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 Interviews for this research have been conducted in English, German, and 
Punjabi. Whenever warranted, I have retained the original expressions in 
parenthesis and hope my translations are accurate enough to convey the 
meaning and tone of words used by my interlocutors. There is frequent 
reference to cultural and religious concepts that are unique to the South 
Asian context. These include terms from the Sikh scriptures ( gurbani ) 
and some references to Ahmadiyya religious sermons and tracts that are 
in Urdu. Instead of using a glossary, I provide the corresponding English 
expression whenever they fi rst appear. I have made selective use of foot-
notes to expand further on some words to clarify their contextual uses and 
meanings. For the purpose of this book, I have refrained from using any 
diacritical markers in my transcriptions. I am aware that this simplifi cation 
misses out on nuances in nasalization and other specifi c linguistic features 
of especially Punjabi and Urdu words. I have made this concession to 
provide a more simplifi ed system at the expense of philological scrutiny.  

   A NOTE ON TRANSLATION AND 
TRANSLITERATION      
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 The research and writing of this book evolved over a ten-year period in 
which I was fortunate enough to make friends and have fostered long-term 
relationships with many of my interlocutors and collaborators in Frankfurt 
and Toronto. I would have utterly failed in this endeavor without their 
generosity: my research participants’ willingness to share their personal 
stories, the help of my research assistants who have worked tirelessly, the 
support of my friends who reached out and built bridges across terrains, 
oceans, times. Sharing their stories and insights, which are assembled in 
this book, is both a blessing and a burden. I am well aware that of all the 
words, feelings, and thoughts, only fragments can eventually resurface in 
these written pages. My labor has been to do justice to the truths of their 
stories. My fi rst lines of appreciation are to all of them who lent their 
voices to this project. They cannot be named in person here. I have used 
pseudonyms throughout the text to ensure their confi dentiality. 

 Among my collaborators who contributed to the research process, I 
am indebted to Khuswhant Singh in Frankfurt for his continuing support 
and friendship. I thank Kamal Arora and Duygu Gül for their research 
assistantship, collaborative writing, and general support at all stages of the 
research in Toronto. Harjot Singh, Gurwinder Singh, Bernd Wagishauser, 
Dr. Aslam Daud, Hamid Chaudhury and family, Horst Schäfer, Dr. Günter 
Kruchen, Christian Borschberg, Hadayatullah Hübsch (1946–2011), Abid 
Mirza, Gurpreet Singh Deepak, Jasbir Kaur, Jaspreet Multani, Loveleen 
Kang, Mohammad Ilyas, Mohammad Ali, Manfred Backhausen, Preet 
Virdi, Naseer Ahmad, Waqas Taimoor, and Salma Ahmed have all gener-
ously offered their help in facilitating my research and deserve a special 
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    CHAPTER 1   

          This book examines the social and cultural textures of contemporary Sikh 
and Ahmadiyya diasporas in respect to experiences and memories of vio-
lence. It takes the form of an ethnography of precarious subject positions 
and vulnerable social relations that is grounded in methods of anthropo-
logical fi eldwork and qualitative sociological research. Fieldwork and close 
to seventy-fi ve in-depth narrative interviews with members of both com-
munities in Frankfurt and Toronto were conducted in intermittent phases 
between 2003 and 2013. It is through the materials gathered in this ten- 
year period that the book is able to capture the different ways in which 
violence has entered the lives of my interlocutors, especially those situated 
at social and political margins. My work dovetails with newer diaspora 
studies that have paid close attention to the precarization of lifeworlds 
and the differentiating effects of specifi c violent events around which dia-
sporic groups have mobilized and the extent to which this mobilization 
is contingent on local, institutional, and other sociological factors such as 
class, gender, race, and age, among others. Age has recently come to the 
forefront of some of these studies in the form of the new interest in the 
political subject of youth and through a reconsideration of intergenera-
tional transmission. Yet despite the centrality and longstanding interest in 
the subject of generational transfers, says Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, “the 
diverse ways in which children and youth ‘inherit,’ contest and negoti-
ate diasporic identities have infrequently been examined” (ibid. 877). 

 Introduction                     



By  putting the theme of generations and diasporic youth identities at the 
center, the book aims to show how younger generations of Ahmadis and 
Sikhs have had to negotiate both the legacies of past violence and the 
objectifying categorizations and normative regulations of current citizen-
ship regimes. 

 The constellation of generational change and heightened anxieties 
around religious otherness frames how experiences and memories of past 
events that coalesce in the year 1984 are evaluated in their respective role 
for processes of transnational migration. To those knowledgeable in the 
fi eld of Sikh and Punjab Studies, one need not point out that the violence 
of the 1980s in Punjab led to signifi cant changes in the demographic and 
political map of Sikh and Ahmadiyya communities worldwide. This topic 
has been discussed at length in the scholarship on Sikh diasporas and, to a 
lesser extent, by those working on the Ahmadiyya Muslim Jamat (AMJ). By 
bringing together perspectives from both communities, this book rejects 
the exclusive use of “Punjabi” to signify “Sikh” in diaspora studies and 
steers away from methodological nationalism (Wimmer and Glick- Schiller 
 2002 ). Instead, it provides an inquiry into  precarious religious subjectivities , 
something that has attracted little attention and conceptual elaboration 
despite the longstanding scholarly interest in social marginality in diaspora 
studies and precarity in the sociology of labor migration. There have been 
numerous excellent studies in these areas that will be r eferenced in this 
book. Similarly, I am indebted to newer contributions in anti-racism and 
postcolonialism that have tackled the prevailing suspicion against racialized 
religious others among anti-immigrant movements and in the  context of 
the ongoing global war on terror. Yet I fi nd there is often little differentia-
tion within critical scholarship as to how categories of religion are internally 
produced and disputed. Moreover, the many anthropological and socio-
logical studies on the revival of Islam among Muslim youth in Europe and 
North America, which are interested in precisely such modes of production 
and contestation, rarely expand their conclusions on how to rethink  specifi c 
genealogies of diaspora and the diasporic . Here too there is far less transpar-
ency about the specifi c nodal points where societal norms of recognition 
and regulation intersect with the prevailing identity politics of hegemonic 
diasporas and transnational religious organizations. 

 Hegemonic diasporas are the consequence of the specifi c conditions 
under which migrant groups create social imaginaries of belonging that 
link past and present, homelands and new lands. They are formed through 
a variety of cultural and political practices, refl ecting the agentive role of 
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social actors of a broad societal spectrum, not just the power elites. But 
those who occupy key positions in religious organizations, cultural associ-
ations, activist groups, and other such sites of institutionalization, assume 
important roles through their strategic acts in mobilizing specifi c sectors 
within increasingly global communities. They might either dissuade or per-
suade group members from acknowledging heterodox positions and plu-
ralism in values, practices, and cultural articulations; they might seek new 
alliances or espouse more clear-cut separations among different groups. 
Hegemonies are thus never unquestioned and have increasingly become 
“scattered,” to borrow a concept from Grewal and Kaplan’s ( 1994 ) work 
on transnational feminism. The voices of gendered and racialized subjects 
in migration are not only audible today, but also formative for how alter-
native projects of diasporas have been imagined (El-Tayeb  2011 ). This is 
not always recognized in the current debates on immigration and diaspo-
ras. Current public debates often remain exclusively focused on religious 
extremism and socially deviant youth. In post-9/11 contexts, this issue 
is widely discussed in regard to the phenomenon of second-generation 
migrant youth being drawn to join groups such as Salafi sts or explicitly 
militant organizations in Syria and elsewhere—an issue that continues to 
dominate debates in Western publics. Liberal governments have actively 
supported and enabled moderate and tolerant forms of Islam to be offi -
cially recognized and incorporated into the nation-state. In both Canada 
and Germany, the visibility of moderate Islam is justifi ed with reference to 
the messages of peace and tolerance that are promoted by communities 
such as the AMJ. Hisham Aidi ( 2014 ) argues that this search for toler-
ant religious others poses its own conundrum insofar as genealogies of 
religion and religiosity are selectively read and rendered useful for politi-
cal purposes within the ideological fabric of reigning global powers. The 
search for the “pacifi st Sikh” as opposed to the “terrorist Sikh” has been 
part of precisely the same political process (Bhogal  2011 ; Mandair  2011 ).

This book thus poses the question: At such nodal points of scattered 
hegemony, how do specifi c representations and responses to violence and 
suffering carry an agentive role? 

 In order to tackle this question we must fi rst shift attention to the 
boundary-setting and boundary- transgressing practices of particular reli-
gious formations by reconsidering them as the product of a deep genealogy 
of cultural and political encounters with “the West” that coalesced in colo-
nial and postcolonial discourses on religious identity. The application of this 
lens reveals the aftereffects of the violent partition of India, which has left 
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its deep mark on so-called “communal relations” in India and Pakistan after 
1947. One motivation for writing this book, which I share with many of 
my colleagues in the fi eld, is to carve out the material and discursive forces 
of violent partitions and their ideological segregations, the consequences of 
which are still deeply felt among South Asians across the globe. The specifi c 
sites of diaspora formation examined in this book are shaped by this histori-
cal predicament. My initial remarks thus also serve to make explicit what lit-
tle interest I have in a comparative project that would juxtapose two groups 
around fi xed (religious) identity parameters or benchmark achievements in 
social and cultural incorporation on the basis of ideological stances, norma-
tive assumptions, or some measurable social or economic characteristics. 
We need to scrutinize the immigrant success and model minority discourse 
that gives rise to such comparisons and tends to bolster precisely those 
voices that assert key positions in representing their respective communities 
as “model minorities” (Sian  2013 ). As my chapters in this book will expli-
cate, this is not to ignore differences in the forms of institutionalization, 
social incorporation, and the exclusion of “ethnic” and “religious minori-
ties.” Close attention must be paid to the specifi c genealogies and forms 
of religious and political transnationalism, as well as the unique histories 
of each community’s respective encounters with the postcolonial state and 
the Western liberal state. Historical experiences continue to affect diasporic 
imaginaries and transnational social and political engagements in ways that 
are specifi c to Sikh and Ahmadiyya communities. Challenging the tendency 
to treat these perspectives in separate bodies of scholarship, I examine the 
interconnected histories through which we can reconsider the societal and 
cultural processes of global migration as well as the particularities of events 
and temporalities. This is, for me, an ongoing labor. 

   1984 
 From these different vantage points, I ask how we can approach and con-
textualize a historical date that—especially in the discourses of my Sikh 
interviewees—has become somewhat of a paradox. In some accounts, 
1984 is the dominant organizing idiom for identity narratives; in others, 
it is more of an impasse for future-oriented community work and engage-
ment with the teachings of the Sikh Gurus. There is no doubt that 1984 
signals an open wound due to the complete lack of justice served for the 
mass murder (and what could arguably be called a genocide) and because 
the Indian State continues to actively inhibit reconciliation efforts more 
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than thirty years later. Much of the thirtieth year anniversary events in the 
diaspora have lamented this fact. At the same time, 1984 has also acquired 
the status of a founding story or myth in Sikh diaspora representations—
one that tends to freeze time in images of horror and the spectacular that, 
as Veena Das ( 2007 ) has demonstrated, are notoriously diffi cult to work 
through ethnographically. 

 A few anecdotal insights illustrate the paradoxical position of 1984 in 
accounts: A friend of mine who at one point had the chance to speak as 
a young representative of Sikhs at the United Nations was, rather than 
being lauded for his achievement, rebuked by his father for omitting 1984 
from his speech. Sukhbir’s father, himself a post-1984 refugee who strug-
gled for many years to acquire citizenship in his new country couldn’t get 
over the fact that Sukhbir did not use this opportunity to speak to the 
prime political cause. Gurjot recalling his education at Sikh youth camps, 
expressed the feeling that “all history seems to ends with 1984,” while 
Harjant referred to 1984 as a “red herring” that prevented Sikh youth 
movements to step out of “ethnic enclave politics” and offered an inter-
pretation of how to read those events as part of an ongoing project of 
neocolonial violence. It is the normative burden of 1984 that is expressed 
here: as a requisite reference for diasporic representation on the world 
stage, as an affective category that evokes a sense of frozen time, and as a 
politicized trump card that problematizes heterodox perspectives and con-
solidates separations between groups. There are thus a number of issues 
buried here, including the questions of historical memory and colonialism, 
continuities and change in religious knowledge and how to decipher biog-
raphies of violence and suffering, all of which will be addressed further on. 

 The year 1984 is not an arbitrary reference point: neither for the gen-
eration that had witnessed the violent upheavals in Punjab on a personal 
level, nor for the next generation that has dealt with stories and silences 
pervading social spaces of family and community. In Sikh discourses, 1984 
marks a key moment of being projected as terrorists in the global pub-
lic sphere. The events of the Indian Army’s attack on the Sikh Golden 
Temple (in June 1984), which were followed (in October and November 
1984) by the assassination of Indian prime minister Indira Gandhi and the 
subsequent politically orchestrated Delhi riots against Sikhs, had the effect 
of victimizing and mobilizing large sectors of the global Sikh community. 
A decade of political violence ensued that saw the rise of Sikh militancy 
and the Indian state’s brutal repression of widespread unrest and violence 
through anti-terrorism operations such as forced detainment, widespread 
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disappearances of young male Sikhs, and systemic torture of both male 
and female detainees in Punjab’s prisons. The role of 1984 in Sikh dias-
pora discourses has been the subject of several seminal contributions in the 
fi eld (e.g. Axel  2001 ; Bhogal  2011 ; Mahmood  2010 ; Shani  2010 ; Tatla 
 2006 ). The issue has led to vicious divides within Sikh Studies, as “con-
structivist” arguments by “Western academics” that seemed to undermine 
Sikh identity claims were forcefully rejected in the 1990s by a range of 
political actors in Punjab and its diasporas.  1   A generation later, it has also 
triggered new intellectual, artistic, and political responses—the subject 
of later chapters. These interventions render visible what has transpired 
for this generation as a stigma and challenge, but also an opportunity: 
While youth have had experiences after 9/11 that heightened their sense 
of being associated with a suspicious religious identity, they also grasp new 
potentials for translocal social justice work as part of their engagement 
in religion. Whereas youth events that cater to a prevailing sentiment of 
1984 justice issues are to some extent the outcome of changes within 
political parties previously associated with militancy, we now observe a far 
broader interpretive effort to reclaim Sikh ethical principles and modes of 
Sikh sovereignty in a globalizing age in which the nation-form itself has 
come under close scrutiny and in which the power of social movements 
geared at global social justice issues has found appeal among the youth. 

 The events that led to mass migrations of Ahmadis in 1984 (and after) 
were in no immediate way linked to what occurred on the Indian side of 
the border in Punjab. In a less visible manner—that is, with less interna-
tional media coverage, but with arguably similar potent effects for dias-
pora formation and transnational migration—Ahmadis were systematically 
marginalized by a 1984 presidential ordinance that made it de facto illegal 
for Ahmadis to claim offi cial status as a religious organization and practice 
ordinary religious lives as Muslims in Pakistan. Violent mobilizations and 
discriminatory legal acts against Ahmadis had also occurred earlier—espe-
cially through the 1953 riots and 1974 constitutional amendments that 
already designated Ahmadis as non-Muslims. However, it was in 1984 
that further political changes and frequent murders of ordinary Ahmadis 
culminated in the decision of the Ahmadiyya religious leadership (under 
the newly elected Khalifa Mirza Tahir Ahmad) to relocate from Rabwah 
in West Punjab (Pakistan) and claim asylum status in London. Over the 
last thirty or so years, London has thus become the center for reorganiz-
ing a religious movement and organization that since its inception was 
interested in missionary activity and appealing to Muslims globally. The 
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historical caesura of the recentering of the khilafat to London was thus 
also foundational for what became a dynamic organizational success story 
of religious transnationalism. 

 As Adil Hussain Khan ( 2015 ) points out, the signifi cance of 1984 
might be captured in the idea that “Ahmadis often compare the story 
of [the khalifas] escape from Pakistan to the hijra (emigration) of the 
Prophet Mohammad from Mecca to Medina” (ibid. 165). Discrimination 
of Ahmadis, pejoratively labeled the “Qadiani sect” after the birthplace 
(Qadian) of their religious founding fi gure Mirza Ghulam Ahmad,  2   was 
historically motivated by contentions between political factions and reli-
gious organizations that date back to the pre-Partition period and the 
newly acquired and central role of the Ahmadiyya movement (see also 
van der Linden  2008 ). It was under Mirza Mahmud Ahmad and during 
the Kashmir crisis, argues Adil Khan, that the movement gradually shifted 
its emphasis from an “otherworldliness of Ghulam Ahmad’s Sufi  meta-
physics” to a broader “populist approach that offered this-worldly gains 
for average Indian Muslims” (Khan  2015 : 126).  3   Political scientists have 
argued that the conditions of post-1947 state formation, in the context of 
volatile institutions and political mobilizations (Iqtidar  2012 ), created the 
peculiar conditions for Ahmadis to assume the role of a surrogate victim 
or of the nation’s enemy and heretic other. In addition to Islamist par-
ties, which had as their rational the rejection of continuous prophecy in 
Ahmadiyya doctrine, parties far removed from Islamism similarly adopted 
the idea of Ahmadis as deviant others or delegitimized Muslims. Thus in 
the period between 1974 and 1984, the “Ahmadiyya question” gained 
political ascendancy with the consequence, argues Sadia Saeed, that the 
“heretic Ahmadi” was disciplined into denouncing Islamic affi liation and 
in that sense served as the decisive fi gure in a process or redefi ning the 
relationship between state and religion. Hence, boundaries “between the 
centre and the periphery, public and private, lawful and unlawful […] 
were debated, re-drawn, and re-inscribed in the nationalist narrative” 
(Saeed  2007 , 146). These processes of sanctioning Ahmadis were also 
supported by the socialist government under Zulfi kar Ali Bhutto until 
it was overthrown by Zia al-Haq’s regime and the authors of the 1984 
ordinance (Ahmed  2010 ; Iqtidar  2012 ; Saeed  2007 ). 

