at least among the Pakistani youth, when Haji Iqbal, its leader, ran for the local 

elections for The Hague City Council in 2002, and approached the Pakistanis for the support. His political 

credentials were challenged by the Pakistani Student Network (PSN), on the grounds that he lacked 

knowledge of Dutch and was not aware of the local political situation. It led to a brawl among his supporters 

and some members of the PSN in the Haagse Hoogschool (The Hague University of Applied Sciences). This 

                                                           
128 My talk with Saeed Ahmad, former president MQ, 23-03-2004, Rotterdam. 
129 In 2010 a coalition of different welfare committees, with the support of Pakistani Embassy, bought a space for 
religious and social activities. Similarly, MQ also bought its own space. The distinguishing factor in the latter case was 
that it was MQ youth who played a dominant role in this purchase. 
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ended in the dismantling of the PSN and also in causing a constant breach between the older and younger 

Pakistanis in The Hague. 

Another group - the Burial Committee (BC) - was once part of PWS but it later separated from it due 

to a clash over the leadership. Financially, the BC is a strong body with about 400 members. The exclusive 

task of the BC was to make arrangements to send the bodies of deceased back to Pakistan. The majority of its 

members belonged to the networks of families who had originated from Kharian and the Gujrat areas in 

Pakistan. The prominent members of both groups were regular visitors of the programmes organised by the 

Pakistan Embassy in The Hague. Both these groups had good access to the Pakistani embassy since they used 

to invite embassy officials to the groups’ gatherings, like the Pakistan Day. It added to the prestige of the 

leaders of these organisations to present themselves as ‘community leaders’. It was important for the 

embassy, in return, to have these community leaders attend its gatherings and interactions in order for 

example, to get support for its policies on Kashmir, as well as financial support for disasters in Pakistan. 

Similarly, the elders of these groups were invited to the Pakistan Day or the cricket and hockey matches that 

had been organised by the embassy. 

Pakistanis in the Netherlands are not so anonymous as sometimes is assumed. Aside from their 

participation in the religious structures of the Surinamese Muslims, their most important activities are of a 

more political nature. Significant in this respect is their mobilisation for the Kashmir dispute between India 

and Pakistan. In the last twenty years they have mobilised people to create more consciousness for the right 

of self-determination of the Kashmiris. From 2004 they formed the Kashmir Centre, which is a branch of the 

Kashmir Centre in Brussels. A regular part of the programme of this centre, along with the other welfare 

groups, was the Kashmir Day March on 5th February, following decision of Pakistani government. The 

March participants walked from the Foreign Ministry in The Hague to the Parliament building and back to 

plead for the cause of the Kashmiri people. In 2005 the Kashmir Centre in Brussels, along with that in The 

Hague, organised a Kashmir Conference at the Peace Palace in The Hague. This time they invited different 

Dutch officials, academics, Kashmir activists and supporters from the UK, Scandinavia and Belgium. Apart 

from this, these groups and also individuals demonstrated their affiliations to different political parties in 

Pakistan and presented themselves as their local representatives. 

As noted earlier, different Pakistani groups in The Hague strive to create their own religious and 

cultural centre. The welfare groups and MQ met to initiate a joint effort to accomplish this. However, after a 

couple of meetings it turned out that they had different views, mostly on the purposes of the cultural part of 

the envisioned centre. While MQ stressed the necessity of providing room for the youth and women to 

organise activities in the centre, the head of BC, Chaudhry Afzaal, was not open to these ideas of women’s 

participation. He intervened and said, 
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‘…  (Speaking in Punjabi) I do not see that this plan will succeed. (Describing a Punjabi fable 
of two bulls that cannot drink from the same reservoir); it is useless to go forward on this 
subject. I am personally against the participation of women in a programme where the mixing 
of sexes could occur. Before we end up fighting on these issues, I think it is better that we 
should not start with it.’130 

The meetings continued for some time but ended without a compromise. The breaking point was the 

prevailing distrust about the position of the other, and the lack of unity regarding the objectives of the centre. 

It should also be noted that the gender issue of the participation of women in MQ or in any other gatherings, 

which was the objection of the welfare groups, played a part in the failure of these discussions. 

As elsewhere however, the patron-client structures and family based approach distinguished MQ 

from the strong family networks, biraderi linked structures of welfare bodies and political groups. Its family 

based approach, was the result of activism, socialisation and communal structures that emerged locally. This 

organic approach added to the overall picture of the MQ Cooperation with certain negative connotations 

among the Pakistani groups. The members of these welfare groups for example, were reluctant to attend MQ 

mosque or its other activities, as they were worried of becoming absorbed into the all-comprehensive 

activism of MQ. This approach was visible in the activities of MQ within its different centres. 

5.3 Founding the Idara 
MQ began its activities as a social and cultural organisation from a small ‘social services office’.  Regarding its 

early set-up Dr. Aziz speaks more of a ‘cultural centre’ rather than of a religious group:  

‘We started it only for Saturdays and Sundays, we thought that people will come; it was like a 
social activity office, where a (Urdu) newspaper also used to come. Then we started the Urdu 
language classes, and also Quran lessons for girls and children. Sometimes a fazil, MQ alim, 
came from England or Denmark to lead the zikr gatherings on Thursdays. It was in 1992 that 
the monthly shab-bedari (night vigil) started along with sewing lessons.’ 

These early activities were directed against social and cultural, factors within the Pakistani community, which 

MQ wanted to change. When talking about the social issues that the movement wanted to fight, Dr. Aziz 

called these mua’milaat, affairs. Dr. Aziz used mua’milaat a couple of times in his talks to describe issues that he 

did not want to name although their meanings can be inferred from his description. In one context he used 

mua’milaat to refer to the use of alcohol during Pakistani social gatherings; at another time he used this notion 

to describe the social necessity of a movement like MQ: 

‘In the beginning the situation was different; people were more culturally involved, dawtain 
dinners and fighting, and all those mua’milaat affairs. At that time there was no religious 
atmosphere, more cultural one; people come together like party atmosphere, they sit and then 
some people had some other mua’milaat affairs in their mind, so sometimes fight broke out. 
There was urge that in this environment there should be some change.’ 

                                                           
130 MQ and Pakistani community gathering, 20-02-2003, The Hague. 
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Thus the actions of MQ aimed to change this social environment in which the Pakistani communal life had 

been limited to ‘eating, drinking and merry making’, as I freely translate Dr. Aziz’s words. MQ wished to 

change that atmosphere for a more sober one. 

This change had to do with the beginning of family reunions that changed the nature of the collective 

events. The period of the early 1980s saw the emergence of the Pakistani mosque organisations in the 

Netherlands. However, for those followers of the traditional Barelvi Islam who were increasingly defining 

themselves following their religious identity, the mosque bodies were not fulfilling its functions properly. As 

Dr. Aziz saw it: 

‘...our difference from the Ghausia mosque, or any other Pakistani mosque in Rotterdam was 
that they limited their mosque to only the religious rituals. These things are important, but 
religion is more than these rituals. How your religion guides you as a person and how to 
present oneself in society, is also important.’ 

It was at the point at which the mosque should help the congregation to carry their Muslim identity into 

public life that the traditional Barelvi mosques were not fulfilling their duty. Thus, MQ aimed at a change not 

only in the religious rituals reflected in the broader function of the mosque, but also by  inculcating a religious 

disposition that was to be manifested in a broader social life. It was an effort to create a broader Muslim 

identity outside of the mosque premises in public life that, according to MQ, the existing Pakistani 

organisations had not been providing. MQ thus wanted to bring changes within the Pakistani culture and to 

make it into an ‘Islamic identity’: 

‘MQ changed the position of (Pakistani) society; adopting headscarves for daughters, dress 
changes for women, changes of people’s ideas mostly their father’s change of ideas, more 
towards religion. This all has happened due to MQ. ... use of a headscarf by our women, it 
was not like this in the beginning...now people see women in that (scarf) they say that this is 
from MQ.’ 

It is important to elaborate on the issue to which Dr. Aziz refers, namely, MQ adopting the idea of a 

headscarf worn by women. Traditionally the Pakistan women use a dopata (headscarf) which loosely covers 

women’s heads and bosoms and which occasionally drops to the shoulders and can be uncomfortable in 

windy conditions. However, following MQ teachings, the scarf or dopata has been increasingly abandoned 

for a headscarf by those women who identify themselves from an Islamic perspective. Thus, abandoning a 

traditional scarf for a headscarf shows that for these women, as well as for the men, it is not enough to be 

Muslim but they think that one should actively embrace the Muslim identity and display their Muslim identity 

to the broader society. These were the Islamic parameters that MQ adopted to fight the cultural practices 

among the Pakistanis. How such Islamic identities were formed in practice? I will answer this and related 

question in chapter six. In the next section first I present an account of the organisational structure and the 

functioning of MQ in Rotterdam and The Hague. 

Idara Rotterdam and The Hague: formal organisation 
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MQ mosque, or rather the prayer hall, in Rotterdam was located in a very inconspicuous spot in the area 

Tarwewijk in the local borough Charlois. Situated in a former docks company building, it was almost invisible 

behind the rows of houses with only a small passage leading to it. In this local council building the ground 

floor was converted into the mosque. It had two big rooms and a kitchen while the second floor was rented 

by a group of artists. The main prayer room had two entrances, one from the outside and the second from 

the corridor. The adjacent room, meant for women, had a single entrance from the corridor. On entering the 

main hall, on the left side there was a row of cupboards filled with books and multimedia material of the 

movement. The front corner of the hall had an improvised pulpit, where the imam of the mosque gave his 

Friday sermon. During the early period of my research, the interior of the hall was decorated with garland and 

balloons, and on the front wall of the hall hung a wall to wall banner with writings Jashn-e eid-e Miladul Nabi, 

(celebrating the birthday of the Prophet). On a table along the right side wall, small candles were placed, 

creating a shrine-like atmosphere, a reminder of a recent celebration in the mosque. Above the table hung 

another banner with two slogans, the first reading ‘The prophetic ishq (passion) and ata’at (reverence) is the 

true base of Muslim ummat (community)’. The second says ‘The spread of the Quranic education formed the 

base of intellectual revolutions among Muslims’. 

MQ was registered as a foundation, Stichting Minhajdulquran Holland on May 1991 at the local 

Chamber of Commerce. During the years 2002 to 2005, the main period of my research, MQ had a formal 

organising body, which was a group of people representing all generations. The statute of the mosque 

mentioned Dr. Aziz as the general secretary of the foundation and Khalil Butt as the treasurer, both had held 

these functions from 1993. However, Dr. Aziz informally acted as the sirprast-e ala (patron-in-chief), who, 

according to some followers, was “named by Qadri himself”131. The patron-in-chief, in principle, was a 

ceremonial title, but within the Pakistani context it meant that such a person was beyond temporal criticism. 

Khalil, originating from Sialkot – a semi-industrial city located north east of Lahore, joined MQ after having 

met pir Tahir Allaudin and having given bait to him. Tasneem Sadiq was the vice-president of the mosque and 

he also coordinated the youth network. He was born and brought up in Rotterdam in a family that originated 

from Gujrat, another semi-industrial town in the east of Punjab. This composition of MQ management in 

Rotterdam represented a more urban origin and it also indicates the prominent position of Dr. Aziz in MQ 

structure. 

As in Rotterdam, MQ Idara in The Hague was located in a rented council house in the 

Houtzagersingel in Schilderswijk. Established in 1992, it was founded through ‘the cooperation of a local 

police officer when we talked him about lack of prayer space for us’, remembered Khalid Mahmood MQ 

president. The building comprised of a space of 48m² and consisted of two big rooms. On entering the 

building the ablution spaces were located in the corridor that further along opened up into a small kitchen 
                                                           
131 My talk with Tanseem Sadiq, 29-11-2002, Rotterdam. 
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with scarcely room for four people to stand. The kitchen was used mostly as a storage room in which the 

langar or ritual food was kept. On the right side of the corridor, a door opened into the big room that 

extended into the prayer hall. When filled to capacity the mosque could not hold more than eighty people. As 

a result, MQ in The Hague conducted its larger programmes, as on occasions of milad, eid or having guests, in 

a sports hall or at the Noerul Islam—a Surinamese mosque. 

During the period of my fieldwork MQ in The Hague went through a conflict that led to the creation 

of a new board. The newly constituted president of the Idara in The Hague was Khalid Mahmood. Mahmood 

originated from Gujrat. He was a businessman in the wholesale sector and had also recently acquired his own 

taxi company. The secretary was another young man, Sirshar Ali, who came from Muzzafargarh – a small 

town in southern Punjab. Interestingly, both Khalid and Sirshar, the latter as the finance secretary, joined MQ 

Idara in 1992 and were among its earlier members. Their re-nomination was an effort to create stability after a 

conflict with the MYL. Both Khalid and Sirshar came to the Netherlands at a young age. They had done part 

of their schooling in Pakistan and the rest in the Netherlands. However, their early marriages impeded their 

further studies plans, as they told me. 

Behind this description of two Idara in the Netherlands lies a tension that runs along personal and 

organisational lines. At one level the tensions are rooted in how the imam or the director in MQ was invited 

to the Idara. The director of Idara is a key figure in passing on MQs ethos; they were mostly the graduates of 

MQ University in Lahore. In the early 1990s MQ often invited MQ ulama to the Netherlands from the UK 

or Scandinavia for religious educational purposes. In the mid-1990s MQ decided to have its own imam on a 

permanent basis. However, in inviting the imam from MQ University, MQ faced problems as the migration 

processes in the Netherlands had created obstacles. Thus, it opted for the arranged marriages of the potential 

candidates within the Pakistani families in order to enable their migration to the Netherlands. According to 

this arrangement, Ahmad Raza, now MQ director in The Hague, was appointed as director of the Idara in 

Rotterdam in 1996. Ahmad Raza continued working in Rotterdam until 1999 when disagreements emerged 

between him and Dr. Aziz over the administration of the Idara. Ahmad Raza wanted to see his group in the 

administration of the Idara, while Dr. Aziz did not want to lose his position. As a result, Ahmad Raza left the 

Idara in Rotterdam.132 Another respondent mentioned that Ahmad Raza left when a member of MQ 

Rotterdam wanted to bring in his relative as the director of the Idara there.133 The new director was first 

posted to Sweden after his graduation from MQ University in Lahore. 

Before the arrival of Ahmad Raza in The Hague, the Idara did not have a permanent amir. The move 

of Ahmad Raza to the Hague branch led to the continuation of the schism within MQ bodies in the 

Netherlands. Thus MQ in the Netherlands remained a divided house as they did not succeed in creating a 

                                                           
132 My talk with Saeed Ahmad, 23-03-2004, Rotterdam. 
133 My talk with Naeeda Aurangzeeb, 14-07-2003, The Hague. 
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single national body, as in the UK. Personal rivalries, the different education and professional backgrounds of 

the main actors led to a broken structure of the movement. A consequence was MQ youth in the Netherlands 

were able to create a niche for themselves that went beyond these conflicts and enmities. I will deal with that 

in the next chapter. 

Different branches of MQ organisation were roughly divided into three layers of membership 

categories - life members, rafiq (companions) and the mosque members. In the category of life members there 

were about 400 members in Rotterdam. To have life membership in the Netherlands they must send a single 

payment of 250 Euros. A life member would receive the Minhaj magazine from the Centre in Lahore. The local 

members or rafiq of Idara contributed ten to fifteen Euros per month to the Idara. The third category was of 

wabastegaan or affiliates of the Idara. They were not members but they contributed to the mosque’s 

development and were potential members.134 The Hague branch had 120 life members. Considering the rapid 

changes in the organising body in The Hague a MQ follower minted a term, fasli baterey (time-servers) —the 

people who participated in the body without strong affiliation to the movement. Sometimes this name was 

given to members who formally belonged to the Pakistan People’s Party. The figures for other categories are 

not known in either city. 

The formation of the organisation in the Netherlands offers us interesting points to note that have 

impacted on the further working of the movement, and also give us important comparative data with the 

situation in the UK. While in Rotterdam MQ was led by a well-educated and ideologically driven group that 

also motivated the youth in the Idara, in The Hague the earlier functioning of the movement was marred with 

personality clashes, biraderi affiliations and generational differences. Only with the change in structure that, as 

the UK, brought the middle generation on to the board has led to a different course of the movement. A 

crucial difference with MQ in the UK is that in the Netherlands MQ consciously chose to create for itself a 

religious identity out of the cultural life of the Pakistanis. Next I will show how that was apparent in their 

activities. 

Activities 

Both the centres encounter problems with their surroundings, mostly with regard to parking. The Rotterdam 

centre and the other two Pakistani mosques are active members of the SPIOR (Stichting Platform Islamitische 

Organisaties Rijnmond)—a platform of Muslim Organisations in the Rotterdam area. Certain social activities for 

women are sometime sponsored by the SPIOR, although there is no regular sponsoring of any project for 

MQ. 

The distinguishing factor of MQ is their establishment of centres or Idara in various cities to intensify 

their mobilisation. In the two major centres in Rotterdam and The Hague MQ provides a set of religious and 

                                                           
134 My talk with Zubair Ahmad, 08-10-2003, Rotterdam. 
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social activities as part of the ‘objectives of MQ’.135 These are further related to the broader objective of MQ, 

namely, ‘to bring about a Mustafavi Revolution’, as Zubair Ahmad told me. I have rarely come across the use of 

the word ‘Mustafvi revolution’ in the Netherlands. Zubair Ahmad translated the Mustafavi Revolution as 

‘providing a religious based social programme’ for its followers. A poster of MQ in The Hague mentioned 

details of religious and cultural programmes in the Idara.136 In this section, I present an account of the 

activities that took place in these centres during the period of my fieldwork. 

As an ideological group, the activities of the movement focused more on the religious message. The 

Idara in Rotterdam provided a space for ritual prayers, educational activities, religious guidance, spiritual 

renewal and other social activities for both men and women. The core of these activities was the recruiting 

and mobilising of men, women and youth for the network, an act that distinguished it from other Pakistani 

religious organisations. These activities can be divided into two categories: the first category focused on the 

daily and weekly programmes while the second concentrated on the special programmes. There were daily 

afternoon Quranic classes for the children, Urdu classes for the youth at weekends, weekly women’s 

programmes and weekly hadith classes for the youth and the zikr gatherings on Thursday evenings for all. On 

every evening between four and six, children received Quranic lessons in both centres, just like many other 

Pakistani mosques. Now there are about 50 children having lessons in reading the Quran in the Idara 

Rotterdam and there are around thirty children studying in The Hague. The cost for each child was seven 

Euros per month. In the weekend Urdu classes were held separately for boys and girls from the age of eleven. 

Besides the director of the two Idara, there were also some volunteers who took these classes. The children 

participating in these lessons were of Pakistani origin and whose parents were not always followers of MQ. 

What distinguished MQ from other Pakistani religious groups was its provision of religious education 

to different age and gender groups, although the regularity of these lessons was not the same in all MQ 

centres. As part of its weekly programmes, MQ held Quranic lessons for the male youth in the Idara in 

Rotterdam. On every Sunday, at around 13:00 the director or the imam of the Idara gave classes to 10 to 20 

participants. These classes were held in Urdu, and considering their poor Urdu, the youth posed question in 

Dutch. The youth and the director sat on seats in the last three rows of the main prayer hall of the Idara. At 

times during these classes there were books written by Qadri on a small table before the director, although I 

did not see him reading or consulting them. He talked mostly on a specific issue chosen for that day. The 

subjects of these lessons dealt with the issues of faith, such as performing prayers, or on issues like what is 

halal - permissible - or haram - not permissible - in this society. The atmosphere during these classes was quite 

relaxed and the director sometimes made little jokes to engage the youth with the topic. He allowed time for 

questions during his talks, even though in most lessons, there were only a few asked. However there was 

                                                           
135 My talk with Zubair Ahmad, 08-10-2003, Rotterdam. 
136 Poster Aims & Objectives, 1993, Idara The Hague. 
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tension regarding the nature of these Quranic classes for the youth and the tafseer classes that Tasneem Sadiq, 

coordinator for the Minhaj Youth League, took for the youth. One consequence of these tensions, as I will 

elaborate on in chapter six, was whether youth classes could be given by MQ director at The Hague. The 

youth opted to participate in the tafseer lessons that took place under the auspices of the MYL at the Haagse 

Hoogschool. 

Another weekly event in the Idara was a spiritual gathering held on Thursday evenings dedicated to 

the youth. At times it coincided with the monthly gayarween sharif or with some other religious event, which 

meant that on those occasions the ritual food was part of the programme. These gatherings were open to the 

public; however, most of the participants were members of MQ and their families. The spiritual gathering 

started after the evening or night prayer, depending on the time of the year. The director invited somebody 

from the gathering to recite verses of the holy Quran, thus marking the beginning of the spiritual gathering, 

followed by some na’at (hymns to the Prophet). For the Quran recitation and na’at young children and youths 

were encouraged to participate. Then a short speech was made by the director or sometimes by Dr. Aziz. 

These speeches generally focused on Awliya Allah (friends of Allah), or specifically on some Sufi saint like the 

Data of Lahore, to whom the event had been dedicated. The programmes, usually led by Dr. Aziz himself, 

ended with a zikr session and a salaam (standing for the Prophet). Concluding the programmes were a few 

announcements about a specific event like the milad or contributions to organise certain programmes. 

The special programmes were held as part of ritual celebrations, such as, the occasion of the milad, 

the eid events or night vigils during the visit of Qadri, and each centre organised them separately. These 

events also served to mobilise the broader Pakistani public for MQ causes. In the 1990s the Minhaj youth 

training camps were held during Qadri’s visits. The special programmes in Rotterdam were mostly organised 

in the Turkish Mevlana mosque; MQ in The Hague on the other hand, used to rent a public space or a sports 

hall or, as sometimes happened, the Noerul Islam mosque. For example, the annual eid milan (eid celebration) 

in Rotterdam in 2003 was intended to honour the followers’ contribution to the different causes of the 

movement in Pakistan and show appreciation of their efforts. On that occasion the movement presented a 

detailed account of MQs contribution to the welfare programmes in Pakistan. Thus, it was both a 

thanksgiving event as well as an effort to find potential sponsors for these projects. It rarely happened that 

different centres organised a joint programme, as in the qawwali event, which I will describe later. 

MQ in The Hague was the only religious institution for predominantly Pakistanis with Barelvi 

affiliations. Before the establishment of the Idara the local Pakistani had congregated in the Surinamese 

mosques. Taking into account these interactions among the Pakistanis and the Surinamese Muslims, 

Landman argued that there is an organisational similarity between the two groups in the Netherlands 

(Landman, 1992: 337). However, with its emphasis on Urdu and Punjabi as mode of communication and 

their devotion for Punjabi Sufi figures, MQ distinguished itself from the Surinamese religious organisations, 
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despite sharing similar roots in the Barelvi tradition. Through its emphasis on the religious-cultural activities 

of the predominant traditional Barelvi, the Idara presented itself to be a sole representative of the Pakistanis in 

The Hague. 

This was noticeable also in MQ’s approach in disregarding the sectarian denominations of the people 

to involve them into MQ programmes. On the occasions of ashura for example, a few shia speakers had been 

invited to take part in the programme. They had also been welcome during the congregational prayers. I, 

however, saw only a couple of people of the shia denominations in daily ritual prayers. In The Hague, MQ’s 

approach in involving affluent and socially engaged people in its ranks led to the involvement of those who 

were previously among the Pakistan People’s Party’s (PPP) ranks. These people have a more activist 

background in Pakistan and MQ provided them with a platform for religious activism. This approach 

however, also caused a politicisation of MQ. Besides this, the Idara, located in an area with a relatively large 

Pakistani population, acted as a centre of socialisation for the Pakistanis who otherwise were not affiliated to 

MQ. After Friday prayer for instance, the first generation elders discussed Pakistan’s socio-political issues, 

along with a lot of gossiping about the local Pakistanis. 

Women`s participation 

The new generation of the Barelvis thought it was necessary to allow women into the mosque and to take 

part in religious activities. This necessity was further realised in MQ’s activities. Hence we find a network of 

the MWL similar to that of the JI among MQ groups. MQ was one of the few Pakistani organisations that 

allowed women to both participate in different activities in the mosque and use the mosque spaces to 

organise their own activities. In The Hague, due to scarcity of space, men’s and women’s activities took place 

at separate times, while in the Rotterdam centre women were provided with a separate room to participate 

simultaneously with the men. A video camera, installed in the main hall of the mosque, made it possible for 

the women to watch the activities taking place in the main hall.  When it was a women-only gathering the 

main hall was used in both MQ centres. In addition to the different women’s activities held in the mosque 

there were activities organised in homes and sometime in a public hall if these were for a larger gathering. 

Women’s participation in the Barelvi mosque is a rare phenomenon although the Barelvis are not 

against women’s participation in religious activities. MQ distinguishes itself from other Barelvis in this regard, 

and in fact, as can be seen in mosques in the UK, MQ developed a family-based approach to involve the 

whole family in its activities. Thus the process of indoctrination began at home. Taking Qadri’s expression, 

aqeedat wala ghar I call it creating a ‘home of devotees’. Houses were decorated with the pictures of the 

founder, the audiovisual material of the movement is bought or hired, and literature or artefacts of the 

movement are kept as devotional objects in the house. This means there is an ambiance of a home of 

devotees. Similarly, special arrangements were made on such occasions as organising milad at home, and also 

arranging to celebrate the birthday of the founder. Moreover, according to a category of membership called 
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lifetime members one is born within the movement. Thus, the activities at home should train a MQ follower 

from a young age to follow the teachings of the movement. The different branches like the Youth League and 

the Women’s League are spaces to inculcate the lifelong attachment to the movement. Through the activism, 

socialisation and mobilisation, new bonding is created in the context of the diaspora that transcends the 

traditional biraderi patterns found in other groups. Considering these developing brotherhoods, I argue that 

the religious movements that are active through this family mobilisation in the diaspora provide alternative 

venues of engagement and brotherhood, which is a new and different concept to the traditional family 

patterns. 

The main initiator and coordinator of the Minhaj Women’s League (MWL) programmes in 

Rotterdam was Mrs. Aziz, the wife of Dr. Aziz and the MWL was officially registered in her name. Besides 

the religious and spiritual events, the MWL introduced educational and social activities like Urdu language 

classes for girls, sewing classes for women, which were held weekly in both centres. Despite my attempts, I 

could not get access to talk with the MWL in Rotterdam. I managed to obtain some information from male 

followers and from a number of female students who formerly participated in the women’s activities in the 

Rotterdam Idara. MQ members in The Hague allowed me to talk to some of the members of the MWL, 

although I did not participate in any of their gatherings. They organise all their activities in the Idara during 

the weekend. Thus male and female participants have divided the weekends among themselves: the Sundays 

were reserved for all women’s activities in the Idara.  

The MWL in The Hague had an informal social structure which was divided on two levels. The elder 

ladies, aunties, had a kind of a supervisory role within the body. These included women who were active 

within the MWL for the last ten years. In the early period other women had been invited from immediate 

circles of friends to join MQ. From these women a more active group has emerged who organised both 

religious and social events. However, for many young women these were the occasions in which they could 

obtain knowledge about the Islam, as was recounted by Farzana. Farzana became President of the student 

union, Iqra, at the Erasmus University, and used to go to MQ centre in Rotterdam when she was younger. ‘I 

did not agree with many things like the issues about their attitude towards their leader, but it was the only 

occasion when I can get some knowledge about Islam. They provided an opportunity of an outing but also to 

work for a religious cause’.137 These young ladies would later become members of the leadership of the 

Mashriq. 

