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Amar Sohal’s The Muslim Secular makes a powerful intervention in Indian
political thought, especially in the body of literature known as Indian
secularism. The dominant conception of Indian secularism, in contrast to
its European counterparts, holds that religion continues to operate in
the public sphere and the state maintains a “principled distance” from the
various religions operating in the public domain. This understanding, while
plausible in many ways, views secularism through a certain lens that
The Muslim Secular contests. Two aspects of Indian secularism that Sohal
particularly problematizes are its state-centricity and the state’s establishing
and sustaining of a dichotomy between religious majorities and minorities
to manage religions in public life. Sohal does so by reconstructing Maulana
Abul Kalam Azad (1888–1958), Sheikh Abdullah (1905–1982), and Abdul
Ghaffar Khan (1890–1988) as political thinkers, the scholars who are other-
wise read as Muslim political actors. These Muslim scholars who resisted
the Pakistan demand and remained with the Indian Congress, Sohal
argues, while resisting Indian Partition for a united India, imagined a secular-
ism engendered within the social interactions of religious communities.
Sohal implies that these scholars defy the common supposition that an

irreconcilable Hindu-Muslim rivalry already exists in the public sphere and
the state must intervene to manage the conflict. For Sohal, these scholars
rather argue that a distinct secularism has evolved with an inseparable,
organic blending of Hindu and Muslim cultures from medieval and early
modern India. In other words, an organic cultural blending produced a
secular cultural unity in the social realm. Sohal views secularism as a
culture by making a distinction between religious faith and culture. He
assumes that cultures are blended in the public interactions among commu-
nities whereas their faiths remain separate from it, insisting that Hinduism
and Islam function autonomously beyond the shared cultural realm in the
public sphere.
How could faith be separated from culture while the Indian public sphere is

often marred with faith-inspired tensions and violence? The dividing line
between faith and culture, though assumed, remains ambiguous in Sohal’s
illustration. Sohal claims that religious communities recognize the distinction
of other faiths, while producing common secular culture “through
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recognizing a mutual knowledge of each other’s parables, myths, and dogmas,
rather than any common faith” (42). In the process of assimilation and inter-
actions, the blending that Muslim and Hindu cultures historically went
through created a “new synthesis” fusing cultures so effectively that “it
was no longer possible to separate them without destroying the integrity of
modern culture in India altogether” (37). Was this inseparable cultural integ-
rity supported by empirical evidence, or was it a product of imagination by
Muslim scholars in their respective political conditions? It seems Sohal
argues for the latter, stating that regardless of their existence, Muslim scholars
invented it to advocate their argument for an equal share of united secular
nationality in the political conditions of Indian partition. This argument,
however, merits further clarity, supported by a greater body of evidence.
Although the Muslim League leadership in the context of precarious poli-

tics of partition denied a cultural unity in India and prioritized religious dif-
ference over unity, these congress member Muslim scholars argued for a
cultural unity for a secular Indian state. These scholars’ thought on cultural
unity, however, is different from the Hindu congress leaders’ idea that
“India was endowed with ‘a faculty of assimilation,’” where new groups
like Muslims had successfully merged (48). Sohal contends that the Muslim
leaders instead resist the dominant congress thought that one dominant
Hindu culture takes the central stage of Indian cultural life and other religious
cultures coming from outside merely merge with it, thereby eternally remain-
ing in the periphery of the main cultural current. For Sohal, these scholars
rather argue that Muslim culture, having an organic assimilation with the
Hindu and other cultures in India, developed a united secular culture in
medieval and early modern India, where cultures became inseparable from
each other and all cultures, regardless of their time of inclusion or the
number of their advocates, became the candidates for an equal share of
modern Indian culture. Sohal recovers and defends the sovereign status of
congress Muslim thinkers’ distinct ideas that were ignored due to their sub-
mersion beneath the prevalent ideas of the congress Hindu leaders. In
doing so, he corrects the widespread misconception that Muslim leaders
were mere imitators of the ideas and actions of their Hindu counterparts.
The congress Muslim scholars’ argument for equal share in Indian culture,

or broadly, the making of secular Indian nationality, does not depend on
Hindu-Muslim, majority and minority, demography-oriented reasonings.
Sohal argues that they tend to undo the very categories of majority and
minority by reconceptualizing parity in a distinct sense. They redefined
parity claiming that parity lies between “Hindus and Muslims in terms of,
not their unequal numbers, but of their equal values” (32). They argued
that “parity is able to positivize, at once, both the status of Hindus and
Muslims as India’s co-founders, and their religious autonomies” (32). It
conveys, according to Sohal, “two-pronged” notions of commonality and
distinction, which means the communities were alike in many ways but not
identical. For Sohal, Muslim seculars’ understanding of parity is different
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from the equality claim of communities, which has the potential to erode
differences through the process of national assimilation. Against this vision,
these scholars argued for equality-as-parity, which is establishing equality
or giving equal share of communities in national building by keeping their
particularities unharmed.
By reconstructing equality as parity and conceptualizing secularism as

culture, these Muslim scholars refused to give up their equal share of a
united India. Sohal claims that their Hindu colleagues from the Indian
Congress, like Nehru and Gandhi, failed to advance such an argument for
Muslims to claim an equal share in the making of India. For Sohal, Nehru’s
argument for a secular Indian nation and state still implicitly prioritizes
Hindu civilization while overemphasizing ancient Indian civilization.
Gandhi’s secular nationalism imagined Hindu-Muslim relations in fraternal
terms that tend to replace the betrayal of religious communities with the ver-
nacular idea of tolerance and love for religious others. Although like Gandhi
these three scholars conceived of secularism in principally social terms and
focused more on the present than the past, they deviate from Gandhi’s idea
of fraternity that concentrates “not on what Indians shared, but on what
made Hindus andMuslims different” (29). While Gandhi sought to substitute
an explosive Hindu-Muslim relation by a “disinterested friendship” by toler-
ating and loving relations with others, for these Muslim seculars that was
inadequate. They sought to uncover the shared culture that has historically
developed, one in which people do not need to exert effort to tolerate and
love others; a shared culture of ownership and living together already
exists in the social domain.
Sohal recovers this lost thought of Muslim seculars offering a fresh perspec-

tive of secular India from the Indian Muslim standpoint that “politically
existed but was historiographically undermined” within the predominant
debates of India’s Hindu or Dalit scholars’ thoughts. The Muslim Secular
revises the conventional supposition that Muslim seculars in Indian
Congress were merely derivative of their Hindu colleagues’ thoughts and
actions, by assessing their thought in their own terms. Written with elegance
and meticulous research, the book advances a new perspective of secularism
that organically develops through the assimilation of religious cultures
into the social sphere—learning to recognize and tolerate other religious
particularities—going beyond the argument for a state-managed secularism.
The book, with an introduction and conclusion, is divided into four chap-

ters. The first two chapters center on the ideas and actions of Maulana Abul
Kalam Azad and his acolytes to offer a conceptual and historiographical
account of how the Muslim inherits and owns Indian culture and nationality,
contributing to the emergence of a distinct Indian secularism. The third and
fourth chapters, respectively, examine the thoughts and actions of Sheikh
Abdullah and Abdul Ghaffar Khan. These chapters demonstrate that although
these scholars accentuate more of their regional politics—Kashmiri politics for
the former and the politics of Pashtun for the latter—they refused to give up
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their claim for India, to “accept anything less than the equal value for Hindus
and Muslims to their shared nation” (33).

–Md Mizanur Rahman
University of California, Santa Cruz, California, USA
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