 We can provisionally remark here that 1984 doesn’t constitute the same 
kind of event for Ahmadis as it does for Sikhs, and yet the precarization of 
religious minority status and politicization of religious identity can be read 
comparatively as postcolonial contentions over sovereignty within newly 

INTRODUCTION 7



forming states and with respect to disputed political claims over pluralism. 
In the post-Partition state, Sikhs and Ahmadis became entangled as reli-
gious minorities at the center of a crisis of nation-state formation, which 
was experienced in each case as a moment of community transnationaliza-
tion. The demographic and political changes induced by 1984 did not con-
stitute a “birth date” for diaspora, to be sure, but the scope of violence did 
alter key dimensions of social imaginary signifi cations (Castoriadis  1998 ) 
and of biographies in migration. While diasporas are always emerging, 
shaped by the political economy of global labor diasporas, political activ-
ism, and religious transnationalism, the important changes brought on by 
1984 are worth investigating.  4   

 The peculiar ways in which stories of 1984 have become linked and 
structurally embedded in already existing chains of migration is still an 
open question and warrant a closer assessment of Sikh and Ahmadiyya dia-
sporas as they have emerged over time. I can only attempt a fi rst sketch 
of such a genealogy in this book. A more comprehensive account would 
need to take into account various historical archives and details of religious 
minority politics in pre- and post-Partition states and pay attention to the 
changing relationship between the Sikh and Ahmadiyya communities with 
respect to evolving forms of collaboration, exchange, and antagonisms in 
other locations and across borders.  5   Geopolitical forces pertaining to how 
nation-states operate, cross-border movements among political and reli-
gious actors, and intercommunal relations which have been documented 
for places such as Qadian and various diasporic locations, can all contribute 
different shadings and facets to such a project.  6   I employ the 1984 lens 
in order to both limit the scope of investigation and bring newer devel-
opments and crosscutting ties to the fore, as these characterize a more 
recent regime of states and migration. It is noteworthy that the events 
of 1984 parallel a crucial phase in global capitalism and thus the political 
economy of global migration. Apart from its general structural effects of 
labor precarization and a widening gap between rich and poor, this has had 
lasting implications for diaspora formation. Migrants departing from East 
Punjab and West Punjab at the time encountered a situation in Canada and 
Germany of emergent neoliberal restructuring and reforms to immigra-
tion systems and asylum legislation. Importantly, whereas Pierre Trudeau’s 
Canada was at the time revamping its agenda toward offi cial multicultur-
alism, Helmut Kohl’s Germany had begun to systematize its asylum and 
refugee system and make it more diffi cult to be admitted under the prem-
ise that the country did not constitute a society of—or for—immigrants. 
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In the recent decade, state practices of immigration show more of a family 
resemblance with Germany gradually opening its citizenship agenda and 
generously responding to the refugee crisis and Canada toughening its 
immigration laws under the conservative government of Stephen Harper.  7   
There remain decisive differences, however, in the two cityscapes studied 
here and I detail the specifi c processes of diasporic citizenship in each.  

   FRANKFURT AND TORONTO 
 Frankfurt and Toronto are two key players in the global economy and 
international urban agendas. Both cities have embarked on different paths 
of shaping their immigration policies and of publicly negotiating global-
ization processes, yet more recently, representatives from municipalities 
and Canadian and German governments have also consulted each other 
in the course of modeling and reorganizing the mutually intersecting 
domains of multicultural policy and citizenship. In fact, my two research 
sites are central to the debate on citizenship and belonging in their respec-
tive countries and public spheres. Some have labeled these cities as “labo-
ratories” or “testing grounds” for how to manage ever-growing cultural, 
ethnic, and religious diversity. Toronto certainly holds a more prominent 
position in the current debate on global cities and the progressive poli-
cies around immigrant inclusion and diversity that it lauds. But Frankfurt 
and its metropolitan area, the Rhein   -Main region, have similarly been 
regarded as global cityscape shaped by economic and cultural transna-
tionalism. Like Toronto, Frankfurt has been driven since the 1980s by 
neoliberal restructuring, active forms of internationalization through its 
municipal political actors and corporate elites, and a progressive approach 
to multiculturalism and migration which has become wedded to what 
Roger Keil ( 2011 ) refers to as Frankfurt’s “neoliberal urban regime.”  8   
Scholars in urban studies have examined how the rescaling of globaliza-
tion has taken a turn to regionalization and internalized globalization, 
which has produced specifi c forms of social differentiation, the conse-
quences of the 1960s and 1970s working class housing still to be felt in 
terms of urban segregation as these housing complexes are now mainly 
inhabited by migrant groups (Espahangizi  2014 ). It is also undergoing 
new trends in the emergence of the in-between cityscapes (Keil and Young 
 2009 , compared to Toronto, Young and Keil  2014 ), political participation 
(through the unique municipal structure of German  Kommunalpolitik  
which affects migrant services too), and other institutional changes that 
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have complicated the contentious politics of the urban (Keil  2011 , 2499). 
In comparison to the Toronto metropolitan area, the Rhein-Main region 
itself is still of relatively smaller scale and diversity. Yet, through the bank-
ing sector, one of the largest international airports, industrial zones that 
cater to the new information technologies and cultural institutions that 
compete at the world stage, Frankfurt has clearly occupied a central role 
within Germany’s political and cultural economy. 

 Because so much has been written on Toronto and the Greater Toronto 
Area with its large and prospering migrant communities (among them 
among the largest sections of Sikh and Ahmadiyya diasporas worldwide), 
I want to add a few more specifi cs on Frankfurt here for there is yet little 
comparable information on the communities I have worked with and the 
specifi c conditions of migrant incorporation as shaped by local city agen-
das. In terms of participatory citizenship, Frankfurt clearly prides itself as 
promoting inclusion. The city has emerged in its postwar years as one of the 
country’s cultural and intellectual centers for modeling a critical memory 
discourse around Germany’s diffi cult past (we think here of Adorno and 
the Frankfurt school and the current role of various institutions such as the 
Fritz Bauer Institute). We can add that social and political movements had 
a pivotal role in defi ning the parameters of urban citizenship in Frankfurt 
(in particular the 1968 student protests and the Occupy movement today), 
while postwar immigration (and the more recent dynamics of transnational 
migration since the 1980s) has reshaped the composition of the city’s pop-
ulace. Currently, more than 50 % of its residents trace a personal history of 
migration from other parts of the world. This is not a surprising statistics 
for Toronto standards, but noteworthy in the German context. As a con-
sequence of an innovative municipal structure and the launch of its depart-
ment of multicultural affairs ( Amt für Multikulturelle Angelegenheiten  or 
AMkA) by the left coalition in 1989, Frankfurt has also emerged as the city 
with the highest concentration and visibility of religious organizations and 
cultural associations in the form of offi cially registered societies ( eingetra-
gene Vereine ).  9      Heavily promoted by AMkA’s strategies of creating visibility 
for such religious and cultural association (Friedmann and Lehrer  1997 ), 
the multicultural has become the new normative in Frankfurt’s cityscape, 
promoted by all major parties of the political spectrum. 

 These brief descriptions can only sketch the broad contours of the pro-
cesses of urban governance and citizenship that have informed the  processes 
of Sikh and Ahmadiyya diaspora formation. Comparative insights and 
refl ections on the rescaling of cities are important, as processes of migration 
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lie at a nexus of globalizing and localizing practices mediated by particular 
forms of national, provincial, and municipal government.  10   Cities them-
selves provide all kinds of resources and markets and consist of transna-
tional migrant networks that incorporate newcomers in different realms of 
the economy. Places such as Toronto and Frankfurt offer a multilevel insti-
tutional social support structure for newcomers that spans across the social 
support and welfare system. Asylum claimants and those in institutionally 
and socially weak positions, such as migrant workers, often rely on these 
networks and resources even as accessibility remains a vexed issue due to 
changing citizenship regimes and practices. It is this nexus of institutional 
accessibility, the power relationships that exists between those granting 
access, those working as intermediaries through social networks and the 
specifi cities of social lifeworlds that is considered here.  11   This book situates 
youth within these everyday practices and social relations of Ahmadiyya 
and Sikh diasporas and contemporary struggles over urban citizenship 
and place-making and considers the ways in which they “inherit the city” 
(Kasnitz et al.  2009 ) that have a transformative impact on their life.  

   GENERATIONS 
 Migration studies have offered a wide range of contributions on genera-
tional change. Earlier theories in this area were mainly concerned with 
how to frame the confi guration of cultural continuities along generational 
axes (in the American context, Margaret Mead’s distinction between post-
fi gurative, cofi gurative, and prefi gurative generations comes to mind as 
well as Hansen’s third-generation thesis). More recent paradigms con-
trasting theories of (segmented) assimilation (Portes  1996 ; Portes and 
Rumbaut  2001 ) with those of cultural hybridity (Modood and Werbner 
 1997 ) have been guided by an overarching preoccupation with the inte-
gration stories of newcomer generations in relation to the persisting struc-
tural inequalities that shape opportunities of social upward mobility. This 
concern over social upward mobility is also found in newer studies on 
“second- and third generation adaptation.” We fi nd here two tendencies: 
On the one hand, a comparison looks at different ethnic cohorts that 
are set in relation to dominant societal formations (e.g. “ethnic orienta-
tions” vs. “national orientations”), which, as Heath ( 2014 ) in a recent 
editorial asserts, continues to be defi ned by the “headline story of […] 
increases across generations in cultural and social integration” (ibid. 9). 
On the other hand, there is an attempt to read the changing dynamics 
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of second-generation religiosity and institutional inclusion as crucially 
informed by intergenerational modes of transmission (Diehl and Koenig 
 2009    ; Fleischmann and Phalet  2011 ). The times are, of course, long gone 
in which such transmission models could be described as linear, unfolding 
along a three generations    axis, and what “transmission” entails and signi-
fi es is an issue that must itself be open to debate. The new sociological and 
anthropological literature on transnational second generations has pro-
vided substantial evidence for how the boundaries between generations 
and between spatial confi gurations have become porous and permeable.  12   
Sometimes referred to as “hinge generations,” second generations turn 
out to be quite malleable, contingent on the contextually specifi c forms of 
social integration paradigms and rapidly changing forms of transnational 
activism and diasporic subjectivity. The latter, depending on context and 
location, may assume the form of political participation and mobilization 
in home countries on the basis of an active intervention in transnational 
social spaces (Fouron and Glick-Schiller  2002 ) or of a selective transna-
tional brokerage based on differences in social and cultural capital among 
segments of a group and across diasporic sites (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh  2013 ). 

 When we look through the lens of a post-assimilatory approach to 
study the pervasive effects of normative integration discourses on public 
spheres and migrants’ everyday life, we need to take account of the new 
societal role of transmigrants, which nation-states increasingly recognize 
as important economic and cultural harbingers in a globalizing world. 
Some of my interlocutors conceive themselves precisely in this transmi-
grant and cosmopolitan role and capacity, whereas others apparently lack 
these possibilities and are forced to reckon with the material constraints of 
migrant labor and the exclusivist effects of citizenship and asylum law in 
their daily lives. Attentive to generational differences and the specifi cs of 
age and cohort, my work pays attention to the socio-political conditions 
that forge the emergence of youth as social and political actors. I aim to 
show that this process contributes to how diasporic practices and memo-
ries acquire signifi cance in specifi c locales. In both Frankfurt and Toronto, 
we encounter next generations as key actors of social mobilizations that 
both keep alive debate and culture within community organizations and 
reassess collective commitments. These mobilizations often entail a reori-
entation to modes of piety and religiosity in relation to allied agendas of 
social movements that often have a secularist approach. As we will see, the 
neat distinction between the secular and the sacred is itself challenged by 
these young social actors. 
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 In contemplating the sociological concept of generation, it is important 
to understand the social transactions between generations and the specifi c 
locations of the current generation without falling into the trap of assum-
ing a uniform historical experience. Accordingly, instead of a simplistic 
and homogenous model of post-1984 generations, I seek a differentiated 
concept of generational effects that intersects with the other sociologi-
cal factors delineated here. While the issue of generation receives careful 
elaboration in the text, I should also point out that memories of violence 
are seen in their constitutive role insofar as these are actively shaped by 
youth as political actors. We would be entirely ill-advised to read their 
discourses merely in terms of a “response” or of “coming to terms with” 
past trauma. While in some parts of the book I show how the language of 
trauma has become formative for representational tropes around 1984, I 
also show how religious and messianic imaginaries inform postmemory in 
unique ways that matter for diasporic religious identities.  

   HETERODOXY AND HERESY 
 It might seem counter-intuitive to organize this book around institutional 
processes of “religion-making” (Dressler and Mandair  2011 ), when for 
well over two decades, a chorus of critical voices has deemed the prioriti-
zation of religious diaspora a rather problematic inheritance. I agree that 
posing religious imaginaries as somehow more authentic by naturalizing 
modes of collective belonging around often exclusivist and patriarchal 
models of nation and sacred territory certainly creates all kinds of social 
hierarchies and misrecognizes the structural problem of how categories of 
religion have been mapped upon colonized societies and their populations 
with long-term detrimental effects    (Abeysekara  2008 ; Mandair  2009 ; 
Masuzawa  2005 ). Yet, in the context of the global war on terror, we need 
to examine the emerging practices of the governing of religious others 
(and religious agency as a suspicious category) and, at the same time, 
rethink the role of religious attachments, practices, and imaginaries as they 
continue to change and, through such change, alter diasporic imaginaries 
and transnational social fi elds. This is the main reason why I have concep-
tualized the book chapters in a palpable way so as to unpack the political 
discourses and everyday practices through which representations of Sikh 
and Ahmadiyya diasporas have become entangled in concrete sites of the 
institutionalization of religion in late modern states. 

 There is a proliferating discourse on the contested nature of religion and 
the secular in Social Theory today (de Vries 2008; de Vries and Sullivan 
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 2006 ), which is beginning to show its effects in the area of diaspora and 
migration studies. This is true even if much of the debate seems tailored to 
deconstruct the dominant discourse on religious violence, which William T   . 
Cavanaugh ( 2009 ) has exposed as a founding myth that results in all kinds 
of problematic assumptions regarding religious subjects today. Although all 
of the chapters in this book refl ect the scholarship and debate on violence 
and religion in one way or another, I make no suggestion that this relation-
ship is a stable one or that it serves as a primary lens of what diasporic imagi-
naries are about. As a matter of fact, it is through a detailed examination of 
specifi c practices and imaginaries that I want to recover forms of hetero-
dox, heretic, and precarious subjectivity that unsettle homogenous repre-
sentations of (religious) diaspora. I would further argue that this approach, 
in venturing into a critical reading of precarious religious subjectivity, can 
inform the ongoing project of critical diaspora studies. 

 Yet, as we have seen with postcolonial theories of diaspora in the past, 
there is a strong inclination against permitting perspectives that are rooted 
in fi elds and discourses identifi ed as religious to occupy the same status as 
secular critique. The shortfalls of secular critique (the diffi culty of histori-
cally isolating the secular from the religious and the political process of 
universalizing specifi c Enlightenment discourses as having inherited secu-
larism) have been widely debated in the new literature on postsecular reli-
gion (e.g. Asad  2003 ; Sullivan, Shakman Hurd, Mahmood and Danchin 
 2015 ). And yet, as Dressler and Mandair ( 2011 ) argue, the objective today 
is not just to deconstruct the inheritance of secularism and understand its 
various genealogies in political and legal fi elds but also to point to possible 
pathways through which the secular–religion binary can be un-inherited 
(ibid. 18–19). This project has really just begun and it is too prelimi-
nary to speculate on what consequences this might have for the project 
of critical diaspora and transnational studies.  13   I do suggest in this book, 
however, that a focus on precarious diaspora might serve this purpose of 
un-inheriting, if we can disentangle the concept of precarity from a purely 
socioeconomic lens and if we are able to theorize precarious religious sub-
jectivity alongside a careful refl ection of the everyday lived conditions and 
practices through which subjects inhabit what Elizabeth Povinelli called 
projects and spaces of the otherwise. 

 When thinking about everyday practices of inhabiting alternative spaces 
and “religious” subjectivities, I therefore do not propose associating reli-
gion with either the  response  to political secularism (the mutual effect of 
state policy and public debates on religious identity/difference politics) 
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or the  retreat  from the political (in terms of how certain piety-oriented 
movements are considered to be depoliticized). This would leave intact 
the hegemonic view of religion as a separate realm of thought. The spe-
cifi c discourses and practices that hinge on 1984 as a formative event for 
diasporic imaginaries require us to broaden our perspective on temporality 
(Chap.   2    ) and spatiality (Chap.   3    ) in our conceptualizations of how they 
shape modes of subjectivity. But it will also be necessary to show how 
the process of inheriting and un-inheriting the memories of 1984 affect 
the ways in which Sikh and Ahmadiyya generations position themselves in 
contemporary times in which they are (1) continuously framed as a prob-
lem category of religious attachment in liberal discourse and (2) affected 
by new political disputes in Punjab that many commentators today argue 
show an eerie similarity to the events of 1984. I have already examined the 
history of the Ahmadiyya community’s subjection to routine violence and 
the impunity by which so-called blasphemy laws have been enacted. This 
concern with violence has been brought back forcefully since the Lahore 
attacks of 2010. Notably, in the context of Indian politics too, the situation 
in Punjab has been aggravated by police shootings after widespread Sikh 
protests against defamations of the Guru Granth Sahib and an unfolding 
debate on the political entanglement of  sant  movements such as the Dera 
Sacha Sauda (DSS), whose fi gurehead Gurmeet Ram Rahim Singh role-
plays Guru Gobind Singh (the last of the historic Sikh Gurus and founder 
of the Khalsa brotherhood) and is alleged to have committed different kinds 
of blasphemy.  14      Sikh diaspora organizations have issued calls for peaceful 
action and resolutions and various forms of collective action, including the 
boycott of the Badal government and the need for decentralizing collective 
decision-making in Punjab. The American Sikh Council  15   has also appealed 
to “the vigilant Sikh diaspora that unless Sikhs wake up and unite under 
one fl ag, and approach the world community for justice, the Sikhs will 
continue to suffer in Punjab and their voices will be stifl ed, just like it was 
done earlier prior to and after the Indian army attack on Darbar Sahib and 
other Sikh Shrines/Gurdwaras in June 1984.” This certainly points to the 
problematic ways in which representations of diaspora remain entangled in 
a process of contested sovereignty across borders which affects diasporic 
subjects in their own sense of belonging. Such issues have mobilized Sikh 
youth in the past and they have an effect on them today in how they situate 
themselves toward perceived orthodoxies and heterodoxies of faith. 