Through the network of earlier activities a new generation of the Minhaj Women emerged, which 

formed a more formal body of the MWL. In many cases they were either the daughters of the aunties or 

otherwise more recent migrant women who joined their partners in the Netherlands as a result their 

marriages. In some cases, they were well-educated women who had a background in Islamic studies. They 
                                                           
137 My talk with Farzana Raja, 29-01-2004, Rotterdam. 
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provided an organisational and missionary role for the movement.  Such is the case of Perveen, who leads the 

women League and is the wife of the finance secretary of MQ. She originated from Faisalabad and had got 

her master’s degree in Islamic studies from Multan University. She had given de tafseer lessons in Urdu while 

moving intermittently to the Netherlands. Her lessons and the issues discussed are told by Anny Sheikh: 

‘we get knowledge about the Islamic issues following the Islamic calendars like Ramadan or 
hajj etc. The beauty of Baji (sister) Perveen’s lessons is that she takes verses of Quran and 
presents a translation and exegesis about that verse. You can always ask questions, and 
discuss things. In this way we discuss not only issues about aqeeda or faith like life after death, 
performing prayers etc. but also the social issues like working with male colleagues, going to a 
disco, hijab, issues regarding etc.’ 

Anny Sheikh, who later becomes the first president of the Mashriq, had a Pakistani father and a Surinamese 

mother who died when she was a child. She comes regularly to participate in the MWL gatherings. ‘For me 

MQ Idara in The Hague is like another home’, says Anny Sheikh who was an active member of the MWL. 

‘There were 25 active members of the MWL who, irregularly, paid ten Euros per three months. Beside this 

there are 15 aunties who actively work for the Minhaj’.138 On Sundays MQ holds Quran classes for women as 

well as hadith and fiqh lessons, and lessons in the Urdu language. The MYL also hold zikr programs on 

Fridays, although these are held in the homes of women members. 

The women of the MWL developed a broader network involving the Pakistani women in both cities. 

In The Hague this ran along family networks that belonged to certain areas of origin in Pakistan, such as 

Kharian. The nature of this network became apparent during the special programmes like the Meena Bazaar, 

Eid gatherings, and programmes on Pakistan Day or during the visits of Qadri. MQ members prided 

themselves on introducing Meena Bazaar to the Pakistani community in Rotterdam as well as in The Hague. 

For this women only event, usually held in a community centre, the broader Pakistani community is 

mobilised. Different food, clothes and jewellery stalls were arranged on these occasions. MQ volunteers had 

special stalls to provide information for welfare projects in Pakistan. An MQ worker called it ‘creating space 

for women to organise events outside of their home but then within a religious environment’.139 As I noted in 

chapter three, Qadri gave a special fatwa to organise such an overwhelmingly secular event on the premises of 

the Idara in London. The income from these events was contributed to different welfare projects of the 

movement in Pakistan, specifically served as a socialising technique to mobilise women for MQ causes. 

The activities of the MWL show that these subsidiary networks were created to provide a space for 

women and youth outside their home in order to organise the religious and cultural programmes. In many 

ways certain cultural practices, like Meena Bazaar, were sanctioned through religious concepts, thus, the 

movement provided religiously sanctioned spaces for women’s activism. The MWL in the Netherlands, 

contrary to its counterparts in the UK, could not develop into an umbrella organisation. The branches in The 

                                                           
138 My talk with Anny Sheikh, 6-08-2003, The Hague. 
139 Ibid. 
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Hague and Rotterdam remained separate entities in their strategies. The reason for that lies in differences of 

opinion, internal conflicts, prejudices and jealousies among the main bodies of MQ in the two cities. That 

also led Qadri to say that he ‘never held MQ in the Netherlands in high regard compared to MQ branches in 

London, Paris and Copenhagen’, remembered Mashadi, director the DFA.140 These issues were playing out in 

the background on the eve of the visit of Qadri. In the next subsection I explain the position of Qadri as a 

scholar of the movement and his position within different categories of his followers in the Netherlands. 

There have been changes in the younger generations, mostly after they split from the Mashriq that I deal in 

chapter six. 

5.4 Religious or political leader 
The profile of MQ as a religious as well as a political group created space that involved, usually in The Hague, 

people who previously had different affiliations. Thus we see within The Hague context that a number of 

former members of the PPP were included in the rank of file of MQ; similarly MQ Idara was also visited by 

certain notables of Shii affiliations. Although some followers of MQ liked their involvement with MQ others 

had doubts about the dedication of various people due to their previous affiliations. These people were 

involved in the day-to-day tasks of MQ and their enthusiasm was increased when the movement bought a 

place for its religious and social activities. What does this situation mean for dealing with the personality of 

MQ leader and the religious group? Qadri, being both religious and political leader aroused different 

expectation among his followers. While for many there was a devotional relationship, more political oriented 

members were seeing in him an image of a mythic political figure. Though the visit of Qadri did not take 

place, however it made clear the hierarchies within the ranks of MQ in The Hague, and in the Netherlands. 

Three visible groups of followers can be distinguished on - the sympathisers or impressed, fasli baterey or time-

servers and the devoted followers. Following a discussion between these different categories of rank and file 

of MQ in The Hague it was noted that the position of Qadri as a religious leader or a political figure meant 

different things for the people in the movement and outside. The composition of the Pakistanis in The 

Hague contributed to the expectations and thinking of religious leader of leadership in general. 

Besides inaugurating MQ Centre in The Hague, Qadri was to speak to a big gathering at the Noerul 

Islam mosque in The Hague. The topic of his speech was ‘the life of the Prophet’. On the occasion about 

1200 peoples, both men and women, were gathered in the mosque. Special invitations were given to the local 

prayer leaders of Pakistani mosques in Amsterdam, The Hague and Rotterdam. With this large gathering MQ 

wanted to get maximum support for its project. The vast majority of the participants were what I will 

categorise as the sympathisers or impressed: these were mostly the visitors who knew Qadri as a religious 

scholar and were aware, though not necessarily supporters, of his organisational network. These included 

                                                           
140 Talk with Mashadi, director DFA Lahore, in London 21-09-2004. 
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people like the members of the welfare organisations, mentioned earlier, or others of a general Barelvi 

orientation. I give the example here of Muneer who came from Almere—a satellite city adjacent to 

Amsterdam. Muneer was not a member of the movement, but he was an admirer of Qadri for his ‘religious 

credentials’: 

‘I am listening to and watching his speeches for a long time. He is a great scholar he has a 
certain of bringing message to the audience. Today I got a chance to listen to him live’. 

Muneer came to the Netherlands in the 1970s. Having a Mirpuri background he spent many years in the city 

of Rawalpindi for his education. In Amsterdam he worked as an accountant in an international hotel before 

moving to Almere in the 1990s. He was interested in MQ due to the personality of Qadri; however, he had 

no intention of becoming a regular member of MQ. 

People like Muneer can be called sympathisers who form the outer circle of MQ influence among the 

overseas followers. There were two other categories discernible on that day - the devotees and the fasli baterey . 

I will further explain the position of these two groups through the events of that day when Qadri was 

supposed to arrive in The Hague. In fact Qadri could not visit the Netherlands that year due to 

miscommunication about the timing of his arrival and the information given to the followers. MQ provided 

different reasons for his non-appearance during the gathering at the Noerul Islam mosque. They explained 

the circumstances of Qadri’s failure to come sometimes in more fatalistic terms. It was Hafiz Nazir, the most 

devoted fellow of Qadri, who took upon himself to explain it to the participants. He began his fairly long 

speech with a saying of Ali, the fourth righteous caliph in Islam, ‘I found my God in my personal 

incapacities.’ He explained that ‘we were all prepared for qaid-e mohtram’s visit for weeks and months, but in 

the last instance it could not be realised. It means that certain things are just not within the capacities of 

human beings.’ 

After this gathering a meeting of MQ organising bodies took place in the evening to discuss the 

situation in the aftermath of the day’s events. It was Nazir Ahmad again who took the initiative to defend the 

whole situation and the part of MQ. During his short speech in the beginning Nazir Ahmad said that:  

‘...if our parents are coming from Pakistan we check the flight schedules on tele-text even for 
hundreds of times; we even call to (our relatives) to confirm their arrival times, but here on 
the other hand our religious leader, our spiritual guide was coming and we did not even 
bother to check and confirm his arrival time. Don’t we give our leader, who is for us like a 
father, as respected a place as of a father?’ 

The impact of the speech caused silence for sometime in the overcrowded sitting-room of a follower. 

Everybody seemed to be thinking while their eyes were fixed on the red carpets of the room. It was Amanat, 

the Secretary of MQ The Hague, who took first responded. He had worked quite hard in the last couple of 

months to make the building project a dream come true. Today he sounded as if his efforts were in vain:  

‘We have arranged the whole event for the reason that Qadri sahib will come and perform the 
opening ceremony of the building. It will definitely have helped to finance our project. 
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However, now though we do not have any objection to Qadri sahib, but our worry is the 
people who were with him, but we see that our project is doomed.’ 

Anger, disappointment and powerlessness were visible from the face of Amanat, as he was one of the key 

persons who spent a lot of time, energy and money on the project. He also said that, ‘this project is not for 

me or any other member, it was for MQ as an organisation whose head is Qadri sahib’. 

Amanat implicitly attacked the position of Qadri. I first time heard using him ‘Qadri sahib’ instead of 

qaid-e mohtram or Dr Tahirul Qadri, the term he usually employed. Noticing the linguistic change in Amanat’s 

talk, Nazir Ahmad adopted an offensive tone: ‘the way you people are talking about the qaid-e mohtram, I am 

hearing for the first time in my life; it shows that you people do not have respect for the qaid-e mohtram’. At 

this Amanat added, ‘It is not true, we respect qaid-e mohtram; it is not his mistake; but being our leader he 

should have known our problems through which we are going at the moment’. These were some of the last 

contributions of Amanat. Later on that day he resigned from his post in MQ. Some direct attacks also came 

from Azmat, a former secretary of MQ in The Hague, who was most recently active in the building project: 

‘Why should we only offer a sacrifice. The leader should understand that the workers are important. We are 

doing this all for MQ, why we were not called when they found none of us at the airport’. Another person 

Bajwa, a recent entrant but actively engaged for the programme, added to this. ‘If workers are late they are 

blamed, what will happen when leaders themselves are late’. 

The rank and file of MQ in The Hague included people who came in the 1980s as asylum seekers 

due to their affiliation with the Pakistan People’s Party. Coming from a political background they joined MQ 

due to the political ambitions that the movement promoted. Moreover, MQ in the Netherlands mobilised 

people there for political causes in Pakistan: for example, it asked Pakistanis to vote for President Musharraf 

during the referendum for president in 2002, as MQ in Pakistan was supporting Musharraf at that time. For 

people like Azmat and Bajwa, who joined the movement as a result of its political mobilisation, they took a 

different stand on the role of a leader and his relationship with the workers of the movement. For them, who 

had formally worked for Pakistan People’s Party, it was not acceptable that the leader would leave the country 

without meeting his followers. Invoking the mythical image of (father-) Bhutto, Azmat told me: ‘The leader 

should be in union with his workers. Remember how once Bhutto was caught eating cholay, beans, from a 

cart-owner along with common people’. Eating white beans from a street vendor was an image of a leader 

who joined in eating the food of poor people. 

These depictions of a leader were being played out against the religiously defined position of Qadri 

that the devotees of MQ were employing to defend the decisions of Qadri on the day. Of course there were 

those like Amanat, who felt dejected when they saw their efforts for MQ project being wasted. However 

there were other people like Azmat or Bajwa who were either recently affiliated to MQ or they were just 

active in organising the programme. For these people some members of MQ created a term fasli baterey. Those 

were the people who just visited MQ Idara or its programs without a deep affiliation with the movement. 



516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer
Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018 PDF page: 147PDF page: 147PDF page: 147PDF page: 147

141 

 

Many of them were also related to some other political or religious party. Bajwa for example, was also 

involved with the Kashmir Centre in The Hague and was one of the Gujrati people. He had close links with 

the Pakistani embassy, and used to be a regular speaker in any gathering of the Pakistani groups in The 

Hague. The arrival of Qadri and working for these programmes was an effort on their part to demonstrate 

their affiliation to MQ: however, their images of a leader died on that day. 

In this section I have gone through the internal schisms that tainted the overall working of MQ in 

The Hague. MQ in The Hague had to deal with internal rifts with regard to its youth wing and the 

competition with the Rotterdam branch of MQ. Beside this, its own rank and file was infected with the 

political wrangling rather than demonstrating ideological cohesion, leading to the failure to realise its building 

project. At the same time poor planning of the building project was another reason for the failure of its 

efforts to develop a centre. 

5.5 Conclusion 
In this chapter I presented an account how MQ organised itself in the Netherlands. As in the UK, MQ 

approached the relatively more educated affluent Pakistanis among the existing Barelvi institutions. It gave 

them a different message from the existing Barelvi institutions and wanted to create an Islamic atmosphere 

from the cultural life of the Pakistanis. The cultural life of the Pakistanis was defined along two lines. In their 

organisational forms MQ presented a Muslim identity that goes beyond the caste or biraderi structures along 

which most Pakistani organisations were formed. However, the degree to which MQ succeeded in creating 

Muslim identities differed in two cities, The Hague and Rotterdam—it was relatively more successful in the 

latter. These differences I explained through personality-based structures in the two centres, the community 

politics and backgrounds of the followers that define their mutual relations in the Netherlands. 

The other factor in Pakistani society was the culture level: MQ wanted to create a Muslim identity out 

of the cultural life of the Pakistanis. In formulating its socio-religious agenda it differed from other Barelvi 

groups as it claimed that Islam did not mean following the religious rituals only, but it saw religion as part of 

the manifestation of a religious identity as both an individual and in broader public life. Adopting such a 

religious identity was a step away from the inward directed approach of the traditional Barelvis, and they 

wanted to open up to the broader society. In newly created religious rituals MQ introduced new cultural 

elements derived from the Muslim devotional practices in South Asia. Moreover these devotional forms were 

manifested at the public level, thus countering the notions that deal with the scripturalisation of Islam among 

the migrants. 

As elsewhere the Idara or centre of MQ acted as the hub for the religious, social and mobilisation 

activities of MQ. It involved the youth and women into its networks and provided them with spaces in which 

they could organise their activities. In doing so, they differentiated themselves from other Barelvi and non-

Barelvi groups. Similarly, it developed a family-based approach to mobilise the whole family for MQ project: 
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this led to creating new bonds and social networks among the followers, thus replacing the traditional bonds 

imported from their country of origin. A change occurred as women adopted a more religiously defined outfit 

outside of their homes as a result of their involvement with MQ, while this change also involved the men in 

the religious sphere, leading to their altered perception of being a father, regarding his role and those of his 

family. 
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6. A new religious discourse of inclusion 

6.1 Introduction  
In the previous two chapters I described the establishment of MQ in the Netherlands and the UK. In 

contrast to the existing Barelvi groups, which were run along sectarian lines, MQ introduced an anti-sectarian 

Muslim identity that transcends the sectarian and introvert features of the Barelvis. A new generation of 

Barelvi followers accepted the activism of MQ, which was further motivated by intensified Sufi practices and 

the socio-religious activism that the movement provided them. In other words, the foundation of MQ 

implied the emergence of a discourse that translates the Sufi-based traditional practices following demands of 

the modern times. Through formulating the discourse of classical Islam MQ placed its sources of knowledge 

within the Muslim tradition and redefined the inherited Sufi rituals. In doing so, MQ was also in a position to 

formulate a response to the Reformist and Salafi activism while grounding their religious resources in the 

Muslim tradition. Considering the discourse and practices of MQ, I challenge those migration studies that 

prophesised the decline of the Sufi-based Muslim practices in Europe as a result of the migration process. 

The onslaught of modernity, according to the migration studies and the studies of individualisation of Islam 

in Europe as I have explained earlier, is supposed to lead to a more privatised version of Islam. In this 

chapter I will show that the picture is more diverse and complex. 

A new religious discourse accompanied by new ritual forms came into being through different 

platforms of MQ. The institutionalisation of MQ in the UK and the Netherlands led to the emergence of a 

new narrative and rituals to engage the followers with the movement cause. As a result we observed that new 

mechanisms of socialisation and bonding were introduced, where narratives of love, devotion and inclusion 

were the new tropes. Furthermore, the religious devotional forms were further extended through new ritual 

intensity and there was even the introduction of new rituals. In the next two chapters I will focus on the 

emerging narrative and rituals of MQ in these European countries. These narratives and rituals are the 

outcome of socialisation processes occurring within MQ institutions, and they give insight into the process of 

subject formation within MQ. 

Through its discourse, spaces of socialisation and ritual processes, MQ initiated mechanisms of 

individual purification, communal bonding and social engagement that differentiated MQ from the other 

religious groups. These aspects have been largely neglected in studies of Muslims in Europe and the 

formation of Muslim identities. In describing the discourse of love and socialisation I will focus on how MQ 

uses specific language and terminology, modes of transmission of knowledge and the use of certain tropes to 

convey its message through its activities. Through the use of specific language and new terminologies MQ 

translated the religious concepts from classical Islam and made it understandable for the new generations of 

Muslims in the European contexts. In this way a new language of inclusion, engagement and devotion was 
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created for the young followers of MQ. In these chapters my focus will be on the generations born and 

brought up within the western countries. 

In translating classical Islam for the European audience MQ developed a conscious approach 

towards the European youth, considering their specific needs. In an interview after his early visit to Europe 

Qadri stressed the need to adopt a ‘rational, critical and analytical approach in describing the intricacies of the  

sharia. All their queries should be heard with open mind even when they are confused (fikri mareez), and these 

should be answered with wisdom (hikmat) and insight (baseerat)’.141 The depiction of Muslim youth as 

intellectually lacking has certain aspects: the youth is not only prone to social evils like drugs, alcohol etc., but 

most importantly, this lack has also to do with a spiritual void making them prone to the extremist groups like 

the Hizbul Tahrir (HT) or the Salafis. MQ, as depicted by a minhajian, was to serve as a ‘spiritual laboratory’ to 

heal these youths. The spiritual healing of youth, creating a loving atmosphere for the children and 

developing common grounds for humanity are some of the prominent themes among MQ in the UK and the 

Netherlands. 

In dealing with the issue of early knowledge production in vernacular languages, I saw that MQ 

followers created similar means to those of the Islamists to produce their knowledge in local languages. Next, 

I will focus on the particular semantics that MQ use to convey their message to the broader public. They 

utilised the local idioms to bring across their message, following the needs of the local public discourse and 

make it inclusive and lively. Through focusing on its message of bridging of civilisation I will detail what 

kinds of activities the youth group went on to organise. Next I will take certain concepts and analyse the 

inclusive approach of the MYL/Mashriq through its religious concept of akhlaq (morality) as the quality of the 

new ideal youth it wishes to produce, well-mannered and socially responsible. I will conclude this chapter by 

showing how by defining the discourse of love new boundaries of the movement are created. 

6.2 Creating vernacular sources  
During my fieldwork in the UK it became clear that the majority of the Minhaj youth came from Barelvi 

families. MQ provided the Muslim youth a space to adopt a reformist discourse and modern organisational 

forms, while maintaining the Sufi spirituality and cultivating cultural expression. This appealed to the youth. 

Minhaj youth activism adopted the mobilisation techniques of the Hizb ut-Tahrir (HT), the Salafis, and Muslim 

Youth UK (MYUK), an affiliate of the JI in the UK. In doing this, it copied the organisational and 

dissemination techniques, following the working of other movements in the area. With the followers of the 

Minhaj youth a very direct imitation of the HT was observed and they were also quite conscious of that. A 

dominant feature in the HT, and also within the MYUK, was their adoption of the English language to 

                                                           
141 Nawa-e waqt, (magazine), 19 September, 1986. Emphasis in original. Through putting an emphasis Qadri illustrated 
the significance of focusing on the European youth and how it should be done in the specific situation of the European 
context. 



516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer
Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018 PDF page: 151PDF page: 151PDF page: 151PDF page: 151

145 

 

propagate their message and to translate their religious ideas in a simple language to make it relevant to the 

youth. In contrast, the lack of religious resources in English was a constant hindrance for the MYL and other 

Barelvi followers. Actually, very little material was available in English for the Barelvi youth (Lewis, 1994). In 

1985 an attempt was made to fill this gap when a monthly journal The Islamic Times was issued in Stockport. It 

contained translations of Ahmad Raza Barelvi’s works, and some basic religious articles dealing with children, 

youth and women. However, it had a limited distribution. The Minhaj youth and members in MQ were 

unaware of its existence. 

The MYL youth took it upon themselves to write, and translate into English the works dealing with 

their aqeeda’or faith and to organise small reading sessions in order to explain these issues to the youth, along 

the lines of the HT publications. As Rafiq put it: 

‘We have arranged programmes on Sundays, and, there was always a talk in English, about 
milad, (....) I was very keen to start the magazine as the khilafah of HT had a magazine, but the 
Barelvi youth were lacking that, and also at that time we were not qualified, and perhaps also 
did not know what to do; (thinking) that it should have some good articles and that it should 
also continue.’ 

In the beginning, they published the Minhaj Bulletin, also called Al-Noor, the light. It was an A4 format 

pamphlet giving an introduction to themes such as, milad, spirituality, channelling bid’a etc. It also included 

invitations to the weekly youth gatherings. These themes were expressed in the speeches of Qadri which were 

translated into English. Zahid and his sister Ghzala, along with Rafiq, used to edit it and distribute it outside 

mosques and at market places. ‘(It) was nice small short and sharp newsletter for the youth, it was interesting 

and easy to read’, remembered Mashkoor, an old member of the MYL. In 1997 they converted it into the Al-

Minhaj: voice of the Muslim youth with coloured and glossy cover pages. It included similar themes as Al-Noor, 

however, these themes were put within broader societal contexts. It included titles such as, ‘The life of the 

Prophet’, ‘Serving Humanity’, ‘The creation of the universe’ and ‘Not easy being British’, which dealt with 

issues like living in the British society as a Muslim. The Al-Minhaj was accompanied by The Revival: voice of the 

Muslim Youth, published simultaneously in Oldham. Although The Revival did not act as a direct agent of the 

MYL organisation, its editors were followers of the MYL. After a brief break between 2002 and 2004, the 

Revival has continued to be published 3-4 times a year, and has a website www.revival.co.uk. 

The publications like the Al-Minhaj were an effort to defend their religious practices and to offset the 

religious material of the other Muslim youth organisations like the HT and the MYUK. The MYL utilised 

their earlier experiences with the HT to distribute the magazine and other materials to the mosque attendees.  

As HT members however, they were never allowed to operate within the mosques--- an existing reality which 

Rafiq lamented. Since they were working within a competitive youth religious circle, there were times when 

both the MYL and the HT were standing outside Barelvi mosques to recruityouth to their groups. Sometimes 

it caused conflicts among them. MQ youth asked the HT about their ‘religious sources’ and ‘their sheikhs’ or 

teachers as their rather simple political message was thought to be devoid of Islamic knowledge. Against this 
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background, in the early 1990s the MYL took the initiative by inviting Omar Bakri, then the head of the HT, 

to the Idara for a debate with Qadri. Omar Bakri visited the Idara and met Qadri. As a result of the meeting, 

connections were made between the two groups. However, ‘soon differences between the two emerged and 

the cooperation was broken’.142 With hindsight these occasions were meant to safeguard one’s own 

community as the position of Qadri during these meeting is presented as that of winner (Rafiq). Through 

these debates, the MYL wished to show that their leadership is rooted in the Muslim tradition against the 

simplistic approaches of the HT, Salafis and the Islamists. In this way they claimed that there is a way of living 

Barelvi Islam which is not ‘backward’ but is spiritually rich and culturally rooted, while at the same time being 

modern. 

Thus in promoting its cause and spreading its message, MQ provided a platform for the youth in the 

mosque - a platform that did not exist within the traditional Barelvis institutions. MQ imams or the Minhajians 

equipped them with tools to defend and spread the Barelvi positions, called the classical Islam. In conveying 

the message of MQ, the Minhajians created a personal affiliation with the youth and provided them more 

personal guidance. In doing this they often disregarded the etiquette that the traditional Barelvi ulama 

demand from their followers, and which was actually meant to create a distance between the ulama and the 

followers. The Minhajians, who were mostly young, would not only engage with the youth in religious circles, 

night vigils of tarbiyat or with training and zikr, but would also play football with them  and conduct joint 

excursions, which were events of spiritual festivities and friendships creating occasions of socialisation. This 

communal identity formation, in which the youth were entrusted in the organisational network, was an 

unprecedented phenomenon within the traditional Barelvi mosques. 

In the Netherlands the necessity of adopting the local vernacular emerged very early among the 

youth group. It was none other than Tasneem Sadiq who realised this task of providing the message of MQ 

to the youth in the Dutch language. He was already giving talks to the youth groups and in-house sessions on 

different topics of relevance to youth.143 He started tafseer (Quranic exegesis classes) for the MYL in Dutch. 

Along with other students in Rotterdam, Tasneem Sadiq began publishing a fortnightly newsletter Tarbiya 

(training), and from 1997, he published a quarterly al-Minhaj magazine in order to inform the youth about the 

social issues and how to cope with them from a religious perspective. In having a good knowledge of Dutch 

and communication skills, as well as in his knowledge of Islam and the means to convey it, Tasneem Sadiq 

differed from his colleagues of the MYL in The Hague. His qualifications for the job were enhanced by his 

experience with other Islamic students’ organisations, like Iqra and Avicenna in Rotterdam. In addition, and 

most importantly, he was single and therefore he had a lot more time than his colleagues in The Hague. 

                                                           
142 At that time, there was a rumor that Omar Bakri joined MQ. (talk with Aftab Malik, Liverpool, 2012)  
143 He was often invited by the PSN, Pakistan Student Network, a Pakistani student group in The Hague in the 1990s, to 
speak on certain Islamic issues (talk with Naeeda Aurangzeeb, 14-07-2003, The Hague). I will not further examine the 
nature of these talks for the student’s group due as this is irrelevant here. 
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In order to pass on MQ’s religious knowledge to the youth, the MYL was aware of the need to use 

modern techniques that would appeal to the Muslim youth growing up in Western countries. To do so, 

Tasneem Sadiq used modern multimedia for religious transmission and organisational mobilisation. He 

created a web forum, an electronic newsletter and e-mails. His student network was already publishing a three 

monthly magazine Al-minhaj in Dutch; he then created an online bookshop for Islamic books. The most 

important website in this regard was the web forum called minhaj.nl introduced in 2002, which soon became 

popular among the South Asian youth. As well as the religious section with such things as Q&A about 

religious questions, spirituality, and more secular section dealing with subjects like history and politics, the 

forum also included a ‘Fun’ section where different jokes were exchanged, issues of make-up, sports etc. were 

also discussed. Thus it was not only a discussion forum for religious, social, political and cultural issues, but 

also a means of recruiting youth for the MYL activities. The tone of the web forum was informative, inclusive 

and tolerant of religious, sectarian and women’s issues, making it attractive to the Muslim youth. 

