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The book, pamphlet, and newsletter were taken

up with urgency by Muslims in the nineteenth

century in order to counter the threat posed to

the Islamic world by European imperialism. The
culama were initially at the forefront of this revo-

lution, using a newly expanded and more widely

distributed literature base to create a much

broader constituency for their teachings. An

inevitable side-effect of this phenomenon, how-

ever, was the demise of their stranglehold over

the production and dissemination of religious

knowledge. Muslims found it increasingly easy

to bypass formally-trained religious scholars in

the search for authentic Islam and for new ways

of thinking about their religion. The texts were in

principle now available to anyone who could

read them; and to read is, of course, to interpret.

These media opened up new spaces of religious

contestation where traditional sources of

authority could be challenged by the wider pub-

lic. As literacy rates began to climb almost expo-

nentially in the twentieth century, this effect was

amplified even further. The move to print tech-

nology hence meant not only a new method for

transmitting texts, but also a new idiom of

selecting, writing and presenting works to cater

to a new kind of reader.1

Contemporary Muslims have been speculat-

ing about the utility of electronic information

technology in the organization of religious

knowledge for some time now. Abdul Kadir

Barkatulla, director of London’s Islamic Comput-

ing Centre, explains that he first became attract-

ed to computer-mediated data storage in his

capacity as a scholar of hadith, a field which

involves the archiving and retrieval of thousands

upon thousands of textual references. The CD-

ROM has provided an invaluable medium for his

work. The entire Qur'an (including both text and

recitation) along with several collections of

hadith, tafsir, and fiqh can easily fit on a single

disc. Barkatulla sees this development as having

the greatest relevance for those Muslims who

live in circumstances where access to religious

scholars is limited, such as in the West. For him,

such CD-ROM selections offer a useful alterna-

tive. ‘IT doesn’t change the individual’s relation-

ship with his religion’, he says, ‘but rather it pro-

vides knowledge supplements and clarifies the

sources of information such that Muslims can

verify the things they hear for themselves’.

Barkatulla sees IT as a useful tool for systematiz-

ing religious knowledge, but – crucially – only

pre-existing juridical opinions. In his terms, IT is

only for working with knowledge that has

already been ‘cooked’, and not for generating

new judgements. There are, however, those who

disagree with him. Sacad al-Faqih, for example,

leader of the London-based ‘Movement for

Islamic Reform in Arabia’ and another keen

advocate of information technology, believes

that the average Muslim can now revolutionize

Islam with just a basic understanding of Islamic

methodology and a CD-ROM. In his view, the

technology goes a long way to bridging the

‘knowledge gap’ between an calim and a lay

Muslim by placing all of the relevant texts at the

fingertips of the latter. ’I am not an calim’, he

says, ‘but with these tools I can put together

something very close to what they would pro-

duce when asked for a fatwa’.

That is certainly not to say, however, that the
culama have been entirely marginalized. In fact,

some religious scholars have become quite

enthusiastic about computer technology them-

selves. ‘Traditional centres of Islamic learning

(such as al-Azhar in Cairo and Qom in Iran) did

not respond to the opportunities offered by IT

for about ten years’, Barkatulla observes, ‘but

now they are forced to’. He alludes to something

like a ‘race to digitize Islam’ among leading cen-

tres of religious learning around the world.

Because the modern religious universities have

developed comprehensive information systems,

the more conservative, traditional institutions

are now forced to respond in kind in order to

keep up with the times. At the Centre for Islamic

Jurisprudence in Qom, Iran, several thousand

texts, both Sunni and Shici, have been converted

to electronic form. While Sunni institutions tend

to ignore Shici texts, the Shica centres are digitiz-

ing large numbers of Sunni texts in order to pro-

duce databases which appeal to the Muslim

mainstream, and hence capture a larger share of

the market for digital Islam.

Neither has the rise of electronic ‘print Islam’