 Sociological theories that deploy concepts of heresy and heterodoxy to 
account for counter-hegemonic acts on the part of deviant insider subjects 
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who have departed or openly challenge an orthodox power or appear “as 
unwitting catalysts for social unity” (Berlinerblau  2001 : 343) are of some-
what limited use in this context.  16   To some extent, I agree with Berlinerblau’s 
reading of orthodoxy in relation to formations of power that control the 
resources of material and symbolic reproduction in a group or society in 
order to enforce and regulate consent-producing normative ideals and to 
single out those who would deviate from the latter so as to institutionally 
manage processes of social sanction and accommodation (ibid. 340). But 
the problem is that orthodoxy becomes almost equivalent to state power 
in the context in which I am invested, while heterodoxy seems too closely 
bound to Bourdieu’s notion of heresy as the subversive act of “doxic discov-
ery” (ibid. 345). I think Markus Dressler (2010) is correct to point out here 
that only insofar as it fulfi lls the criteria of exposing the exclusionary forces 
of “orthodox” confi gurations of religion, is it justifi ed to employ “hetero-
dox” as an analytic category to excavate what is specifi cally marginalized and 
abnegated.  17   In a similar fashion, and only when warranted, will I employ 
the notions of heterodoxy and orthodoxy in this book. We should also add 
here that when it comes to the history of religious movements in Punjab, the 
simplistic binaries of orthodox versus heterodox positions are almost never 
able to capture the multiplicity of contesting actors in the public sphere, 
which in the context of the Sikh  panth  have been always plural and conten-
tious to begin with. How should we read the kind of consensual orthodox-
ies that come to the fore in the positions and practices that Ahmadi youth 
espouse? Consider that, on the one hand, they express their allegiance to 
“orthodox” interpretations of a dominant religious organization that doesn’t 
seem to allow much deviation and that, on the other hand, the same group 
and organization is made vulnerable to a powerful discourse on heresy and 
blasphemy condoned by Pakistan. When Ahmadi youth recuperate the mes-
sianic discourse of their religious founder in making sense of the politics of 
massacre, are they more orthodox or heterodox? In such contexts, precarious 
religious subjectivity is perhaps more appropriately captured in the modes 
of articulating injury that simultaneously refl ect awareness of the interlaced 
processes of forms of exclusion  and  spiritual renewal. This is a process that 
is necessarily fragmented and leaves open the question of to what extent the 
notion of religious subjectivity is itself reevaluated by different social actors. 
For Ahmadi youth, for instance, refl ections on belonging to “a sect that 
is hated” offer a way to illuminate where and how the structural violences 
of precarious migrancies and diasporas have become mutually intertwined, 
where they are set apart, and where they produce the very kinds of social 
inequalities and forms of exclusion that next generations are concerned with. 
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I don’t suggest that this is a uniform discourse and process. In fact, contem-
porary work on migrant youth, such as Stefania Pandolfo’s ( 2007 ) remark-
able piece on Muslim youth who are stranded at the securitized borders of 
rich Western nation-states and who, as frequently evoked in the media, form 
a “lost” or “sacrifi ced generation” with little hope of good returns for the 
risks they are taking, engenders images of much greater risk and precarity.  18   
Pandolfo’s conversations with these youth brings to the fore that, even as 
they contemplate their personal risks of clandestine migration, there is some-
thing peculiar in how they understand the urgency of their social experiences 
of vulnerability as an eschatological problem (of suicide). Heresy enters their 
conversations at precisely that moment when the subjection to the mate-
rial realities of global migration confronts them with extreme risks, and it 
is the contemplation of such life-and-death situations that stipulates further 
theological doubts. This might set a stunning contrast to the accounts of 
Sikh and Ahmadi youth of the second generation encountered in this book, 
but as my ethnography in the Frankfurt context elucidates, among young 
Punjabi migrants, there are many who went on such clandestine journeys 
and today remain caught in the sociolegal intricacies of asylum legislation. 
Working with them, I felt that they also speak from a place of existential risk 
and self-doubt and use a language that is animated by a self-refl exive turn to 
the principles of the Sikh Guru’s teachings.  

   OVERVIEW 
  Chapter     2      serves an introductory purpose in charting some of the trajec-
tories of Sikh and Ahmadi migration and diaspora formation. The focus 
here is on concepts of time and temporality that are critical to a study of 
diasporic subjectivity grounded in phenomenological and intersubjective 
theories. Drawing on select readings in anthropology and  neighboring 
disciplines, the chapter fi rst delineates the existing fault lines between 
secular and messianic times and historicizes the emergence of the AMJ 
in the early twentieth-century Americas when religious movements of 
Islam perceived in the sacred a politically potent force to overcome race 
discrimination. With regard to the formation of Sikh diasporas, I focus 
on the violence of 1984 and offer a discussion of some of the diasporic 
art forms that prioritize the spectacular of violence and the language of 
horror. Veena Das’s work helps us to shift attention here from this reit-
eration of the spectacular to think about the ordinary through which dif-
ferent kinds of temporality of the violent event can be recaptured and 
reworked. Implicitly, this chapter then serves as an opportunity to chart 
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an approach to violence, subjectivity, and memory as a necessary backdrop 
for my analysis in subsequent chapters which are woven around specifi c 
institutional sites and practices. 

  Chapter     3      presents an ethnographic reading of space, place, and lived 
religion that prioritizes the voices of Sikh individuals who have struggled 
with the impasses of sociolegal categorization and regulation as asylum 
seekers. This chapter is situated in Frankfurt and examines the material 
conditions and religious discourses of those who came as refugees and are 
still situated at the social margins of the state. The chapter weaves together 
ethnographic narratives with dialogic scenes and offers in its main part 
an analysis of three speech genres through which precarity is articulated 
and linked to concepts of lived ethical praxis. I develop here a theory of 
precarious selves that mediates between theories of governmentality in late 
liberal modernity (Elizabeth Povinelli) and a postsecular approach to the 
non-dualistic philosophy of Sikh praxis (Arvind Mandair). 

  Chapter     4      examines the relationship between the legal fi eld and reli-
gion, looking in particular at the discourses of judges in the adminis-
trative court. My attempt here is to arrive at a new understanding of 
the cultural transactions and interpretations that inform adjudication in 
the fi eld of asylum law since the 1980s in Germany. For that purpose, I 
have consulted a wide range of scholarly research in the anthropology of 
refugees and the sociology of law and religion. Its core part consists in 
an ethnography of the legal fi eld of asylum law by tracing the produc-
tion of credibility and showing how judges and courts (including the 
European High Court [EuHC]) develop theories of religious persecution 
that intersect with Ahmadiyya theological discourses. A key contribution 
lies in the discussion of the relationship between the  forum internum  and 
 forum externum  in the context of asylum law, which is of great interest 
for the study of the politics of religious freedom, for much of the debate 
in that fi eld has been exclusively on the legislation on religious practices 
and symbols rather than on the regulatory endowments of asylum law in 
its radiating effect on religion. 

  Chapter     5      investigates the heightened public anxiety around religion in 
Europe, and through its focus on the anti-mosque movement in Germany, 
the social dynamics that animate contemporary forms of right-wing popu-
list movements such as Pegida (Patriotic Europeans against the Islamization 
of the West). I not only offer a critique of discourses on German and 
European  leitkultur  (normative culture) and situate debates on the AMJ 
as critical to this discussion. I also offer a detailed analysis of a particular 
mosque dispute in Schlüchtern near Frankfurt and examine how the key 
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texts used by anti-immigrant groups in their agitations against Ahmadis 
have affected the local dynamics of integrating religious communities. The 
chapter concludes with a section on the Sikh turban, which in liberal dis-
courses occupies an equally ambiguous place as the mosque does. 

  Chapter     6      contributes to the study of cultural and youth citizenship. 
The specifi c debate on Sikh youth practices and artistic forms is set against 
the background of dominant public framings of Sikh youth in categories 
of terrorism and juvenile delinquency in Canada. In Canada, these domi-
nant frames have specifi c connotations due to the ongoing discussion on 
Punjabi youth gangs and the long legacy of the Air India tragedy. My dis-
cussion of emerging Sikh youth movements and Sikh youth engagements 
in 1984 commemorative events in Toronto is directly related to the lega-
cies of these two issues. The core part of the chapter forms a discussion of 
how the “daughters and sons of ‘84” position themselves as a generation 
that carries the struggle for social justice forward. I draw on in-depth nar-
rative interviews and poetic texts here and portray a next generation of 
young Sikhs who found in the 1984 idiom a powerful tool to imagine a 
new future for youth activism informed by Sikh ethical principles. 

 In  Chapter     7     , I offer a more detailed sociological analysis of genera-
tional transmission that emphasizes the role of the messianic in discourses 
of coming to terms with past violence and injury. The chapter considers 
the voices of young Ahmadi women who are engaged in mosque-based 
religious organizations and articulate a commitment to piety and spiritual 
guidance by the Khalif. Hirsch’s notion of postgeneration serves as a start-
ing point to grasp the relationship between affi liative and familial memory 
structures. I argue, however, that we ultimately need a concept of the 
intergenerational that accounts for the languages of prophecy, dreams, 
and crisis motifs through which these young women make sense of their 
everyday and imagine their own (religious) futures. 

 The book concludes with a postscript in a fi ctional voice that offers a 
refl ection on some of the underlying themes, especially the theme of loss 
and intergenerational processes of transmission. 

 * 
 Events are not just moments in time that contain a singular truth. They 

are unfolding temporalities that exist as multiple vectors and cannot be con-
tained in narratives of linear progress; their social meanings are generated 
through reiterative acts of interpretation that necessarily diverge; acts of 
mobilizing identities that are animated by injuries that often evoke strong 
feelings. Events that coalesce in 1984 and its aftermath do not matter in 
the same way to different people and different collectivities. I demonstrate 
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in these chapters how 1984 connotes, rather than a single date or remem-
bered event, a cluster of social experiences, memories, and emotions, and 
a reconfi guration of diasporic identities. The focus is placed on the every-
day struggles with displacement and loss that come to the fore in personal 
narratives, the transgenerational effects of violence and suffering through 
which a younger generation reclaims and revisits sites of injury, and the 
changing conditions through which religious imaginaries acquire new con-
notations and meanings at specifi c sites of institutionalization. The book’s 
intention is to convey how narrativization remains an open, creative, and 
enabling practice. Narratives on past events are mediated by powerful insti-
tutions (through authorizing discourses, regulative norms, specifi c practices 
of incorporation) and reworked by social actors who, in the case discussed 
here, are guided by particular values and their own critical assessment of 
what occurred and what signifi cance is to be made of history, whether this is 
through personal accounts, shared memories, or ordinary practices. At the 
core of this book are the shifting contexts of localizing moves, the reorga-
nization of institutionalized religion in diaspora contexts and the changing 
forms of agency through which narratives of the past are reinterpreted and 
employed in contemporary strivings for citizenship.  

                     NOTES 
     1.     At the center of this debate was Harjot Oberoi’s ( 1994 ) infl uential book 

 The Construction of Religious Boundaries .   
   2.     The movement is split into the Qadiani and Lahori branch, an issue that I 

shall briefl y discuss in Chaps.   4     and   5    . However, the focus in this book is 
on the demographically dominant AMJ identifi ed as the Qadiani branch.   

   3.     The unresolved status of Kashmir as disputed territory between India and 
Pakistan has been not only critical to the relationship between both nation-
states who fought wars over the region with catastrophic results for 
Kashmiri civilians, but it was also a critical turning point in the emergence 
of South Asian Islam. Khan describes in detail the temporary achievement 
but ultimately failed effort to unite Muslims under Ahmadiyya leadership 
during the Kashmir crisis starting in the late 1920 leading up to Partition. 
There are compelling arguments provided in his work that account for the 
contentious context for anti-Ahmadi mobilizations after Partition 1947.   

   4.     Studies in postcolonialism have unearthed the nexus of labor, race, and 
nationhood through which migrations were regulated in the post-indenture 
period (Mongia  1999 ) and how they have become entangled in the more 
recent war on terror (Rana  2011 ).   
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   5.     See Van der Linden ( 2008 ) for a comparative view on the relationship 
between Sikh and Ahmadiyya reformist agendas in the colonial period.   

   6.     Qadian has long held a revered place, since “Mirza Ghulam Ahmad had 
ordained it sacred based on divine revelations described in al- Wasiyyat” 
(Khan  2015 , 112).   

   7.     The emerging political responses to the refugee crisis in both countries in 
2015 make it diffi cult to fully capture the complexity of issues being 
debated here. I address the peculiarities of German responses to asylum 
seekers and refugees in Chaps.   3    –  5    . Meanwhile, in Canada, Justin Trudeau 
has led a successful 2015 election campaign to bring the Liberal Party back 
to power. Note however that the liberals have signed the controversial 
C-51 bill that tightened Canada’s immigration system.   

   8.     “Neoliberalism,” says Keil (ibid. 2497), “while not as dominant an ideol-
ogy in continental Europe as it has been in Anglo-American societies, has 
been a game-changer in Germany nonetheless. Municipal and regional 
governance, the formation of regimes and the tendency to form a struc-
tured coherence have had severe impacts on the way in which the new 
urban politics would have operated. In fact, after more than two decades 
of restructuring involving the streamlining of municipal institutions, the 
marketisation of service provision, the fi nancialisation of municipal assets 
and so forth, we can discern the emergence of a post-neo-liberal regional 
governance regime.”   

   9.     As Friedmann and Lehrer et al. ( 1997 ) frame it, when the department was 
formed in 1989 with Daniel Cohn-Bendit (today the lead fi gure of the 
French Green party in the EU parliament) in charge of the new institution 
and Rosi Wolf-Almanasreh, a leading feminist activist and proponent of 
bicultural education, as its director, “it placed itself in the eye of a political 
storm. Around the same time, the Christian Conservative Party (CDU) led 
their election campaign under the banner of “Kinder statt Inder” (children, 
not Indians). When I did my internship at AMkA in the mid-1990s, I could 
still sense not only the kind of energy, excitement, and experimentation but 
also the frustration with the grinding mill of Frankfurt’s bureaucracy.   

   10.     Theories of rescaling urban space and rescaling citizenship have recently 
gained currency. Nina Glick-Schiller and Ayse Çaglar (2011) approach 
city-scale as a way to think about the “the differential positioning of a city, 
which refl ects both its articulation of fl ows of political, cultural, and eco-
nomic capital within regions, states-based, and globe-spanning institutions 
and the shaping of these fl ows and institutional forces by local histories and 
capacities” (ibid. 74). They thus warn us again seeing urban spaces as fl at, 
horizontal spatialities or as places that simply “hold,” to use the now often 
critiqued container metaphor in sociological thinking. Along with chal-
lenging inherited notions of time and temporality, it is thus imperative in 
this study to pay attention to how space is conceptualized.   
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   11.     In the above mentioned contribution on rescaling cities, Samers ( 2011 ) 
suggests distinguishing between “three intersecting socioterritorialities” 
which comprise (1) the positioning of migrants in the labor market depen-
dent on country of origin [Canadian sociology has debated this with 
Porter’s vertical mosaic thesis], (2) the effect of immigration policies that 
result in segmentation (and segregation) “within economies delimited by 
national governments” (ibid. 53), and (3) the segmentation of labor itself 
within organizations in which employers use categories through which to 
hierarchically position migrants (ibid. 54). These structuring effects can 
of course be observed with regard to how migrants of Punjabi origin are 
incorporated. What is left out, however, is the mediating role of transna-
tional organizations and business owners who intervene on terms that are 
not always equivalent to what is proposed by Samers and others.   

   12.     While I use the term of transnational second generations with some reluc-
tance (it matters particularly in my last chapter), I endorse Fouron and 
Glick-Schiller’s defi nition of transnational second generations as “all per-
sons born into the generation after emigrants have established transna-
tional social fi elds who live within or are socialized by these fi elds, regardless 
of whether they were born or are currently living in the country of emigra-
tion or abroad” (ibid. 2002, 195). The sociological emphasis on transna-
tional social fi elds points to constellations of transnational familial, 
economic, religious, social, and political networks that link more than two 
national contexts in peculiar ways. Furthermore, in terms of group dynam-
ics, transnational second generations are regarded as constantly in the mak-
ing, depending on the specifi c contours of transnational movements, 
interactions, relationships, and networks.   

   13.     A notable exception is the work on early Christianity and Judaism by Daniel 
Boyarin ( 2005 ) in which he not only traces the roots of “apartheid reli-
gion” as this is the time when the concept of heresy is virtually born but also 
describes how an alternative form of religious “hybridity” might be carved 
out from this history and employed for a project of postcolonial critique.   

   14.     It is beyond the scope of my introduction to discuss the complexities of 
this issue here. The role of  sant  movements has long been a disputed one 
in Punjab, but in the case of the DSS, violence has scaled up after Gurmeet 
Ram Rahim appeared as Sikh Guru in two Bollywood movies (“The 
Messenger I and II), which had to be banned in Punjab in order to avoid 
riots. The entanglement in Punjab’s politics and the underlying caste issues 
are two issues that reverberate here. Sikh organizations have launched a 
general strike and security forces have been deployed to Punjab in late 
October 2015. I have received numerous emails about emerging tensions 
and Sikh organizations currently struggle over what form of counter-
action to take.   
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   15.    American Sikh Council, “Global Sikh Community. Let’s Walk as One.” 
https://americansikhcouncil.org/2015/10/29/global-sikh-community-
lets-walk-as-one/ Last accessed on the Internet June 5, 2016.   