With his experiences of student activism Tasneem Sadiq used his links with other networks to spread 

further the message of the MYL. He involved Dutch convert students, and students of Moroccan and 

Turkish backgrounds into the MYL network. The multiethnic composition of the group contributed to 

creating sense of identity based on the common religion, which could not be reduced to a specific ethnic 

group. ‘Our aims (...) are to bring and develop the knowledge and consciousness of Islam and in doing this to 

enhance spirituality, and morality and to be active in a broader public level’.144 Thus, an Islamic identity was 

sought to transcend the ethnic backgrounds of the followers. 

Tasneem Sadiq wished to organise the MYL in the Netherlands along multiethnic lines to create a 

Muslim identity for the youth. It was a different approach from the one of Sirshar, who focused on a 

narrower Pakistani activism. This difference of opinion brought Tasneem Sadiq into conflict with the 

affiliates of the MYL in The Hague when, following his multi-ethnic approach, he wanted to involve The 

Hague’s youth in MYL activities. This difference in approaches within the MYL caused a breach within the 

youth group, leading to the separation of the MYL from MQ in 2003 and to it functioning further as a 

student body called the Mashriq. Tasneem Sadiq’s approach succeeded because he defined the social issues of 

the youth in a vernacular language which appealed to them. He defined the religious discourse for the youth 

according to their cultural sensibilities. Moreover, he created an organisational structure through his 

experience in multi-ethnic organisations that went beyond the closed ethnic structures. In other words, he 

organised the MYL through different sources available in society. This also shows that MQ youth in the 

Netherlands had a similar early task of providing the religious material in the vernacular; however, the themes 

of communications and activities were different. This also led to different forms of religious structures 

emerging in both countries. 
                                                           
144 Al-Minhaj, 1999, 2(4), p.6-7. 
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6.3 A Multi-ethnic group with a particular language 
The nature of activities that the MYL initiated continued through the platform of Mashriq. My period of 

research into the MYL from 2002-04 saw the MYL metamorphosing into the Mashriq (Orient), a student 

body at The Hague’s University of Applied Sciences. I regard the further spread of the Mashriq to other 

educational institutes in the three major cities of the Netherlands as a gradual process. While the Mashriq 

developed a multiethnic following, adopting a flexible and inclusive approach, the core of its followers 

remained Pakistani, affiliated with MQ. With the spread of the Mashriq to the Erasmus University Rotterdam 

and Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, the multiethnic character of the organising bodies grew. It included 

Moroccans, Turkish and converts and students of the Surinamese and Indian background into its organising 

body. Mashriq’s ambition to be a representative of all Muslim youth strengthened the need to recruit among 

members of all ethnic communities. With the growth of the multi-ethnic character a new language of being 

Muslim emerged through the platforms of the Minhaj youth and Mashriq. This language is based on the 

Muslim sources that the followers want to maintain but it is also a statement of aspirations of the youth 

towards the broader society. 

Objectives: bridging cultures through inclusion 

An earlier document of the MYL described its goal as being ‘to stimulate and promote knowledge and 

consciousness about Islam, to rehabilitate the spiritual norms and values of Islam and to improve morality 

among Muslims’ (al-Minhaj, 2:4, Nov, 1999). An introductory pamphlet, which the MYL provided along with 

the membership form, spoke about the ‘points of departure’ of the ‘Minhaj Youth League: bridging cultures 

and civilisations’. It aspired to ‘contribute to bringing about a present-day Islamic experience and a dynamic 

Islam in the modern ‘global village’ with the credo: ‘think big, act big’’. In differentiating itself from other 

student groups, the MYL/Mashriq emphasised its religious aspect and asked for the ‘authenticity of basic trust 

in the Prophetic message of love, faith and rapprochement’ to ‘face the challenge of modern times’. 

Furthermore, the MYL pamphlet continued, ‘Islam is a practical way of life with concise universal norms and 

values, to promote social engagement’. The MYL worked as a ‘progressive organisation’ that aimed to achieve 

the ‘golden principles of justice, equality and emancipation’. It wanted to present Islam in an ‘attractive and 

persuasive way by maintaining the basic principles of Islam intact, while adopting the presentation of Islam 

according to a frame of reference of modern youth’. In their description, ‘Islam as a way of life” is defined 

differently, not as the rhetoric popular among more politically defined groups.145 

Instead of working for abstract ideas and systems, MQ defined ‘Islam as a way of life’ in terms the 

religious practices that included adoption of inherited cultural forms and the appropriation of local cultural 

practices as part of religious expression. It was not only certain ideological reflection on religious sources, but 

also rituals with colour, a certain flavour, were significant to show how a cordial atmosphere is created in 
                                                           
145 The MYL pamphlet provided along with membership form. 
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order to live your tradition. Thus this religious life deals with certain forms how to live your religion. It 

creates an inclusive ambiance for the surroundings, thus making their religious identity adaptable to local 

conditions. 

The nature of MYL objectives transformed when it metamorphosed into the Mashriq student body in 

September 2003. It defined its objectives along social rather than religious lines when it called for ‘breaking 

open dogmas, prejudices and misperceptions at a social, cultural and religious level; developing cultural and 

identity consciousness among the South Asian youth and creating spaces where dialogue between the South 

Asian cultures and other cultures can take place’ (Pamphlet Mashriq SV 2003, in Dutch). It wanted to take 

part in the societal discourse about migrants and adopted an inclusive approach toward the official discourse 

as well as toward other Muslim groups.146 On the day of its launching the Mashriq spokesperson referred to 

‘dogmas, prejudices and misperceptions’ about Islam in relation to the events of 9/11, which were the ‘deeds 

of some terrorists’. The spokesperson said that the Mashriq wanted to remove darkness from the hearts and 

minds of our brothers and sisters. He declared his wish to meet the local mayor to exchange ideas.147 

It should be noted here that foundation of the Mashriq occurred at a time when the Dutch public 

debate was quite polarised. The context of the murder of populist Dutch politician Pim Fortuyn, and the 

intensive debate about Islam that emerged in its aftermath, provided the impulse for the Mashriq initiative.  

Fortuyn’s murder provided the impetus for criticism levelled against the multicultural model that promoted a 

society ensuring equal cultural rights for minorities. In the emerging political discourse in the Netherlands, 

that model was being declared void (Prins, 2004: 12) and dead (Scheffer, 2005). In these circumstances the 

narrative of the Mashriq chose the sides of those social groups that wanted to continue with the spread of 

multicultural ideas in society. 

These incidents in Dutch society and the emerging debates about the position of Islam have had 

repercussions on student activism and activities of the Muslim youth in general. The Muslim students and 

youth groups came under scrutiny in their colleges and universities to check their activities. One reason for 

the emergence of Mashriq as a multicultural body is a more practical one; the HHS administration prohibited 

the formation of student groups based on specific religious beliefs ‘as it can enhance differences within our 

school community’, as the HHS Student Coordinator told me. Detailing her experiences with a Moroccan 

Islamic student group, Kroes remembered that ‘it created situations in which strangers with long beards and 

jalabas were walking through the corridors of the HHS’.148 Following this policy, The Hague University did 

not allow any prayer space for the students at the university, which many other higher educational institutes in 

                                                           
146 During brainstorming sessions MYL members were worried about calling it a South Asian group, in case it might 
bring Hindu students into its fold. They eventually resolved to be the Oosterse Studentenvereniging, with an emphasis on 
Islam. (Talk with Yawar, 01-08-2003, Rotterdam) 
147 Speech by Ashraf Ashrafi, financial secretary by inauguration of Mashriq,  30-09-2003. 
148 My talk with Miepe Kroes, The Hague, 30 September 2003. 
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the Netherlands did provide.149 However the University had an official Haags Studentenpastoraat (Hague 

Student Chaplaincy) that was meant for ‘peace and contemplation’ in which everyone, whether ‘Muslim, 

Hindu, humanist or atheist’ could participate.150 With the establishment of the Mashriq in other universities, 

new entrants did not know about its MYL roots, although they did know about its Pakistani roots.151 

Activities: open, engaging, lively 

To achieve its objectives the MYL and Mashriq developed certain regular activities, both through their 

websites as well as through their organisational structures. They used the web forum as a dawa (preaching) 

technique and explored cyberspace became a place of ‘communication, debate, dawa, discussion and 

sociability’ (Tasneem Sadiq).152 The extensive use of cyberspace replaced the regular print publication of the 

Al-Minhaj magazine, which had been published between 1997 and 2001. Tasneem Sadiq also had a tafsir 

(Qur’anic exegesis), discussion column on the Dutch-language web-forum of the Minhaj (Minhaj.nl). The web 

foras remain an instrument of religious knowledge through Minhaj Inside and discussions in which religious 

sources are used to defend everyday practices such as the use of make-up, playing music, following trends in 

Bollywood or discussing caste structures, and proving these through Islamic discourses. These discussions 

have improved the writing and discussion abilities of some members of the Mashriq, giving them the impetus 

to launch other initiatives. In 2005 some members of the Mashriq began publishing a blog called 

wijblijvenhier.nl, (we will stay here). As I will explain later, while in the beginning the blog had been limited to 

South Asian youth, it later solicited, and even attracted contributions from more established writers and 

columnists from diverse Muslim backgrounds. 

Following its objectives of ‘dismantling dogmas, prejudices and misperceptions at a social, cultural 

and religious level’, the Mashriq introduced a number of bigger events with an open and inclusive character. 

With events such as the iftar or eid shows it invited people of other faiths to its activities, which often included 

music, comedy shows and Islamic lectures with a multi-faith character. Through events such as a ‘Hijab 

Show’, multicultural days and public debates it engaged increasingly with social themes relevant to Muslims as 

well as to the broader society. Social engagement increased along with the growing experience of Mashriq’s 

organising body and the expansion of its network. An interesting form of engagement was created in the 

form of the halal borrel, an alternative to the Dutch alcohol-serving gathering called borrel. The halal borrel was 

an evening with non-alcoholic drinks, in which experts and the public discussed certain religious and social 

topics such as ‘how to deal with criticism of Islam’, ‘Islam in the west: good’, ‘the media a look behind the 

scene’ and ‘Cosmopolitanism, Internet, Games and Theatre’ etc. Through these debates, new tendencies in 
                                                           
149 In December 2009 the HHS caused a public debate in the Netherlands when it prohibited placing a Christmas tree at 
the HHS lobby, claiming  it did not ‘fit in the international character the diversity and’ of the School. However, after a 
protest from different local political parties, the administration still allowed that. Het Parool, 8, 9 December 2009. 
150 www.haastu.nl accessed 25-11-2004. 
151 My talk with Feraz Ahmad, 03-04-2012, Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam. 
152 My talk with Tasneem Sadiq, 26-12-2003, Rotterdam. 



516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer
Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018 PDF page: 157PDF page: 157PDF page: 157PDF page: 157

151 

 

public debate emerged. Thus, the Mashriq increasingly involved itself in socio-religious debates within broader 

Dutch society, and with it the concept of the Mashraqi emerged: a Mashraqi is one ‘who receives positivity out 

of Islam; he does not cares for his own interest and in this regard follows the example of the Prophet through 

being a sober person’.153 

There were activities that remained unchanged from the time when Mashriq operated as MYL, thus 

officially was affiliated to MQ; these included the Z & F gatherings and the annual Milad Festival. The Fikr 

gatherings, another name for the tafseer or exegesis lectures that Tasneem Sadiq gave, were initially held only 

in The Hague, but later extended to Amsterdam and Rotterdam. With the transformation of the MYL into 

Mashriq the form of the Tafseer lectures, held fortnightly at the HHS, was changed. They were now directed at 

a broader audience that also included Turkish and Moroccan youth. While during the MYL gatherings, 

Tasneem Sadiq used to wear a Minhajian skull-cap - in order to show his MQ affiliation clearly - he never did 

so during the Mashriq lectures. In every lecture Tasneem Sadiq dealt with exegesis of a certain chapter of the 

Quran. The lecture was a PowerPoint presentation, where a verse to verse translation of a chapter appeared 

on screen with an explanation and contextualisation of these verses by Tasneem Sadiq. The audience 

numbered between forty and fifty, almost evenly divided between boys and girls. Among the participants, the 

number of Moroccan students overshadowed those of other ethnicities. I found scarcely any non-Muslim 

students among the audience during Tafseer classes, although the student coordinator of the HHS would 

sometimes visit. The nature of the classes was interactive; Tasneem Sadiq always started the lecture with 

questions about the previous lecture -how much had people understood it. During the translation of the 

verses Tasneem Sadiq asked the audience about their understanding of these verses, thus tying their 

understanding into an “exegetical tradition of the Quran”. People were free to interrupt if they did not 

understand anything, and a Q&A session followed at the end of the forty-five minute lecture. Tasneem Sadiq 

always carried with him the exegetical works Tahir-ul Qadri, Irfan-ul Quran, and Zia-ul Quran written by pir 

Karam Shah154 - a non-MQ scholar, although I never saw him consulting these works during the lecture. 

Tradition as layers of meanings 

During the lecture, Tasneem Sadiq referred to different theological and exegetical works by various authors, 

including Tabari, Ghazali and Qadi Ayyad, as well as works by other classical Muslim scholars.155 In 

elaborating the Quranic verses he talked of ‘different layers of meaning of different verses, and words of 

Quran’. He asked the audience what they thought about a certain word or verse in the context of the time 

during which they were revealed. In this way he took the audience along with him on a journey to experience 
                                                           
153 Interview with Marukh Ahmad, 13 March, 2006, Amsterdam. Marukh Ahmad later developed her own practice of 
Islamic Calligraphy. She is one of the few people in the Netherlands active in this field, www.kiranart.nl/  
154 Pir Karam Shah, a Barelvi scholar, member of the Islamic ideology Council, established a madrasa in Punjab, and one 
of his disciples established the first Ahl-e Sunnat madrasa in the UK. 
155 The classical Islamic scholar Tabri is a Quran interpreter, Ghazzali is a Sufi-philosopher while Qadi Ayyad was a jurist 
and Sufi scholar. 
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the diversity of meanings of a word or verse of Quran, and to discover how they might best be understood in 

the present context. Presenting Islamic tradition as a ‘layering of meanings where no single vision could be 

definitive as different interpretations are possible’ implied criticism of the Salafi or more ‘fundamentalist’ 

traditions popular among Moroccan youth, and which emphatically claimed that the Quran and hadith, 

Prophetic sayings and doings, were the only legitimate sources of interpretation. Interestingly, sometimes the 

lecture exhibited a Moroccan focus such as when he talked about the judgemental attitude exhibited by 

Moroccan youth ‘who normally were not busy with Islam, but the moment somebody else said or wrote 

about Islam, would then become emotional’. There was criticism from the other side too. On maroc.nl, a 

famous website mostly visited by Moroccan youth, Mashriq gatherings were criticised for their mixed-gender 

character - ‘Quran and Sunnah prohibit it. You invite people, instead of something good, for a sin’.156 

The Tafseer classes were aimed at providing Islamic knowledge about issues with which the youth 

were confronted in their daily lives, which led to ‘many questions and doubts in them’. (Professor Tayyob, in 

Trouw, 18-11-2002). Considering this demand, the MYL, and later Mashriq, made the Tafseer classes a focal 

point of all their activities. They included a tafseer episode in all their special activities, such as the Eid 

programmes or comedy shows, which was not always appreciated by the HHS administration -  ‘qawwali, 

stand-up comedy and Tafseer lessons cannot go together’ was the reaction of an HHS coordinator when 

referring to a recently held Comedy Event that also included a Tafseer lecture. After a couple of months the 

Mashriq was asked to stop its Tafseer classes at The Hague University.157 Besides the Tafseer classes, the MYL, 

and later the Mashriq, continued to organise the special events around the Milad Festival on the birthday of 

the Prophet. Started in 1999, the central objective of the Milad Festival was to project an image of ‘Islam as 

peace and love’ to the broader public. The event was held in a big hall in the city centre, usually Rotterdam. A 

diverse repertoire of nasheed and qawwali singers and Sufi devotional practitioners were invited from inside and 

outside the Netherlands to perform in front of a multiethnic audience and ‘to create the ambience of a global 

ummah (Muslim community)’. The objective of these activities was to make popular religious practices 

available to the broader public. In other words, it was an effort to create a Muslim ‘public sphere’ in a 

Western context. In later years the Milad Festival, now called Mawlid Festival, became a joint venture of the 

Mashriq, wijblijvenhier.nl and MQ. 

Explaining these initiatives of the Mashriq further is important here because they emerged at a time 

when Islam became a highly politicised subject in Dutch public debate. While events such as the Milad 

                                                           
156 www.maroc.nl accessed 12-05-2006. 
157 According to an MYL follower, Kroes expressed her objections to the tafseer classes in the Mashriq programme when 
the concept of the Mashriq was presented to her (my talk with Abid Qureshi, an MYL member, 29-12-2003). Beginning 
in the academic year 2004, Mashriq had started a branch at the Erasmus University in Rotterdam, and in 2007 it started 
one at the Vrije Universiteit in Amsterdam, where tafseer classes were allowed to take place. From 2011 the Mashriq at the 
VU almost stopped functioning as a number of students left it when the Mashriq refused to invite some Salafi speakers 
into its gatherings. (My talk with Feraz Ahmad, 03-04-2012, Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam) 
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Festival brought the devotional aspect of Islam, along with a general moderate image of Islam into public 

discourse, the wijblijvenhier.nl blog introduced a provocative and critical tendency regarding criticism of 

multiculturalism and the position of Muslim migrants in the Netherlands. The blog was founded in 2005, a 

year after the murder of writer and film-maker Van Gogh by a Moroccan youngster. The incident led to a 

widening of the anti-Islam debate in the Netherlands. In the beginning, the blog discussed social issues with 

humour and gentle sarcasm. Soon however, the tone and message of the blog represented the widespread 

feeling among Muslim youth about their position in the Dutch society. It broadcast the message that Muslim 

youth were not going to remain a silent group in the emerging public debate about Muslims in the 

Netherlands. The blog had developed into a ‘platform for Muslim writers’, taking a moderate stance regarding 

Islam and acting as an alternative to other popular blogs, such as Geenstijl.nl with its anti-Islam tendency. The 

Wijblijvenhier.nl was declared best blog for the year 2006 by the Dutch Bloggies (Dutchbloggies.nl). 

In this section I gave an account of the emergence of Mashriq as a multiethnic youth group. I showed 

that through its social and religious activism it engaged with local issues which confronted Muslim youth. In 

its transformation from the MYL to Mashriq the group increasingly engaged with social issues through a 

multiethnic prism. It increasingly played out its Muslim identity to a broader public. In the next section, I 

discuss the kind of religious identity for which the MYL/Mashriq is striving. I do that through the concept of 

Akhlaq (norms and values), which features prominently in its discourses. Achieving the best Akhlaq is the 

main objective of MYL/Mashriq followers. Through this concept, they define their religious position towards 

others, the relation of the self with his/her neighbours and wider society. I conclude this chapter with an 

account of how this concept works in practice. 

6.4 Morality in the public sphere 
In this section I show how Mashriq’s ideal of ‘bridging of civilisations’ has taken place in practice. Mashriq has 

been notable in its approach to multicultural society, which it brought into practice through its programmes, 

at a time when the multicultural ideal came under attack in Dutch society. Mashriq’s inclusive focus was 

expressed by sharing the ‘norms and values’ of Islam, and bridging cultures. It should be noted here that this 

occurred when some orthodox groups caused controversy in the Netherlands due to their strict interpretation 

of Islam and other more extremist groups were accused of being ‘Al-Qaida networks’. MQ’s inclusive 

approach, which rather than polarising the public debate about Muslims and non-Muslims, speaks in a 

language of sharing. I explain this through a description of a gathering of the Mashriq where its message of 

Akhlaq or ‘norms and values’ evolved through the concept of ‘Islamic ethics’ - how a Muslim as a moral 

being can best live in this society. Here we notice that they appropriate the concept of Akhlaq in such a way 

that it is described as meaning ‘norms and values’; however, these meanings are also used to take a particular 

position in the social debate. This moral concept determines Mashriq’s position toward fun and playfulness, 

thus representing Mashriq’s inclusive approach to fun - within certain limits. 



516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer
Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018 PDF page: 160PDF page: 160PDF page: 160PDF page: 160

154 

 

Dialogue versus terrorism and jihad 

Beginning in the last years of the 1990s, certain public debates involving Muslim subjects in the West were 

making headlines. Earlier I hinted at the ‘clash of civilisations’ debate, which placed Muslim subjects on the 

defensive when defining their positions in society. In the Dutch context, another debate about the alleged 

failure of the multicultural society had arisen, which framed government policies of the recent decades in 

terms of a failure to integrate a wide spectrum of Muslim migrants into Dutch society (Scheffer, 2000). The 

MYL reacted to these debates in its various publications in which it called for ‘bridging of civilisations’ rather 

than a clash. Similarly, it cooperated with the Working Group Islam & Burgerschap (Islam and Citizenship) to 

realise certain shared objectives where  ‘Islam is not seen as a hindrance to integration and social participation 

but as a source of participation for an active citizenship’ (Al-Minhaj, 3,1, Nov 2000). These engagements of 

the MYL gave it certain instruments to take a position with regard to the social issues confronted by its 

following. In the aftermath of the attacks on the USA in September 2001, the MYL took a common position, 

along with a number of Muslim students organisations and other youth groups, and declared Bin Laden a 

”terrorist”. (Haagse Courant, 9-10-2001). They wrote a letter to the American Ambassador to the Netherlands 

to ‘share in the grief and sorrow of the victims of the terrorist acts’, as well as to ask for a ‘mature and 

thoughtful response’ from the American authorities.158 These groups also met the Dutch premier and the 

minister of ‘Integration and Big Cities’ and pointed out to them the need for a ‘dialogue between the 

communities’, in which objective discussions could take place on different issues. 

These debates about Muslims in the West, and specifically that about Islam in the Netherlands following 

the murder of Pim Fortuyn, were playing in the background when Ashraf Ashrafi, finance secretary of the 

Mashriq, listed the objectives of the group as ‘to break dogmas inside Muslim communities and outside of 

them, where Islam is sometimes equated with terrorism, and to remove prejudices that depict Muslims as 

aggressive, intolerant and barbarian’. They wanted to counter these images through the ‘promotion of a 

tolerant and liberal Islam, which is devoid of any dogmas and ideologies’. In this regard, the speech of 

Tasneem Sadiq that will be discussed in the next section, was part of such an approach, as Ashrafi would later 

tell me.159 A common thread through their version of ‘liberal Islam’ was to look for compatibility between the 

religions, as they have many things in common. The Mashriq had developed a method to achieve these 

objectives. In this regard there was a focus on ‘norms and values’ derived from Islam that acted as an 

incentive in their lives. This was also the focus of Tasneem Sadiq’s speech on that day. 

Akhlaq verses the clash of civilisations 

On the opening day of Mashriq, Tasneem Sadiq was introduced as guest speaker at the event by the hostess of 

the programme, Anny Sheikh who was also part of the organising body of the Mashriq. Tasneem Sadiq 

                                                           
158 The students’ organisations included were Iqra sv, and MYL, Rotterdam. 
159 Talk with Ashraf Ashrafi, The Hague, 22-01-2004. 
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explained that the speech would take about 30 minutes, followed by 15 minutes for questions, as he liked an 

interactive event. His interpretation here is an example of how to apply certain concepts from classical Islam 

to the present context, but it is also an example of how the concept of Akhlaq is taken from classical Islam 

and mixed with different meanings derived from Sufism to create a layered structure of knowledge that forms 

the classical Islam. This provides certain flexibility to the concept of tradition, as through it the complexities 

of being Muslims in Europe are defined. This gives MQ a wider a wider scope to interpret the social 

phenomenon through Islamic knowledge, instead of harking back at the close meanings of the texts, as is 

done by the Salafis for example. 

Tasneem Sadiq defined Akhlaq as norms and values, but explained in greater detail that the semantic 

range of Akhlaq is ‘broader than what is covered by the Dutch words’. He called it a ‘knowledge’, as in ‘ilm-ul 

akhlaq, (knowledge of manners)’, which can be defined as an ethic, a natural disposition, morality or how one 

should develop ‘good morals, adab or etiquette’. The concept of Akhlaq defines the relationship of men with 

their creator, with oneself and with others. One should base one’s relationship with the other on how one 

would want to be seen by others. Quoting a Prophetic saying that ‘a Muslim is a reflection of another 

Muslim’, Tasneem Sadiq noted that his presentation would not be purely about theory but will set out how 

things operate in practice. 

Using the example of ‘creation theory’ Tasneem Sadiq explained the importance of Akhlaq in Islamic 

thought. He took the incident of paradise when ‘God told the angels and Iblis (Satan), that he wanted to 

create man as his representative (khalifa)’. Tasneem Sadiq told the whole story of how the angels objected to 

it, but God referred to their ignorance. After creating Adam, Allah asked the angels and Iblis to perform a sijda 

(bowing) before him. Despite their reservations, all the angels bowed before Adam except Iblis, who refused 

to do so. Tasneem Sadiq took the following central message from these events.  ‘The refusal of Iblis was due 

to his pride when he thought himself above all other creatures’. He described the message about the concept 

of Akhlaq, that the act of Iblis introduced a difference between iman (faith) and kufr (those who refused), as 

the latter thought themselves to be above others. ‘Akhlaq is to work against that arrogance’, he said. Tasneem 

Sadiq quoted a hadith, or Prophetic saying, according to which ‘I am sent to you to complete the Akhlaq of 

the people’.  

Then he explained how Akhlaq could best be promoted among people following the teachings of Islam. 

In doing this he moved to those Quranic verses that are most popular among the Sufis: 

‘The human disposition is created, as the Bible says, in the image of God. It is based on the 
love of humans toward their creator. However, when Adam was thrown down to earth, 
which is a bad place, as the story of creation goes - from that time on, there has been an 
aspiration in the human soul, because the love of God is created, and the human soul wants 
to be near its Creator - a place he likes most compared to the evil that exists on earth. This 
longing of the soul is countered by the nafs (a power in human beings that strives to love this 
world). These two forces are always fighting within the human self. But how can the soul 
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achieve its victory over the nafs? That is the role of the Akhlaq. The Akhlaq cares for the 
nourishment of the soul in order to achieve its ultimate objectives. It is an effort to nourish a 
good character and manners, or Akhlaq, in order to win this fight.’ 

In this way, the concept of human Akhlaq is used to present an image of ‘ideal beings’ following the teachings 

of Islam. The concept of Akhlaq, which is central to understanding the moral world of the Mashriq, has 

certain implications for how we look at the activities of the Mashriq. I will show that through the idea of 

discursive appropriation, the Mashriq made use of certain typical Dutch terminology and gave them other 

meanings. Some examples are the use of terms such as Halal Borrel, fatsoen (decency) and gezelligheid 

(sociability). These words were appropriated from Dutch discourse and are woven into a religious context to 

translate spaces or meanings, in accordance with how the Mashriq wanted to define its new social relations or 

public morality. For example borrel or drinks in Halal Borrel is a social event that takes place in the afternoon, 

mostly on Fridays, when people gather to chat after work or at home. Alcoholic drinks and some snacks are 

essential items on these occasions. The Mashriq introduced the concept of the Halal borrel to denote its own 

events of debate and discussion, which of course, were held without alcoholic drinks. My argument is that the 

ideal of Akhlaq helped the Mashriq to create an atmosphere where a Halal borrel could take place in the 

absence of some of the components of the original word’s meaning. Similarly, Mashriq called its mixed-gender 

gatherings occasions for the creation of a Halal atmosphere in which different issues might be debated. It 

helped to establish new, inclusive social relationships and brotherhoods where individual members could 

come together and discuss their everyday life away from parental scrutiny, thus creating a new Islamic sphere. 