eradicated the saliency of the oral tradition. Elec-

tronic media are as adept with sound as they are

with the written word. Certainly we have heard

much about the role of audio cassettes in Iran’s

Islamic revolution, where recordings of Khomei-

ni’s sermons were smuggled over from his

Neauphle-le-Chateau headquarters near Paris

and, much to the Shah’s dismay, widely distrib-

uted in Iran. The Friday sermon, or khutba, is

today recorded at many mosques throughout

the Muslim world and the distribution of these

recordings along with addresses by prominent

ideologues consciously emulating the rhetoric

of influential modern Muslim thinkers such as

Sayyid Qutb, Ali Shariati, and Abu'l Ali Mawdudi,

serves to politicize Islam before an audience of

unprecedented proportions. Recordings of ser-

mons by dissident Saudi culama, such as Safar al-

Hawali and Salman al-cAwda, also circulate wide-

ly both inside and outside the Kingdom, and this

marks the first time that material openly critical

of the Saudi regime has been heard by relatively

large sections of that country’s population. The

website of a London-based Saudi opposition

group has also made Salman al-cAwda’s sermons

available over the Internet using the latest audio

streaming technology.2 ‘Now that media tech-

nology is increasingly able to deal with other

symbolic modes’, notes the anthropologist Ulf

Hannerz, ‘we may wonder whether imagined

communities are increasingly moving beyond

words’.3

It is perhaps on the Internet, however, that

some of the most interesting things are happen-

ing. Can we meaningfully speak today about the

emergence of new forms of Islamic virtual com-

munity? To begin with, we need to make sure

that we have a more nuanced understanding of

those Muslim identities which use the Internet.

We cannot start talking about new forms of dias-

poric Muslim community simply because many

users of the Internet happen to be Muslims. Not-

ing that in many instances Muslim uses of the

Internet seem to represent little more than the

migration of existing messages and ideas into a

new context, Jon Anderson rightfully warns that

‘new talk has to be distinguished from new peo-

ple talking about old topics in new settings’.4 Yet

we also have to acknowledge the possibility that

the hybrid discursive spaces of the Muslim Inter-

net can give rise, even inadvertently, to new for-

mulations and critical perspectives on Islam and

the status of religious knowledge. As regards

notions of political community in Islam, there is

also the Internet’s impact on ‘centre-periphery’

relations in the Muslim world to be examined. A

country such as Malaysia, usually considered to

be on the margins of Islam both in terms of

geography and religious influence, has invested

heavily in information and networking technolo-

gies. As a result, when searching on the Internet

for descriptions of programmes which offer for-

mal religious training, one is far more likely to

encounter the comprehensive course outlines

provided by the International Islamic University

of Malaysia than to stumble across the venerable

institutions of Cairo, Medina, or Mashhad.

P E T E R  M A N D AV I L L E

The phenomenal popularization and transnational prop-

agation of communications and information technolo-

gies (hereafter referred to as IT) in recent years has gen-

erated a wide range of important questions in the con-

text of Islam’s sociology of knowledge. How have these

technologies transformed Muslim concepts of what

Islam is and who possesses the authority to speak on its

behalf? Moreover, how are they changing the ways in

which Muslims imagine the boundaries of the u m m a?
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The Caribbean has seen two waves of Muslim migration,

the first wave of which was comprised of slaves from

Africa. Indentured labourers of India, who came to the

shores between 1845 and 1917, formed the second.

Monique Renaerts, Centrum voor Gelijkheid

v a n Kansen en voor Racismebestrijding /

Centre pur l’Égalité des Chances et la Lutte

C o n t r el e Racisme, Brussels, Belgium.

T r i n i d a d

H A L I M A K A S S I M Muslims and
M i s s i o n a r i e s
of TrinidadThe estate proved to be the first place for the

reconstitution of organized religion. While men

well-versed in Islamic knowledge generally did

not leave India, there were a few who arrived

and served a full or abbreviated indentureship:

Syed Abdul Aziz of Iere Village came to Trinidad

in 1883 from Afghanistan; Ruknudeen Meah, a

Punjabi of Tunupuna, arrived in 1893; and Hafiz

Nazruddeen of Tunupuna came to Trinidad in

1913. These were some of the indentured immi-

grants who assisted in the reconstitution of

Islam. The unlettered immigrants depended

upon these learned men to nurture their faith,

either on the estate or in the villages. At some

estates, for instance that of Waterloo, there were

mosques, or ‘bamboo sheds near to the barracks

where Muslims met nightly to read their prayers

and read the Qur'an’ (Fazal Ali, interview with ex-

indentured immigrant, 26/02/1998).

As village settlements developed, circa 1870,

each village or set of villages established its

own mosques with imams. John Morton, a

Presbyterian missionary, noted in his diary that

mosques began to appear as early as the 1860s

as ‘nice little buildings with galvanized roofs’

(Sarah Morton, John Morton of Trinidad, 1916).

Former immigrants and their descendants,

once they became prosperous, built mosques,

usually made of wood. The mosques that

sprang up throughout Indo-Muslim settle-

ments were primarily male bastions of worship

until circa 1928. It was at that point that the

females of Peru Village (St. James) began

attending certain special mosque activities,

such as the cId-ul-Fitr and cId-ul-Adha prayers.