   16.     Jacques Berlinerblau ( 2001 ) is among the very few to have outlined a sociol-
ogy of heresy and heterodoxy. He emphasizes the  relational axiom  on the 
account of which orthodoxies remain intrinsically bound by (the identifi cation 
of) heterodox alternatives. Within such a frame of analysis, the heretic personi-
fi es the mobilizing capacity of such heterodoxy. In a second move, he argues 
that heresy needs to be understood in its  generalizability as institutional phe-
nomenon  (hence, it is not bound to religions per se). Finally, he affi rms with 
Pierre Bourdieu the  structural position of deviant insider subjectivity  that marks 
out heresy through the act of “doxic discovery.” Along the way, Berlinerblau 
discusses a number of different criteria that can be tested through empirical 
case studies that are not restricted to the fi eld of religion per se. For example, 
he probes the notion of “heretics” as “intellectuals who dissent from the very 
orthodoxy to which they once belonged” (ibid. 345)—an idea also made 
popular by Bourdieu. Another claim he tests is that of heresies having a par-
ticular currency in situations of widespread (normative) crisis. For an anthro-
pological discussion of medieval heresy, see Talal Asad ( 1986 ).   

   17.     David Shankland ( 2010 ) does claim that “there are groups which are more 
or less heterodox, or unorthodox in their belief” and to ignore this would 
be “to overlook the fact that there is a common core of ideas which these 
groups often defi ne themselves in opposition to; further that they equally 
often do appear to have factors in common, however different their name 
or their doctrines appear to be from one another. ‘Unorthodox’ in this 
context is not simply a random instance of rebellion, resistance or differ-
ence, but does appear to exhibit certain patterns” (ibid. 229). This would 
certainly tie in with the position Berlinerblau ( 2001 ) established.   

   18.     In this context, Pandolfo ( 2007 ) describes how her young interlocutors 
evoke “a heterogeneous confi guration relating to the fi gure of a ‘burned’ 
life – a life without name, and without legitimacy; a life of enclosure in 
physical, genealogical and cultural spaces perceived as uninhabitable; and 
the search for a horizon in the practices of self- creation and experimenta-
tion drawing on an imaginary of the elsewhere and of exile” (ibid. 333).          
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    CHAPTER 2   

            Time is the means by which the world can be ordered. Time is not 
reversible, but not, on Castoriadis’s account, as conventionally under-
stood. Rather, the irreversibility of time is indicative of the mergence 
or self-creation of forms as the ultimate characteristic of being  qua  
time. The self-creation of a new form (that is, as an  other  not merely 
 different  form) discloses time as creation (and destruction) of forms, 
and as such, cannot be linearly irreversible. 

 Suzi Adams (2011),  Castoriadis’s Ontology , p. 210 

 When thinking about the relationship between violent events and tem-
porality, we are faced with some profound dilemmas. While these dilem-
mas are not unique to how social imaginaries of diasporic belonging are 
formed, they nonetheless pose specifi c challenges for my comparative proj-
ect on precarious diasporas. The challenges are numerous: To begin with, 
we can neither assume an a priori givenness or transparency of diasporic 
experience nor can we fully determine what a violent event signifi es for 
social processes of memory-making. Individuals, of course, differentiate 
temporal perspectives and become self-refl exive about time through con-
temporary forms of social practice. And indeed, praxis is itself generative 
of a socially shared or sharable perspective on time. From the perspective 
of an intersubjective constitution of temporality (Joas 1989), it becomes 
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necessary to examine the cultural narratives, practices, and representations 
that give events and eventfulness their specifi c tense, historical depth, and 
cultural meaning.  1   Hence the scope of history, the scale of space and local-
ity, and the depths and variations of biographies must all be kept in mind. 
I pursue this effort by concentrating on how migrant subjects imagine 
anew, with various degrees of urgency, what it means to be touched by an 
event. Importantly, however, this does not mean that time and temporality 
are merely subjective and thus independent of the structuring effects of 
institutionalized practices and the generating effects of regulative norms. 
Institutions and regulative norms affect how diasporic subjects interpret 
spatiotemporal practices and their embodied sense of being in and out of 
place and time. Let me fi rst illustrate this with the help of Bibi Bakare- 
Yusuf’s ( 2008 ) work on “ontological diasporicity” (ibid. 147), which links 
temporality to processes of reinscribing origins of pain and violence expe-
rienced in diasporic displacement. 

 Reclaiming the term “diasporicity” from certain poststructuralist uses, 
which she argues tend to celebrate cultural hybridity by constructing a 
“discursive framework [which] is internalized by those who have been 
genuinely displaced, [so that] their own diasporicity is rendered unprob-
lematic” (ibid. 152), she focuses instead on the “existential crisis of 
embodiment” resulting from displacement in Merleau-Ponty’s phenom-
enological sense of a lived body out of place that point us beyond psycho-
logical taxonomies and reductionist ideas about the individual self (ibid. 
149). Let me quote a paragraph in which she distinguishes her approach 
from a more naïve model of cultural change and adaptation that “would 
involve what we might call purely external factors”:

  In contrast, the origin for Merleau-Ponty is a momentary event that is 
always renewed and reconstituted in the embodied moment of the pres-
ent. […] Although the world is always already constituted, it has no value 
or signifi cance of itself until it is incorporated into the body of the present. 
It is at this point that the “subject” of tradition may become an “agent” of 
change, both personally and in terms of the tradition itself. Movement away 
from an original locus means that the origin itself is always being reconsti-
tuted according to its new context. In terms of thinking phenomenologi-
cally about diasporicity, Merleau-Ponty’s insight is that rather than seeing 
diasporicity as a result merely of factual changes in location and culture, it 
is instead the outcome of transformatory dialogues between the embodied 
being, through time and displacement. (ibid. 153) 
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 This idea of “transformatory dialogues” in reference to “tradition” 
is an important one to keep in mind in my discussion on temporality. 
Bakare-Yusuf is cogent here of some of the charges launched against phe-
nomenological arguments and she repeatedly posits herself against the 
deterministic use of “the body” or concepts of “the habitual” that are 
merely pre-refl exive and fail to account for the constitutive role of inter-
subjectivity. She instead derives from Merleau-Ponty a radical alterity in 
the transformative aspect of embodied encounters. These transformative 
aspects are unfolding in a world in which subjects have to reckon with the 
social facts of institutionalized roles and hierarchies and the discrimina-
tory categorizations in performative speech acts. Bakare-Yusuf argues that 
such hierarchies and categorizations are encountered by those who haven’t 
or couldn’t easily settle into the celebratory modes of diasporicity. Such 
celebratory frames actually betray the “violent negation of the freedom of 
the corporeal schema” (ibid. 152), a claim also made in newer studies on 
labor diasporas and illegalized migrations. Accordingly, while a “transfor-
mative historicity” informs Merleau-Ponty’s conceptualization of the body, 
Bakare-Yusuf identifi es the need for a more discursive kind of refl exivity 
through which this violent negation is not only acknowledged, but also 
experienced as complicating the very efforts to relate to and resist forms of 
temporality defi ned by the normative framework of immigration regimes. 
The time of tradition is rendered problematic, as not belonging to the here 
and now. This should be understood as an objectifying and exclusionary 
form of violence, for it contributes to the confl icts, agonies, and rage felt by 
embodied beings who continue to suffer forms of diasporic displacement. 

 Hence, if we accept that the diasporic characterizes a dimension of 
“repeated origins” that are “already always constituted by difference” 
(Bakare-Yusuf  2008 , 151) and that this difference, as I have just explained, 
is not the mere sum of cultural factors but the result of a repositioning of 
embodied relationships within and between social worlds that have been 
marked by injury and displacement, then we are confronted with a set of 
diffi cult questions: What kind of temporality are we speaking about? And 
if, in the contexts of displacement and migration, we are to speak about 
temporalities in the plural, how do these temporalities relate to each other 
and become manifest as the malleable and shifting grounds through which 
diasporic subjectivity is produced? “The origin is fated,” says Bibi Bakare- 
Yusuf, “perpetually to become a stranger to itself” (ibid. 151). It doesn’t 
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stay in the same place for good. In recuperative acts through which one 
creates historical truths or hopes to establish a meaningful relation to 
events of the magnitude of the transatlantic Slave trade, the Partition of 
India and the 1984 riots, the “origin” shows itself with a different face. 
Time itself can be a burden or a gift. It can be experienced as unbearable 
weight or interpreted as transformative power of recovery or release. 

 In speaking about time and temporality, I want to then focus on two 
specifi c dilemmas that are of relevance to my work on precarious diasporas. 
These are addressed in two subsequent sections below. The fi rst challenge 
is to approach sociohistorical time and account for events and eventfulness 
without falling into the still prevalent (albeit much critiqued) model of 
synchronized, progressive secular time. This problem has been addressed 
from different conceptual angles. In newer diaspora studies, it is linked to 
how we interpret “the dialectics of temporal distance and simultaneity [as] 
part of what defi nes […] communities as diasporic” (Eisenlohr  2006 , 11). 
Temporal confi gurations of diaspora, once understood in their specifi c his-
torical genealogies, are informed by various conceptualizations and experi-
ences of time for which the privilege attributed to linear historical time is 
not always compelling. As I show with the research conducted by Patrick 
Eisenlohr and others, a nuanced perspective is necessary for us to grasp 
the emergent qualities of historical agency in respect to the various “chro-
notopes of community” (ibid. 241) that refl ect different and sometimes 
contradictory diasporic imaginaries.  2   Furthermore, the processes through 
which such different chronotopes and temporal perspectives assume the 
function of an ordering principle that represents spatiotemporal forms 
and social relations is itself contingent on the power dynamics and modes 
of governmentality that assume what Ruth Mas calls the “homogeniz-
ing capacities” of secular time (Mas  2011 , 88). Secular time acquires its 
force and persuasion in relation to other modes of temporality that seem 
“outdated,” “anachronistic,” and are thus posited as beyond the regula-
tive norms of the secular state. Bibi Bakare-Yusuf’s approach is precisely 
set against such construction and dismissal of “tradition” as out of time 
and repeatedly dislocated by regulative power. In the context of current 
debates on Islam, this is a particularly relevant issue. As Mas says, her idea 
is not to suggest that secular–liberal governmentality produces a uniform 
temporal horizon (ibid. 89) but that it ranks and regulates different tem-
poralities.  3   The focus on secular time as producing a continued disloca-
tion of heterogeneous and heterodox temporalities is indeed important, 
for it shows that there are normative expectations that come into effect 
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in diasporic encounters in which “sticking to tradition” is reiteratively 
read as a failure to arrive in late modernity. This is evident in the cur-
rent efforts to coerce diasporic communities into secular time, especially 
when they are seen to retain attachments to ancestral origins that cannot 
be accommodated, or worse, are seen to reproduce violent origins in the 
form of all kinds of atrocities (Mas  2011 , 99). In light of Mas’s argument, 
Bakare-Yusuf’s “fated destiny of origins” is thus not suffi ciently explained 
by reference to heterogeneous temporal orientations and reorientations 
among diasporic populations. Bakare-Yusuf didn’t intend a “choosing to 
by hybrid” argument either. Secular time instead entails a regulative pro-
cess that affects the ways in which the immanent/transcendent qualities 
of diasporic temporalities are evaluated and translated into contemporary 
epistemes and institutional structures. 

 The second dilemma I want to address is directly related to how we 
understand embodiment, event, and temporality as emergent qualities. 
This dilemma can be posed as the interpretive struggle to grasp what 
time and temporality signify within the horizon of contemporary acts of 
cultural signifi cation. In the interpretive moves that occur in everyday 
worlds and realms of cultural practice, the durative aspects of the violent 
event are often approximated through idioms of being “lived,” “relived,” 
“faced,” “endured,” and other metaphors that try to capture this notion 
of emerging embodied consciousness. The role of language and of par-
ticular representational acts, through which this durative quality of the 
event is captured, reworked in commemorative practices and symbolized 
in social imaginaries has been at the center of recent anthropological writ-
ing on diaspora and violence. By drawing attention to the specifi cs of these 
practices through which temporality is constituted, we can highlight an 
aspect of diasporicity that works through a reconfi guration of cultural and 
generational transfers. This theme is especially important to the fi nal two 
chapters in the book. Even though my fi rst discussion on sociohistorical 
secular time already implies a multiplicity of temporalities that are seen 
to erupt, disrupt, and evoke fi gures of unassimilable heterogeneity, this 
emphasis on event and eventfulness sheds light onto a different dimension 
of temporality, which Veena Das ( 2007 ) has problematized as the precari-
ous subjectivity of life at the limit. The idea of life at the limit is a concep-
tual move away from the “coming to terms with past trauma” models that 
tend to reproduce their own homogenous conception of diasporic time. 
As I will show through an analysis of specifi c 1984 art works, the trauma 
model repeats an idealized origin of Sikh sovereignty and seems oblivious 
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to how it is itself structurally formed by the coercive demands of secular 
time. Through Das’s writings on the complex temporality of 1984, I hope 
to identify the aporias of this cultural production, while at the same time, 
retaining an eye for the complex dimensions of temporality with regard 
to the Delhi riots. These temporalities are also the product of how state 
violence has generated identifi cations of Sikhs as dehumanized, killable 
subjects in a context in which specifi c communicative forms have shaped 
the broader scope of collective action and responses to 1984. As I argue in 
the book as a whole, the social and political implications of 1984 cannot 
be grasped in reference to a  singular  gesture or idiom that translates this 
complexity into the fi gure of “the diasporic subject.” After all, my inten-
tion is precisely to expand readings of 1984 to cross-border constellations 
of state violence and religious minority politics, and to move away from 
assumptions of uniformity. I shall end this chapter by drawing attention 
to Das’s ethnography on what occurred in Delhi in 1984 as arguably the 
most compelling anthropological text on this event and one that assists us 
in imaging new ways of looking at the relationship between the violent 
event and temporality. 

   HETERODOX CLAIMS AND PROPHETIC TIMES 
 In the sociological literature on transnationalism and (labor) diasporas, 
the politics of identity and difference constituting precarious margins has 
often been acknowledged. Diasporic formations are today interpreted 
through the grids of intersectional and postcolonial critique to an extent 
that we have even witnessed a kind of fatigue with a politics of identity 
that constantly seems to be destabilized and deconstructed. In the study 
of diasporas, many have debunked religion as a privileged site of diasporic 
theorizing after the emergence of religious nationalisms and extremisms 
have put the secular project of diaspora under threat. After all, the criti-
cal use of the diaspora concept has been intricately linked to the uproot-
ing of the “mystifying appeals to religious tradition” or the “mystifying 
invocations of authenticity” (Roberts 2008, 302). Roberts, however, who 
defends the notion of secular diaspora against claims by “normative reli-
gious traditions,” acknowledges that “a diaspora secularism […] gives up 
the home [of an exclusively secular public square], not so much through 
a simple evacuation of the public square, but through a radical reimag-
ining and multiplication of the possibilities of publicness, beginning 
with the recognition that public can no longer be defi ned in exclusively 
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secular terms” (ibid. 302). This seems to be the paradox of contempo-
rary framings of diaspora as secularist. Daniel Boyarin’s (2005) assess-
ment of diaspora in postcolonial theory captures this point well, when 
he argues that a common theme in postcolonial critique “has been an 
emphasis on the hybridity of cultural identifi cations and the instability of 
dominating cultural paradigms” which seems to perpetuate the idea that 
cultural  paradigms constantly assert “naturalness while marking hybrid-
ity as unnatural, monstrous” (ibid. 343). More recently, the binary con-
struction of religion and the secular has also been subjected to profound 
questioning, which was triggered by identifying in categories of religion 
the genealogies of a Eurocentric project of cultural translation through 
which those outside of the Judeo-Christian universe were constructed as 
defi cient of the qualities of rationality, legitimacy, or assimilability (Asad 
 2003 ; Dressler and Mandair  2011 ). But whereas culture and religion have 
passed through a deconstructive process, the reconstructive work around 
how to make sense of alternative modes of belonging often got stuck in a 
model that, in prioritizing hybridity and heterodoxy, implicitly assumed a 
prehistory of essentialized (religious) identities against which such hybrid-
ity is posited (Boyarin 2005, 344). Hence, fi xed ideas of religious identity 
tended to slip in through the back door. Instead, Boyarin argues that we 
should consider the various encounters and “cluster of ideas, people and 
rituals” (ibid. 348) through which certain aspects of identity are shared 
and disputed over time. The very act of reducing religion to normative 
orthodoxy not only prevents us from asking questions about “consen-
sual orthodoxy” (ibid. 349), which is a useful concept for addressing the 
Ahmadiyya movement, but it also misses the point that historical players 
have constantly expanded the meanings of hybridity and heresy to include 
so-called orthodox manifestations of religion.  4   Heresy and heterodoxy are 
thus always “double-edged” insofar as the “difference within” that is rep-
resented by the hybrid and heretic are inextricably linked to the disavow-
ing acts by which hegemonic discourses ascribe such qualities “to one 
group of people, one set of practices” (ibid. 343).  5   

 Such differentiations matter in my attempt in this book to under-
stand how, at critical historical junctures, new and radical transformations 
occurred within movements that encouraged novel ways of reaching across 
difference, exactly as the heterodox and heretic aspect of a religious move-
ment came to the fore. Of course, we need to caution ourselves against 
idealizing these sociohistorical processes of reframing sacred and secular 
signifi ers; this would be misguided, especially given the contemporary 
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moment of suspicion and violent interrogation of particular categories of 
religious affi liation. I have already referenced this with Ruth Mas’s ( 2011 ) 
deliberations on secular time. Junaid Rana, in  Terrifying Muslims  ( 2011 ), 
has demonstrated the repercussions for diasporic subjects who are pro-
fi led as religious deviants and extremists at different junctures of colonial 
migration and state formation. It is also Rana who suggests that we should 
“unsettle and disrupt” frameworks that read the violences that affect 
migrants through reductionist lenses of migrant labor incorporation or 
the war on terror (both of which are of profound signifi cance). Instead, 
he argues “in favour of a  complex  intersectional approach that not only 
understands class in relation to other categories of analysis and  is wary of 
the categories themselves , but can also dynamically shift according to context 
and historical location” (ibid. 10, italics are mine). Such historical shifts in 
the meaning of categories and temporal confi guration of diasporic subjects 
must be inspected closely. 