It was a shift from friendship circles to a broader social engagement using a specific Islamic idiom. Similarly it 

was also an inclusive statement to the broader society where the issue of broader social relevancy could be 

discussed with all the participants of different backgrounds. 

Fun, friendships and decency 

What does the concept of Akhlaq look like through the activities and debates undertaken within the Mashriq 

programmes? I will explain this through some of the activities of the group. The Mashriq programmes for the 

broader public project the image of a lively atmosphere, a mix of humorous and serious themes with a 

religious layer of Akhlaq coating the whole event. The standard format of these occasions, such as the ‘Eid 

show’, the ‘benefit evenings’ or ‘comedy events,’ showed instances of ‘fun, religion and brotherhood’. These 

events presented an image of measured entertainment covered by fun, an inclusive message and morality. 

This morality undergoes constant adjustment, following efforts to create and live with certain norms and 

values, or Akhlaq. Through these events, the Mashriq created a moderate image of itself: it provided an open 

atmosphere, as in the ‘comedy event’, but at the same time the contents of the event - jokes, acts or musical 

performances - should remain within respectable limits. 

The ‘comedy event’ of Mashriq was organised in 2004 as part of the Eid celebration at the HHS. Just in 

front of the foyer of the HHS I found Abid, along with another male and a female student, distributing 
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invitation cards to the visitors of the HHS. The first impression of the lobby and hall was of colourful 

decorations. Maroon and yellow were the colours of the day - the banners hanging at reception announcing 

the event, the boards and posters directing you to different venues - all were maroon and yellow, in line with 

the colours that the Mashriq uses for itself. The organisers were all dressed in maroon: the boys in maroon 

suits with orange neckties while the girls wore maroon clothes, with some wearing a maroon hijab. I asked 

Abid if it was the new uniform of the Mashriq. ‘Yes, it is for this day’, he replied. Maroon was also visible on 

stage decorations as well as on the PowerPoint presentations, which also had the Mashriq logo of a rising sun 

on them. The colourful atmosphere contrasted with the grey and dark February evening outside. 

In the meantime, the hall was becoming full. According to Mashriq’s accounts, they had sold all five 

hundred tickets for the day. It was a mixed gathering with, beside Pakistanis, predominantly Moroccan 

students, followed by those of Turkish and South Asian background. I reminded Abid of an earlier interview 

where he told me that ‘he did not have any contact with Pakistani girls before coming to the MYL’. ‘Look at 

these big public gatherings. They have created a ‘Halal’ atmosphere where youngsters can meet each other 

and discuss things’, he now replied. Except for some seats that were reserved for ‘guests of honour’ there 

were no rules restricting the seating arrangements, such as gender segregation. This mixed-gender 

arrangement did not go unnoticed. When Samira Abbos (a Moroccan host of the event who was a known 

public figure and would later become a member of parliament for the Labour Party) opened the event, a male 

student remarked: ‘The mixed nature of the gathering makes it look irreligious’. To this Abbos replied ‘There 

are people in the hall who never committed a sin in their lives, but not me; and if they do not feel 

comfortable here, they can leave the place’. The mixed-gender aspect of the event was later discussed on the 

web forum of maroc.nl, where the gathering was described as ‘spreading sin’. 

Love, sacrifice and migration were the key words in the speech by Tasneem Sadiq that followed, in 

which he brought his interpretation of the mythical event of the sacrifice of Ibrahim to bear on the context of 

the present debate on the position of Islam and Muslims in Europe: 

‘It was due to the love of Allah for the Prophet Ibrahim, our arch father, that he chose him 
above many prophets, and then Muhammad came through his descent. But Allah did not 
make it easy for Ibrahim: he went through many tests and the biggest one of those was when 
Allah asked him to sacrifice his son. But Ibrahim went through these ordeals. In all these 
moments, he presented an example of perfect Akhlaq’. 

On another occasion, Tasneem Sadiq mentioned that one’s life as a Muslim in this society is a test to check 

how far one adapts to it. ‘In his life’, Tasneem Sadiq continued, ‘Ibrahim travelled a lot and he met many 

different people; thus his life is that of a migrant who had to adjust to every circumstance’. He finished his 

short account with the promise that on another occasion he would deal more specifically with the 

‘immigration’ of Ibrahim. 

Immigration was also a subject during the next speech of W.J. Breebaart, president of the HHS. 

Breebaart praised the Mashriq for organising such a big event at this short notice. He then challenged the 
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Dutch politicians who claimed that integration in the Netherlands has failed - a popular theme in the country 

since the emergence of Pim Fortuyn.160 ‘Seven years ago, when I became the head of this institute, there were 

2,000 students of ethnic background. Today that number is 15,000’. He praised the ‘binding factors that this 

institute provides to the multiethnic population that visits here’. By involving the University administration in 

its activities, the Mashriq delivered an open message to the administration that it wanted to work within the 

university’s institutional policies. The HHS administration however, was not satisfied with the Mashriq 

formula of combining comedy, Qawwali and Tafseer lectures. ‘These cannot go together’ was the comment of 

the University coordinator during an exchange with me. 

The speeches were interspersed with music and stand-up comedians. The inclusive nature of the 

Mashriq brought not only a substantial part of Moroccan and Turkish youth into its activities, but also 

encouraged the organisers to look to other ethnic groups for entertainers and comedians. Thus, besides the 

Qawwali - South Asian religious music, performed by Pakistani and Surinamese singers, the most awaited 

event was the performance of the Moroccan stand-up comedian Larouz. Larouz was a rising comedian who 

would later appear on mainstream Dutch TV programmes such as ‘Raymann is Laat’. His jokes were within 

the limits of Islam, as Abid told me later, as he avoided overtly sexual jokes, although he was booed a couple 

of times by the audience when his jokes did touch the boundaries of decency as the audience perceived it. 

The programme ended with South Asian food, which was sponsored by some ethnic businessmen. 

Once all the guests had left, the Mashriq core group mixed with each other and talked about different aspects 

of the new organization. They sat at the same long table, boys on one corner and girls on the other. It was an 

occasion of joy and satisfaction: they were taking photos, talking and laughing about the event, discussing 

new objectives, missions and work for the Mashriq. There was a lot of enthusiasm visible on their faces; it was 

a party atmosphere, as could be seen in any youth gathering. This was the Halal atmosphere - the kind of 

activities with a multicultural ambiance, projecting a positive image to society - and by which the youth of 

Mashriq distanced themselves from the first generation and their view. 

The Mashriq/MYL allowed fun and musical elements into its gatherings, however individually they 

were sober with regard to their personal expression of emotions. In defining and making these distinctions 

the MYL/Mashriq shaped a different profile of itself, with different cultural expressions of sounds, bodies and 

emotions. In words of Abid ‘the scope of the MYL is to bring these youth towards a better path by involving 

them into our activities’. In this regard the Mashriq promoted an identity that appealed to the educated and 

religiously oriented youth to channel them into adopting a Muslim middle class orientation. At the same time 

                                                           
160 On 18 January 2004 the parliamentary commission, Comissie-Blok, published a research report declaring that 
‘integration has failed’. The commission carried out research into government policies of integration for the last three 
decades (Blok, 2004) 
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these are the occasions to understand how far MQ involved the elements of popular culture into its religious 

scheme. 

6.5 Creating a new community 
A discourse of love 

Compared to their counterparts in the Netherlands, the Minhaj youth in the UK were strongly attached to the 

Idara establishment. They identified themselves through the rank and file of the Idara and worked through its 

networks. Following this we see that the emerging discourse of the Minhaj youth is related to the broader 

religio-politics of MQ in the UK. In contrast to their counterparts in the Netherlands, the Minhaj youth in the 

UK, as I observed earlier, emerged in a fierce competition with the youth groups of the Reformists and the 

Salafis. Like their Dutch counterparts, they searched for a religious discourse that could be combined with 

their modern life in these societies; however, the search of MQ in the UK was for a spiritual healing for their 

youth that could prevent them joining the rank and file of the more extremist groups. The youth were 

provided with easy access to the Idara where they could organise their activities and were given the sources to 

gain knowledge about classical Islam. Thematically the objectives of these classes is reminiscent of the 

twofold approach of MQ mentioned earlier - to equip these youths organisationally against other youth 

groups, and to re-appropriate the Barelvis traditional knowledge under the label of classical Islam. 

Classical Islam was defined in terms of creating a sphere of love because ‘that really is Islam’, 

according to MQ. MQ created different techniques to bring its message of love to the different generations of 

followers, mostly to the youth. During informal gatherings members of the Educational Committee of MQ, 

Inqlabi and Saithi, told me about MQ distinguishing itself from the other Barelvi groups: ‘Our mizaj 

(disposition) is broad’, answered Saithi. ‘We do not believe in criticism for the sake of criticism. If we do that 

or if we become rigid on turban, beard and tooth-brush, nobody will come to us; these issues are important 

but not essential’, indicating the sectarian politics of the Barelvis. ‘They say that if you do not grow beard than 

you are not Sunni. Our aim is to provide a loving atmosphere, piyar ka mahole (loving atmosphere)’. Under the 

guise of piyar ka mahole I see that MQ created circumstances in which to involve more youth in the mosque 

activities and to let them feel comfortable in acquiring knowledge about Islam. It should be seen as an 

approach contrary to that of most Barelvi mosques that are dominated by first generations elders. It was also 

an attempt to discourage youth from joining other religious groups like Salafis and Islamists, who were more 

open to the youth, and who provided Islamic knowledge in English. Through piyar ka mahole MQ created an 

atmosphere of learning about Islam and gave respect to the opinions of youth through its organisational 

structures. 

In contrast to the traditional Barelvis, creating a piyar ka mahole or a loving atmosphere is fundamental 

in MQ’s inclusive approach that did not deal with sectarian, fiqhi or scholastic issues. In this part of the 
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chapter, I discuss the creation of the educational and disciplinary activities of MQ intended to create the piyar 

wala mahole. Central to these techniques are the variety of teaching activities that MQ London introduced in its 

‘Minhaj School of Islamic Sciences’. Under the supervision of MQ director of the Idara the Minhaj School is 

run by the Educational Committee consisting of MQ affiliates. With these educational activities the 

movement provides its followers with ideological (fikri) knowledge. This knowledge of classical Islam is 

meant to reinterpretteachings of the traditional Barelvis that can answer the day-to-day problems of its 

followers. The question is how were these objectives of the movement achieved by different religious classes 

that the movement created in London? 

In the weekends there were housework classes for different groups of boys and girls. Besides learning 

subjects such as Science, Maths and English, the children also learned Islamic fiqh, Islamic history and the 

Urdu language. There were about 75 pupils, both boys and girls, who had lessons from ten teachers.. During 

the week days these teachers were affiliated to the local government schools. MQ charged ten pounds a week 

per student, and all teachers, except the Minhajians, were paid. The classrooms were named  either after Holy 

cities like ‘The Makkah House’ ‘The Baghdad House’ etc., or  after the Prophetic wives, ‘The Khadija House’, 

‘The Aisha House’, etc., ‘in order to imprint these names and places in the minds of the children’, according 

to the director Naeem Tariq. ‘It was also an effort to give identity about our culture and tradition.’ The 

‘house’ in the name ‘Makkah House’ reminded me of similar attributions of ‘Houses’ given to the elite 

schools in Pakistan, which were often given by the British during colonial times. 

In the assembly both boys and girls, segregated by a curtain, gathered in the prayer hall of the 

mosque. After a recitation of some Qurnaic verses, the whole gathering recited the Qasid-e Burda of imam 

Busairy. The Qasida-e Burda belongs to the genre of devotional poetry recited for the Prophet in the traditional 

Muslim communities.161 Naeem specifically taught the children to recite the Qasida with a daff, tambourine. 

The singing, in and outside the mosque, became an indispensable ritual during the milad gatherings of the 

youth or in honour of Qadri during his visits to the UK. These singings with daff were thought ‘to relive the 

Prophetic times’. 

Due to the scarcity of printed material in English that dealt with traditional Islam, as mentioned 

earlier, MQ developed its own syllabus for the evening, weekend and the Summer Schools, called the ‘Minhaj 

Islamic Curriculum’. The syllabus was divided into three different levels according to the age group: these 

were the basic level for the age group 5-8, the intermediate level for the age group 9-11 and the advanced 

level for the 12-14 year-olds. The teachings of Quran, hadith, fiqh, Prophets and Companions, seerat, the Urdu 

language and the Minhajul Quran Studies were given at all levels, while the intermediate and advanced level 

also included lessons on ‘morals and manners’ and faith. The Quranic lessons at all levels included learning to 

                                                           
161 The Qasida Burda (‘Ode of the Prophet’s Mantle’) is a devotional poem written by the thirteenth century Egyptian Sufi 
Al-Busiri. It was inscribed at the door of the Medina mosque before the Saudi regime. 
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recite the Quran. At the advanced levels however, the lessons included also memorising verses and chapters 

of Quran and their translation in English. The hadith lessons included learning hadith by heart, others were 

translated and explained; within fiqh there were the explanation of the five pillars, and teaching the ways to 

perform prayers or hajj etc. There were certain ideas in the programme that MQ specifically wished to convey 

to its pupils. These ideas dealt with ‘the love and respect for the holy Prophet’, the concept of tawassul or 

intercession and shaffa’at (forgiveness). In addition, when describing hajj, MQ put the emphasis on ziarutun 

nabi (visiting the Prophet) in the city of the Prophet or Medina, as well as discussing its significance to their 

faith. Through an emphasis on these subjects certain links were created with the life of the Prophet and its 

significance to MQ’s thought. It adds to the love and devotion for the Prophet that MQ, following its Barelvi 

roots, considers important to pass on to the next generations, as these devotional aspects of the life of the 

Prophet cements the community in a new location. 

An essential component of the disciplinary techniques for the children and youth were the 

introduction of MQ’s mission and its objectives. The aim was to transfer the message and charisma of the 

founder of the movement to the new generations. At the basic level for example, the children were 

introduced to the personality of Qadri. ‘He is presented as an exemplary figure for the children who devoted 

his whole life to helping other people’, as Naeem Tariq told me. At the intermediate level, the students had to 

know about ‘the aims of MQ’, while at the advanced level, they studied the ‘objectives of the dawa’, ‘five 

revolutionary points of the movement and its intellectual and ideological distinctions from other religious 

groups’ and ‘the concept of Mustafavi Revolution. The teenagers were told about ‘the revolutionary concept of 

deen (religion)’ in terms of the Prophet having gone through a ‘revolutionary struggle’ during his life time. ‘It 

shows that the ideological aspect of the movement is part of its definition of the classical Islam.’ 

Creating purity of heart and following virtuous intentions were other disciplinary instruments that 

MQ employs to create an atmosphere of love or piyar wala mahool: but how did that work in practice during 

these classes? ‘Through visual images, training and the recitation of nasheeds, ‘Islamic plays’ and other teaching 

materials, we provide the necessary material to children to build their character following the teaching of 

Islam’, I was told by Alveena Saleem who teaches at MQ’s weekend and summer schools. Facing the lack of 

competent teachers who can take these classes through the ideas of the movement, MQ assigned its youth 

members, like Alveena Saleem, a few teaching duties. Besides Alveena, there are other women teachers who 

teach children up to the age of twelve. Alveena has been involved in the movement for more than a decade. 

Like her, a number of earlier members of the MYL were brought up within MQ, and thus they acquired a 

strong ideological and personal attachment to the mission. Alveena used the audiovisual material of the 

movement to prepare her lessons. 
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As a way of illustrating how she thinks to create purity of heart, I will focus on one of her lessons 

where she discussed the ‘effects of sins on the heart’.162 As part of the teaching assignment, she asked the 

children to visualise the bad effects of bad habits, such as lying, backbiting, slandering, envying, fighting, 

bullying, disrespect for the elderly, anger or badgumani (suspicion) have on our the heart, as these bad habits 

make the hearts black. During the lesson, the children took notes and were encouraged to ask questions and 

interact. For their homework, the children were asked to compile a short essay based on the talk delivered. In 

addition, Alveena stressed how creative the children were: ‘In the past we have produced posters, scrolls, as 

well as models based on the topic of the lecture’. Her pupils liked her informal and enjoyable methods ‘We 

have learnt a lot of things that we didn’t know before, for example, I never knew that sins blacken and harden 

our heart’, Shamaila, a new student to the class, said. ‘I didn’t know it was that easy to get rewards and have 

your sins forgiven just by participating in a gathering of zikr.’ 

Similarly, she prepared the children to act in an ‘Islamic play’ which demonstrated the bad effects of 

the use of drugs, while another such play highlighted the ‘internal and external conflict faced by teenagers 

living in the West’. These plays were presented on the parents’ day held at the end of the Summer School in 

the Idara. Thesedisciplinary techniques enable the youth to look at the problems of the daily lives differently. 

The teaching schemes were aimed at providing basic Islamic education that these children were not getting 

within the British school system. At another level, the religious education was also an endeavour to minimise 

the distance between what these children were learning in their everyday schools and the ‘evening Quran 

classes’ school in the mosque. Closeness between the teachers and students was further created through the 

Minhaj youth classes, discussed here next. In contrast to the Barelvi mosques, these classes were interactive, 

accessible, and most importantly, held in English. 

The Youth and Classical Islam 

For MQ youth the weekend classes given by Ramadan Qadri in the Idara were a prime source of learning 

about classical Islam. The main source of teaching in the classes was the book Al-Shifa, of Qadi Ayyad163. 

This book, Al-Shifa, Mohammad, messenger of Allah, was translated into English by Aisha Bewley in 1991 and 

published by Madinah press. The Madinah press, under the auspices of a movement of Western converts 

called Murabitun164, also published some other series of Islamic Classics. Al-Shifa dealt with the worthiness of 

                                                           
162 The heart is centrally placed in Sufi teachings as it mediates the spiritual link of a person with the Divine. See Buehler, 
1998; also Werbner, 2005:183-85.  
163 Qadi Ayyad (in French translations Ayyad) (1083-1149) was a Maliki jurist from present day Morocco who was later 
deputed as the Qadi of Granada. See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Qadi_Ayyad  
164 The Murabitun Movement was founded in the 1980s by Shaykh Abdalqadir al-Sufi, a Scot who converted to Islam. 
The Murabitun was originally largely comprised of Western converts to Islam of European and American origin. The 
Murabitun are members of the Darqawi order founded in Morocco at the end of the 18th century. The name Murabitun 
alludes to the Almoravid movement which ruled the Maghrib and Spain in the 11th century and which restored Islam 
based on the practices of the People of Madinah as transmitted by Imam Malik. Murabitun proposed a return to the 
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the Prophet, his character, virtues, his exalted position, his miracles, the necessity of his love, his 

completeness and his adab or respect. The book is a compilation of different hadith, traditions that explained 

the position of the Prophet in these matters. In his interpretation and exegesis, Ramadan Qadri further 

incorporated the works of jurists, Sufi sages and folk traditions to support his narratives. For example, he 

referred to classics like Ghazali, Ibn-e Jozi or Sufis like Abdul Qadir Jilani, Rumi, but also to Punjabi folk 

poets like Waris Shah165 and Shah Hussain166 with their Sufi poetry, and with occasional quotes of Tahirul 

Qadri’s works. In this sense, classical Islam seemed an inclusive project, rooted both in the Islamic and local 

cultural traditions, and it is through the lessons that classical Islam was adapted to suit the contemporary life 

of the Muslim youth in the UK.  

In his presentations Ramadan Qadri regularly referred to the source of a particular hadith as evidence 

for relating their religious practices within the Islamic tradition--- a practice not known among the traditional 

Barelvis. The young participants in these classes, who were often confronted by the Salafi groups regarding 

their aqeeda or faith, used to ask Ramadan Qadri to show them the authenticity of a specific tradition by 

tracing it back to its origin. One of the criteria to test authenticity was ‘a hadith with a shortest chain of 

transmitters or the one with many sources would be considered authentic’. However, on another occasion he 

suggested the reference of Al-Shifa as a basic source for authenticity that was otherwise not mentioned in 

other hadith books. Similarly, he informed the students that ‘even your presence within MQ is a source of 

blessings for you. This blessing comes through two sources: 1) due to our link with Abdul Qadir Jilani, and 

secondly through the peculiar position of sheikh-ul Islam, Qadri.’ He narrated an account of Tahirul Qadri 

while telling a tradition or hadith of intercession mentioned in Al-Shifa that ‘once qaid-e mohtram (Qadri) told 

us that ‘I will stand low beside the prophet on the day of judgment, and ask Prophet about my people of MQ. 

It means that you have a VIP status’, he told to the youth with smile (lecture, 05-06-2004). On these 

occasions MQ referred to itself as the inheritance of the classical Islam often transcending its South Asian 

roots. Thus MQ created its authenticity through the concept of classical Islam and presented it as the source 

of traditional Islamic knowledge. 

The weekend classes were often interactive involving debates between the youth and Ramadan Qadri 

as well as issues discussed in the media. For example, Ramadan Qadri and his pupils discussed (week notes 

19-06) a BBC documentary about ‘women and hijab’, in which three Asian women were interviewed. The 

women in their facial covering defended their position referring to ‘their personal right’, and under ‘freedom 

of individual piety’. Rafiq, who watched the programme, declared that ‘those girls have canned the BBC 

journalists’. Ramadan Qadri pointed out that ‘we should not be defensive about our presentation of Islam 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Gold-Dinar and Silver-Dirham, and members of this movement have been working for the abolition of paper currency 
and return to commodity-based transactions. 
165 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Waris_Shah  
166 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shah_Hussain  
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towards the broader public in the media and society in general.’ He took the example from Akbar S Ahmed’s 

book, Islam under siege (Ahmed, 2003) that ‘We cannot walk in shalwar qameez in Europe; these are the times we 

are living in.’ The book, according to Ramadan Qadri, exposed, on the one hand, criticism of the so-called 

freedom of living within the Western societies, and on the other hand, showed the pressure of living within a 

western society as a Muslim. After quoting Akbar Ahmed, Ramadan Qadri mentioned that Muslims should 

not be defensive about their religious practices, because Islam is a religion of peace. There interpretations of 

Islam were given a broader social context in the Idara’s Saturday classes. The youth were keen to know where 

to get guidance when they confront a ‘confused’ situation. For Ramadan Qadri, ‘The best solution for the 

confusion of our time is going to a Sufi, as they are best suited person who can make a fair distinction 

between good and bad’.  

The weekend classes were broadly focused on providing the youth with basic knowledge of classical 

Islam. These teachings were part of the regime of discipline that MQ introduced in its centres. MQ provided 

a learning atmosphere for the children and youth, as well as teaching about classical Islamic scholars in the 

local language and context; for the youth it provided answers to the questions regarding the rituals they 

practice. Making the classical Islamic knowledge accessible to the youth, it gave them the opportunity to 

connect with classical Islam and thus provided them with instruments to counter the Salafi and the HT 

groups regarding their definition of Islamic tradition. In this way MQ related its practices, like rituals of 

veneration that form a repertoire of folk Islam based South Asian traditions, with the broader Muslim 

tradition. From these discussions a comparative note can be made: in the religious formation of MQ in the 

UK more emphasis is on knowledge, than in the Netherlands where MQ is more conscious of social 

engagement. 

The religious narrative of love, devotion and inclusion that MQ introduced through its institutions 

was meant to implement the reformist programme of the movement. In this narrative MQ transcends the 

ethnic identities of its followers and it defines the Muslim identity that is rooted in certain definition of 

classical Islam. In this post-ethnic narrative the Muslim identities are defined following the sensitivities of the 

local societies. These narratives have a different language in the UK and the Netherlands, considering the 

diverse nature of the religious discourse in two countries. However, in both cases MQ wanted to equip the 

youth with the doctrinal weapons and organisational techniques to enable them for a dual task - to develop a 

framework for living as a follower of the classical tradition in modern society and to do away with the image 

of Barelvis having irrational practices. 

6.6 Conclusion 
In this chapter I focused on the new language of love, devotion, and inclusion that MQ synthesised through 

its Barelvi background and adapted it to present a new discourse for the Muslim youth in Europe. In this 

narrative a shift could be observed in the Muslim discourse in post-ethnic circumstances that redefined the 
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Sufi-based structures among the migrant communities. Focusing on the narrative I argued that MQ 

introduced a specific language, modes of provision and the use of tropes to create its narrative of love, 

engagement and inclusion. Through this language it defined the Sufi-based message for the broader society 

and it countered the existing discourse of Islam that was dominated by the reformist and Islamist groups 

among the Muslims in Europe. I showed that MQ copied the socialisation and dissemination techniques of 

these groups to spread its message of inclusion and love among the new generations of the Barelvi followers. 

In developing its narrative, MQ appropriated the local cultural debates about integration and 

civilisation issues and redefined them following its social and religious standpoints. In the process it defined 

its social positions towards the host societies in inclusive terms. This approach was at the same time taking a 

new look at the Muslim tradition to describe the emerging relationship and they re-approached their religious 

traditions for this purpose. Through the idea of discursive appropriation and following its own religious 

interpretation, Mashriq made certain local practices halal or permissible, thus opening up the space of social 

engagement, though within the limits of religion. In the peculiar conditions of Dutch society, where the 

Islam-debate had been politicised, the Mashriq/MYL youth took a proactive approach through platforms to 

show that they would not to be overruled by the Dutch debate about Islam. They have redefined the element 

of their cultural heritage, which continue to provide inspiration and answers to current social issues, in new 

semantics and circumstances. Part of these transformations was an interpretation of cultural sources as rooted 

in Muslim tradition. This I explained through focussing on the concept of akhlaq, norms and values, which 

the Mashriq was able to translate and apply to the present societal context, creating a new public morality 

following a redefinition of tradition.  

The development among the MYL/Mashriq in the Netherlands of their own leadership patterns 

distinguishes the youth from their counterparts in the UK. Such developments should be seen and accounted 

for as the results of cultural capital—which is comprised of linguistic capital local cultural sensibilities and 

capacities of network building. The influence of the cultural capital in development of groups like MYL 

indicates the localisation which made it possible for Muslim youth in the Netherlands. They are able to break 

their socialbonds with the older generations but yet they maintain their cultural and religious tradition by 

developing new structures of religious formation based on their Muslim identity. Conversely, in the UK 

communal structures restricted these possibilities for the youth, as the group of imported husbands took a 

leading position within MQ structures thereby limiting the scope for the UK-born-and-bred Muslim youth. 

However, the majority context within which MQ youth works in the UK gives them confidence: I noted a 

difference in the message in the Netherlands that has to do with the two contexts in which MQ was working. 

In the UK MQ was faced with the dominance of the reformist and the Islamist youth groups who were 

already active among the South Asian youth. In these circumstances MQ saw the youth as lacking in spiritual 

training and based its religious message on the classical teachings of Islam. Thus the provision of spiritual 
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education was one of the main themes of MQ in the UK. Spiritual uplifting was also a part of the programme 

of the Minhaj youth in the Netherlands; however the Minhaj or The Mashriq’s shift towards multi-ethnic 

group composition shows that the youth required a different approach, based on their Muslim identity 

beyond the restrictions of a specific ethnicity.  