By the early 1930s, m a k t a b s (religious classes)

were held in the mosque compound. These

classes were taught by imams or elderly

learned men of the district, imparting the rudi-

ments of Islam to young boys and girls. Classes

included such subjects as Arabic, Urdu,

prayers, and other basic Islamic knowledge.

Prior to the establishment of m a k t a b s, young

boys and girls were socialized into Islam by

emulation and by the knowledge imparted by

their parents and grandparents. In some

instances, this practice continued even after

young girls began attending m a k t a b.

From the early twentieth century, Muslims

began forming religious groups that would

cater to their specific needs. These groups

pressed for the recognition of Muslim mar-

riages, the right to establish their own schools

with state recognition, encouraged island-

wide Muslim unity, and sought to improve reli-

gious knowledge and increase spiritual aware-

ness. These religious organizations all sought

state recognition, first as Friendship Societies

and later as incorporated bodies. The first

among the multiple religious organizations to

be formed was the Islamic Guardian Associa-

tion (IGA) of Princes Town in 1906. This group

was organized by Syed Abdul Aziz, an ex-

indentured labourer from Afghanistan, who

had settled in Iere Village near a Presbyterian

mission. Aziz was also instrumental in the

establishment of the East Indian National Asso-

ciation (EINA), an all-Indian pressure group, in

1897. As a believer in Muslim unity, Aziz, along

with other prominent Muslims of the colony,

held a meeting at Crescent Hall, St. Joseph in

1925. Their intention was to organize the Mus-

lim community into one large religious body.

By the following year, the Tackveeyatul Islamia

Association (TIA, Society for the Strength of

Islam) was formed, and in 1931 it became an

incorporated body. Islam was also consolidat-

ed through the intermittent arrival of mission-

aries from India, which began as early as 1914.

Each of these missionaries rejuvenated the

faith, aiding the continuity of form or remedy-

ing discord, which would allow for a revamp-

ing of Islam.

Although missionaries were arriving, there

was also a reciprocal ‘back to India’ movement.

Yacoob Ali, at age thirteen in 1888, was sent

back to India by his father to acquire an Islamic

education. He returned ten years later as a

h a f i z and q a r i and established several m a k t a b s.

In 1923, another youth, Ameer Ali, left for

Lahore. He was influenced by m o u l v i F a z a l

Karim Khan Durrani, a Punjabi missionary of

Woking, England, who had been invited to

Trinidad by local Muslims in 1921. Durrani left

in 1923 and within a few months, Ali, by his

encouragement, left for the Ahmaddiya Anju-

man Ishaat-i-Islam Institute in Lahore.

Ali returned to Trinidad in 1930 as a m o u l v i

and immediately became involved with the

TIA. He introduced a spirit of inquiry into the

faith and preached Islam in conformity with

new thought and scientific discoveries. For

instance, he propagated that Jesus was dead

and that he was not taken up to Heaven alive

and as such could not return, and that the

m i r a j (ascension) of the Prophet Muhammad

(u.w.b.p.) was not in conformity with the ethos

of p u r d a h (veil or curtain of segregation) as

expounded by the Qur'an. Furthermore, he

advocated equal privileges for women in order

to aid in the social development of communi-

ty. He also spoke, without condemnation, of

Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, nineteenth century

founder of the Ahmaddiya movement in India.

Traditionalists (Sunnis) at the time were prone

to persecuting Ahmad for his claims of being a

recipient of revelations, the Promised Messiah

and m a h d i (the One Rightfully Guided). Much

of his preaching ran counter to the beliefs and

interpretations of the faith as understood by

the Sunnis.

The ideas introduced by the m o u l v i met with

a storm of opposition. He was forced by his

peers to declare his position as either Sunni or

Ahmadi. Ali refused to condemn Mirza Ghulam

Ahmad and it was therefore assumed by the

traditionalists that he was indeed a secret

believer of his creed. He was consequently

accused of being a k a f i r (unbeliever) by the tra-

ditionalists. By 1931, a schism developed with-

in the TIA as a result of these varying ideologi-

cal positions. One faction remained the TIA,

more open to the then current intellectual

thought and scholarly trends relative to Islam;

while the other camp, now known as Anjuman

Sunnat-ul-Jamaat Association (ASJA, Propaga-

tion Group for the Way of Life of Prophet

Muhammad, u.w.b.p.), retained a conservative

and traditional view of Islam.

In order to consolidate their positions, these

two groups engaged in d awca h, that is, spread-

ing Islam through preaching and education.