 In his book on Hindu Mauritius, Patrick Eisenlohr ( 2006 ) offers a 
detailed study of diaspora that demonstrates the importance of such tem-
poral confi gurations. He looks at ethnolinguistic practices and linguistic 
ideologies in a context of diaspora formation where past events of violence 
and present contentious political relations between creole groups and those 
of Indian ancestry are of profound importance. Eisenlohr shows how the 
“creative character of temporality” (ibid. 27) in the performative speech 
acts, ritual practices, and everyday language use of Hindu Mauritians is 
absolutely key to our understanding of the temporal horizons of diaspora. 
He examines the language use of a group that has acquired, over two 
to three generations, a key position in the formation of the Mauritian 
nation-state. In Mauritius, the ideologically charged language politics is 
central to an understanding of the state and the political insofar as a rather 
exclusivist social imaginary has become deeply entrenched in the hege-
monic Hindu diaspora discourse. Eisenlohr, fi rmly placed in the fi eld of 
linguistic anthropology, shows the ambivalence and heterogeneity of this 
process by analyzing the shifts in signifi cation in specifi c speech events. 
For instance, he discusses how, within registers of creole language use in 
everyday speech and ritual, Hindu Mauritians of different generations cre-
ate ancestral genealogies in a very self-refl exive and by no means uniform 
manner. They may produce nostalgic references to times of poverty and 
indenture or stress transformations over time that are seen as not just the 
consequence of modernization, but a reconfi guration of ancestral ties and 
religious revitalization. “Transformations over time,” Eisenlohr argues, 
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“are not only a key theme in Hindu Mauritian’s refl ections on their lives; 
their narratives are also a prime means for positioning themselves as dia-
sporic subjects in relationship to an imagined homeland and the different 
set of sociocultural values implied by the evocation of India” (ibid. 141). 
Such processes of producing “socially shared memory” (ibid. 244) in rela-
tion to an imagined homeland are analyzed in terms of the  various “cali-
brations” between “sign-events,” which Eisenlohr understands as refl exive 
processes through which speakers produce links between “socially recog-
nizable types of events” (ibid. 262).  6   In the context of Mauritian Shivatri 
pilgrimage, for instance, authenticity and continuity across different events 
(those associated with sacred time and the event time of participating in 
the pilgrimage) are achieved by creating forms of “temporal equivalence,” 
a process that has “implications for constructing a temporal order of col-
lective belonging” (ibid. 263). His argument on heterogeneous tempo-
ralities draws on Walter Benjamin’s notion of “messianic times” (ibid. 
241–4), assigning it a continued presence in the production of histori-
cal discourse and collective memory rather than annihilating it through a 
disenchanted modernity. Consequently, prophetic utopias, cyclical calen-
dars, and linear chronotopes are shown to be co-constituted in diasporic 
discourses. Eisenlohr demonstrates that there is a constant mediation in 
politically charged language events between multiple temporalities, includ-
ing “sacred simultaneity,” through which the spatiotemporal difference 
between past and present events is bridged (ibid. 264). This is achieved, as 
he further argues, “on several levels of activity, such as collective religious 
performance, explicit nationalist discourse, and particular forms of linguis-
tic practice” that work in tandem to “transform […] Indo- Mauritians into 
diasporic Hindus” (ibid. 264). 

 Two aspects of Eisenlohr’s argument are especially important for my 
further discussion. First, I am interested in how temporalities of a differ-
ent order and scale are captured represented by social actors who strive 
to articulate new diasporic imaginaries. Second, I examine how narratives 
produce social memories of past violence in ways that open or ideologically 
charge (close) community boundaries. Notably, Mauritius is a context in 
which diasporic imaginaries, through their various allocations of secular 
and sacred times, are entangled with a hegemonic diaspora discourse that 
is vital to ideas of national sovereignty. Such notions of hegemony and 
sovereignty work differently in contexts defi ned by a minority politics 
through which immigrants have been incorporated into the framework 
of former colonial empires (such as Britain with its strong South Asian 
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diasporic communities) and settler societies (such as Canada and the 
USA). Commonly, the diasporic is held to be a facet of minority politics, 
rather than majority nationalisms. And yet, as now several seminal works 
have elucidated for us, the cartographies of such contested sovereignties 
and identities are interconnected, be it in reference to the “Black Atlantic” 
(Gilroy 1993), the twice migrations of Punjabis in the postcolonial world 
(Bachhu 1985, Brah 1996), or the “raced migrations” (Mongia  1999 ) of 
the post-indenture period that came to be formative for the way “Asian 
immigration” on the Pacifi c west coast became embedded in the emerg-
ing nation-form of Canada just a few decades after Confederation. 

 Much has been written on how these migrations were regulated in the 
North American context of the new demands for wage labor in the textile 
mills and railway projects and the simultaneous mobilization of pervasive 
anti-Asian sentiments among white settler societies (Shah 2001, Thobani 
2007). In 2014, centennial commemorative events were held for the 
 Komagata Maru , the steamer that carried close to 400 passengers of mostly 
Sikh Punjabi origin who were denied landing in 1914 by the Canadian 
authorities in Vancouver. Several art events, fi lm screenings, theater plays, 
and exhibitions highlighted the plight of the boat’s passengers and the for-
mative role of the Komagata Maru story for the emerging local diasporic 
community.  7   What also surfaced through these events was the still uneasy 
relationship between generations of Punjabi immigrants and the state, as 
citizenship practices were recognized to bear the impact of prior state acts 
of disowning and degrading these citizens.  8   In his book  Undesirables,  which 
accompanies his much acclaimed documentary on the Komagata Maru, 
 Continuous Journey , Ali Kazimi ( 2011 ) makes it clear that the prevalent rac-
ism of the 1980s (that he himself felt as a new immigrant) was directly con-
nected to this unacknowledged history. He argues that the alienating effects 
of “Paki-bashing” were augmented in the events following Amritsar and 
Delhi in 1984 and the bombing of Air India Flight 182 the following year. 
The two events led to heightened anxieties in Canada around domestic ter-
rorism associated with Sikhs (ibid. 5–6). I will address this issue in Chap.   6    . 

 The event of the Komagata Maru enables us to challenge exclusivist 
citizenship discourses and to recognize the signifi cance of diasporic imagi-
naries that cut across ethnic and religious differences. The story of Ahmadi 
immigration and the establishment of local chapters of the new religious 
movement in the Americas is less widely known. The processes that led to 
the formation of Ahmadiyya Jamats, specifi cally in the USA, necessitates 
some further clarifi cation and differentiation despite many parallels in terms 
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of the question of boundary-crossing alliances among immigrants against 
the backdrop of the prevailing dominance of white settler politics. I want to 
spend some time on this issue, as it will further illuminate my methodology 
around heterodoxy and precarious diasporas in the book as a whole.  9   

 There are only a few academic papers (Aidi  2014 ; Bayoumi  2001 ; 
Turner  1988 ) that explore how the Jamat came to acquire its foothold 
and pan-ethnic appeal in establishing what initially had been a member-
ship constituted mainly by new converts to Islam (rather than the Punjabi 
dominance that came with later migrations). These articles point to the 
role of the Jamat’s fi rst missionary, Mufti Muhammad Sadiq. Sadiq, who 
was previously stationed in London and had links to the fi rst converted 
American Muslim and member of the World Congress of Religions, Russel 
Webb, and other key fi gures among new Muslim congregations, still holds 
a revered position in the memories of local congregations (Aidi  2014 , 
94). His story is told as one of the hardships of immigration, as he was 
fi rst held by American immigration authorities at Ellis Island, the notori-
ous immigration and deportation center, where it seemed he not only 
started converting other immigrants but also acquired a reputation in the 
local press. Hence, as Spencer reports, a Philadelphia newspaper described 
him as determined in his mission, “undaunted by the frigid welcome he 
received” (Turner  1988 , 53). Spencer and Bayoumi both rely on the cov-
erage of Sadiq’s arrival in the  Review of Religions  (the Ahmadiyya news-
paper which is still a main media outlet today), in which he was lauded 
as being educated, charismatic, a prolifi c writer, and an engaging lecturer 
capable of addressing American audiences in apparently large numbers. 
In short, he is seen as someone who—within a decade or so—was able to 
form a substantial constituent of Ahmadi Muslims ready to take the spiri-
tual vow ( bayat ). In community narratives, Sadiq became, metaphorically 
speaking, the vessel that the Komagata Maru could not. 

 What is easily glossed over in accounts that highlight the apparently 
signifi cant infl uence and agency of a single charismatic visionary man like 
Gurdit Singh, as owner of the Komagata Maru, or Mufti Muhammad 
Sadiq, as the fi rst missionary, are processes of a far wider scope. The specifi c 
outcome of curbing Asian migration through new immigration acts is, as 
already mentioned, one such issue of immense historical proportion. But 
especially when looked at in the context of the race question in the USA, 
there is the similarly signifi cant role of the new alliances built between 
racialized communities—those who had felt, for generations, the repercus-
sions of slavery and post-slavery segregation and those immigrating from 
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the colonies who brought with them their own historical experiences with 
colonial violence. It is at this conjunction that we need to situate the arrival 
of Ahmadi missionaries. 

 The changing facets of the churching of America in the early twentieth 
century had already instigated a debate among black Americans about 
establishing independent churches and turning to new religious move-
ments, especially those associated with Islam. The latter offered an alter-
native universalist message that promised a new spiritual awakening with 
the capacity to decolonize social relations. Without being too speculative 
here, it seems that this was also a consequence of the specifi c colonial con-
texts of migration in which conversion to Islam provided the opportunity 
to gain manumission and earn liberties that many blacks in America did 
not enjoy (Aidi  2014 , 101–102). Hisham Aidi points out that this was an 
issue among many black leaders of the early twentieth century and had 
far-reaching consequences for the transformations within black diaspo-
ras of different ancestries in the Americas (ibid. 102). One such move-
ment, founded by Noble Drew Ali, was the  Moorish Science Temple  (MST), 
which had a strong social message and, as Aidi asserts, a rather heterodox 
theological outlook. Aidi writes that “the MST would use a heterodox 
Islam and an Oriental genealogy to navigate the racial hierarchy (the same 
strategy adopted by Muslim slaves to gain manumission) and to recon-
struct black identity” (ibid. 102) with the overall aim to redefi ne the place 
of black Americans within the nation. The dissemination of discourses 
offering a sympathetic frame for recognizing Asian religion as embodying 
mysticism and spirituality (that contrasted with prevailing forms of various 
protestant churches) could thus be incorporated into movements aspiring 
to social change. It apparently mattered less that these frames were heav-
ily imbued with Orientalist ideas or that they stipulated an essentialized 
view on “the spiritual East” (King  1999 ), but rather that this spiritual 
East offered a rich inventory of symbols and identifi ers by which it was 
possible to redefi ne and realign identity discourses. Key fi gures among 
emerging religious movements catering to black Americans saw a parallel 
in the colonial contexts in which new spiritual claims to prophecy mat-
tered politically.  10   It was in this peculiar context that Ahmadiyyat, as a 
movement of spiritual renewal in Islam, was recognized in its ecumenical 
and universalizing potential, thus contributing to an interesting interface 
in cultural encounters and social change. Not only the MST but also the 
 Universal Negro Improvement Association  (UNIA) and later the  Nation 
of Islam  were impacted by their encounter with Ahmadiyyat, despite pro-
found differences in their philosophies.  11   
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 In terms of the shared exposure and positionality that was noticed by 
black empowerment movements, Turner ( 1988 ) notes the specifi c role of 
the UNIA under the leadership of Marcus Garvey.  12   Ahmadis were not 
only seen as Indians, writes Turner, who fi tted the UNIA’s race-biased 
 internationalist agenda, but interestingly, they articulated a compelling 
idea that took the “stringent criticism of Christianity as a clan religion” 
further so as to “to infl uence blacks to abandon Christianity for a racially 
tolerant religion, Islam. In light of these developments, the attraction of 
both the Garvey movement and the Ahmadiyyas was that they offered black 
Americans awakened to the internationalist perspective a religious identity 
which supported and enhanced it” (ibid. 60). Thus, if Garvey’s contribu-
tion was already “to fashion a form of political religion in which Islam 
played a major role” (ibid. 62), the specifi c diasporic lens that brought 
Ahmadis into contact with the predicaments of black consciousness was 
productive insofar as they now began to cater to these constituents with 
the effect that they emerged as one of the most infl uential movements 
during a signifi cant time of societal reconfi guration, urban industrializa-
tion and segregation (notably the fi rst Jamat’s took root in New York and 
Chicago), and cultural innovation. 

 Moustafa Bayoumi ( 2001 ) has taken Turner’s account further to argue 
that it was not just “the depth of mutual involvement between Blacks 
and Asians” that mattered here in terms of a shared anti-racist struggle 
but also that the sacred itself was carved out “with the possibilities for 
radical thought, even if its effects are less visible to us than the legacy of 
political activism through ideologies of separatism” (ibid. 261). Similar 
to Turner and Aidi, he claims that “Ahmadi Islam was the space where 
this place was opened up for many African Americans” (ibid. 261). In 
the context of deliberating the heterogeneity of diasporic temporalities 
and the place of messianic times, this is indeed a signifi cant remark, for 
it shows how, under different confi gurations of secular time, prophetic 
temporalities assumed a signifi cant role in the political process. With the 
arrival of Ahmadi thought, a “critical space for race in the realm of the 
sacred” was opened that allowed for changes in the diasporic imaginaries 
of religion and the realization of the possibilities of an “ecumenicalism” 
that “could be very powerful, both spiritually and politically” (ibid. 256). 
Bayoumi argues that this specifi c facet of Ahmadiyyat contrasted with the 
segregationist messages in movements such as the  Nation of Islam  and 
offered, what was for many, a more persuasive model.  13   It was also trans-
lated into other signifi cant realms of cultural production, especially jazz. 

THE VIOLENT EVENT AND THE TEMPORAL DIMENSIONS OF DIASPORAS 39



In fact, “many of the major fi gures of mid-century jazz were themselves 
directly infl uenced by the Ahmadiyya movement, and the yearning for a 
universal and spiritual sound was in large part a result of Ahmadiyya labor” 
(ibid. 258). 

 In his recent book,  Rebel Music , Hisham D. Aidi ( 2014 ) confi rms the 
relationship between Ahmadi converts and jazz music as reciprocal and 
inspirational. Aidi interviews, among others, Rashid Ahmad, an Afro-
American convert and jazz musician who joined the Jamat in the 1940s 
and who was among the few to go to Rabwah (Pakistan) to receive mission-
ary training in the early 1950s (ibid. 95). Rashid recounts the infl uence of 
Ahmadiyyat on some of the leading early fi gures of jazz (including Ahmad 
Jamal, Yusef Lateef, and others) who were infl uenced by Ahmadiyyat con-
verts or excommunicated members (ibid. 97). This interview resonates 
with Bayoumi’s discussion of political consciousness in the realm of the 
sacred and jazz’s liaison with the Ahmadi community. Yet, we also get a 
sense that the relationship was complicated, as Rashid himself remarks in 
the conversation that “many of the immigrants didn’t like jazz,” and adds 
that “one Pakistani missionary said jazz was the worst art form” (ibid. 97). 
Aidi suggests that this emerging antipathy probably didn’t affect the vari-
ous routes of crossover between jazz and Islam in future years. He goes on 
to argue that the musical ancestries to jazz through legends, such as Dizzy 
Gillespie and others, has created a memory of its own and this is carried 
into contemporary musical forms building on the tradition of “church- 
raised musicians [who] began incorporating Eastern rhythms into the syn-
copated structure of the blues and church-based gospel numbers” (ibid. 
101).  14   

 However, in the formative context of the 1910s and 1920s churching of 
America, the question of heterodoxy and of Ahmadiyyat having a diasporic 
dimension that links it to political developments in South Asia points beyond 
the new “syncopated structure” that Aidi speaks about in the context of 
musical cross-penetration. Aidi, Bayoumi, and Turner make only vague 
references to these transnational dimensions. For instance, they cite from 
the missionary speeches and pamphlets that advertised the specifi c code of 
Ahmadi membership. Along with the standard practices of Muslim piety 
and the increasing role of mosque construction that catered exclusively to 
Ahmadis, these documents mention the specifi c fi nancial system through 
which the Jamat has early on managed to fund its missionary endeavors as 
well as the missionaries’ emphasis on active proselytization through  tab-
ligh.  Such institutions originated in India where the religious leadership 
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was struggling to fi nd its place in a rapidly changing political landscape 
of South Asian Islam and competition between reformist religious move-
ments. In their account of Muhammad Sadiq’s role as fi rst Ahmadi mission-
ary, Turner and Bayoumi make a brief reference suggesting that Sadiq and 
other new missionaries were lauded by the second khalifa, Mirza Mahmud 
Ahmad, as “pioneers in the spiritual colonization of the western world” 
(Turner  1988 , 56; Bayoumi  2001 , 253). They affi rm here that the recep-
tion of the missionaries’ activities was key to the Jamat’s religious leader-
ship. What they fail to mention, however, is that this kind of appreciation 
is a direct expression of the particular authority that Mahmud Ahmad had 
acquired in the Jamat. His name alone speaks to the profound restructura-
tion that the community was undergoing in precisely those years in colonial 
India when they also began to dispatch their missionaries. 