Where the aspect of a spiritual laboratory is common in both countries, in the Netherlands the 

narrative of Islam was presented in terms of its compatibility with the western civilization, integration of 

Muslims within the western societies and a message of building bridges to the broader society. In the UK the 

spiritual healing was central: however, the discourse of purification of heart was also meant to shield the 

Muslim youth from the activities of the extremist and Salafi groups. MQ developed its narrative in the UK in 

view of certain particular realities among the South Asian based youth where Deobandi, Salafi and Islamists 

were doing better, and Barelvi youths were increasingly filling the rank and file of these groups. MQ filled the 

void and it empowered them with arguments that their message was rooted in classical Islam, claiming the 

spiritual superiority of the Sufi tradition over simplistic Deobandi and Islamist versions of Islam. There is a 

way of living Barelvi Islam that is not ‘backward’ but spiritually rich and culturally rooted, and at the same 

time also modern. In this approach MQ took rituals as a key pedagogical instrument to infuse the teachings 

and atmosphere of what is called classical Islam. 
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7. New devotional forms 

7.1 Introduction 
In the previous chapter I focused on the new narrative that MQ introduced to relate the intellectual sources 

of its message to classical Islam in order to appeal to younger generations in Europe. Equally significant are 

the rituals and forms of veneration that occur in its Idara and that refer to the mystical and devotional aspects 

of the movement. For the movement both aspects are inextricably part of classical Islam. The establishment 

of MQ in the UK led to new ways in which people could identify with the Muslim tradition and to create new 

cultural forms through which they manifest their cultural and religious identity and defend it. On many 

occasions I had a vivid experience of how traditional cultural forms were redefined in novel ways. 

The Minhaj Bookshop in the Idara London was meant primarily to sell books and audiovisual 

material of the movement. Newly released DVD’s or videos were played as demonstration on the video/CD-

player, which normally played some na’at or qawwali. During the Minhaj Summer School at the Idara a 

member of the Minhaj Women League (MWL), Sakina, entered into the Minhaj Bookshop. While looking at 

the promotional monitor that was running a qawwali of Qari Saeed Chishti, she exclaimed abruptly in Punjabi, 

‘Hun tey molvian nein wie dance karney shurro kar detey nain’, (Now even the molvis have started dancing)’. The 

qawwali singer Qari Saeed Chishti had an unusual personality and style. He was a hafiz-- somebody who knows 

the Quran by heart - and he had studied in the madrasa. He had long a beard and was attired like an alim: 

unlike other qawwali singers, he used raqs danced himself at some ecstatic moments of his singing.167 A 

mixture of all these features provided an image of a ‘dancing molvi’,168 to which Sakina referred. She 

continued, ‘When they, molvis, have started doing this. Soon they will bring music even into the mosques’. 

These remarks of an MWL member referred to these practices as the figure of a dancing molvi as 

something strange. In her view, the religious scholars were the custodian of religion and were not supposed 

to follow more mundane practices. In the meantime Naeem Tariq, a minhajian and director of the Idara 

London, entered the Bookshop and I asked his views about Saeed Chishti and his qawwali. Naeem Tariq 

praised Saeed Chishti for the fact that he was a qari--- one who recites Quran, and who studied in a madrasa, 

and a Chishti--- a Sufi order of Indian origin, as against the other Sufi orders that came from Central Asia or 

Iran, the Chishti consider music as part of their missionary and devotional practices. With regard to his raqs 

(dance), he said that ‘this is allowed within Islam if you follow the rules of sama, mystical dance’, and with 

                                                           
167 See for example this clip http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W0JZziRPJ24&feature=related  
Qari Saeed Chishti was popular among the working class, labourers and peasants, mostly in small towns of Central and 
Southern Punjab. Many of his qawwalis were eulogies of ahl-e bait, the direct family of the Prophet. At the peak of his 
popularity he was murdered during a qawwali concert, according to some rumors, by an Anjuma-e Sipah-e Sihaba 
Pakistan—a militant Deobandi outfit - activist. 
168 Molvi, a pejorative term for imam or prayer leader refers to his lower social status. MQ and other religious groups 
used ‘alim’ or ‘fazil’ etc for the prayer leaders. 
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Qari Saeed Chishti he did not see any problems as he followed those rules. Moreover his dancing or sama 

showed his deep devotion for the Prophet and his ahle-e bait (household). 

This anecdote shows that MQ adopted devotional practices, musical forms and ritualised exercises of 

the popular Muslim practices; however these adoptions are constantly challenged both within and outside of 

the movement. The repertoire of qawwali and other religious music are part of the South Asian Islamic 

manifestation. In this particular case, Naeem Tariq, a minhajian, defended the images and devotional practices 

of the South Asian Sufism. MQ not only inherited the devotional practices related to the Sufism but in 

European countries it also initiated some of its own devotional forms. MQ considers these practices as part 

of the formation of what Naeem Tariq called classical Islam. In its definition of classical Islam, MQ looks at 

the teachings of the fuqaha and fuzala, i.e. the ulama, Sufis and sages of the Muslim tradition in order to gain 

the legitimacy of its religious interpretations. MQ creates mechanisms to place its version of classical Islam 

within the broader Muslim tradition, which legitimises these practices. MQ uses these practices of devotions 

as therapeutic mechanisms meant to purify hearts, as well as to disengage the Muslim youth from the 

extremist groups in the western countries. In this chapter the focus is on the activities of devotion and 

reverence among MQ followers. How these are given new meanings while others are created following the 

needs of the Muslims in European societies.  

First I will present an account of the new Muslim culture of devotion to show how material forms of 

reverence have emerged. Then three events of veneration - a qawwali event in the Netherlands, and the zikr 

and milad event in the UK - will be addressed. I describe the communal rituals of zikr or commemoration; 

this is followed by the milad or the celebration of the Prophet’s birthday, to show new meanings were given to 

these events. The final section focuses on the leadership of MQ - the figure of MQ founder Qadri. I describe 

how a figure of a ‘living sheikh’ was created in a ritualised manner following the specific needs of the Muslim 

youth in Western countries. 

7.2 Creating devotional forms and material 
The establishment of MQ in European countries implies the emergence of objects of veneration and 

devotion, forms of Islamic music and songs, and places of Muslim pilgrimages. The Barelvi tradition knows a 

rich repertoire of religious veneration that its followers developed as a token of their devotion. Organising 

mehfil-e na’at, zikr programmes, arranging milad or qawwali programmes, visiting the holy places or shrines were 

some collective ways to show reverence for the Prophet and other holy figures. The early migration process 

led to the importation of some ritual practices among the migrant communities, such as the holding of na’at 

or milad programmes. Modern developments in multimedia and the means of communication however, led to 

the recreation of these rituals in new contexts - new forms of na’at in the style of Bollywood songs, singing of 

nasheeds with daff are but two examples. A notable addition to these collective venerations in the UK was the 

ziarat- moo-e mubarak (display of the the Prophetic hair). Lately these ziarat have emerged in other European 
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countries as well. Similarly, there were occasions of showing group or individual devotion by listening to the 

na’at, nasheed and qawwali or keeping amulets for different occasions or to place an image of the prophetic 

footprint (nalain mubarak) on one’s shoulder. MQ reinvigorated the Barelvi rituals and led the creation of a 

Muslim public life with a focus on the rituals as symbolic of Muslim life and culture. On its part, MQ 

introduced some specific rituals like organising qawwali or cutting the cake on the birthday of its founder. 

A plethora of devotional items were available in the Minhaj Bookshop and in other Islamic 

bookstores in East London. The introduction of new media, like internet, computer technologies and satellite 

dishes, facilitated innovative use of these items. The na’at, qawwali and nasheeds were easily downloadable 

through different websites. Some affluent Kashmiri entrepreneurs introduced satellite channels like Apna TV 

meant exclusively for the religious and cultural regeneration of the Kashmiri community. These media 

technologies and new means of producing knowledge, ways of obtaining blessings and showing devotion also 

bring religious controversies to the cyberspace. Although the impact of new media requires a study of its 

own, I describe the devotional forms that MQ initiated and have led to discussions challenging the legitimacy 

of the movement, its religious position, its scholars’ authority and the devotional forms that the movement 

introduced. I describe the Minhaj youth group in London, the MYL, to show that the youth are depicted as 

‘intellectually sick’--- they were thought to be in need of spiritual healing and therefore MQ directed its 

activities toward finding a cure for them through instruments of classical Islam. On the Muslim youth’s part, 

they distrusted movements like MQ considering it similar to the existing Barelvi institutions that they disliked. 

The occasional devotional programmes, mostly on the birthday of Qadri, are regular events in which 

different musical forms, like qawwalis, ghazals or poetic songs are played. MQ organises such a sama at its 

centres, from Lahore London. The clips of these qawwali events, with episodes of people’s devotional dance 

and ecstasy, circulate on the internet. A video clip of such a sama gathering, circulating on the internet, shows 

certain followers of MQ dancing while Qadri himself is shown clapping to a Turkish devotional song sung by  

women singers.169 On Youtube, different versions of the same video clip have different names such as 

‘Qadri’s dance’, ‘Tahirul Qadri and Desi Mujra’ (a local dance involving female dancers) etc. The discussions 

around these clips include broad topics, such as the permissibility of music in Islam. Followers of MQ defend 

the use of music in Islam by quoting certain hadith; the critics of MQ called it another event of ‘Qadri’s 

drama’, referring to earlier controversial events involving him. The nature of these allegations, with abusive 

language on both sides, went to the extent that Qadri himself had to explain this episode during one of his 

speeches. He explained that the voice is of Turkish nasheed singer Abdul Rahman Önül. He claimed 

furthermore that this clip shows how things can be manipulated through modern technology.170  

                                                           
169 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hMiM6OEoni0  
170 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cJQgEJflt1w  
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Despite these internal criticisms the qawwali is seen as a symbol of the rich cultural heritage of Islam 

and MQ has built upon these perceptions. For them, it is a form of public devotion: it expresses a novel form 

of religiosity and it presents a gentle image of Islam for the broader public. To illustrate this, next I will relate 

a qawwali event that MQ organised in Rotterdam in September 2002. It occurred in a week when the first 

anniversary of the incidents around 9/11 were officially organised with specific themes based on Islam and 

Muslims in the Western countries. The changes in the world of politics in 2001, as well as the emergence of 

Pim Fortuyn in Dutch politics and his assassination in 2002, further polarised the political situation in the 

Netherlands and made the position of the Islam in the Dutch society problematic. Thus the choice of time, 

place and theme were not coincidental. In the week when Islam was hotly debated in different public venues, 

MQ chose a devotional genre of qawwali to demonstrate the spiritual, warm and serene aspects of the Muslim 

traditional genre. The place of venue, a church in the centre of Rotterdam was meant to bring gentle and 

blissful moments of the religious genre to a broader public, according to the organisers. The choice of the 

time was to give the broader message of ‘peace for humanity’ as MQ members put it on the banners. This 

public manifestation of its religious faith was meant to depict MQ in a positive light to society. 

A qawwali event in the Netherlands 

Through the qawwali event MQ wanted to demonstrate its religious distinctiveness from other groups and 

bring devotional forms of religiosity to the broader public. The qawwali genre is part of the religious repertoire 

of the followers of popular Islam in South Asia. It has its origin within the Sufi shrine tradition and different 

musical forms practiced there; however modern developments in the media and communications have 

broadened the reach of the genre gaining a wider audience beyond the South Asian context. Different qawwali 

singers were often invited by the overseas Pakistani communities and their concerts were well attended. Many 

of MQ followers still had fresh memories of the concerts of Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan—a legendry qawwali 

singer from Pakistan in the Netherlands in the 1990s. Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan’s popularity among the western 

public made him into a ‘cultural export product’ from Pakistan for the international public. Considering these 

visits of the qawwali singers and the new venues for performances, an observer noted certain shifts in the role 

of qawwali as a cultural artefact among the South Asians. ‘The generational and economic ties that united 

Sufis, qawwals and devotees around a major shrine are weakening. The result is a potential transformation, 

both of Sufi practice and of qawwali music’. (Qureshi, 1985: 116-117) As a result of these transformations 

qawwali goes beyond its traditional settings: its reception overseas is one such venue, as MQ qawwali event 

described below will show this. This qawwali event however, differed from other similar concerts as the 

majority of the audience were MQ followers. 

The event was organised in the 16th century church, Laurenskerk in Rotterdam. By organising this 

event in city centre on the eve of first anniversary of the 9/11 events, the movement wanted to give a 

statement to the broader public about this culturally defined devotional form of Islam that was different from 
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how Islam was discussed in other venues in the country. Laurenskerk, has also gone through transformation 

in post-Christian Europe: only a small portion of it was used for religious services by a Protestant 

congregation, Hervormde Gemeente, while the rest of the church was transformed to host cultural events like 

music programmes, museum exhibitions, theatre etc. For this event the big hall of the church was redecorated 

to match the qawwali event: falling draperies in tri-colour, white-green-orange of MQ, with the words ‘well 

come to the qawwali event’ (in Dutch), were hung. Just underneath the church organ a platform with white 

wrappings was erected to make seating arrangements for the qawwali singers. Facing the stage were two 

seating areas divided by an aisle - men sat on the left while the women on the right without a physical 

partition in between them. 

The first couple of rows in the men’s section were reserved for MQ officials, both local as well as 

from the other cities. The traditional qawwali format like those in a shrine, were partially maintained. The 

event had an ambiance of informality that reflected the compulsions of organising the event in this place. 

There was no rigid regime to check the movement of people: they could sit, leave or enter the hall at any time 

during the programme. The provision of free food and drinks added to the atmosphere of gaiety, an 

occasional mixing of sexes not being excluded. 

The qawwali singers, called the Minhaj qawwali group, came from Paris. Their performance in Paris 

during a recent visit of Qadri excited some attendees from the Netherlands who invited them to Rotterdam. 

‘In the Paris programme they were called the qawwal of the Minhaj, as qaid-e inqlab (leader of the revolution: 

Qadri) liked their performance’, remembered Faisal who participated in that programme. They were not 

active followers of the movement; however due to their patronage of MQ in Paris the qawwali singers did not 

objected to this title. In my talks with the lead qawwali singer, Shuaib, he emphasised his association with a 

classical qawwali school as his reason for popularity: ‘I am a disciple of the great teacher, Ustad Ghulam Hasan 

Shaggan, who belonged to Gawaliar Gharana (Gawaliar family).’ His emphasis on his link with a famous 

family of classical musicians was meant to enhance his position from the otherwise low regard for the qawwali 

singers, or singers in general, among South Asians due to their artisan caste origins. Music-making did not 

enjoy a high esteem even in the overseas Pakistani context. 

The Minhaj Qawwali group had performed in many European countries, often under the auspices of 

MQ centres, like this time in Rotterdam. Developing a home-grown qawwali group shows that MQ considered 

the cultivation of cultural forms necessary to educate its followers. It was part of its broader approach to 

Muslim traditions.. Before starting his first qawwali the leading qawwali singer, rather uncommonly, spoke to 

justify the qawwali within the Islamic tradition. ‘Those who criticised it should look at the fact that the qawwali 

singers are following certain Islamic traditions’. He did not elaborate further on the nature of these critics or 

his justification of qawwali from Islamic tradition. Nevertheless, he had in mind the criticism from Reformist 

and Salafi groups on the legitimacy of qawwali and music in general in Islam. He felt also the need to touch on 
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the issue as in this case the qawwali was organised by an orthodox religious movement. However this criticism 

was inevitable, for example in the very first verses of the qawwali event. Traditionally the qawwali, as also in 

Rotterdam, started with a qaul (saying): 

(Arabic)  

Man Kunto Maula, Fa Ali-un Maula. 

(Persian)  

Dar dil dar dil dar dani 

Ham tum tanana nana tananana ri  

Yalali yalali yala yala ri 

Yalalali yalali yala yala ri171 

These verses of qaul traditionally mark either beginning or the end of the qawwali assemblies. Based on a 

saying attributed to the Prophet Muhammad, the qaul establishes the principle of spiritual succession on 

which the concept of Sufi hierarchy is founded. (Qureshi, 1985: 116-117; Abbas, 2002: 4). These historical 

and cultural contexts for the qawwali genre were challenged by young followers who were influenced by other 

religious influencesin a diaspora context. A couple of days later a young female participant of the qawwali 

programme, who used to visit some Salafi reading group, Daral Ilm told me: ‘These verses depicted the shia 

position regarding the caliphate of Ali and should not be included in a religious movement like MQ’.172 In 

other words the inclusion of qawwali events in MQ activities did not accord with the actual practices of 

Islam.173 These assertions are part of qawwali criticism, however in the diaspora context this vilification also 

verges on the distinction made among the Muslim youth between ‘Muslim cultural practices’--- to which 

qawwali belonged to, and ‘pure Islam’ that stands above these cultural practices. This distinction and definition 

of pure Islam is observed as ‘de-territorialisation’ of Islam where religion is thought separated from its 

cultural roots (Roy, 2004: 181). MQ brought these Muslim practices in the European context in order to 

present them as deriving from Sufi traditions as a counter culture to the Salafi and Reformist positions in the 

new settings. 

Historically the qawwali singing has gone through transformations and its flexible character lay behind 

its survival to the present time. The alterations in its forms and mode of performance were related to the 

location of its performance, the background of its listeners and also those of the performers: this was also 

observable when watching the qawwali performance in Rotterdam. After the qaul, na át (a hymn to the 

Prophet), and a couple of more popular qawwali recitations, the qawwali singers turned to manqabat. The 
                                                           
171 Translation Arabic verses: ‘whoever accepts me his master; Ali is his master too’. On these Persian verses Qureshi 
note that these ‘...are words and syllables forming part of a Sufi ‘vocabulary’ of spiritual expression, which has been out 
of use for some time and remains only partly intelligible today. The textual meaning of these lines is no way emphasised 
in the qawwali usage of today’. (Qureshi, 1985:234) 
172 My talk with Nasreen Malahi, Rotterdam, 20-02-2004. 
173 My talk with Saoed Khaje, founder of Daral Ilm, The Hague, 24-7-2003.  
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manqabat or eulogy could be sung for either a live religious figure or one who had died, except the Prophets. 

Thus it gave the performers of a qawwali more freedom to choose a more profane subject matter. In this case 

he chose a manqabat to the founder of the movement, Qadri. Some of the Punjabi verses of these manqabat 

read as follows: 

Tahir pira wey tera pir Jilani he 

Kinna changa lagda ain sada dilbar jani he 

Tahir pira wey koi katch di topi he  

Oh Tahir sohney noon, sohni lagde wey topi he 

Tahir pira wey teri shakal noorani he 

Tayon tenoon wekhan ley sari dunya deewani he 

Tahir sohnay weh tera mission wie shna he 

Chanan dunya tey hun hanoa hi honra he174 

These Punjabi verses of manqabat were in line with a Punjabi poetic genre dohra, which means double-verse, 

and were sung during marriage ceremonies. The singing of manqabat initiated some dancing, raqs, in the hall 

by some youth. The image of these raqs depicted a religious absorption of devotees, however their bodily 

movements resembled more of a bhnagra—popular Punjabi dance. Instead of dealing with the whole qawwali 

programme here, I will limit myself to the events around manqabat performance. Considering the nature of 

thrilling atmosphere that the manqabat caused I will focus on that here. The enthusiasm of MQ followers for 

manqabat shows the high regard and veneration of their leader. The singing and dancing of manqabat had a 

feature whereby the authority of Qadri was acknowledged through a public performance of poetic verses in 

his honour. 

The spontaneous raqs on the qawwali beats and poetry illustrated the different ways in which the 

audience responded to it. From the very first qawwali some people slowly started to shower money or nazrana 

on the qawwali singers. As the performance progressed, the practice of money showering intensified and it 

reached its peak during the singing of manqabat, the eulogy of the leader. In a traditional shrine setting the 

devotees would give the nazrana to the custodian of the shrine, which later was collected from him by a 

companion of the performers: but this practice has been diversified and acquired distinctive characteristics 

outside the setting of a shrine. During this programme for example, the devotees tossed one dollar notes on 

the qawwali performers; and later MQ officials showered that on each other while standing beside the qawwali 

                                                           
174 Translation: ‘Oh Tahir, our pir, follower of pir Jilani, we liked you, you lives in our hearts, Oh! Tahir our pir, is there 
any cap with mirrors, we liked your cap that magnifies your head, Oh! Tahir pir, your glowing face, Thus people love to 
watch your face, Oh! Tahir your mission is promising, it will prevail overall like moonlight.’  In the Paris qawwali 
programme the same qawwali was performed before Qadri himself; after finishing this qawwali he objected to further 
performance of such qawwali as these create ‘embarrassment’ for him.  
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performers. The showering of money showed a banal resemblance to similar practices during marriages in 

villages and towns of Punjab when the friends and relatives of groom showered money on the groom. 

Another intervention from popular musical forms came through Bollywood practices when the beats 

and lyrics of different manqabat or other poetic songs, were sung to the tunes of popular songs taken from the 

Bollywood and other manifestations of Punjabi folk culture. Such a musical mixing of devotional poetry with 

tunes from the folk culture here acquired legitimacy on the podium of a religious movement. Despite these 

mixes, different qawwali episodes remained in the religious devotional songs and did not adopt more secular 

poetic forms, as happened at other qawwali concerts. Thus it created an ambience of a devotional event that 

built upon, and sought its legitimacy in, the popular Islamic practices of Barelvi tradition that MQ inherited. 

In this regard the event was different from the traditional cultural forms as the participants expressed their 

religious devotion through their performance and expressions. 

In the manqabat quoted above the figure of Qadri was presented as a pir who linked these people 

through the sheikh Jilani of Baghdad. They attributed different characteristics to Qadri, being noorani 

(illuminated), dilbar (loving), who runs a beautiful mission. As noted earlier Qadri did not consider himself a 

to be traditional pir in the traditional sense, however his acts  as well as his image before his followers, here 

reflected in this manqabat, is that of a spiritual sheikh or guide. Moreover, his legitimising the mix of cultural 

and religious genres, as presented through the public performance like this, provided his followers with an 

image of a person who appealed to their idea of both a sacred and profane leader. He is depicted as a spiritual 

guide, an ideal political leader, a teacher and a cultural icon that should be venerated. The kind of devotion 

manifested in the qawwali event is mediated through a veneration of a new kind of religious leadership, and 

goes well with the sensibilities of a new class of followers in the traditional Barelvis. They might not 

necessarily bind themselves to the shrine, but their reverence for a sheikh who can fulfil this devotional needs 

in modern settings was reflected through the qawwali. 

MQ was criticised by other Pakistani organisations for allowing these mixed gatherings. The Pakistan 

Islamic Centre (PIC) in Rotterdam for example, objected because they did not follow the norms of the 

Pakistani culture.175 For MQ, women’s participation in their events was meant to provide acceptability for 

women within an Islamic atmosphere.176 Thus through MQ sanctioned Islamic space where women not only 

participate in devotional practices, it also absorbed certain cultural practices and sanctioned them in religious 

terms. Thus it goes beyond the lament of Werbner when she says that she saw hardly any institutions in 

which women and youth can socialise outside the religious institutes (Werbner, 2002a: 223). MQ created a 

religiously sanctioned Islamic space referring to new socialisation spaces where many secular cultural practices 

                                                           
175 My talk with secretary of PIC, 23-11-2003, Rotterdam. 
176 My talk wth Dr. Aziz 29-11-2002, Rotterdam. 
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are legitimised as a new religious sphere. The ritual celebrations are part of this emerging atmosphere. These 

are rooted in Islamic tradition and only these can provide a solace for the plight of the Muslim youth. 

7.3 Veneration and commemoration: the zikr and milad events in the UK 
Purifying the heart 

A usual answer to my question as to why the zikr is necessary in MQ, I got the response that it ‘purifies your 

heart’. In many cases a direct link was made how the zikr ritual are meant to have soothing effects on your 

mind and how it ‘cures’ you and keeps you away from the ‘filth of everyday life’. In many European cities like 

London, Copenhagen and Rotterdam, I saw that the Minhaj youth went through an intense emotional 

experience during the zikr ritual. They describe it as ‘looking through your soul and seeing the shortcomings 

of your individual being’. However, the zikr ritual was also used to keep youth away from extremist thoughts 

and groups, thus it acted as a part of the narrative to discuss Islam in a certain way within the public debate. It 

is another aspect is the intensity with which MQ organised the event, which, along with the purification 

element, has turned this ritual into a framework that guarantees the creation of a sublime soul. Thus it has 

turned into a training or pedagogical instrument into a means to ‘achieve a link the Creator’, but is also used 

for certain mundane outcomes. Traditionally zikr takes place in Barelvi mosques on the 11th of every Islamic 

month, called Gayarween sharif.177  The introduction of the weekly zikr programme in MQ London centre 

occurred following Qadri’s advice during his visit to London in the end of the 1990s.178 From that time on, 

the zikr ritual took place in different forms and on various occasions within MQ. There was a regular weekly 

zikr every Saturday between two evening prayers- maghrab and isha.  There were also zikr programmes on the 

occasions of important visits to the Idara, like that of Qadri to London. More importantly MQ introduced 

New Year Zikr in 1997 where mostly youth were invited to participate. 

All occasions of zikr the focus was on the youth on which zikr was to have a healing effect – to make 

them spiritually strong in immoral surroundings, or the stray youth should be brought back on the right path. 

Thus within MQ circles these spiritual gatherings were meant to save the youth from two fronts in society - 

from a moral decay, on the one side, and from the religious extremist groups, on the other. Interestingly, this 

image of youth, and the ameliorating ideals of MQ through zikr sessions for the youth, must be seen within 

the context of the state advancing its agenda on the problem of the Muslim youth. That such an image of 

common interests was most obvious during the New Year Zikr events in December 2005, which took place 

after the London bombing. I will present an account of a zikr event with the focus on the New Year Zikr in 

London to explain its religious and social meanings. 

                                                           
177 Gayarween means eleventh in Urdu and it is commemorates the death day of Abdul Qadir Gilani who died on 11th of 
Islamic month Rabi Ussani 471 (1166 AD). 
178 My talk with Arshad Munir, 22-07-2004, London. 
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The groundwork for every zikr session is the preparation of food. What should be prepared for the 

evening langar or ritual food is the first question of the caretaker of Idara, who always prepares it, on a 

Saturday morning. The nature of this question shows the options available for preparing langar, and also new 

dishes, which also depends on the financial resources available on that day: besides MQ’s own resources, 

some well-establish followers sometimes sponsor the langar. Usually, the food is mostly lentils, mutton or 

chicken, served either with bread or rice.179 Sometimes some elderly women prepare food for the Women’s 

gatherings and they do it in order to serve Allah. For the big gatherings, like the annual milad, local ethnic 

restaurants are asked to prepare food for this purpose. Occasionally a dessert is added to the menu. 

How is the langar financed? An answer to this question should be sought in the personal and social 

needs of congregation of the Idara. Generally, there were no separate collections of money for the Saturday’s 

langar. However, just inside the entrance to the prayer hall, as with the inside of a mazaar or shrine, there are 

three boxes with labels chanda (collection): one box contains money collected for the mosque, another for the 

milad and the third box collected money for the weekly langar. People are supposed to put their specific 

contributions into the respective boxes. These might include special offerings for the langar, as an act of 

gratitude for special occasions in the people’s lives, such as recovering from a serious illness or a child’s 

success in an important exam, or the starting of a new business. These are common reasons in the folk Islam 

in South Asia to make an offering. In London the Idara administration, as a welfare institution, also asks for a 

contribution from those who have received help from the Idara, such as help in filling out forms, writing or 

translating letters or providing advice and so forth. In case there is not enough money on the Saturday, it is 

collected after a prayer. 