They also encouraged foreign missionaries

from India to visit the island to substantiate

the claims of their respective, traditionalist or

modernist, positions. Again, lectures were the

medium used to consolidate the varying

stances and increase the number of followers.

From circa 1944, the TIA was again plagued

by tension, litigation and injunctions resulting

from disputes over the rightful claim to leader-

ship. This led to a split in the TIA and the sub-

sequent formation of the Trinidad Muslim

League (TML) on August 15, 1947, the same

date as the partition of India and Pakistan. The

Halima Kassim, Department of History,

U n i v e r s i t yo f the West Indies, St. Augustine, Trinidad.
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TML, led by m o u l v i Ameer Ali, proclaimed a

non-conformist position. That is, they did not

conform to any one particular school of

thought. In the late 1960s, the TML became

linked with the Ahmadi movement, but since

1976 they have abandoned this latter orienta-

tion and reverted to their non-conformist posi-

t i o n .

Missionaries continued to arrive from India

and Pakistan. But simultaneously, around the

late 1960s, missionaries from the Middle East

began visiting Trinidad and, along with return-

ing nationals educated at Al-Azhar University

in Cairo and universities in Saudi Arabia,

altered the practice of Islam. They attempted

to purge the faith of its Indian and Western

influences, hoping to make it ‘pure’. While they

encountered opposition from the traditional

Muslims, the youths disenchanted with the

seeming apathy and stagnation within the

faith were attracted to their ideas. The Tablighi

movement has, in recent times, gained ground

in Trinidad. While its followers constitute a

minority, their influence is nonetheless felt

within some of the mosques of the island. Tab-

lighi missionaries from the subcontinent also

visit the island from time to time. Sunni Islam is

prevalent, but there are small bands of Ahmadi

and Qadiani followers. While Shicite Islam

never gained momentum, during the month of

Muharram, the battle of Kerbala was celebrat-

ed with t a d j a h s (tomb-like structures, usually

large, colourful and disposable) in some dis-

tricts. This practice has continued, but is

marked with fierce condemnation by Sunnis.

Nevertheless, during the early part of the

month of Muharram, there are visits by Shici t e

missionaries from the United States.

The Muslim community continues to be a

minority in Trinidad and Tobago. Still for the

most part Sunni, other variations of Islam are

present. Islam in Trinidad continues to be open

to external influence, just as it was during the

epoch of indentureship and post-indenture-

ship. ♦

Those wishing to participate in the Religious

Group Leader Organ furthermore should have

a secondary school diploma.

At the closing of registration there were

72,000 voters and 264 candidates. Amongst

the latter, there were 8 converts, 43 ‘other

nationalities’ (Algerian, Tunisian, Pakistani,

Egyptian, Syrian, and sub-Saharan African), 170

Moroccans, and 43 Turks. Albanians did not

participate in the voting: based on their own

statistics, they demanded beforehand a certain

number of seats attributed without consulta-

tion in the grand assembly of 68.

Days before the election, the voters were

called upon by mail. The preferred location for

voting, as indicated by the voter on the regis-

tration form (mosque or public place), was

taken into account, as well as proximity to the

voter’s domicile. The elections took place on

December 13 between 11 a.m. and 5 p.m. at

124 voting stations, of which 20 were in public

places (schools, foreign integration centres,

communal locales) and 104 in mosques. These

latter were chosen from amongst all mosques

in the county by drawing lots. The electoral

process in the Muslim communities was a first

not only for Belgium, but for all of Europe as

well. Many countries followed the process with

great interest. 

The election results were validated on 6 Jan-

uary 1999. The first co-optation took place in

the second week of January. Elected members

and the first co-opted group came together for

the first time on Friday, January 15. They pro-

ceeded to co-opting 7 additional persons. 

The members that fulfilled the diploma and

language requirements were asked whether

they wished to take part in the Religious Group

Leader Organ. The names of those who

responded affirmatively are to be presented to

the Ministry of Justice. Though the Minister

does not have the right to designate the repre-

sentatives of religious groups, he can nonethe-

less reserve the right to refuse certain candida-

tures for reasons of public security. 

Despite the fact that candidates were

informed of this step in the process ahead of

time, it still risks being the most delicate part of

the process. Amongst the names accepted by

the Minister, each community group is to

choose its representatives for the Religious

Group Leader Organ. Should a community

group not come to an agreement, the grand

assembly will intervene. If the entire process

runs smoothly, the Religious Group Leader

Organ will be, in theory, instituted by the end

of February at the latest. ♦

… continued from previous page 