 As I am focusing in this section on the problem of sociohistorical time 
and how specifi c diasporic temporalities are constituted in historical narra-
tives, it is important for me to explain the connections between these trans-
formative moments. These matter for at least two reasons: The fi rst is the 
increasing centralization of religious authority in the fi gure of the khalifa, 
which was still an emerging process when the fi rst missionaries arrived in 
the Americas. The second is that attributes such as “heterodox,” which 
authors often use to acknowledge religious pluralism, need to be contex-
tualized to the extent that such attributes shift in meaning and effect and 
don’t always quite translate into “progressive” and “pluralistic.” In fact, 
this ties in nicely with Boyarin’s (2005) remark above that we should avoid 
labeling groups through heresy and heterodoxy and focus instead on what 
such discourse effects in terms of the space of religious encounters marked 
by such attributes. I want to carve this point out in the rest of this section. I 
believe that only when we begin to see the changing and sometimes contra-
dictory ways in which classifi cations such as “heterodox” assume a specifi c 
form and meaning, can we fully appreciate the different kinds of agency 
and creativity displayed in the changing alliances between religious groups. 

 Mirza Mahmud Ahmad’s term as spiritual leader and successor of Mirza 
Ghulam Ahmad’s prophecy brought dramatic changes to the organiza-
tional structure of the Ahmadiyya community and this impacted future 
developments of religious transnationalization in profound ways. His 
appointment as second khalifa was heavily disputed and ultimately led 
to a split of the movement into the “Qadiani” branch (today identifi ed 
as the numerically and organizationally dominant AMJ) and the “Lahori 
branch,” (known today as the  Ahmadiyya Anjuman Isha’at I-Islam Lahore  
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[AAIIL]). His term also marked the initial moment of what Max Weber 
called the “routinization of charisma,” that is, the transformation of the 
religious founder’s prophetic message and charisma into a sophisticated 
religious movement anchored in institutionalized authority. This needs to 
be inspected in some detail. Adil Hussain Khan ( 2015 ) has recently empha-
sized the critical role of Mahmud Ahmad as “ muslih maw’ud  (the promised 
reformer)” and “arguably the most infl uential  khalifa  in Ahmadi history” 
(ibid. 72). The reasons for this assessment are manifold and too complex 
to fully recuperate here. Khan points to the evolving meanings and exist-
ing ambiguities in Mirza Ghulam Ahmad’s (the founder of Ahmadiyyat), 
claims to prophecy. In his writings, Ghulam Ahmad undertook several 
qualifi cations as to how precisely his role as renewer of Islam or promised 
messiah was to be understood in the context of the specifi c theological 
disputes within South Asian Islam, which later led to intense arguments 
among his followers.  15   Khan explains that these controversies were more or 
less resolved for ordinary Ahmadis through the establishment of religious 
institutions that clarifi ed almost all matters of social and religious life on a 
local and global level. Note that almost all of these key institutions were 
established during Mahmud Ahmad’s term in the 1920s, the same time 
that the missionaries were actively recruiting new converts in the Americas. 
These changes included the specifi c role of missionaries and their relation-
ship to national religious leaders ( amirs ); reporting duties to the  khalifa ; 
the separate (auxiliary) organizations for men ( khuddam  chapters) and 
women ( lajna  chapters) (which I shall come back to in Chap.   7    ); the  waqf  
scheme of endowments that was further expanded in 1987 to the  waqf-
e nau  system in which children are enrolled as future missionaries (ibid. 
82–83); the  jalsa salana  as central pilgrimage occasion and annual gath-
ering for the Jamat; and the  chanda  system for fi nancing all community 
activities through members donations (ibid. 79). He also mentions that 
Ahmadi prayer practice was set apart from those of other Muslim denomi-
nations and that the Jamat began to arrange endogamous marriages, which 
meant that partners were matched preferably within the Jamat. These are 
all things that set a stark contrast to the way the Jamat was perceived by its 
religious adversaries and allies in the USA. Adil H. Khan evaluates these 
groundbreaking changes in the following way:

  The structure of the Jama’at created a religious institution with formalized 
procedures that provided boundaries for individual Ahmadis. It objectifi ed 
authority by substantiating a social system that could be applied to every 
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local chapter throughout the world. Now individual Ahmadis had an acute 
awareness of the progression of religious authority through a clear chain 
of command. The hierarchy begins with the local president and moves up 
through the national amir until it reaches the khalifa, who represents God’s 
chosen messiah and to some extent God himself. Moreover, at the local 
level, administrative rank created a distinction between offi ceholders and 
non-offi ceholders, which is implicitly used to imply religious seniority. This 
enables individuals in isolated areas to assess their personal role within the 
institutional hierarchy, and hence within the broader Jama’at. (ibid. 83) 

   If we follow Khan in treating “Ahmadi identity as emerging phenom-
enon instead of a fully formed religious ideology” (ibid. 16), it becomes 
even more important to recognize the continuities and disparities between 
these moments of religious community formation. At one end, we have 
observed how the perception of religious heterodoxy and spiritual renewal 
allowed for cultural innovation and religious revitalization in contexts of a 
diasporic politics that was extremely responsive to the race question and to 
the challenges of urbanization and the infl ux of new immigrants (many of 
them from the colonial world). At the other end, we fi nd that the Jamat 
became deeply involved in contestations over theological disputes and spiri-
tual successorship in colonial India, processes that got further augmented 
and politically pregnant with Mahmud Ahmad taking on a key role during 
the Kashmir crisis of the 1930s, arguably one of the most decisive events 
for South Asian Muslims in the pre-Partition period. This ultimately set 
the context for future antagonism to emerge between Ahmadis and other 
important political players in the South Asian Muslim world (ibid. 105 ff.). 
From today’s vantage point, I would argue that both moments are impor-
tant for understanding the diasporic dimension of the Jamat. There are 
many instances in which we can see how the group is pushing the cultural 
frontiers of its activities, which has led to new forms of local adaptation 
and creative change that are not as such foreseeable by the social actors in 
charge of community organizations. At the same time, the institutionaliza-
tion of the AMJ and the hierarchy described above function as a bulwark 
against too radical change. The dynamic of religious transnationalism and 
diasporic perspectives as they matter to ordinary Ahmadis around the world 
are shaped by both of these dynamics and the kind of temporalities they 
entail. Internationalization remains a key objective for the Jamat and the 
community is rapidly expanding its missionary activities. In contrast, the 
constitutive role of black American converts and their cultural experiments 
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in the world of music is one of days gone by. We see today how the Jamat 
as a religious organization has produced its own normative regulations and 
interior hierarchies. At the same time, the Jamat has begun to endorse the 
framework of liberal multiculturalism, as I will show in my chapters on con-
temporary Germany and Canada. As I shall argue further on in the book, 
we should attune to the particular approach each diasporic constellation 
takes to the contentious meanings of heterodoxies and heresies. These, in 
turn, must be assessed anew in each case for what they reveal about the role 
of messianic times in relation to the political contours of secular time.  

   PRECARIOUS THRESHOLDS OF TIME 
 In his analysis of Sikh diaspora representations found on the Internet, Axel 
( 2005 ) argues that the circulation of martyred bodies (photographs and 
other imagery of male Sikhs who were tortured and killed during the coun-
terinsurgency operation in the 1980s and early 1990s) has had the para-
doxical effect of producing an image of the “homeland” precisely among 
those who did not have a “fi rst-hand” account of the violence and suffer-
ing itself. It is through the reversed diasporic gaze, Axel suggests, that it 
becomes possible to see how “the marking out of the inexperienceable and 
unimaginable” (absence) translates into reconfi gurations of the “home-
land” in the sense of a mythic wholeness and emotive force. The “diasporic 
sublime” that Axel identifi es with this process implies that the diaspora (and 
diasporic subjectivities) comes to be constituted “by means of  an irruption  
of what has not been lived  into a moment that comes to be lived ” (ibid. 128, 
my emphasis). As I indicated above, I want to consider how the violent 
event might constitute diasporic subjectivities in ways that are not fully 
grasped within a sociohistorical analytic. Axel’s account of how past vio-
lence is translated “into a moment that comes to be lived” by those not 
sharing an “immediate,” fi rsthand witness account of diasporic loss is an 
interesting place of departure for this exploration. Having considered how 
the moments of disjuncture and conjuncture have defi ned the diasporic 
beyond the Western categories of secular time, I now want to understand 
how violent events compel diasporic subjects into specifi c temporal per-
spectives that form precarious selves. 

 My fi rst vantage point for this discussion is the “1984” art work by the 
Singh Twins that has been shown in the “Legacy of Punjab” exhibition 
at the Washington Smithsonian and various other high-profi le localities of 
the global Sikh diaspora.  16   British-Asian artists Rabindra Kaur and Amrit 
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Kaur Singh created the fi rst version of this painting in 1985, which they 
titled “The Storming of the Golden Temple.” The piece makes several 
references to the specifi c aspects of the Indian army’s attack that led to the 
partial destruction of the Golden Temple or Darbar Sahib complex and 
the high death toll among civilians. We have the Darbar Sahib in the center 
of the painting, we see pilgrims in distress, wounded bodies, tanks enter-
ing the sacred complex, and turban-wearing Sikhs trying to defend the 
building and rescue survivors. In a 2006 documentary that was produced 
after they were commissioned to produce a larger version of this painting 
in 1998, the two artists frame “The Storming of the Golden Temple” as 
a therapeutic process for them. As we see them working on the miniature 
painting, the voice-over suggests that the time-intensive detailed brush-
work of multiple layering weaves memories of personal shock with those 
of collective loss.  17   We are thus asked to imagine each brushstroke as con-
stituting a form of witnessing, a way to encompass time in an attempt to 
make sense out of the suffering of Sikhs. 

 The artists employ a perspectival lens in both paintings that con-
nects, but doesn’t assimilate them to a modern optic. The use of color 
and arrangement of bodies is maybe not untypical for traditional minia-
ture paintings, but even when compared to other artwork by the Singh 
Twins, there is an element of avant-garde or pop art à la Andy Warhol 
that strikes the onlooker as something novel, particularly so in the mid-
1980s, when the new and hybrid British-Asian art scene was just emerg-
ing. The choice of the frame is also interesting. From the specifi c angle in 
which the picture is drawn, we can only see part of the architecture that 
has been ruined by the heavy shelling. In offering a birds-eye view of the 
sacred center, the Darbar Sahib complex surrounded by the pond and 
the religious architectures built around it, an almost panoptic perspec-
tive is offered. By capturing this particular historical moment, the paint-
ing is rather unambiguously “about” 1984 as an event and, although 
this event-centered perspective does not necessarily determine the way 
this work of art is perceived, it certainly traces the contours of a rep-
resentational regime of 1984  in placing particular kinds of fi gures and 
scenes within a single frame. Art work here in its very style and the artists’ 
choices and omissions, produces a  diasporic  subjectivity of suffering that 
is, while necessarily partial, also generative of new and multiple interpre-
tations and ways of seeing. Its original moment is formative in the sense 
of a particular orientation toward suffering expressed in the very act of 
making art. The commissioned work replicates some of the features of 
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the fi rst painting while enhancing the historical and symbolic detail of the 
1984 story. In the caption of the new commission that is exhibited at the 
Smithsonian, the artists write that “1984” expresses their own “mixed 
feelings” and the “personal sense of suffering and injustice felt by Sikhs 
worldwide.”  18   The new painting has the same bird’s-eye view as the fi rst 
and thus allows the distance of the (diasporic) onlooker, whereas many 
more detailed depictions of the atrocities force emotional proximity by 
the very same diasporic viewer. One of these self-refl exive cues is realized 
in the young man with the Manchester United sweatshirt at the bottom 
of the picture. Compared to the original work, we can see that guns 
and tanks have multiplied, whereas indications of an active, militant Sikh 
resistance from within the site are omitted. The image is now populated 
by many more bodies and atrocities. In fact, multiplicity is what catches 
the eye of the onlooker at fi rst instance. 

 But whereas the artists retain the overall stylistic frame of the earlier 
painting by populating the same scene with a myriad of beautifully drawn 
fi gures, there are some decisive alterations. First of all, they seem to go 
back to an ornamental style in drawing the outskirts of the religious archi-
tecture, which stands in some contrast to the three-dimensional center. 
This contrast has a captivating effect for it places secular and sacred time 
within the same space. The geometric patterns reemphasize that which 
for earlier miniature painting was indeed a characteristic feature, especially 
for illustrations of religious or courtly literature: the symbolic depth of 
religious place and the apparent transcendence of time indexed by that 
very place. Sikh bodies dressed in colorful garments, seen wounded and 
in agony and the tanks intruding into the sacred site stipulate a conjunc-
tion of temporalities too. The same contrast is achieved in the portrayal of 
actual fi gures, which convey individualized expressions of fear and agony 
in distinction from the more conventional expressions found in classical 
miniature painting. 

 What is further striking about “1984” is the appearance of historical 
actors, whose signifi cance must be understood from the dominant nar-
rative of how the 1984 story is told in the Sikh context. There is the 
archetypal fi gure of eighteenth-century saint-soldier Baba Deep Singh, 
popularly venerated and shown in the favorite iconographic rendition with 
his decapitated head placed on the palms of his hand. Indira Gandhi, for-
mer Indian Prime Minister, who was responsible for “Operation Blue Star” 
and was later assassinated by her two Sikh bodyguards, enters the scene on 
a tank. This is portrayed (like the demon Ravana) as a fi ve-headed  monster 
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showing the counterfeits of other political leaders, including iron-lady 
Margaret Thatcher, who dominated the 1980’s political scene in Britain 
when the Singh Twins were coming of age. Indian soldiers are shown bru-
talizing civilian pilgrims, such as in the scene in the lower left part, where 
a grim-faced soldier pierces his bayonet into helpless bodies. This scene 
alone resonates strongly with popularized accounts in Sikh storytelling 
genres in which the mourning of the innocent civilians killed at the hand 
of eighteenth-century rulers is a common trope.  19   

 Hence there are multiple temporalities of violence and suffering encom-
passed in the “1984” painting. The temporal perspectives have signifi -
cantly expanded and this has been achieved at the level of artistic technique 
and convention, as well as at the level of representation, where it seems 
the Singh Twins were compelled to translate Sikh suffering into multi-
ple temporal registers in an attempt to highlight both the particulars of 
history and the universal aspects of suffering. But in this dimension of 
capturing suffering, do they fall into the traps of a dominant framework 
mourning diasporic loss? The enthusiastic welcome of their artwork by 
British and North American multicultural liberalism and related interfaith 
platforms indicates the subjection to a translation regime that conceives of 
Sikh  suffering in terms of a Judeo-Christian universality. In fact is it that 
Sikh suffering as defi ned by this specifi c event is written here into dominant 
Western frameworks of conceptualizing collective suffering? 

We can briefl y illustrate this process of inscription with the Singh Twins’ 
contribution to the Via Dolorosa project that is featured at the heart of 
their documentary. As the name tells us, this interfaith art project invited 
various diasporic artists of different faiths to select and relate to one of 
the fi fteen Stations of the Cross, arguably the blueprint of suffering and 
martyrdom in Christianity. In their short documentary, “1984 and the Via 
Dolorosa Project,” the two Sikh artists present two of the fi fteen Stations of 
the Cross that they had chosen when asked to participate in the art project. 
These are two videos that combine a camera close-up moving and zoom-
ing in on details of the painting with their own poetic verses that frame the 
1984 events in metaphors of universal suffering hinging on the sacrifi ce of 
Christ. Stations one (“Jesus is condemned to die,” the scene where Pontius 
Pilates is seen symbolically washing his hands of blood) and ten (“Jesus is 
stripped,” as the symbol for ultimate humiliation) that the artists chose for 
their contribution highlight two key aspects which are identifi ed as similar 
to the fate of Sikhs: the ignorance and deliberate miscarriage of justice at 
the hand of a state power (equated with the Indian government) and the 
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stripping of the symbolically charged body as a form of ultimate humilia-
tion and degradation. Both issues resonate with predominant representa-
tions of Sikh victimization in the context of 1984. The stripped body (in 
particular the forceful removal of turbans and cutting hair in addition to 
the photographs of mutilated dead bodies) has been a powerful image to 
evoke Sikh trauma and the alienation from the Indian state felt by many 
even today in the Sikh diaspora. It is exactly this fi gure that Axel puts at 
the heart of his theory of the diasporic sublime. Unlike in the image, in the 
video, the two artists clearly avoid explicit references to the political strug-
gle that contributed to the standoff in Amritsar and what followed. Their 
message is generally captured in the image of the “political manipulation of 
religion,” against which Sikhs are positioned in a gesture of fearless defense 
of the self and the religious neighbor (Hindu or Muslim). In the poetic 
verses, Sikhism is translated as the “faith in one God” that like other world 
religions has a “holy shrine” and membership of innocent devotees that 
are like “lambs” led to “slaughter.” Sikh suffering, through such linguistic 
resignifi cation, becomes sublime suffering in the sense of Axel’s diasporic 
sublime, for clearly “1984” achieves this irruption of the distanced viewer 
into the proximate witness. Yet, this sublime is a very specifi c diasporic 
sublime, for it rests on the temporality and ontology of Judeo-Christian 
templates of suffering that are widely perceived as normatively shaping the 
public sentiments on collective suffering as universally translatable. I am 
now interested in how to read this cultural process that is heavily invested 
in the display of a spectacular visibility of gendered violence and suffering. 
It is not diffi cult to draw connections to other visual representations that 
one could fi nd in Sikh religious art, especially martyr art decorating the 
walls of diaspora gurdwaras, but this is not my point. The painting has 
gained prominence as a cover of books, calendars, and postcards. Most 
importantly, as a permanent exhibit in the Sikh heritage exhibition in the 
Washington Smithsonian Institute, it has been authorized as a representa-
tive piece of Sikh history. To some extent, the focus of its reception has 
thus shifted from how its iconicity and representational styles are culturally 
 mediated  by a diasporic lens to a political process of how Sikh recognition 
claims are publicly framed in the context of multicultural societies. In that 
sense, the enhanced scale of the “1984” painting functions within a logic 
of response to the complaint that “the Sikh trauma experience” had found 
no appropriate memorials or monuments in Sikh art and literature.  20   It is 
understandable that this argument resonates in diaspora contexts where a 

48 M. NIJHAWAN



“necrophilic aesthetics” (Mandair 2009: 237) might have dominated the 
viewer’s perspective.  21   If this painting has played a formative role in the 
public reframing of Sikh suffering, it is also an expression of how making 
suffering visible has recently evolved in the context of a visual economy 
that is invested in representing such trauma. 