The zikr gathering 

Beside the intensity with which the zikr was held in MQ, the setting of the ritual has been changed by new 

additions. Usually the zikr gatherings are preceded by a small speech, mostly done by the imam of the 

mosque. In the speech the imam links the zikr ritual with traditional Islam. Similar topics were discussed in 

the New Year Zikr, however the event had an unusual emphasis on teaching about social events, which 

included not only prevention of drugs and immoral activities, but also the evils of extremism etc. To deal with 

these issues through a specific focus of the Muslim youth in Europe is a novel aspect of MQ zikr gatherings. 

About 300 participants- men and women, young and old – took part in the gathering on New Year’s Eve of 

2005. Rafiq introduced the gathering by emphasising its importance in that that it ‘offers a spiritual alternative 

for the youth. We are all aware of the blameworthy activities that normally take place during this time. 

Therefore, instead of participating in activities that break the laws ordained by Allah (peace be upon him) our 

youth were presented with the opportunity to spend the night in His remembrance instead’. Lectures were 

                                                           
179 A zikr session ending with a langar of lentils is considered low or ordinary, while one with chicken or mutton is 
considered ‘special’. 
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given by several speakers in English, Urdu and Arabic, while there was singing of na’ats and nasheeds by boys 

and girls of MQ. 

The special guest speaker on this occasion was Sheikh Ahmad Thomson, a convert Muslim and a 

follower of an African Maliki Sufi-sheikh. He has written a couple of books including Dajjal. Barrister Ahmad 

Thomson was a humble person and a regular visitor to big gatherings of the MYL as well as in other Barelvi 

and neo-traditional groups. In his speech, Sheikh Ahmad Thomson spoke about the virtues of zikr and the 

significance of the Awliya-Allah. ‘The awliya are the souls of Earth, which keep the Earth alive. Hence when 

none of the awliya remain on the planet that would surely be the end of the world.’ The teachings of the 

buzurgan-e din (scholars and spiritual sages, also meaning Sufis), the plight of the Muslim youth and the revival 

of Islam were constant themes on this occasion. 

The event provided an occasion to teach classical Islam and create an atmosphere of spirituality, 

thereby constructing a spiritual alternative for the youth. By way of criticising the other youth groups like the 

HT and Salafis, the next speaker, the minahjian Qureshi, talked about an alternative to live within the Islamic 

tradition, which was defined by the ulama and awliya. The message was presented through the neo-

traditionalists with which MQ was associated in the UK. These neo-traditional initiatives have increased since 

the London bombing, when certain Salafi and Reformist and Islamist groups came under fire from the British 

media and some officials.  Moreover, the UK government initiated the agenda of putting all the UK mosques 

and imams under one single umbrella organisation called the MINAB (Mosques and Imams National 

Advisory Board).180 The MINAB consisted mostly of the Barelvis, certain Shii and other traditional groups 

and later on, it also included of other groups like the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) and the Muslim 

Association of Britain. 

These common debates and worries were reflected in another speech given by Zulfiqar Ali, a 

barrister and president of the Newham Muslim Alliance, who later became a local councilor for the Labour 

Party. The Newham Muslim Alliance is composed of all mosques in the borough of Newham. It was through 

this platform that the head of the London Metropolitan Police chose the Idara to reach out to the broader 

Muslim community after the London bombing in 2005. Zulfiqar Ali delivered his speech with an undertone 

of guidance and advice to the youth. ‘We should listen to the youth what they said, and thus we have to 

understand their problems’, he stated. Later in a more guiding tone, he made suggestions about how to deal 

with the problems of the youth. ‘The first point is of intentions: you should have the right intentions in what 

you have said’, he said. Talking in a more direct tone he continued:  ‘Do not behave as if you know 

everything; approach other people as if you do not know and you are in this way listening to them; do not be 

judging others’. The talk of Zufliqar Ali should be understood in the context of the image the Muslim youth 

had in the UK following the London bombing. It was thought that the Muslim parents and the Muslim 
                                                           
180 See www.minab.org.uk, accessed 23-12-2006. 
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institutions had lost control over their youth, which resulted in the Muslim children being influenced by 

extremist groups like the HT and the al-Muhajiroun. These latter groups were also criticised in the British 

media and their unchecked working was thought to be ‘not conducive to the public good’.181 Thus the speech 

should have been understood in the context of post 9/11 and post 7/7 situation in London, and to which 

Zulfiqar Ali referred a couple of times in his speech. Zulfiqar Ali’s speech also reflected the thoughts of Ian 

Blaire, the London Metropolitan Police Chief, who had asked the Muslim community ‘...to acknowledge the 

existence of extremists elements in its midst’, as Blaire spoke after the Friday prayer in the Idara on 11 July 

2005.  ‘It is your responsibility to save the future of your youth from negative influences of people like Omar 

Bakri and Abu Hamza’.182 Thus he used the zikr occasion not only to educate youth but also to voice the 

worries of the British government for the broader public. 

After this, the actual zikr began. It was led by the amir, the director of the Idara. Before initiating the 

zikr, he asked the caretaker to turn off the lights. He asked the participants to sit in a circle around him either 

cross-legged or with their legs bent.  The women participants sat in the class-rooms near the Hall. In a deep 

silence and complete darkness, the amir asked the participants  ‘...to close your eyes and take tassawar-e khuda 

or the idea of Allah and tassawr-e sheikh, and start reciting after me.’ 183 At this point it was not clear what the 

amir meant by the tasswar-e sheikh; for some people it meant Qadri, the founder of MQ, while for others it 

referred to Sheikh Abdul Qadir Jilani of Baghdad, as I was later told. The amir however, was not only the 

moderator but also the mediator of this spiritual lineage that connected the followers of the gathering with 

their sheikh. 

The zikr session began with a recitation of a few verses (given below), which were once recited by 

the founder of the movement and he had asked his followers to do it in this way. These orders of MQ 

founder were followed and his authority was established whenever a zikr was recited in MQ centres. Once the 

amir stopped reciting in this order, a follower stood up and asked, ‘Why are we not reciting this, and why in 

this way we are not honestly following the sayings of our beloved leader?’ The amir always introduced the zikr 

with a religious poem, which forms the introductory verses of the zikr in almost all centres of MQ. They sang 

the following verses in chorus. 

hasbi rabbi jallallah, ma fi qalbi ghairallah (repeating 3 times, every time with ascending tone) 

noor-e Muhammad salallah, la- illaha il-allah (only once with descending tone) 

La illaha illallah-o laillaha illallah-o (repeated many times)184 

 

                                                           
181 Time Online, accessed on 12 August 2005. 
182 Ian Blaire quoted in the Jang Urdu, 11-07-2005.  
183 In Sufism the tasswar-e shikh is meant to bring the image of your sheikh or master and his path into your mind during 
the ritual recitation or zikr.  
184 Translation: ‘My Lord is enough for me, glory be to Allah; There is nothing in my heart except Allah’.  
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At a certain moment during the recitation the amir started chanting only la illaha il-alla-o, which indicated the 

next phase of the zikr. With the recitation of allah-hu during the zikr, the whole group became exalted, and 

began to chant the ‘all-ah’, a most common attribute of God - his ‘uniqueness’. Significantly, the zikr 

recitation of different verses occurred in an orderly and finely diligent way: the duration of different zikr 

intervals were checked to prevent people entering a fit of elation during the zikr. 

A portion of the ritual food was brought and placed before the amir. He recited verses of the Quran 

to sacralise the ritual food along with the other prayers performed during the evening. This was followed by a 

long prayer (du’a) by the amir that described the personal longing to become a good Muslim ‘in this land of 

moral corruption’. Furthermore, the prayer told of the worries about the children who are born in this land 

and who need proper guidance. There were intervals of weeping in the anonymity of darkness when the 

congregation presented their a’maal (deeds) before God in order to ask His forgiveness. The intensity of these 

prayers is greater on the occasions of the milad or the Ramadan. They also prayed for the long life of the 

founder of the movement and for the continuation of ‘his mission’. The du’a (prayer) is the final act of 

inspiration in the end of a zikr programme. After the du’a, the amir asked everybody not to leave before eating 

the langar sharif. He also announced the release of a new video cassette and the publication of a book written 

by the founder of the movement. The book was available at the book shop of the Idara. 

The lights were turned on again, and all the participants embraced each other, one after another, 

while standing in a row leading to the amir. These embraces after the zikr is similar to that after the Eid 

prayers, in which ‘the sins are washed away after this embrace’ and a re-confirmation of the brotherhood 

among the followers takes place. Participation in the zikr, according to a first generation father, creates the 

feelings of ‘mercifulness and cooperation with other Muslims’, and for the youth it is also an event of equality 

before Allah and a lesson of humility that contributed to their enhanced spirituality. They experience the 

‘brotherhood’ through their participation in the zikr and langar. It is thought that the event provides them 

with pedagogical tools to experience life in different ways. Taufiq told me how zikr had affected his daily life. 

‘This keeps you from these sins in our life, like use of drugs and obscenity’. Here again, the elements of 

creating purity of the heart and curing oneself from the worldly diseases appear. The living experience and its 

intellectual translation through MQ literature and the audiovisual material – to link their own lives with the 

lives of the auliya allah, the friends of Allah, provide the participants with the pedagogical tool to define their 

self within this classical tradition. 

As mentioned before, the zikr was presented as a cure for the youth by getting them from street, and 

also from other extremist religious groups. This implied that the zikr would act to release the negative 

emotional energy of the youth and would create an emotional balance within them. At the same time the zikr 

is the opportunity to discipline the youth according to MQ ethos. Furthermore, rituals as zikr are part of the 

neo-traditionalist movements like MQ to present a counter position to the religio-political narrative of the 
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reformist-cum-Islamist in the UK. It is creates a coalition on the basis of a neo-traditional thinking and 

cultural forms in order to discard the sectarian and caste based identities among the Muslims. Through 

celebrations of the milad, the birthday of the Prophet, MQ defined and presented these rituals as part of the 

real Islam. 

A Milad event 

The milad celebrations were one of the central rituals in MQ cyclical celebrations, as well as in other Barelvi 

mosques, in which intense programmes were seen throughout the month. Like other Barelvi mosques, milad 

programmes were organised in the Idara; however, a big milad gathering, which was organized by the MYL 

and the MWL, took place in a public hall not in the mosque. With this setting and the messages broadcast by 

a public milad event, MQ wished to convey that youth and women could equally well express their veneration 

for the Prophet. The event was also notable due to an absence of the organisational monopoly of the first 

generation, as seen in traditional Barelvi mosques. Moreover, the intensity of the celebration was also 

manifested through individual celebrations in the private homes of MQ followers, which were further aimed 

at intensifying the organisational network of the movement. 

Recounting the annual processions related to a Sufi lodge in Birmingham, Werbner (2005) noted that 

‘julus, zikr, nazrana, langar, na’at, taqrir and du’a are the central ritual phases or episodes of both the ‘Id-Milad-un-

nabi - the celebration of the birth/death of the Prophet, and the ‘urs.’ When describing these milad and the ‘urs 

procession, Werbner focused on a Sufi order. In her studies she referred to the political aspects of these 

processions. In almost all major UK cities with large minorities of South Asians, like London, Birmingham 

and Bradford, the event was celebrated with the milad processions. Contrary to these celebrations, the main 

milad programme of MQ was not a procession but a gathering in Walthamstow Town Hall of the Council 

Waltham Forest and it presented a different picture than the processions. MQ held a seminar titled 

‘Muhammad: the Messenger of Peace’ in which the emphasis was on providing information on the event to a 

mixed crowd, namely, the youth, the elderly and women. The languages spoken were both English and Urdu. 

There were a multiethnic choice of speakers and the arguments presented as a diverse collection with a neo-

traditional message. 

The annual milad programme was jointly organised by the MWL and the Minhaj Youth League 

(MYL) and it was intended for both men and women. To give it a wider exposure, MQ sent invitation cards 

for the occasion to MQ affiliates in the UK, the mosque bodies and the imams of the local mosques, 

irrespective of their sectarian denominations, including Barelvis and local Deobandis. The organisers dressed 

for the occasion; the MWL members wore green headscarves with a tri-colour Minhaj strip around their heads 

on a black jilbab. Some of them called themselves the ‘servants of Green Dome of Medina’, to show their 

devotion of the Prophet. Some of the women also covered their faces with a green scarf. The MYL members 

were in their suits with tri-coloured insignia on their chest depicting milad mubarak (blissful Milad). At the 
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separate entrances for men and women, literature and audiovisual material of the movement were displayed. 

Three videos of Qadri speaking about the religious significance of organising the milad were offered for a low 

price. 

It was particularly significant to see the enthusiasm of the youth for arranging the milad event, evident 

in both the preparations towards the event as well as and on the day itself. Some of the MYL youth showed 

me the poster advertising the milad programme. Written in English on a glossy blue-green background, the 

poster announced: “Grand Mawlid-un-Nabi Gathering, ‘Muhammad the Messenger of Peace’”. The youths’ 

aim in using English on the posters was to reach out to a broader second and third generation of youths, in 

order to provide them with a traditional Islam. ‘It will be a great event for the youth’, Abbas told me. ‘We 

have invited all English speakers and it would be a great occasion for the youth to learn about the traditional 

teachings of Islam’. The milad poster gave the title sheikh before the name of every visiting scholar, thus 

replacing the traditional titles used for South Asian scholars such as allama or maulana. The use of the title 

sheikh was seen as conferring prestige on these scholars. In addition, the Arabic pronunciation of the word 

‘sheikh’ makes the title sound more authentic and raises it above those rooted in South Asian culture. In the 

South Asian context, for example, sheikh is also the name of a commercial caste, thus a distinction can be 

introduced by spelling it more closely to the Arabic shaykh. A similar ‘authenticity’ was also sought when 

choosing nasheeds above na’at, as the former is considered closer to Islamic tradition.  

Apart from its multiethnic speakers, who included a woman, the programme deviated from other 

Barelvi gatherings also in respect to its contents. There were only a few na’at (hymns for the Prophet). A 

performance by Shaam, an ethnically mixed nasheed band, consisting of both converts and youngsters of 

Pakistani heritage, demonstrated the adoption of Islamic music over the South Asian na’at. Guest speakers 

included an alim from Trinidad who studied in Karachi, a British woman convert and Sudanese Sufi sheikh 

Abi Bakr, who teaches at the school run by Yusuf Islam, as well as a few ulama of MQ itself. It represented 

speakers with neo-traditional backgrounds, with whom the MYL youth were already familiar through 

previous gatherings elsewhere in London. 

The 800 seat Town Hall was fully packed. The number of women, sitting behind the rows of men, 

was apparently bigger than that of the men. The podium was decorated lavishly in the three colours of MQ 

flag with red and green cloths hanging on a white background of the podium. Colourful balloons were strung 

on the sides of the podium. The special guests and speakers sat at tables decorated with flowers, while a 

nasheed band was seated on the right side of the podium. The invited ulama sat on rows of chairs behind the 

guest speakers. Being in a public hall, people could sit more comfortably and listen to the programme without 

having to take off their shoes. This gave the gathering the feeling of a conference instead of a jalsa or 

gathering which would traditionally be held in Barelvi mosques on these occasions. 

Above the stage facing the public, a banner hung with the following poetic text: 
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Ham ko thee kia khabar keh khuda hey bhee ya naheen 

Ham ko to e-tebar hey bas tairee zuban per185 

This shows a specific faith of the Barelvis, which implies more belief in Mohammad than Allah as Allah is 

known through him. It shows that Mohammad has an elevated position and that should be honoured. 

After a musical performance by nasheed band ‘Shaam’, a brief talk was given by Khateeja, a woman convert 

member of MQ who was an active member of the MWL. She was dressed in a long black abbaya with a green 

niqab covering her face. Her talk focused on the dissemination of the message of MQ in order to raise more 

awareness about it among the Muslims. She pointed to the ‘reality’ that ‘...instead of watching Pakistani 

dramas and Bollywood movies, it is better to watch the audiovisual material of MQ’. 

A similar emphasis on education, training and identity formation of the youth, and how that should 

take place through the platform of the movement, was the focus of Ramadan Qadri’s speech. One of the 

topics of his speech was the life of the youth in the west and how ‘a new way of thinking, presented through 

the platform of MQ, can restore the scattered mind of the Muslim youth’. He said that these youths were 

facing a mindset of the previous generations that remained under ‘mental occupation for 200 years’. The task 

of MQ was to ‘free these youths of this mental lock’. He continued saying that any new thought, like that of 

MQ, was not easily accepted by people. According to Ramadan Qadri: ‘...to a new thought like that of MQ 

four kinds of violence have occurred: (1) attacks from enemies, (2) mulamat-e istighna: maliciousness of 

surroundings, (3) ta’na-e johla: fool will make a joke of it, and (4) hasad-e ulama: envy of contemporary ulama. 

However MQ has come out of it successfully.’ 

The points that Ramadan mentioned referred to the issues of MQ’s competition and struggle with 

other religious groups, such as the Barelvis but mostly with the non-Barelvis. This competitiveness was a 

constant frame of reference in the functioning of MQ in the UK. As a gesture of inclusion MQ’s invited 

other groups of different sectarian affiliations to the milad celebration. The inclusive nature of its message and 

approach was clear during the programme in which no diatribe against the munkarieen-e milad or people who 

reject the milad celebrations as un-Islamic was made. Traditionally, the Barelvi ulama defended the milad 

celebrations against the charges from the Reformists for it being a bida’ (an innovation) (Metcalf, 1982). 

However, the broader ambience of MQ celebration turned away from this defensive approach to the milad. 

The wish was to celebrate the occasion on grounds equal and similar to other ritual celebrations that are part 

of the Muslim tradition. 

Despite addressing the youth mainly, MQ milad event also took into account the religious sentiments 

of the first generation audience, mostly the Mirpuri. Ramadan Qadri for example, when explaining the 

predicament of the Muslim youth shifted to speaking in Urdu and Saraiki,  in order to address his Mirpuri 

audience who otherwise might have found his English speech ‘dry’. In addition, the speakers also included a 
                                                           
185 Translation: ‘How should we know if there was a God or not; we just believe in what you (Mohammad) told us’. 
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fazil who made the only Urdu speech in the programme. This speech exhibited emotions, rhetoric and 

fluency--- a hallmark of traditional Barelvi speech standards, giving him an image of a provocateur among 

MQ. In the words of an informant, ‘This speech was brought into programme to compensate the religious 

sensibilities of the Mirpuri audience in the gathering’. The speech of MQ fazil aroused religious fervour 

among the participants and brought about strong responses such as exclamations of nar-e risalat’ (says the 

Prophet) and other slogans.  

It was an event of intellectual presentation of the traditional Barelvi debate regarding love, honour 

and appraisal for the Prophet and his family. Contrary to the use of poetry, diction and story-telling 

commonly used by the Barelvi ulama, to make their points colourful, the speakers based their arguments on 

redefining Quranic terms and hadith. Thus the speakers’ emphasis was not on the form of the argument, i.e. 

to get mere praise, but on bringing about understanding of the content of what was said. To a degree, the 

shift was related to the language change - from Urdu or Punjabi to English - which hampered the eloquence 

of the speaker due to his language limitations. At the same time it indicated the different demand of the 

audience, mostly of the British-born youth, who wanted to understand and were less prone to being swept 

away by emotional rhetoric. 

In this section I explained the changing nature of the devotional forms within MQ after its 

establishment in European countries. These changing patterns moreover are predominantly focused on the 

impact of these rituals on the Muslim youth. MQ adopted the qawwali ritual as cultural heritage from South 

Asia and transformed it into a part of the Muslim tradition. The rituals of zikr and milad presented as events 

of purification of the soul and the celebration of the Muslim tradition respectively. In both cases the elements 

of spiritual healing of the Muslim youth from social evils was central. At the same time the elements of 

cultural appropriations show that the movement is not just merely adopting these, but there is certain strategy 

to take these cultural forms in order to add a religious message. In this sense, the events are religiously 

sanctioned and the cultural forms become inscribed with specific religious meanings. 

A consequence of the sensibilities of the Muslim youth within MQ, the leadership patterns have been 

transformed — the most prominent reflection is the orientation of the movement and patterns of its religious 

authority toward the Middle East. A most remarkable aspect in this regard is the way Tahirul Qadri himself 

looked at the Middle Eastern sources. Therefore it is important to examine the significance of leadership in 

the local communities because they link these local communities with centres of Muslim learning. Similarly, it 

could be even more important to look at how the local demands and local requirements, mostly those of the 

young generations in West, shaped the structure of Muslim leadership. I will describe this process in the next 

part and show the significance of MQ leadership for Muslim youth in Europe. 
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7.4 MQ and the making of Sheikh-ul Islam 
Rituals and devotional forms are also central in seeing how the authority of Tahirul Qadri as a ‘classical 

scholar’ was established among his European followers. The event, carried out in a ritualised manner, 

enhances the charisma of Qadri and is meant to establish him as a traditional Muslim scholar. In more recent 

times Qadri presented himself as a sheikhul Islam and the process to declare Qadri as such included his 

religious and spiritual journeys to the Middle East. The declaration was further solemnised through a ritual 

practice. This ritualisation of the event occurred in many places through organisational network of the 

movement. In this section of the chapter I discuss the visits of Qadri to the UK where he was received as a 

sheikh and a spiritual leader, or sheikhul Islam at MQ camp in Glasgow and at a conference for the Barelvis 

in which he presented himself as the predominant translator and defender of the Barelvis position in the UK. 

I give an account of how Qadri became to adopt the title of sheikhul Islam. 

A walking angel with a human face 

MQ announced ‘the Minhaj spiritual and educational training camp’ to be held in Glasgow in August 2004 to 

which it invited the whole organisation. Coaches were hired from all over the UK to travel to Glasgow. A 

coach rented in London, brought MQ followers to the Camp while other followers travelled by private cars. 

The people travelling by coach were a diverse group, including young and old, men and women. Khamosh, 

an imported husband who was travelling with his wife and two sons, told me about the person Tahirul Qadri.  

‘He is the person who brought me to this path (of MQ); it happened during the times that I was finishing my 

college; in his speeches you find only a narrative of Islamic glory, and you do not see any sectarian diatribe’. 

He continued, ‘My reverence for Qadri brought them (his children) to MQ. In order to show to my children 

that this person brought me to this place (of religious and financial prosperity), why should not I keep his 

picture in my house! (…) he is a walking angel of our time, but Allah has given him a human face’. 

The image of Qadri held by his followers was of a spiritual guide and a role model, and led to the 

followers’ decision to bring their children along with them to the Camp. During the journey from London I 

talked also to some of the youths travelling with me. For many, like Rafiq, Qadri defined Islam in a practical 

way, ‘how one can bring their daily practices in line with the teachings of Islam.’ For these youths the social 

reality before them was often that they lived in two cultures, ‘one within home and the outside world with 

different norms’. It is the confusion of living between two cultures - sometimes defined as BBCD (British 

Born Confused Desi)- which MQ tried to solve by providing a social and moral engagement, and an 

opportunity to organise themselves into working for a cause. 

For these youths the charisma of Qadri was translated through a personal moral example. Some told 

me that he was a ‘practicing sheikh: many ulama you visit have a lot of knowledge but in their own life the 

practice is missing,’ Rafiq said. For others, what made him a great sheikh was that he worked hard to revive 

Islam. ‘Look at MQ network in the world; MQ is working in more than 80 countries; there is no other scholar 
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who can build such a huge organisation’. They used different names for him: allama, professor, doctor, qaid-e 

inqlab, sheikul Islam, and he was regarded as being on the same level as the mujaddid, scholars and sheikhs in 

the Islamic tradition. Considering that he enjoyed with the Muslim youth such a religious stature, Qadri was 

able to counter their prejudices against South Asian ulama and their presumed lack of knowledge. 

The Sheikhul Islam 

 The camp took place in the Iqra Islamic School in Glasgow where Qadri’s followers were waiting for his 

arrival. After Qadri stepped down from the Pajero, owned by MQ president in London, many ran toward him 

in order to either shake hands with him or to simply be close to him.. Other people shouted slogans, like ‘nar-

e takbeer’, (say He is great), ‘na’ra-e risalat, (say the Prophet), ‘ham baitay kis kay’, (whose sons are we?) ‘Tahir 

kay’, (of Tahirul Qadri); others shouted ‘ab raj karey ga’ (who will rule now), Professor, as a reminder of his 

political activities in Pakistan. There were diverse roles given to Qadri as was apparent through these slogans 

or similar others like father, or as a vali and mujadid. 

Certain observers emphasise the importance of ‘a leader in an Islamic community’ (Ahmed, 1986). In 

her discussion on the concept of leadership among overseas Pakistanis, Werbner suggested that ”rather than 

being unique individuals placed in time and history, they come to be an embodiment of sacred values, placed 

above time and history. They are thus elevated immanently and intrinsically, above ordinary mortals” 

(Werbner, 1990: 66). For MQ followers, their leader - Qadri, was a ‘perfect person’ who could guide them in 

secular and religious matters. Considering his ‘hardships in life’, ‘intellectual capabilities’, recognition of his 

religious stature and spiritual elevation as a mujadid put him at the level of sheikhul Islam-- a title, given quite 

recently, and mostly, following his visits to the Middle East, as I elaborate here. 

In the summer of 2004 Tahirul Qadri went to Turkey, Syria and Lebanon to visit shrines of the 

classical scholars and Sufis and to meet traditional scholars. These visits, together with the stronger 

connections with the Middle Eastern scholars, contributed to a new discourse within MQ in which Qadri 

presented himself as a sheikhul Islam. Consequently, the focus of the movement, as described in chapter two, 

shifted towards the overseas communities. On his visit to the European networks in 2004 Qadri presented 

himself as a sheikhul Islam, which included giving an ijaza to religious scholars, adopting a new outfit 

resembling Middle Eastern scholars and transferring the acquired religious authority among the overseas 

communities.  

On his journey to the Middle East, Qadri was accompanied mainly by his family and followers he 

chose from the Middle East and Europe. During this journey he visited the traditional Islamic learning 

centres and Sufi shrines and lodges in Turkey, Damascus and Beirut. During his visit to Beirut he met an 

elderly Sheikh Al-Useeran—a descendent of the Prophet, and who was a student of Sheikh Yusuf an-
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Nabhani.186 Qadri received an ijaza from Sheikh Al-Useeran for a hadith almusalsal bil-musafa (providing a 

chain of hadith through handshaking). Qadri was also given an ijaza to further ‘transmit’ this and other hadith 

--- an act that gave him, as recounted by his followers, the status of sheikhul hadith.187 According to Ramadan 

Qadri, the significance of the hadith bilmusalsal was its transmission through the shaking of hands. According 

to Ramdan Qadri there were only four connections between Qadri and the Prophet as the first person in the 

chain was a jinn or who was a sahabi (a friend of the Prophet).188 The transmission of this hadith, according to 

Ramadan, guarantees the Prophetic blessing on the Day of Judgment. On his return to Pakistan Qadri, who 

was now wearing a jalaba with an Al-Azhar-style headgear, transmitted this hadith to his fellow ulama - MQ 

graduates and his students. A MQ scholar remembered the occasion and described it in emotional words. 