 It is above all to the credit of Veena Das’ ( 1990 ,  1995 ,  2007 ) writings 
on 1984 and Partition violence that we are able to understand the prob-
lem with such reframing of violent events in terms of a trauma narrative. 
For Das, the anthropological project of understanding the temporality 
of 1984 is invested in carving out the voices of those who have felt the 
burden to continue to live with memories and within neighborhoods that 
have been devastated. In such context, “voice” is not to be equated with 
speech acts or as the expression of some underlying pain but as a moment 
in which the subject articulates a moral and existential quest that must 
remain uncertain and fragile (Das  2007 , 6). Rather than the consequence 
of “coming to terms with the past,” this fragility has to do with how 
survivors have to continue to confront forms of violence: the violence 
of misrecognition foremost, as well as domestic abuse and discrimination 
within the bounds of kinship relations. Das’s work explores in depth the 
issue of temporality in order to understand issues of survivor’s agency and 
subjectivity. References to violent events in the language of horror and the 
unspeakability of experience, she tell us, are instances where language fails 
or where normative claims prevent us from acknowledging pain. But if the 
spectacular image of the atrocity conveys something about the “poverty 
of words,” this poverty can also be reclaimed as a virtue for anthropology 
(Das  2007 , 79). 

 I would like to discuss a moment in which Das refl ects on the process 
of witnessing “voice” with reference to her interlocutor Asha.  22   Asha had 
been a victim of rape and abduction, her life thus marked by the “poison-
ous knowledge” of Partition violence, which she had to keep from surfac-
ing within the context of the Punjabi kinship networks (ibid. 80).

  The image of wakefulness to the occurrence of violence, of responsiveness 
to wherever it occurs in the weave of life, leads one to ask whether acts of 
violence are transparent. How does one render the relation between pos-
sibility and actuality, and further, between the actual and the eventual? If 
violence, when it happens dramatically, bears some relation to what is hap-
pening repeatedly and unmelodramatically, then how does one tell this, not 
in a single narrative but in the form of a text that is being constantly revised, 
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rewritten, and overlaid with commentary? As in the case of Asha and her 
work of repairing, one may think of stories not as completed but as in the 
process of being produced.  Though we often fall into the image of a story as if 
it were a text,  one may better speak of some stories as an engagement in the 
everyday with creation of boundaries in different regions of the self and of 
sociality. The work of time, not its image or representation, is what concerns 
me here as I describe these processes. (ibid. 80, my italics) 

   For Das, thinking about this work of time through the fi gure of respon-
siveness is an arduous and uncertain process of recovery. It is quite unlike 
the diasporic sublime that stipulates a response to past violence in recuper-
ating an event in an image of totality. Das’s treatment of recovery entails 
differentiating between what could be argued are the cultural norms of 
how to tell and what not to tell in reference to an event. She shows with 
the story of Asha, who was sanctioned by her own family, that these norms 
often have a condemning force (ibid. 78). And yet, it is the agentive qual-
ity of time (ibid. 87) that grants survivors the opportunity to work on 
their relationships so as to set their own norms in relation to what is con-
sidered and sanctioned as a form of transgression and violation of com-
munity values. Such capacities and “regions of the self and of sociality” 
(ibid. 80) cannot be stipulated as a “direct transition between individual 
experience and collective processes” and are better understood in terms 
of how particular regions or aspects of the past become actualized in the 
present (ibid. 102). There is no uniformity in how such an actualization 
might occur and to grasp it is itself contingent on the perspectival lens one 
is offered in the ethnographic encounter. 

 Das shows this clearly when she distinguishes between narrative confi gu-
rations that make certain temporalities inaccessible and frozen by way of 
“unsayable” experience and those which again become “sayable” and trans-
formative within transgressive moments of sociality. She focuses especially 
on domestic violence and the revaluation of mother–child relationships in 
contexts of everyday life. This is not to be mistaken by an often-postulated 
incommunicability of pain.  23   Yet, it would be equally mistaken, she argues, 
not to acknowledge the “deep moral energy in the refusal to represent 
some violations of the human body, for these violations are seen as being 
‘against nature,’ as defi ning the limits of life itself” (ibid. 90). We fi nd sev-
eral instances in her work that attest to a work of time where biographical 
narratives fi nd a limit in the “unimaginable” scope of communal violence. 
Certain atrocities that occurred during Partition  cannot be named, or if 
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they are named, they acquire the form of a depersonalized account. But 
acknowledging such limits in communicative practice is not the end of her 
thinking about the complex relationship between structure and event (ibid. 
95). In fact, it is against the immediate backdrop of becoming herself a wit-
ness, activist, and engaged anthropologist working with the women affected 
by the 1984 riots, that she sees a different quality of lived and endured time. 
This time is produced as the sense of a presence in which the difference 
between occurrence and telling cannot be drawn as sharply as it has in the 
case of the Partition survivors (ibid. 92 and 98). Nor does it seem that a 
similar process of translation and repair work in the realm of ordinary social 
relations were thinkable for the survivors of 1984. In an intriguing treat-
ment of Deleuze and Bergson, Das carves out two qualities of the past that 
contract in—and work upon—this present not in terms of a chronotope or 
semiotic chain of references but in terms of the weight and magnitude of 
what is captured in a past event so that time is seen as an objective force that 
resists sedimentation into meaning-making narrative and cultural frames. 
Das clarifi es through Bergson’s distinction between “translational” and 
“rotational” time that the process of recuperating the past might take on a 
fundamentally different quality, depending on what “regions of the past are 
actualized and [how they] come to defi ne the affective qualities of the pres-
ent moment” (ibid. 100). In 1984, she argues, regions that would allow for 
the translational to determine processes of memory-making (as memories 
are reworked in everyday life) are barred, whereas a certain independent 
force and face of time (that which lends itself to the present through its 
rotational qualities) is experienced in its devastating impact. 

 In this way, the time marking the event of 1984 has to be approached 
differently. For Das, 1984 is not only a key moment or “major marker in the 
understanding of communal violence in India and the role of civil society 
in contesting the received pictures of what constitutes collective violence” 
(ibid. 206) but also a personal moment of witnessing the “perlocutionary 
force of rumour” and the pervasive sense of grief among the victims of the 
1984 riots in Delhi. Among the most potent “rotational” aspects of time 
was the force of rumors that she says undermined the sense that the other 
was an embodied social being worthy of support and compassion. Rumors 
defi ned what could be known about the other during the period between 
Indira Gandhi’s assassination and the horrifi c killings of Sikhs in Delhi and 
other parts of the country. This was especially so in the neighborhood of 
Sultanpuri, where Das shows that the actualization of communal violence 
was not just an instantiation of “politically orchestrated” action (which it 
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apparently was) but it can also be “shown to bear the tracks of histories, 
of institutional failures, and of the routine violence of everyday life in 
the low-income urban neighborhoods in Delhi” (ibid. 136). The rumors 
spread across localities and established an image of the Sikhs as betrayers 
of the nation that build on a repertoire of Partition violence in the Hindu 
nationalist imaginary in which Sikhs have long occupied an ambivalent 
place as both revered masculine heroes and mistrusted “snake-like” char-
acters (ibid. 126). The force of these rumors was so pervasive, argues Das, 
that even many professionals and educated people “inhabited for a while 
that twilight zone in which it was diffi cult to know whether it was safer if 
they trusted in rumors or in the offi cial version of events” (ibid. 123). Das 
doesn’t argue that violence would fl ow immediately from these rumors, 
but that the rumors defi ned the “signature” of this event in terms of how 
an unfolding narrative rendered violence against Sikhs “thinkable” even 
amongst those who didn’t actively participate in riots and killings but who 
stood by watching or became indifferent to the plight of those who were 
attacked by arsonists (ibid. 130). 

 In the context of the still prevailing anger over this particular issue of 
complicity, let me clarify that Das is very explicit on the “political stake 
of naming the violence” (ibid. 205), a process however that most likely 
will neither end nor culminate in the certainly legitimate move to acquire 
international recognition under human rights and genocide conventions 
(a process that has been debated in Canadian politics).  24   What does that 
political stake of naming entail and what does it entail from the differing 
gendered standpoints of diasporic belonging? What kind of future conver-
sation will be enabled by the processes of naming through which different 
temporalities of the event are stipulated? And what form do such conver-
sations currently take, necessary as they surely are? How do they help us 
approximate aspects of social life in the vicinity of 1984? 

 I will discuss further the image of responsiveness as portrayed in 
Veena Das’ work in Chap.   7    . Here I want to come back to my initial 
example of the aesthetic production of 1984 suffering in the discourses 
of young Sikh artists and writers in the diaspora. With Das, we can 
now ask: What specifi c “face” of the event are the young diasporic sub-
jects turning toward? In a recent conference in which we attended to 
memory discourses on 1984, I had the chance to see the new theater 
performance  Kultar’s Mime , a stage adaptation of Sarbpreet Singh’s 
1990 published poem by J.  Mehr Kaur.  25   The theater group, which 
is  comprised of professional young American artists (most of them 
 students and interestingly none of them Sikh), has toured many North 
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American cities and campuses and received international attention and 
acclamation. The play is told through the four narrators’ voices, pro-
tagonists who voice parts of Singh’s poem in addition to drawing upon 
Haim Nahman’s poem “In the city of slaughter,” which is a refl ection 
on the 1903 Kishinev pogrom against Jews. In the Q&A session that 
ensued, Sarbpreet Singh, who accompanies the group, was quite explicit 
in naming the reference between the two poems as one of profound 
likeness and universality. Both events, he said, entailed a similar struc-
ture of rumor, violent incitement, and hatred culminating in a kind 
of massacre that is “unimaginable,” and “fi lled with graphic imagery 
of genocide.” With the reference, he implicitly produced a likeness of 
Jewish and Sikh diaspora discourses, something that a number of Sikh 
organizations have pursued for considerable time now. 

 After he mentioned “an academic piece” that further infl uenced the 
poem and adaptation, namely Veena Das’ ( 1990 ) paper, “Our work to cry, 
your work to listen,” it became clear that the very fi gure of Kultar cor-
responded to the young boy Das called “Avatar.” In a section where she 
discusses the impact of the Delhi riots on orphaned children, Das describes 
meeting the young Avatar. Other children pointed out to her that he actu-
ally mimed the death of his own father who was killed by the rioters. Das 
found Avatar standing under the very same tree from which his father’s life-
less corpse was found hanging on a rope—a site Avatar revisited every day. 
Avatar is fi ctionalized as Kultar in the playwright, hence  Kultar’s Mime . 
Kultar enacts the scene originally described by Das, in which the young 
boy mimics the dragging of the father’s body, and the fi nal moments of 
agony, which he shows in a dramatic scene where he throws an imaginary 
lasso around his own neck to show how his father lets out his last breadth 
(see also Das  2007 , 201). In the way in which the piece is adapted for 
stage, it operates as a “peak moment” that draws audible gasps from the 
audience. Now, we could ask how the relationship between these actors 
inhabiting the children’s world of 1984 violence is to be understood, and 
how the theater might yield very different possibilities for conversation 
about diaspora that is inspired by young artists and activists who enter that 
commemorative space. The play’s achievement is clearly to enable such 
conversations with multiple audiences around the globe. But let us look 
for a moment at what Das writes in her revised 2007 chapter and what she 
herself admits to be sparse insights into the imaginary world of children 
affected by the Delhi riots. In the section on Avatar, who is described as 
“deaf-mute,” a different kind of being dispossessed comes to the fore: “In 
the mime, it seemed to me, the hands had become those of the murderers 
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and the face that of the victim. His body was a repository of knowledge 
and memory that surely must have been beyond him, for what he had been 
initiated into was a mode of dying. The scene of his  instruction was not 
one in which he grew into a form of life, growing words as his world grew. 
Rather, it seemed to me that his body was the repository of knowledge not 
quite his to possess”.

(ibid. 201). 

 What does this performance do to us as spectators and to this child’s mem-
ory? This child faces the generational predicament of those “born” into/after 
1984, but certainly in quite different ways than those described above with 
the Singh Twins 1984 image. “Reliving the horror” were the terms used by 
several media to describe Kultar’s Mime and to solicit the audience. But as 
Das has surely made clear, her thoughts on the children affected by 1984 were 
triggered not by their or our lack of imagination, but by the fact that they 
have been drawn into a world of death and survival that could not be owned 
and lived in the way it seems these diasporic productions make us believe. 

 For now, I think there is an important question still left hanging in 
Das’s speculation that those children’s “vision of the world and their place 
in it would perhaps always have to include such words as victim, riots, 
martyrs, terrorists” (ibid. 203). This is the question of how these terms 
resonate with the words and worlds of those inhabiting other times and 
other spaces. It seems obvious from such remarks that diasporic subjectiv-
ity cannot be innocently framed as something that “revolves around the 
difference between the time of occurrence and the time of telling” (Das 
 2007 , 96), something that I critiqued in the last section but which, against 
the background of Das’ argument, acquires quite another dimension. 
Clearly, an objective fi xation of events “in time” misses out on a detailed 
account of sociality in the aftermath of such violence. The beginning of 
such an account on diaspora is carved out in the subsequent fi ve chapters.  

                            NOTES 
     1.     Hans Joas’s (1989) seminal work on George Herbert Mead’s theory of 

temporality is important in this context. Joas sees in Mead’s work the 
opportunity to make visible the fi nely grained structures of processes that 
constitute time and temporality: “Mead’s Ansatz zu einer intersubjektivis-
tischen Theorie der Konstitution des Zeitbewußtseins könnte dazu 
anleiten, die Feinstruktur der Formungsprozesse dieser differenzierten 
Formen analysierbar zu machen” (ibid. 194).   
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   2.     The broader implications of the sociohistorical as an intermediate realm, in 
which objective and subjective time not only commingle but are reworked 
in the creative capacity of social actors, have been identifi ed long ago by 
Cornelius Castoriadis (1989).   

   3.     I will discuss this issue in the next chapter with Povinelli’s (2011) idea of 
the governance of the prior.   

   4.     For a compelling critique of the orthodox/heterodoxy binary, see for 
instance Markus Dressler (2010).   

   5.     For more details, see my section on heresy and heterodoxy in the introduc-
tion. Boyarin (2005) wants to move beyond the commonplace that 
“orthodoxy needs heresy” and instead argues that “heresy is marked not 
only as the space of the not-true in religion but also as the space of the 
syncretistic, the difference that enables unity itself” (ibid. 344). He dem-
onstrates how this dynamic works for early Christianity where in his inter-
pretation, heresiology made it possible to defi ne what Christianity is in 
differentiation from Jewish and Greek identities (ibid. 341).   

   6.     Eisenlohr uses a metapragmatic analysis in linguistic anthropology and 
draws on the works of Judith Irvine and Michael Silverstein.   

   7.     For a list of the many events that were held, specifi cally in British Columbia, 
see   http://komagatamaru100.com/events/list/?action=tribe_list&tribe_
paged=1&tribe_event_display=past    . Last accessed on the Internet October 
4, 2015.   

   8.     The descendants of the Komagata Maru passengers consider the unoffi cial 
apology that was issued by the Canadian government in 2008 as an inap-
propriate recognition for the hardships the community has gone through. 
Meanwhile, on May 18, 2016, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau has issued 
an offi cial apology on Parliament Hill in Ottawa.   

   9.     Rather than addressing the 1984 situation for Ahmadis in this chapter 
(I will do so in Chaps.   4     and   7    ), I have chosen to focus here on the early 
period of community formation as that allows me to speak more directly to 
the multiple temporalities of heterodox times across diasporic sites.   

   10.     Turner refers to the writings by W.E.B. Du Bois who lauded the Indian 
struggle for independence from colonial rule.   

   11.     Turner ( 1988 ), mentions two points in particular. One was the supposedly 
heterodoxy of Ghulam Ahmad’s prophecies, particularly his claim that 
Jesus didn’t die on the cross as well as his ability to claim spiritual allegiance 
(and superiority) to various religious movements current to the day in 
Punjab. This seemed to have been persuasive to black movements in their 
own heterodox claims such as was the case for the MST. Second was the 
vigorous public campaign through which early Ahmadi missionaries 
appeared in the public eye. They were not only successful in garnering 
attention and support but were seen too as seemingly undisturbed by the 
unfolding “adversarial relation to press and public” (ibid. 57).   
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   12.     Aidi notes that Ahmadis were fully aware of Garvey’s pivotal role in journals 
such as the  Negro World  and other anti-colonial publications that “circu-
lated from India to Egypt to the West Indies.” The UNIA gatherings 
became an important audience for Sadiq to spread the Ahmadiyya 
teachings.   

   13.     Fard Mohammad as the founder of the UNIA was apparently fi rst associ-
ated with the AMJ.   

   14.     Further above, I referred to Juneid Rana’s (2011) argument on how terms 
such as “Muslim immigrant” take on new and contradictory meanings. In 
fact, if we compare these early twentieth-century emergence of Ahmadi 
communities in North America with the formation of the Ahmadiyya dias-
pora since the 1980s in Germany, we notice some interesting difference. 
The German public initially perceived Ahmadiyyat as a threat of Islamic 
orthodoxy. Despite the fact that the politics of race are crucial to the mak-
ing of diasporas of color in Europe (El Tayeb 2006), there were no compa-
rable alliances between other religious movements and Ahmadiyyat in the 
European context. At the same time, we fi nd that the social and political 
dynamics of an emerging community is, while partially shaped by German 
converts who still hold representative functions, above all characterized by 
its connections to Pakistan. The diasporic links matter in many of the orga-
nizational aspects of everyday community life.   