‘The atmosphere of this gathering was very spiritual and Qaide- mohtaram (respected leader) was sitting for the 

first time in his new dress of alimana waqar (respected sheikh)’.189 I will describe in detail how that occurred in 

the United Kingdom. This description will allow me to note some implications for the movement of this and 

other related events. 

 

A print of the text of ‘chain of hadith bilmusalsal’. Minhajul Quran Magazine, September 2004, Lahore. 

                                                           
186 Yusuf an-Nabhani was ‘a Sunni, Sufi, Ottoman Palestinian Islamic scholar, judge and poet.’ 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yusuf_an-Nabhani. Nabhani’s book Jami’Karamaal Al-Awliya, on the miracles of the saints 
is read all over the world. (Courtesy of Martin van Bruinessen). 
187 My talks with Ramadan Qadri, Manchester, 12-06-2004. 
188 The Minhajul Quran Magazine, September 2004. 
189 Ibid. 
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The transmission of the hadith, as Qadri used to tell in the following gatherings, should not be seen as a ba’it, 

(oath of allegiance) as “I do not take ba’it from any person”, nor should the hadith be taken as something that 

makes one a reporter of the hadith --- ”it is just a blessing or a Baraka”, he followed However, MQ developed 

a certain protocol for its transmission to the followers during the gatherings that were arranged specifically 

for this purpose. Previous to his visit to the UK, MQ network in London prepared an Arabic version of the 

text - mentioning the names of the different scholars in the Middle East - through whom the text reached 

Tahirul Qadri, creating a chain of receivers. During his visit to the UK MQ created a setting to transmit the 

hadith in a certain ritualised fashion - first, during the annual Minhaj Camp held in Glasgow, and later to the 

Barelvi ulama at the Ghamkol Sharif mosque in Birmingham. 

On the second day of MQ camp in Glasgow, Qadri gave an ijaza to Fredriksen, a South African 

convert who lives nowadays in the UK.190 Later that day he gave his second speech in which he elaborated on 

his recent visits to Turkey and Lebanon and on his meetings with local scholars of traditional Islam, as well as 

on how he received the specific hadith almusalsal bil-musafa. The hadith, as a source of baraka, is a link to the 

Prophet in a spiritual chain. For its ‘transmission’ Qadri asked the people to make two chains by holding 

hands: on his right hand, a chain of men and on his left, a chain of women, in which Qadri was holding his 

daughter-in-law’s hand, ‘thus linking with the Prophet through me’. He then asked everybody to close their 

eyes and ‘imagine you are in Gunbad-e Khidra--- the Green mosque in Medina’. After this he started reading the 

ijaza in Arabic, mentioning the name of the Prophet and listing all the other people who transmit this hadith 

to the next narrator, ending with his own name. In this way, a chain of narrators of the hadith were linked, 

from the Prophet leading to the name of Qadri. In the beginning the reading of ijaza, he spoke in a soft voice. 

Then, along with the flow of the text, his tone rose with fluency and passion. . When he raised his voice 

people became emotional and burst into tears and cried until the whole reading ended. Qadri asked the 

participants to embrace each other and congratulate each other for achieving this sa’adat (a blessing). People 

were really moved by the incident, as one participant said afterward. ‘I feel it is like a power upon me; I think 

a link is created between me and the Prophet’. 

There are certain points in which his followers find a juxtaposition of Qadri’s spiritual and 

intellectual authority. Despite the fact that he is already regarded as an intellectual authority by his followers, 

through the ritualised events such as this his spiritual strengths are highlighted by presenting and centralising 

himself as a link in a chain that goes back to the Prophet. He centralised himself in this spiritual chain in the 

hearts and minds of his followers with a devotional position leading to the Prophet. Furthermore, the event 

added to Qadri’s spiritual and intellectual authority that had been further enhanced by the newly created 

Middle Eastern links. Another visible transformation was his adoption of a new outfit during the ceremony of 

                                                           
190 I do not describe MQ Camp in full detail, since this would require more than a chapter in itself. 
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the ijaza of a hadith: he put on a long Arabic robe with an Al-Azhar headgear. This clothing distinguished him 

from the traditional South Asian ulama and brought him closer to the Middle Eastern scholars of traditional 

Islam. It also refers to an Arabisation that has occurred within MQ where Arabic outfits and etiquette are 

adopted. It is interesting to note that MQ followers, mainly MQ scholars, traditionally copied a cap or any 

other dress that Qadri chose to wear ‘as a matter of devotion and respect for the Qaid (the leader)’, as I was 

told by a MQ scholar in The Hague. An official order however, was issued this time to all branches of MQ to 

discourage people from copying the new outfit of their leader (the DFA Notice, 15-04-2008). By adopting a 

new outfit, Qadri also received the title sheikhul Islam. Although Qadri was already considered a sheikh 

within the overseas communities, it was this time that the title sheikhul Islam was officially bestowed on him 

by MQ media.191  

The appropriation of the terms ‘transmission of hadith’, ‘ijaza’, ‘isnad’ are traditional methods through 

which different religious scholars linked themselves with their predecessors. Islamic tradition focuses on the 

importance of chains and legitimisation. Similarly in Sufism, sheikhs are connected by a continuous spiritual 

chain (isnad, sanad, silsila,). This chain links every previous Sufi shaykh, and eventually can be traced back to 

the Successors, and to the Prophet himself (Buehler, 1998: 1-2). Qadri appropriated his newly established 

links with the Middle Eastern scholars and sources of knowledge in order to build his image of a sheikh, 

although he prohibited the use of the South Asian based ideas of piri-muridi for his case. This is also reflected 

in his choice of the title of sheikhul Islam and adopting the Middle Eastern outfit by which he sought the 

legitimacy of his religious credentials from the Middle Eastern institutes. It is an effort on the part of MQ 

leadership to transcend its religious credentials beyond the religio-sectarian politics of South Asia. MQ youth 

in the UK and the Netherlands refer to the newly acquired religious credentials of Qadri when they talk about 

his religious position and the young Muslim preachers like Tasneem Sadiq in the Netherlands quotes his 

religious authority as an authentic source of their religious knowledge.  

This event explains the ambiguity of the relationship between an alim and a Sufi sheikh. The title is 

related to the field of traditional scholarship; however, historically the sheikhul Islam had important spiritual 

credentials too. These are reflected within MQ movement in which many followers enjoy ‘the company of a 

sheikh’ when sitting around Qadri. The references to his spirituality were further illustrated during the milad 

events, the urs of Sheikh Baghdadi, or on his own birthday, and more recently during mehfil-e sama or spiritual 

gatherings in European centres of MQ where Qadri performs like a traditional Sufi, directing the whole event. 

It is important to note that many of these celebrations are considered bid’a or forbidden within the Salafi or 

Reformist teachings; however MQ has built its religious structures around such celebrations. In this sense we 

                                                           
191 In March 2005, on the occasion of the Imam Azam Conference in Lahore, the title ‘sheikhul Islam was used to 
describe Qadri for the first time; it was in April 2006 that sheikhul Islam was added to Qadri’s name on the website of 
MQ, www.minhaj.org accessed on 12 April 2006. 
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are dealing here with a mixture of mystical practices that are continuously legitimised through traditional 

religious patterns. However, he differs from the traditional Sufi orders in the fact that he lacked the hereditary 

based charisma. His search for legitimacy from the Middle Eastern sheikhs was an effort to minimise this 

difference. As I will argue, MQ leadership adopted perspectives, mechanisms and discourses according to the 

requirements of the local Muslim communities in European states. I described this process through the 

narrative ‘making of a sheikh-ul Islam’ while considering the significance of MQ leadership mainly to the 

Muslim youth in Europe. 

7.5 Conclusion 
In this chapter I focused on new forms of devotion in MQ the rituals and their recreation in the European 

context. These forms of devotions are contested and debated within MQ. However, they are legitimised as 

being part of classical Islam. The forms of devotion and ritualised mechanisms through which these were 

transmitted to the new generations of the Barelvi followers were developed following the religious and the 

social needs of those generations in the European countries. These were new public forms of devotion, but 

they were also meant to serve the individual purification from various social evils. Provided as the part of the 

Muslim classical tradition, they were supposed to teach the youth in classical Islam and do away with the 

literalist and extremist Muslim ideologies prevalent in society.  

The redefinition of classical Islam and making it relevant for the youth coincides with the 

introduction of the rituals related to traditional Islam, like zikr and milad. MQ made this knowledge and the 

ritual practices relevant for the youth. By so doing, MQ gave the youth the means to bring traditional 

knowledge into the public political debate, in which they could counter the more narrow definitions of Islam 

held by various groups. In order to counter these groups at another level, MQ brought various elements of 

ritual veneration into the public space and presented them as part of the authentic tradition. In this regard, it 

looked for other partners to build a multiethnic neo-traditional coalition that transcended the sectarian and 

caste based sub-identities of its followers. In the emerging discourse of neo-traditionalism MQ leadership 

appropriated these cultural practices in its construction of classical Islam. 

Focusing on the founder of MQ I gave an account of Qadri’s sojourns to the Middle Eastern centres 

of tradition. They redefined Qadri’s religious personality as a ‘living sheikh’ who embodies the classical 

scholar with regard to his knowledge, Islamic interpretation, his networks in the Middle East and his spiritual 

credentials. These patterns of authority were presented in a ritualised fashion to his followers among the 

European societies, and in South Asia. This act further demonstrates that MQ, although coming into being 

within the Barelvi tradition, in the scope of its activities and message it was beyond a specific Barelvi 

offshoot. It placed itself within those reform movements that reignite the teachings of the classical Islam, 

which make it attractive for those of the Barelvi fellowship who are inspired by the modern reform 

movements with foothold in the Sufi background. Their attraction lay in the combination of innovation and 
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tradition--- a kind of bricolage that the movement presents. With regard to its organisational structure, 

doctrine and practices it differentiates itself from the traditional Barelvis and makes its followers open for 

modern developments within the Sufi-directed reform movements. 
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8. Conclusion 
I began the first chapter with my experience of a Minhajul Qur’an (MQ) meeting at the invitation of 

a friend’s brother who lived in France and was visiting Pakistan. This experience first brought my attention to 

the existence of a well-developed MQ network among Pakistani communities in Europe and made me aware 

that it was made up of a new type of Barelvi. They adhered to the traditional, strongly Sufi-flavoured version 

of Islamic belief and practice for which the Barelvis are known, but at the same time embraced many aspects 

of modernity and borrowed vocabulary, forms of organisation and patterns of social activism from reformist 

Muslims. MQ is unique among Pakistani Muslim movements, but shares the combination of Islamic 

traditions and practice and modern social activism with other Sufi-based groups, such as the Gülen movement 

and Shaykh Nazim al-Qubrusi’s Naqshbandiyya-Haqqaniyya Sufi order, which also provide a combination of a 

traditional life with modern settings. MQ is a formal organisation which may be even more a formal 

organisation than these other movements and its leader, Tahirul Qadri, has inserted himself firmly into the 

public sphere. MQ spawned a political party which took part in elections in Pakistan and Qadri took a strong 

position against radical Islam; a position MQ shares with, for example, the Indonesian Nahdatul Ulama, which 

is the largest Islamic movement in the world. This signifies how much diversity there is among Muslims in 

Europe in regard to the nature of religious practice and forms of religious devotion, and acts as a 

counterpoint to the predominant image of Muslims which is that migration only generates scriptural forms of 

religious practice. The case of MQ in Europe demonstrates this. By focusing on the diversity of practices and 

the discourse of their justification, this study of MQ demonstrates that there are different ways in which 

Muslims review, redefine and re-engage with their tradition. Studies on the subject of Islam in Europe should 

deal with the diversity of these religious engagements. 

In this thesis, I have analysed ways in which MQ differentiates itself from other Muslim movements 

and organisations and at how it is able to mobilise a young generation in Europe while also retaining its 

traditional credentials. The main subject I explored in this thesis was how MQ in Pakistan and Europe 

developed into a modern religious movement while incorporating certain traditional elements.  

The religious forms and practices I described and analysed show how MQ followers’ experience of 

religion is cast in a new form within a contemporary context. The establishment of MQ networks led to the 

emergence of new ritual forms, modes of devotion and new practices and aesthetics based on its Sufi 

heritage. On the one hand, their religious discourse and practice were rooted in Muslim tradition; in what they 

would call classical Islam. On the other hand, they redefined the Sufi-inspired rituals in order to make them 

relevant for generations born and brought up in Western countries. Thus, devotional practices go hand in 

hand with a message of social engagement, enabling the young people to define their position in modern 

society and not be ashamed of their traditions. At the same time, MQ equipped them with a religious 

discourse to defend their position in relation to other religious and political groups, providing its followers 
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with instruments to counter reformists and Islamists and to come up with arguments supporting the 

redefining of their tradition. Through this intellectual effort and social activism, MQ took issue with the 

image of the traditional Barelvi, an image which goes back to modernist dichotomies between folk Islam 

versus scriptural Islam, a problematic distinction in which folk Islam is considered to lack any capacity to 

transform with the onslaught of modernity.  

In this thesis, I have taken issue with the prevailing paradigm of Islam in situations of fundamental 

societal transformation, notably two assumptions propounded by modernisation theorists regarding Islam in 

Europe. The first suggests that migration to Europe has resulted in the scripturalisation of Islam at the 

expense of other forms. The second assumption concerns the predicted individualisation of religiosity as a 

result of modernity and secularism. In my view, these two sets of assumptions are based on the idea that an 

‘inward turn’ and a search for an authentic Islam takes place among Muslims. As I have shown, most studies 

on this subject tend to ignore important processes among Muslims which result in a much more diverse 

picture. The strong focus on scriptural forms of Islam has resulted in an overrepresentation of studies that 

focus on the Deobandi, Salafi or political Islamist groups. 

This thesis challenges these assumptions. Religious transformation after migration is not only 

scriptural and formal in nature; equally significant among Muslims in Europe are celebratory, informal and 

everyday practices or forms of religiosity. Islam in Europe is more diverse and richer in form than can be 

described through textual forms, formal places of worship and religious structures. The process of migration 

among Muslims in Europe generates multiple manifestations of devotional, celebratory and blissful forms. 

Building on the works of Meyer, the emphasis in this thesis is on the material aspects of religion, such as 

artefacts, objects and means of veneration—books and musical forms that support religious subjects and tell 

us how Islam is taking shape in Europe. These are the means of veneration, devotion, and religious 

imaginations which shape new religious forms and practices. Through these means, the religious message is 

packaged and conveyed using a certain kind of mediation. In this sense, these forms signify the presentation 

aesthetics of a certain religious message. 

This thesis further questions the dichotomy between Sufism and Islamism, and looks at ways they 

complement each other and at how spirituality has gone side by side with modernity. In chapter two, I 

described how this duel focus characterised the emergence of MQ in Pakistan. I described how the 

movement adopted the idea of inqilab, a modern organisational form, to make changes within the tradition 

and how through it new meanings were given to that tradition. In this way, MQ reflected on and formulated 

questions on inherited Barelvi thought. For MQ followers, tradition was not something into which they were 

born and brought up. Tradition was redefined and given new meaning. At the same time, efforts were made 

to engage with the predicament of how to live under conditions of modernity while preserving certain aspects 

of the Barelvi tradition. Ultimately, MQ aimed at repositioning the individual within the tradition in the 
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context of modernity. They sought answers to these questions in the structures of Sufism, redefining the texts 

that legitimised these or related devotional aspects and developing a language of social activism derived from 

the modern Islamic movements. 

An important mobilising technique that distinguishes MQ from the traditional Barelvi is the use of 

modern media and communication resources in which they became visible in cyberspace and on social media. 

In this way, MQ approached and mobilised an emerging middle class of Barelvi followers in Pakistan who 

went on to establish and support MQ’s religious, educational and social welfare programmes. Similarly, MQ 

reached out to potential followers outside the usual places such as mosques and shrines. This mode of 

activism was comparable to Islamists. However, unlike Islamists, MQ maintained its Sufi credentials. The 

movement gave an Islamic flavour to the cultural life of Pakistanis in Europe, while at the same time 

developing a rational way of bringing a Sufi narrative to Muslim youth to equip them with a new 

understanding of classical Islam. The development of such a narrative occurred by a certain place-making 

process whereby new sacralised forms emerged. 

I have substantiated my general argument by elaborating on two fields. The first field deals with 

issues of place and personification. I have focused on the process of individual and group formation as a 

place-making process, a ‘sacralisation of space’ as I have called it. The second field, which is related to this 

process, is the role of spiritual leadership which mediates, conveys and inculcates certain religious narratives 

through certain aesthetic sensory forms, which are then cemented through religious rituals and forms of 

devotion. 

1. Sacralising space 
When MQ moved to Europe, it did not merely transplant its networks; it developed new spaces to create 

sacral forms and identities. This is explained through the process of place-making, which refers to the 

physical and symbolic spaces that MQ creates for itself in new locations. To demonstrate place-making 

among MQ followers, I applied the concept of dwelling—derived from Tweed—to explain the physical and 

symbolic nature of this domain. It refers to the ‘confluence of organic-cultural flows that enable devotees to 

map, build, and inhabit worlds’. The spatial and institutional aspects of place-making deal with new 

organisational structures, forms of mobilisation and different mechanisms of socialisation, which people 

utilise inside and outside the home to create a space for themselves. MQ created a new type of social space 

between households and a broader public engagement, the institute of the Idara, which becomes a focal point 

in mobilisation activities. These institutional mechanisms are the distinguishing features of MQ, compared to 

other Barelvi groups. 

The Idara offered a space for youth, women and the whole family, and it was MQ network which 

distinguished it from other Barelvi groups. Such mobilisation by MQ, which I see as part of a place-making 

process, engaged the whole family with the movement’s cause. Contrary to other Barelvi groups, one is born 
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within MQ movement. Home becomes the movement’s early cradle where not only the norms and ethos are 

taught, but where physically it is furnished in such a way that it looks like the house of a devotee. Home is a 

space to socialize the whole family, acting as an active agent for the movement’s mobilisation. Through these 

spaces, MQ created a religious identity within the cultural lives of Pakistanis. 

For MQ, the Idara is central in the place-making process where the family—both men and women—

are allowed to participate and engage with the movement’s activities, albeit separately. The novelty of the 

Idara also lay in its openness towards female participants. More than in Pakistan, the Idara provided a space 

for women who would otherwise have very limited access to Barelvi mosques. Among communities in 

Europe, the religious participation of South Asian women is a major issue. Although shrines provide space 

for their religious involvement in Southern Asia, such religious space was lacking among migrant 

communities and very few mosques allowed women in for daily prayers. MQ networks not only provided this 

facility for women, but also offered them space for other social and spiritual activities. Certain cultural events 

were religiously sanctioned by MQ, like the Meena Bazar which was traditionally held by women chiefly as a 

cultural event. This religious legitimisation is in stark contrast to the Deobandi and Salafi groups.  

Another distinguishing feature of the Idara was the introduction of modern management and 

bureaucratic structures within MQ networks in European countries. MQ Idara involved local religious, social 

and political organisations within the framework of its activities, developing its own forum for inter-religious 

debates and actively allowing its followers to participate in local debates of religious and social significance. 

This is also reflected in the composition of their religious institutions and outreach organisations. Their 

institutions bestowed a hybrid form of identity which increasingly extended to their local surroundings. 

However, although the Barelvi form a substantial group in the UK’s migrant communities, reformist 

Deobandis and Islamists were better organised. They controlled mosques and schools. MQ filled a gap in the 

UK by offering a more modern form of organisation and a new discourse. This discourse used many of the 

terms of other modern Islamic movements, while retaining and convincingly defending traditional Sufi 

practices and cultural forms from their own tradition. Moreover, MQ redefined the Barelvi tradition by 

making it compatible with contemporary experiences of its followers in a modern setting, thereby filling the 

gaps between the organisation, their followers’ daily practice and extending the boundaries of their organic-

cultural flows. 

A key point in the place-making process is MQ’s different, more inclusive approach to surrounding 

societies. This was markedly different from the traditional Barelvi which tended to be inwardly directed. MQ 

defined their religious position while taking local debates into account. Thus, the language of engagement was 

inclusive, in which local cultural narratives were taken on board and given a religiously defined context. In 

redefining local cultural norms, MQ followers were conscious of life in Western societies. Their efforts stood 

on firm ground where they aimed to provide a Muslim aspect to their communal life which was defined 



516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer
Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018 PDF page: 201PDF page: 201PDF page: 201PDF page: 201

195 

 

through local demands, while wanting to publicly manifest their religious identity. In that sense, the 

movement did not just transplant itself among migrant communities, but helped to develop a new kind of 

hybrid culture that was also defined through local demands and wishes. Religious formation gives sacral 

elements to bind the followers, however their communal bonding is always dependent on processes of 

human agency that lay behind the religious formation. 

Sacral and communal bonding occur through a ritual process whereby the performative aspects of 

religious authority are significant. The symbolic significance of the sacralisation of place becomes clear 

through rituals like Naát, Qawwali and milad, etc. in public spaces. By performing these rituals in a new context 

and in defining them through local contexts, a language of inclusion and sanctity was given to the new spaces. 

Through these activities, elements of celebration, fun and feasting were displayed and shared with the broader 

public. By creating such celebratory and ceremonial events under a religious flag, MQ demonstrated the 

inclusive character of these activities. At the same time, a new religious narrative was created to give authority 

to the performance of these rituals and to ground them in traditional religious structures. 

2 Intellectualising passions 
While MQ religious narrative based itself within textual tradition, it also justified syncretic practices, 

emotional ecstasies during religious rituals and sensory expressions of emotions. In this sense, there was a 

synthesis of both religious emotional expression and the justification of these and related practices through a 

redefining of tradition. They explained this process through what they refer to as practices of classical Islam.  

Classical Islam is an intellectual discourse which focuses on the textual tradition of Islam. It is built on the 

texts and practices of classical Muslim scholars who justify such practices as divine remembrances by 

performing zikr, celebrating milad, etc. as part of the Muslim tradition.  

In chapters six and seven, this thesis focused on both these hybrid elements, examining the ways in 

which they are practiced in the Netherlands and the UK. I explained the hybridity of knowledge/therapeutic 

aspects of Zikr and Fikr gatherings in the Netherlands. It involved a twofold strategy: on the one hand, to 

provide knowledge about classical Islam in vernacular language and, on the other hand, for youth to 

experience classical Islam by organising ritualised events. Through these instruments, MQ transfers 

knowledge and spiritual forms to the next generation. I consider these elements to be mechanisms of 

healing—to get baraka by touching certain objects thought to be holy, to feel a touch of ecstasy during the 

zikr or other ritual processes, or to be impressed by the gaze of a holy figure or object. In this way, they deal 

with a plethora of material and sensory aspects of religion that always give an extra dimension to the belief 

system. There are healing elements to be found in the emotions of fun, passion and celebration which 

accompany the rituals of MQ. 

Rituals like holding milad, zikr, etc were criticised by reformists and Salafi groups for being ‘un-

Islamic’. However, MQ has strived to explain them from the perspective of Muslim tradition. I noticed these 
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explanations on different contexts, although the impact was different in both countries. In the UK, Barelvi 

youth were faced with groups such as Hizb ut-Tahrir (HT) and Salafis which dominated public discourse on 

university campuses and the public sphere in general. These groups attracted young Muslims because they 

projected the image of modernity and seemed able to answer questions from young people who thought that 

traditional Barelvi attitudes were inadequate. Under such circumstances, MQ had to develop a two-pronged 

strategy to encourage youth into its network. In doing so, MQ was also positioned to formulate a response to 

reformist and Salafi activism while grounding their religious resources in classical Islam. However, in the 

absence of similar youth groups in the Netherlands, the discourse and development of MQ and its youth 

went differently. In the Netherlands, it established institutions which presented a moderate Muslim voice 

while being critical of public debates on Muslims. They developed new structures of cultural formation based 

on their Muslim identity. In order to define their religious uniqueness, they returned to their cultural and 

religious sources to embody a modern living style with an Islamic way of life. They brought this Islamic 

perspective into the public space by organising rituals like the milad Festival for a broader public. At the same 

time, they developed a critical approach through platforms like the weblog Wijblijvenhier. This weblog was 

founded by some young people from Mashriq, offering a forum to writers with critical views on social and 

religious issues. 

The juncture of tradition and modernity helped explain new patterns of religious authority within 

MQ and how one should understand it in the broader context of religious studies. A noteworthy aspect was 

modern leadership which also defines itself in traditional terms. Qadri is a leader who used different kinds of 

modern titles. He did not like to be called a ‘molvi’—a traditional term for a ‘local’ imam—yet at the same 

time he established his position as a traditional Sufi and sheikh when he adopted the title ‘sheikhul Islam’. 

Thus, his new ritualised means of leadership veneration, his adopting of Middle Eastern attire of religious 

scholars, his different bodily language that signifies mastery of Islamic sciences, the way he modulates his 

voice when addressing an audience and his authorisation of the musical mystic dance are new aesthetic and 

sensory forms he uses to create patterns of religious authority in which ritualised forms of fashioning a 

religious authority are central. Various mechanisms of charisma management were used to furnish modern 

forms of religious authority comparable to the ‘classical figures’. Beside this, I highlighted other patterns of 

authority that are scarcely discussed in studies on Muslim authority in Europe. I refer to the new leadership 

patterns that are not strictly determined by the parameters of religious orthodoxy and its corresponding 

behaviour. Significantly, traditional Muslim leadership has its own hierarchies of leadership which are often 

influenced by Sufi and other heterodox patterns with elements of devotion, reverence and master-disciple 

relationships. These are the various aesthetics of persuasion which guide the lives of Muslim followers in 

European societies. 
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Attention was paid to the roles of devotion, celebration, sharing and fun in a Muslim subject’s 

constitution, along with his or her efforts to create space within a new location. These elements promoted by 

MQ network might contribute to the gaps in the debate on Muslim life, religious manifestation and the 

process of integration. In this sense, this study adds to existing literature which deals with religious 

authenticity and the role of aesthetics in the study of religion. These are the new forms in which religious life 

is manifested in European countries. These are the new forms of religious life in which devotion, celebration 

and ecstasy become domesticated within a European context. The events of religious celebration through 

rituals are new forms of social cohesion and ‘integration’ through which people define themselves in new 

settings and new means of Muslim adaptation in which celebratory forms of religiosity are central. In other 

words, new religious aesthetics are produced in new locations and those aspects of religion regarded as ‘fun’ 

are part of a new language of integration into society. These modes of aesthetics should be taken into 

consideration for further studies regarding the integration of Muslims in Europe.  

This study contributes to the debate on the sacralisation of space through rituals in a new context 

and, in defining them through local contexts, sanctity is given to the new spaces. These developments argue 

against claims that modernisation will lead to secularisation and de-sacralisation; this study further argues that 

the role of spirituality and sacralisation are placed firmly in the foreground because of the place-making 

process. Performance of these rituals creates different public forms with the accompanying processes of 

sacralisation. At the same time, we see the emergence of new shrines and related cults in the UK. They also 

have the potential to become places of pilgrimage for followers. It means different opportunities and spaces 

are emerging in which people come to acquire certain baraka or spiritual meaning, which they define 

according to their own traditions and historical narratives. Thus, we see an emergence of new kinds of centres 

of spirituality—baraka and devotion in which new material forms of religiosity are central. 
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EPILOGUE 
For several reasons, it has taken some time to finish writing the thesis after the fieldwork; in the meantime of 

course, the movement did not remain inactive and various changes and developments have occurred. A 

pertinent point to bring up here is that these later developments tend to endorse the broader conclusions 

drawn in chapter 8 and my observations on MQ made in the thesis regarding the working of the movement 

in European countries. Nevertheless a few final notes about developments in MQ in recent years, are 

important. 

I found that in both locations, and this is also the case in Pakistan, there has been further 

consolidation of MQ networks and that these centres are providing a new impetus to the movement within 

the European and North American countries. The institutionalisation of MQ institute could partly explained 

through the fact that Qadri, who lives in Canada, no longer visits different MQ centres in Europe so 

frequently, nor does he stay in Pakistan for longer periods. Despite this MQ centres in different countries 

have started to work as self-regulating bodies and they do not need the continuous input of Qadri through his 

annual visits. 

In Pakistan, MQ has further strengthened its networks and institutional building of the movement. It 

presents the image of a moderate movement that offers a counter argument to the reformist groups, and 

cooperates with other groups promoting traditional Islam. Qadri took a distance from actual political 

mobilisation after 2004; however, in 2012 MQ raised a slogan of ‘Save the state, not Politics’ and Qadri 

entered politics again. Following this, MQ has launched a movement against corruption in politics, the 

political system and state institutes. Significant in this regard was the politics of dharna or sit-in that MQ 

started. The first dharna took place in December 2012 when the followers of MQ encamped before the 

parliament house and demanded electoral reforms before the elections in 2013. They intended to stay there 

until their demands for political reforms were accepted. In the winter months of 2012-13 the sit-in in 

Islamabad continued for four days. And it ended after an agreement with the government. 

A more effective dharna occurred in August 2014 against the newly elected government. MQ called it 

‘Inqilab March’ or Revolution March, which started in Lahore going to Islamabad. Its object was political 

reforms and fighting corruption. MQ also demanded ‘blood money’ for its workers who were killed during 

clashes with the Punjab police in June 2014. The sit-in occurred in parallel with another sit-in initiated by the 

PTI, the political party lead by former cricketer Imran Khan. MQ dharna continued for more than three 

months during which MQ followers were mobilised from across the country. Significantly, the mobilisation 

was named a ‘Revolution March’ and the workers were promised a revolution at the end of sit-in. Thus, the 

theme of revolution was adopted with different meanings. While there was the idea of Mustafavi Revolution that 

the movement launched from its founding, during different phases of the history of the movement the idea 

of revolution was invoked to bring about a mobilisation among the followers. 
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MQ followers showed remarkable discipline during the sit-in being exposed to the elements in their 

make-shift tents. This demonstrated the nature discipline, devotion to their leader and dedication to their 

cause that the followers found in MQ networks. The politics of dharna and its materialisation to achieve its 

objectives exemplify to the ‘politics of morality’, as noted in this thesis. Such moral politics use the techniques 

of pressure groups through a parliamentary political system: MQ did not see any chance of implementing its 

programme. By such a criticism of the ruling classes, and challenging them through media and dharna 

activism, Qadri developed himself into a figure who provides ‘moral leadership’, as an alternative, which is 

rooted in moderate and ‘traditional’ Islam. These recent developments among MQ require a deeper study, 

mostly related to the political impact of the movements like MQ in the Pakistani politics. 

In the Netherlands the leading role of the youth enabled them to put their stamp on the working of 

the movement despite the differences in the two major centres of MQ, The Hague and Rotterdam. In recent 

years however, the youth efforts materialised into the initiative to buy MQ centre in the Hague--- thus turning 

a longstanding dream among MQ into reality. Another organisational change was that Tasneem Sadiq focused 

his youth work from The Hague that also made that city’s centre as the main one for youth activities. In this 

sense, the organisational change can be called as a generational shift whereby the second generation took 

matters into their own hands in organising MQ in the Netherlands. This led to further institutionalisation of 

MQ in The Hague in order to proselytise its version of calssical Islam among the wider public. However, in 

many ways this also led to certain routinisation of MQ activities, as often happens with the establishment of 

certain social structures. Such a development of routine is more visible among MQ centres in the UK. It 

could be said that we see an establishment of the networks leading to a routinization of the movment among 

the overseas commiunities. 

What distinguishes MQ in the UK from its counterpart in the Netherlands is its greater centrality in 

organising events of a broader reach. Moreover, Qadri himself intended MQ centre in London for launching 

his broader activities. Significant in this regard was the publication of ‘Fatwa on Terrorism and Suicide 

Bombings’, by Qadri in 2010. The Fatwa was published both in Urdu and English, and it refuted all 

arguments supporting terrorism in the name of Islam. The Fatwa is thus part of MQ’s broader discourse in 

creating a peaceful image of Islam and making its narrative part of the classical Islam. Another important 

event that MQ organised was the ‘Peace for Humanity’—an interfaith conference in London in September 

2011. Many leaders from different faith groups were invited to the Conference. It was also one of the few 

occasions on which MQ extended its hand towards other Ahl-e Sunnat groups in the UK. Through these 

programmes MQ not only presented a moderate message, it took also a stand against more radical groups 

when presenting its programme. 

The agenda of presenting a irenic image and working for a broader cause based on the Sufi structure 

has led to certain developments like the entering into coalition with various similar groups in the UK. How 
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these structures are acquiring space should be further points for research. Similarly, the overseas networks of 

MQ have been the source of financial support for the movement back home. It would be important to 

examine the impact of this upon MQ networks in Pakistan. While these developments are an extension of the 

findings and trends observed in this thesis, it is important to look further into the developments within the 

European networks of MQ - a certain kind of routine of charisma and to find out how the networks are 

developing following the course that they have chosen. While these developments require further study of the 

movement both in Pakistan and for lokking at local specificites of the movement in certain country, enough 

is to say here that these developments reconfirm the broader trends that were observed during the study of 

the movement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer516768-L-bw-Amer
Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018Processed on: 31-1-2018 PDF page: 207PDF page: 207PDF page: 207PDF page: 207

201 

 

GLOSSARY 
A brief glossary is provided for the readers who are not familiar with the Arabic, Urdu or Punjabi terms used 

in the thesis. The glossary is meant to explain the terms and expressions used in different contexts and it is 

not just merely to provide meanings of these words or expressions. 

Adab --- refinement, decorum, Islamic etiquette 

'ahl-e sunnat wa jama'at' --- people of the traditions (of Muhammad) and community. 

Ahle-e bait --- family of the Prophet 

Akhlaq --- norms and values 

Alim/ alima,  fazil, --- Islamic scholar 

Amir --- leader, in case of MQ, director of the MQ centre. 

Ashura --- commemorated on 10th day of Islamic month Moharam. On this day the grandson of the Prophet, 

Hussain, was martyred in the battle of Karabala in 61 AH. 

Awliya Allah  --- literally: Friends of Allah; used for the Sufis and spiritual leaders. 

Baisakhi --- harvest festival organised among the Punjabis; however it is significant for the Sikh community as 

it marks the establishment of Khalsa or Sikh nation.  

Bait  --- oath of allegiance (in religious ceremony) 

Baraka  --- blessings 

Bid’a  --- also written in Urdu as bidat, refers to innovation in religious matters. 

Biraderi  --- clan or kinship networks. 

Chanda --- Collections 

Darood Sharif  --- invocation make by saying specific phrases to compliment the Prophet Mohammad. 

Dawa --- or dawah means proselytising of Islam 

Du’a --- an act of supplication 

Fiqh --- jurisprudence 

Fiqhi School or maslak --- a school of jurisprudence 

Gayarween sharif --- is celebrated in commemorating Abdul Qadir Jilani, the founder of the Qadiriya Sufi order 

Holi --- Hindu spring festival 

Ijaza --- is granting permission or authority among the Sunni Muslims to indicate that one has been 

authorised by a higher authority to transmit Islamic knowledge. 

Ijtihad --- is an Islamic legal term referring to independent reasoning 

ilm-e ghaib --- knowledge of unknown 

Miladul nabi or eid milad --- celebration of the birthday of the Prophet  

Khilafat --- caliphate 
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Langar --- ritual food 

Mahfil-e sama --- spiritual gatherings; see also sama. 

Moo-e Mubarak --- heir of the Prophet 

Mohajirs --- literally means migrants, however specifically refers to one who migrated from Makkah (Mecca) to 

Madinah (Medina) following migration of the Prophet. 

Molvi --- prayer leader (used pejoratively in Urdu/Punjabi/Persian) 

Mujaddid --- the one who brings renewal to the religion 

Munazara --- religious debates along sectarian lines 

Na’at --- hymns for the Prophet. See also nasheed. 

Nafs --- a Quranic term meaning self, psyche or ego or soul 

Nalain Mubarak ---- (image of) the Prophet’s shoes 

Nasheed --- hymns for the Prophet, mostly in their Arabic or English use. 

Qawwalis --- a form of devotional music popular in South Asia, and its roots stretches back to 700 years 

Nazrana --- offerings for devotional purpose 

Piri-muridi --- master-disciple 

Sama --- form of Sufi ritual gathering with music 

Tafseer --- exegesis 

Taqleed --- to follow one of the four law Schools in Islam 

Tassawuf --- spiritualism 

Tawassul --- seeking intercession to get Allah’s blessings 

Urs --- the death anniversary of a Sufi saint usually held at saint’s shrine 

Vali --- also used for a Sufi, meaning in Arabic as friend, custodian, protector 

Wahabi or Salafis --- Wahabi is commonly used term for the Salafis in South Asia 

Ziarat --- display, journey 

Zikr or dhikr  --- commemoration of Allah 
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Summary 

The studies on migration of Muslims in Europe present various perspectives on the importance and emerging 

forms of Islam in European countries. There are notably two assumptions propounded by modernisation 

theorists regarding Islam in Europe: the first suggests that migration to Europe has resulted in the 

scripturalisation of Islam at the expense of other forms. The second assumption concerns the predicted 

individualisation of religiosity as a result of modernity and secularism. I have shown that most studies on this 

subject tend to ignore important processes among Muslims which result in a much more diverse picture. 

Therefore, I focus on how Muslims are experiencing their religion and how they redefine their relationship 

with their religion in a new context. 

Minhajul Quran seemingly offers an innovative form of religious organisation and a modern discourse, which 

at the same time retains and convincingly defends traditional Sufi practices and cultural forms. In this thesis I 

explore these religious forms and practices to see how they give new meaning to the everyday life of MQ 

followers. How do these religious practices and rituals give a new significance to the religious experiences of 

MQ followers? How is MQ’s message translated into a new discourse that combines a more Sufi-based 

message through modern forms of religious authority? In answering these questions certain themes emerges 

in the thesis. The central theme in the thesis concerns practices aiming at the purification of the heart and the 

ideas on the individual development and the social processes in MQ related to these practices. I derive this 

idea from looking at how the movement emphasises purifying the heart as a basic process to approach the 

individual within the movement. 

After elaboration of my thesis in the introductory chapter, I further dealt with the methodology adopted in 

this thesis. In 2000, I begun collecting anthropological information and data about MQ, first in the 

Netherlands and later elsewhere. As a participatory observant, I followed the activities of the movement 

across five countries and several cities. The material and arguments used in this study came from observing 

and engaging with MQ from 2000 to 2006 but I have referred to later developments concerning the 

movements whenever necessary. The major portion of the research I conducted in the Netherlands, however 

in order to make the study comparative, I spent a total of eight months in London, two short trips to 

Pakistan, a short trip of two weeks to Denmark, and a weekend camp in Paris to study MQ in other settings. 

In the Netherlands I conducted a total of fifty interviews, out of which 35 were with MQ members while the 

rest  of the interviewees belonged to other organisations, groups or individuals. Twenty of interviewees of the 

35 MQ members were young and between the ages fifteen and thirty. Respondents from other groups 

included eight non-MQ youth, some of whom occasionally participated in MQ youth gatherings. Of the 

young respondents in the Netherlands interviews, ten were women. In the UK, I conducted a total of thirty 

interviews of which 23 were with MQ members while the rest represented other groups and individuals. 

These interviews were evenly divided between youth and the elders, including twelve women. Most of the 
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youth were more educated while women respondents have a mixed background from students, professionals 

to home-makers. 

In chapter one I elaborated the various theoretical trends that underlies the various studies on Islam and 

Muslims in Europe. After challenging the prevailing assumptions namely scripturalisation of Islam in Europe 

and the predicted individualisation of religiosity as a result of modernity and secularisation, I proposed other 

significant developments among Muslims that are celebratory, informal and everyday practices or forms of 

religiosity. Basing my argument on theories of material aspects of religion, such as artefacts, objects and 

means of veneration—books and musical forms that support religious subjects and tell us how Islam is taking 

shape in Europe. These are the means of veneration, devotion, and religious imaginations which shape new 

religious forms and practices. I focused on the spatial and institutional aspects of place-making process that 

deal with new organisational structures, forms of mobilisation and different mechanisms of socialisation, 

which people utilise inside and outside the home to create a space for themselves. In this regard the 

institution of the Idara, becomes a focal point in social mobilisation and sacralisation of space. Similarly, I 

showed that different religious rituals and their performance and sensory expressions are employed for 

spiritual healing purposes, a religious narrative is used to justify these rituals and syncretic practices. This 

study deals with how these means of venerations, devotion and religious imaginings are giving shape to new 

religious forms and practices. 

In chapter two I gave an historical account to place MQ and its founder within the religious politics of 

Pakistan in the 1970s. Tahirul Qadri—founder of MQ, a product of both religious and modern educational 

institutes, saw the Barelvi tradition engulfed in inertia. In order to actualise a change within the tradition he 

coined the term Mustafavi Revolution. The ‘revolution’ in this sense is not meant to be a radical top-down 

change as advocated by Maududi or other Islamist groups. On the contrary, it is a project of individual 

reform that will further lead to a change in society. For this purpose MQ falls back on the Quran and 

developed the framework of revolution out of it. It was implemented, MQ claims, by the fuqaha (scholars) and 

Sufis in their lifetime in Islamic history, and this can be re-implemented in our times. Like Maududi, Qadri 

criticised the traditional Barelvis for their anti-sectarianism despite  he adopted mobilising techniques by 

following more political activist groups. Like these groups MQ has established its organisational, educational, 

welfare network throughout Pakistan and among overseas Pakistanis through it transnational network. 

Chapter three deals with the emergence and working of the religious and social organisations in the Europe, 

specifically in the Netherlands and the UK.  I showed that MQ adopted a deliberate approach to work on the 

overseas Pakistani communities and to provide the Barelvi followers with new religious discourse and 

activism. In early phase it worked with the local Barelvi groups and later took a distance from them. With its 

anti-sectarian message, MQ appeared to offer them a more modern form of organisation and a more modern 

discourse. At the same time they retain, and gave a convincing defence of, traditional Sufi practices and 
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cultural forms from their own tradition. This provided a new kind of activism to those Barelvi followers who 

were exasperated by the sectarian-based politics of the Barelvis and they joined the ranks of MQ. Moreover, 

MQ in the Netherlands promoted its discourse in the public sphere--- something that it shares with its 

counterpart in the UK, although in the latter case that occurred in competition with the Reformist and 

Islamists groups. 

In chapter four I gave an account of the organisational history and structure of MQ in London.  MQ adopted 

a family-centred strategy whereby the whole family was engaged with the cause of the movement. I consider 

this a significant step towards the place-making process under new circumstances. For MQ, it meant that it 

provided a religiously sanctioned space for all generations and genders outside of home. It built a broad 

organisational network on the newly migrated middle-generation. With the emergence of the second and the 

third generations, and mostly with the imported husbands, the ‘dream of return’ had lost its significance. A 

consequence of this new perception was to recreate the religious, social and cultural institutions and practices 

of their source areas, many of which are rooted in religion (Robinson, 1986; Ballard, 1994). The Idara was 

their place of socialisation in new setting, and they saw it as a step towards their further inclusion into ethnic 

politics at the local level. 

Chapter five deals with the emergence of MQ in the Netherlands. Contrary to the UK, MQ in the 

Netherlands consciously tried to create a Muslim identity out of what it called ‘the cultural life of Pakistanis in 

the Netherlands’. This gives rise to various questions. How does MQ create a new religious identity out of 

these Pakistani groups? As in the UK, MQ approached the relatively more educated and affluent Pakistanis 

among the existing Barelvi institutions. In their organisational forms MQ presented a Muslim identity that 

goes beyond the caste or biraderi structures along which most Pakistani organisations were formed. A change 

occurred as women adopted a more religiously defined outfit outside of their homes as a result of their 

involvement with MQ, while this change also involved the men in the religious sphere, leading to their altered 

perception of being a father, regarding his role and those of his family. 

A new religious discourse accompanied by new ritual forms came into being through different platforms of 

MQ, which is further discussed in chapters six and seven. As a result we observed that new mechanisms of 

socialisation and bonding were introduced, where narratives of love, devotion and inclusion were the new 

tropes. In these chapters I showed that through its discourse, spaces of socialisation and ritual processes, MQ 

initiated mechanisms of individual purification, communal bonding and social engagement that differentiated 

MQ from the other religious groups. Chapter six  focuses on how MQ uses specific language and 

terminology, modes of transmission of knowledge and the use of certain tropes to convey its message 

through its activities. In developing its narrative in vernacular languages, MQ appropriated the local cultural 

debates about integration and civilisation issues and redefined them following its social and religious 
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standpoints. Through focusing on MQ youth groups the MYL/Mashriq in the Netherlands I showed how 

their leadership patterns distinguishes the youth from their counterparts in the UK. 

In the Netherlands the narrative of Islam was presented in terms of its compatibility with the western 

civilization, integration of Muslims within the western societies and a message of building bridges to the 

broader society. In the UK the spiritual healing was central: however, the discourse of purification of heart 

was also meant to shield the Muslim youth from the activities of the Deobandi, Salafi and Islamists groups. 

Organization –wise the later were doing better, and Barelvi youths were increasingly filling the rank and file of 

these groups. MQ filled the void and it empowered them by claiming the spiritual superiority of the Sufi 

tradition over simplistic Deobandi and Islamist versions of Islam. 

In chapter seven the focus is on the activities of devotion and reverence among MQ followers. The 

redefinition of classical Islam and making it relevant for the European youth coincides with the introduction 

of the rituals related to traditional Islam, like zikr and milad. MQ made this knowledge and the ritual practices 

relevant for the youth. By doing so, MQ gave the youth the means to bring traditional knowledge into the 

public political debate, in which they could counter the more narrow definitions of Islam held by various 

groups. They presented the ritual veneration as part of the authentic tradition that are legitimised as classical 

Islam. Similarly,  I discussed the patterns of authority, the person of Qadri, and how these patterns were 

transferred in a ritualised fashion to his followers among the European societies, and in South Asia. These 

acts further demonstrate that MQ should be seen beyond a specific Barelvi offshoot, although it hailed from 

the Barelvi tradition. 
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Samenvatting 

De Minhajul Quran biedt een innovatieve vorm van een religieuze organisatie en een moderne discourse die 

tegelijkertijd Soefi-praktijken en culturele vormen verdedigt te behouden. In deze proefschrift bestudeer ik 

deze religieuze vormen en praktijken om te kijken hoe zij een nieuwe leven geven aan het dagelijkse leven van 

de  MQ volgers. Hoe geven zij een nieuwe betekenis aan religieuze ervaringen van de MQ aanhang? Hoe 

wordt de MQ betoog vertaald in een nieuwe discourse waarin spirituele belevenis door een modern religieuze 

autoriteit een vorm krijgt? 

Een centrale thema in deze proefschrift gaat over de zuivering van het hart en de ideeën over individuele 

ontwikkeling en de sociale processen die daaronder liggen. Ik heb dit idee ontleend aan hoe de beweging het 

nadruk legt op individuele zuivering als een basisprincipe voor een maatschappelijke verandering—eerste 

gebeurt de zuivering van het individuele zelf en later zal dat leiden naar sociale veranderingen. Dit idee komt 

uit de Soefi-praktijken en gaat uit van het idee dat een individu steeds voor de geestelijke versterking zorgt in 

een maatschappij. Hij moet niet opzoek gaan naar een gezuiverde maatschappij. Dergelijke benadering gaat 

uit naar een andere vorm van maatschappij dan de Islamisten en Salafies, die meer voor gezuiverd ruimte voor 

gemeenschappelijke leven betogen. 

Sinds 2000 volg ik de activiteiten van de MQ en voor het materiaal in deze proefschrift heb ik vijf landen 

bezocht waaronder Nederland, Engeland, Pakistan, Denemarken en Frankrijk. Het grootste deel van het 

onderzoek vond in Nederland en Engeland plaats waar participatieobservatie de voornamelijk methode was. 

In Nederland heb ik in totaal vijftig interviews afgenomen waarvan vijfendertig van MQ leden en verwanten, 

en de rest van andere organisaties en individuen. In het Verenigd Koninkrijk voerde ik in totaal dertig 

interviews uit waarvan er drieëntwintig met MQ-leden waren, terwijl de rest andere groepen en individuen 

vertegenwoordigde. Deze interviews waren gelijk verdeeld tussen jongeren en ouderen, waaronder twaalf 

vrouwen. 

In hoofdstuk één heb ik allerlei theoretische trends uitgewerkt die ten grondslag liggen aan de verschillende 

studies over de Islam en moslims in Europa. Na het aanvechten van de heersende veronderstellingen, 

namelijk de schriftuurlijking van de Islam in Europa en de voorspelde individualisering van religiositeit als een 

resultaat van moderniteit en secularisatie, stelde ik andere belangrijke ontwikkelingen voor onder moslims die 

feestelijke, informele en alledaagse praktijken of vormen van religiositeit zijn. Ik baseer mijn argument op 

theorieën over materiële aspecten van religie, zoals artefacten, voorwerpen en middelen van verering- boeken 

en muzikale vormen die religieuze onderwerpen ondersteunen en ons vertellen hoe de islam een bepaalde 

vorm krijgt in Europa, de bronnen van verering, toewijding en religieuze verbeeldingen die nieuwe religieuze 

vormen en gebruiken een gestalte geven. Mijn focus is op de ruimtelijke en institutionele aspecten van de 

place-making proces. Dit proces gaat over nieuwe organisatiestructuren, vormen van mobilisatie en 

verschillende mechanismen van socialisatie zowel binnen als buiten het huis en die men gebruikt om een 
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ruimte voor zichzelf te creëren. In dit opzicht wordt de Idara een centraalpunt in sociale mobilisatie en 

sacralisatie van de ruimte. Evenzo heb ik laten zien dat verschillende religieuze rituelen en hun uitvoeringen 

en sensuele expressies worden gebruikt voor spirituele therapeutische doeleinden. Op die manier wordt een 

religieus verhaal gebruikt om deze rituelen en syncretische praktijken te rechtvaardigen. 

In hoofdstuk twee gaf ik een historisch verslag om MQ en zijn stichter binnen de religieuze politiek van 

Pakistan van de jaren zeventig te plaatsen. Tahirul Qadri, een product van zowel religieuze als moderne 

onderwijsinstellingen, kritiseerde de Barelvi-traditie voor haar achterlijkheid. Om een verandering binnen de 

traditie te bewerkstelligen, bedacht hij de term Mustafavi Revolution. De 'revolutie' in deze zin is niet bedoeld als 

een radicale top-down verandering zoals bepleit door Maududi of andere islamitische groeperingen. 

Integendeel, het is een project van individuele hervorming dat verder tot een verandering in de samenleving 

zal leiden. Voor dit doel valt MQ terug op de Koran en heeft het raamwerk van revolutie eruit ontwikkeld. 

Volgens MQ, werd die ‘revolutie’ al gebracht door de fuqaha (geleerden) en soefi's in de islamitische 

geschiedenis, en dit kan in onze tijd opnieuw worden geïmplementeerd. Net als Maududi bekritiseerde Qadri 

de traditionele Barelvis vanwege hun sektarische politiek. Tegelijkertijd adopteerde hij echter 

mobilisatietechnieken van meer politieke ideologische groepen om de netwerk van MQ zowel binnen als 

buiten Pakistan verder uit te breiden. 

Hoofdstuk drie gaat over de opkomst en werking van de religieuze en maatschappelijke organisaties in 

Europa, met name in Nederland en het Verenigd Koninkrijk. Ik liet zien dat MQ een bewuste keuze heeft 

gemaakt om haar netwerk buiten Pakistan te verspreiden. In de vroege fase werkte MQ samen met de lokale 

Barelvi-groepen, hoewel later zij afstand nemen van de lokale Barelvi organisaties. Met zijn anti-sektarische 

boodschap leek MQ hen een modernere vorm van organisatie en een meer modern discourse aan te bieden. 

Tegelijkertijd behouden ze de traditionele soefi praktijken en culturele vormen en zij verdedigen die tradities 

overtuigend tegen over andere groeperingen. Dit zorgde voor een nieuw soort activisme voor de Barelvi-

volgers die al geïrriteerd waren van sektarische politiek van de bestaande Barelvis. Zo voegden zij zich bij de 

rangen van MQ. 

In hoofdstuk vier beschreef ik de organisatievorming van de MQ in Londen. MQ volgde een gezinsgerichte 

strategie waarbij het hele gezin zich bezighield met de beweging. Dit is een significant stap naar place-making 

proces in nieuwe omstandigheden. Deze proces bood een religieus gesanctioneerde ruimte voor alle 

generaties en geslachten buiten huis. MQ bouwde een breed organisatorisch netwerk op de nieuw 

geëmigreerde ingetrouwde generatie. Met de opkomst van de tweede en de derde generatie had de 'droom van 

terugkeer' zijn betekenis verloren. Een gevolg van deze nieuwe perceptie was om de religieuze, sociale en 

culturele instellingen te reconstrueren, waarvan er vele zijn geworteld in religieuze beeldvorming (Robinson, 

1986; Ballard, 1994). 
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Hoofdstuk vijf gaat over de opkomst van MQ in Nederland. In tegenstelling tot het Verenigde Koninkrijk, 

probeerde MQ in Nederland bewust een moslimidentiteit te creëren uit wat zij 'het culturele leven van 

Pakistani' noemden. Dit roept verschillende vragen op. Hoe werkt MQ om een nieuwe religieuze identiteit te 

creëren uit deze Pakistaanse groepen? Net als in het Verenigde Koninkrijk benaderde MQ de relatief hoger 

opgeleide en welvarende Pakistanen bij de bestaande Barelvi-instellingen. In hun organisatievormen 

veronderstelde MQ een moslimidentiteit die verder gaat dan de kaste- of biraderi-structuren waarlangs de 

meeste Pakistaanse organisaties werden georganiseerd. Een verandering vond plaats naarmate vrouwen een 

meer religieus gedefinieerde outfit buiten hun huizen adopteerden als gevolg van hun betrokkenheid bij MQ. 

De hoofdstukken zes en zeven gaan over een nieuw religieus discours met nieuwe rituele vormen dat via 

verschillende platforms van MQ ontstonden. Als een resultaat zagen we dat nieuwe mechanismen van 

socialisatie en binding werden geïntroduceerd, waarbij verhalen over liefde, toewijding en inclusiviteit de 

nieuwe grammatica van de MQ vormen. In deze hoofdstukken heb ik laten zien dat door zijn betoog, ruimtes 

van socialisatie en rituele processen, MQ mechanismen van individuele zuivering, gemeenschappelijke binding 

en sociale betrokkenheid oprichtten die de beweging onderscheidde van de andere religieuze groepen. 