   15.     Khan (2015) notes that Mirza Ghulam Ahmad “claimed to be a  muhad-
dath , someone to whom God speaks; a  mujaddid , a renewer of Islam; the 
 mahdi , a fi gure know as the guided one who will return in the latter days; 
and the  masih-i maw’ud , or the promised messiah widely regards as the 
second coming of Jesus on of Mary” (ibid. 42). He further shows that over 
the course of his many writings and clarifi cations on this point, which 
seemed to have initially led to confusion among his own disciples (ibid. 
51), there are clear indications of his acceptance of  khatam al-nabiyyin , the 
seal of prophethood with Mohammad (ibid. 53). At the same time, it 
seems, “the semantics of the prophetic terminology within the context of 
Ghulam Ahmad’s unique self- image” (ibid. 54) were such that actual theo-
logical clarifi cations on this point still await fi nal resolve especially in 
regards to legal  methodology (ibid. 60) and the inherently subjective qual-
ity of the various prophetic self-references (ibid. 70).   

   16.     The 1984 image can be accessed at   http://www.singhtwins.co.uk/1984.
html    . See also Nijhawan and Schultz ( 2014 ) for a discussion of both 
images.   

   17.      1984 and the Via Dolorosa Project , dir. Amrit & Rabindra Kaur Singh.   
   18.     See   http://www.singhtwins.co.uk/1984.html.     Last accessed on the 

Internet on December 16, 2013.   
   19.     See for instance Lou Fenech,  Martyrdom in the Sikh Tradition. Playing the 

Game of Love.  (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2000).   
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   20.     Darshan Tatla (2005) recognizes a dearth of Punjabi vernacular expression 
in art and literature on this particular issue. Tatla’s call for a monumental-
ization of Sikh suffering emerges from his grassroots’ understanding of the 
disparity between political rhetoric and everyday life in Punjab. Yet, his 
analogies to Holocaust memorials in this regard are clearly driven by a 
discourse that is fi rmly embedded in contemporary minority discourse in 
the Sikh diaspora, specifi cally in North America.   

   21.     Arvind Mandair ( 2009 , 237) has termed this emphasis on martyrdom the 
“necrophilic tendency of the modern Sikh imaginary” that he identifi es as 
a key aspect of modernist–reformist Sikhism. In the case of the Singh 
Twins’ artwork, these “necrophylic aesthetics” defi ne the frame exactly at 
the point when their painting has been recommissioned fi fteen years later 
as a second, “revision” of the earlier work, then titled “1984.”   

   22.     I am recapturing this from her section on “precarious thresholds” which I 
have borrowed to subtitle this section.   

   23.     This is an idea against which Das’s engagement with Cavell and 
Wittgenstein in its entirety provides a powerful argument.   

   24.     The Sikh genocide petition was tabled in Canadian parliament in 2010 
where it didn’t fi nd the support of the Liberal Party and Conservative 
Party. The issue was read by mainstream media as driving a wedge into 
Indo-Canadian communities.   

   25.     The conference was titled “Deconstructing the Myth of Violence and 
Religion in South Asia and Beyond” and was held in October 18–19, 
2014, at Carleton University.          
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    CHAPTER 3   

            Ethnographic subjects allow us to return to the places where thought is 
born. João Biehl.  1   

    It’s a late winter day in 2004. I leave early in the morning, taking the S1 of the 
Frankfurt subway to Farbwerke. The railtracks separate the Hoechst industrial 
neighborhood to the South from the Silostrasse in the North, along which we fi nd 
several tire stores and the Sikh gurdwara tucked between two large sport arenas. 
To get there I have to walk along the tracks, go over the bridge on the sidewalk 
and then take a right onto Silostrasse. The gurdwara is just another few hundred 
meters away. During Sunday service, you’ll usually see a police car parked at 
the corner. “Periphery” is an outdated concept for sociologists of transnational 
social space. And Hoechst is hardly a periphery. It’s been one of the key industrial 
motors of the region in the past and the surrounding neighborhoods are still 
structurally formed by a working class and petty bourgeois aesthetics: rectangular 
apartment buildings, two to three stories, and small bungalows surrounded by 
wooden fences. Enclosed is the paraphernalia of German Schrebergartenkultur  : 
neatly arranged fl ower beds, garden chairs, the occasional vegetable garden and 
even some garden elves! This is not the Frankfurter Museumsufer, where young 
citizens socialize at the Main River and where culture connoisseurs frequent the 
Museum Städel or the Museum of World Cultures. There is also no Bionade—the 
local carbonated refreshment—offered in the park. There are no signs pointing 
the way to the gurdwara. Until recently, when they built an architectural dome 
on top, it was easily mistaken for just another industrial warehouse.  

 Religious Subjectivity in Spaces 
of the Otherwise                     



  On a weekday, there’s little traffi c outside and few visitors. Some construction is 
going on inside. The tiles in the washrooms need replacing. I take off my shoes, 
wash my hands and cover my head. I go up the wide stairwell into the divan 
hall, walking along the ornamental carpet to do my matha tek ,  bowing down 
before the Adi Granth. I sit for just a few minutes. People have put rice-bags 
and other food items in plastic totes near the donations box. The decorations on 
the wall have changed recently, the colorful garlands that someone bought at 
a local party store have been replaced with a more minimalist blue and white 
sheet with the khanda symbol   stitched onto them. The wallpaper with the palm 
tree beach and the nice waterfalls have gone. I sort of miss them, they reminded 
me of unfulfi lled dreams and set a strong contrast to the outside. Now it all has 
a more serene look. The focus should be on the essentials, said Khushwant, my 
friend and research collaborator, “it shouldn’t look like in a Hindu temple!” 
I leave the room without asking for prashad, as I want to attend the fi nal 
part of a ceremony upstairs. The door at the back of the divan hall leads to 
another set of staircases. There is the small room where they put the Adi Granth 
to rest at night, curtains keep it dark. The next door leads to a sunlit room, 
where they set up the second recitation place that is used for the Akand Path 
when the entire Adi Granth is recited from beginning to end. This small room 
is fi lled with people joining the recitations. I fi nd a small spot near the door. 
Legs crisscrossed, I lean against the wall without making it appear too casual. 
Harjeet must have noticed, but his eyes stay focused on the hymns. He’s just 
about to switch roles with the next reciter. For a few lines they recite in unison, 
so that the continuous fl ow is not interrupted, before the previous reciter bows 
and slowly retreats. I have always felt Harjeet is a very good reader; the timbre 
and musicality of his voice, words are clear and pronounced, I am viscerally 
moved and forget everything around me. Later when we meet downstairs for 
chai, we don’t speak much. He never appears to stay put in one place, even 
here on a quiet morning in the gurdwara. There is work to do in the kitchen. 
Pouring chai into steel cups and handing out steel plates to the visiting party. 
We hear kirtan music through the audio-system and streaming into the langar 
hall. Harjeet reprimands some of the young guys in the kitchen to stop cracking 
jokes, as this is not the place to do it. The others exchange looks, but they respect 
him, no doubt. Harjeet has not been for long, but he has an air of independence 
and charisma about him. When we fi nally sit down to talk, I ask him who he 
wanted to introduce to me. He said it is Marina, his new German girlfriend. 
He met her recently, he says, and stayed at her place on the weekend. While we 
sip some more chai he tells me that she works in an offi ce in the banking district. 
He suggests we move to the Punjabi snack bar in the Bahnhofsviertel, where he 
wanted to introduce us. “I cannot bring her here, you know,” he says, “How 
should I explain all of this?!” His eyes move about, scanning the room with all 
the martyr pictures on the walls. I agree to head back with him to the city and 
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see how I can help in translating. But I know he also just wants me to meet his 
new partner. There is a sense of understanding between us about the unlikeli-
hood of the bond between them and the promise it offers. I keep thinking that 
he always surprises me whenever we meet, in some way or another. It feels that 
he knows so much more about this city, the resources it offers, the possibilities of 
encounters, and how to manoeuver from one place to another.  

 A few weeks later, we are sitting in the hallway next to one of the down-
stairs guest rooms in the gurdwara. We have been meeting here on and 
off for almost a year now. As the place gets rather busy on the weekends, 
with members of the Frankfurt Sikh community in attendance, we prefer 
the weekdays and the evenings for having more focused conversations. 
Khushwant is with us today and does some recordings for our documen-
tary. He’s there on the weekends too, teaching second-generation youths 
in Sunday school. Coming here is an opportunity to informally speak to 
young people and to build relationships with several individuals who live 
precarious lives, some under conditions of suspended deportation orders. 
People like Harjeet. In the post-1984 years, the Frankfurt gurdwara has 
emerged as a place of unending negotiation: It is here that the fl uctuating 
political discourses pass, depending on which political party runs the gurd-
wara committee and which lecturers arrive from Punjab to talk about 1984 
and other issues; it is also the site of routine work and religious service 
( langar  and  path ), attended by a changing demographic of the local  san-
gat  (community) and of securing livelihoods among those without secure 
status. Yet, the gurdwara cannot function as a sanctuary in the same way 
as some Christian churches have provided safe haven for refugees. How 
could it, given the regular presence of police and the routine checks and 
unannounced raids?  2   Since the enlisting of some Sikh political groups as 
terrorist organizations in the late 1980s, the gurdwara has been under con-
stant watch over. In recent years, surveillance has focused more on illegal 
migrant workers and a few individuals engaged in human traffi cking. As 
this is the major Sikh gurdwara in Frankfurt, these practices of surveillance 
rub up against the community labor of hosting visitors, giving food and 
shelter, and offering a space for community engagement, congregational 
routines, and refl ecting upon one’s embodied sense of belonging through 
ritual and prayer. It is all of these things that continue to bring us here. 

 In this chapter, I focus on how harsh socioeconomic realities intersect 
with the daily labor of fashioning religious selves. I do so through an induc-
tive method that pays close attention to how we articulate sentiments and 
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use specifi c speech genres in our daily encounters to create conditions for 
refl ection; specifi cally, forms of refl ection that are not already pre-scripted 
by doctrinal content or ideologically charged faith talk.  3   The following 
situation provides us with an initial sense of what I have in mind here: The 
three of us are sitting in the hallways of the gurdwara feeling tired, but 
Harjeet makes it especially apparent through his remarks and jokes that 
he would like to call it a day. He leans against the wall with a look on his 
face of sheer exhaustion but he is determined not to lose his composure or 
his humor in our conversation. He is still wearing his white  kurta pajama  
and the blue vest that I see him wear most days during the cold season. 
Khushwant and I have just returned from a trip to Bobigny, Paris, where 
we attended a protest march organized by European Sikh organizations. A 
lot of things are on our mind, especially the lack of media attention to the 
rally held just weeks before the new French legislation on religious symbols 
in the public. We had spoken previously with Harjeet about this and he 
expressed that wearing the turban was a strong part of how he understands 
his Sikh self. We were also refl ecting on the poster slogans, the claims 
to human rights and allusions to Sikhs fi ghting along allied forces in the 
world wars. We talk about who attended from the Frankfurt gurdwara and 
what we noted as similarities in how affairs were run in Bobigny. In each 
place, we felt that people could clearly identify who was present but were 
evasive about who was responsible for making decisions of how to allocate 
space for guest to the gurdwara. You seize on an opportunity or you don’t. 
That evening in Paris we had lost track of our host during the event and 
ended up spending the night in a dark basement of the building, sleeping 
next to someone who had frostbite on his hands and was wrapped up in 
layers of gray blankets. A turban was loosely wrapped around his forehead. 
“He just arrived,” was all we were told. We talk about these moments, the 
problems the gurdwara committees face in their efforts to provide shelter 
when the issue of illegality arises, all the arrangements made between those 
who were in similar situations and the newcomers, and sometimes the 
indifference one encounters. 

 As we sit thinking about how little we know of their journeys, arriv-
als, and whereabouts in the city, it is these issues (rather than the political 
discourse around religious symbols) that prompts Harjeet’s response. He 
pulls out his diary and starts reading out some Punjabi lyrics. “This is 
something I will never leave behind,” he says as he starts fl ipping through 
the pages. He adds, “I don’t mind leaving my clothes and belonging, but 
I will always take this with me.” In the past year or two, he asked different 
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people he met, Punjabis like him who had a diffi cult time arriving, to tell 
him their favorite couplet, poem, or any line they could remember that 
had stayed with them. He would record them in his booklet, whether in 
Urdu, Hindi, or Punjabi, and make a note about the person and the cir-
cumstance in which they met. He became the record keeper of poems who 
unknowingly undertook dangerous border crossings. Once in a while he 
would also compose his own stanzas. 

  Hai dil de sard, ek sun beneti tu, ishq deh bheti, nikle nah tuk su, vichon vich 
phook chad, baki nah ek lu, par aisi agg ho jis da na ho tu, par aisi agg ho jis 
da na ho tu.  He gestures a meaningful pause .  

 “Didn’t understand?” We must seem perplexed, exchanging looks with 
each other. Harjeet repeats the lines slowly so as to give us an opportunity 
to refl ect:

   Hai dil de sard, ek sun beneti tu, ishq deh bheti, nikle na tuk su.  (He is asking 
his heart to listen to his one plea. Don’t let anyone know about the kind of 
love I feel/suffer.) …  vichon vich phook chad, baki nah ek lu, par aisi agg ho jis 
da na ho tu, par aisi agg ho jis da na ho tu.  Still didn’t understand? 

 “Not quite” we admit. We haven’t yet quite captured this burning feel-
ing, that fi re ( agg ) that is lit when he speaks of the “beloved.” Today, when 
I think about it, I sense him voicing something about the ambivalent state 
of feeling the downside of his existence while falling in love with his new 
girlfriend. It is only in the citational character of his enunciation that this 
becomes possible to imagine. We do not know what journey this poem 
has taken and Harjeet deliberately kept hidden the question of authorship. 
Nor can I know what really prompted him to recite these lines then, given 
all the disappointments, pragmatic decisions, and ongoing struggles that 
occurred in the past as well as all those that lay ahead of him. 

 “That is good enough then.” He is smiling, giving us an exit and con-
tinues looking for a new line. He switches from the Punjabi to the Urdu 
vernacular now:

  Here is another good one:  Kyo udas udas phir te ho sardio ki shaamo me, is 
tara to hota hi hai, is tara ke kamo me.  (Why are you always walking in deep 
sorrow in these gloomy winter nights? Know that it cannot be otherwise as 
long as we do these kinds of work.) 
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 The ambivalence of work and sorrow in this couplet feels very appropri-
ate: precarious work, the uncertain labor of love, and all the illicit things 
one has to do to make it into this country. There is not much more to say 
on a day like this. Sorrow or  udas . How often have we heard this word 
or felt it in a glance or gesture as we met people between hallways on 
their way to the spontaneously assembled sleeping quarters? Harjeet picks 
another Urdu couplet for us:

  And here is this one, it is one of my favorites too:  Nai andaz me mar rahe 
hai, kehte hai hum taraqi kar rahe hai . (We are dying in a new way, and yet 
you say we are advancing.) 

   As the irony invites us, we are laughing this time and almost unable to 
stop, but from the inside it feels like crying too. 

   COMMITMENTS 
 When I introduce precarious diasporas in this chapter, I think about such 
scenes fi rst. I think about emergent life worlds and words that oscillate 
between everydayness, spontaneous articulations, and some couplets kept 
dear to the heart. These lines are composed of a rhythm that is not well 
captured in offi cial manifestations, slogans, and public parades. I think 
about those who, feeling wasted, continue to labor and reach out to 
others even as they are abandoned by loved ones and how they still fi nd 
themselves in a creative process of forging relationships and relatedness 
to the world. We could say that they are forced to do so but they are also 
committed to something that lies elsewhere and that something is not 
simply triggered by the need for well-being in conditions of depravity. I 
am not evoking a metaphysics of substance and religion in reference to 
this elsewhere, but attuning to a tenuous relationship and way of knowing 
the world that struggles with both the politically and socially produced 
materialities one is entangled in and the everyday conditions of practicing 
a religious way of life. Religious routines link up with the other spatiotem-
poral practices that constitute precarious diasporas. I use precariousness in 
this specifi c context to signal a social process that forges subjectivity and 
ethical orientations. Anthropologists have captured this through theories 
of the ethical self-fashioning of the senses (Hirschkind  2006 ) or the links 
between ethics and citizenship as part of a neoliberal reconfi guration of 
liberal societies (Muehlebach  2012 ). These provide important reference 
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points when thinking about modes of Sikh becoming insofar as being part 
of a community requires work on the (virtuous) self. I show this when 
considering the everyday practices through which persons like Harjeet 
forge a connection to others. And we will see how in the fi eld of illegalized 
migration there is a heavy reliance on services offered by NGOs and doc-
tors’ free treatment and prescriptions, which are often necessary for sur-
vival and well-being. Looking through a structural lens, we could surely 
detect a late capitalist morality here in which roles of assuming care and 
compassion accompany indifference or ignorance of the formal structures 
and logics of neoliberal capitalism. While important, this isn’t the focus of 
this chapter. When speaking of subjectivity and ethical orientations in ref-
erence to the specifi c form and dynamic that relationships acquire, I seek 
to situate agency in more subtle ways. Above all, I am interested in the 
imaginary forms through which we grasp experience, articulate awareness, 
demonstrate resilience, and struggle with autonomy. Words, gestures, and 
genres capture some of the precariousness of the situation and they mat-
ter. They do matter because in the ethnographic encounter there often 
is an emerging sense of what we can understand and agree upon as the 
common ground of our relationships, of how we perceive our differences 
and how those differences are constituted, and of how we make sense of 
words and things that we cannot just assume to be transparent. I read the 
poetic voices that I began with for the ways they lend themselves to such 
an emerging sense of subjectivity; that is, for how they become embedded 
in unfolding relationships, giving us a moment to recognize and refl ect, 
assure our mutual existence through laughs and tears, and to inaugurate 
moments where the conversation and the relationship can be taken fur-
ther. I don’t want to be misunderstood here as idealizing the ethnographic 
encounter. I understand that living under precarious conditions entails 
that the very horizon of interpretation and social interactions involves the 
anticipation of both departure and loss and trust and hope. This aware-
ness doesn’t just loom as the unconscious or unacknowledged condition 
of conversations, but is often explicitly referenced in language. 

 Consider the following interaction we had with Harjeet about his par-
ticipation in our research. As we were sensitive in our interviews to issues 
of everyday struggles and hardships around work and status, we also asked 
Harjeet fi rst about his personal insights and his willingness to work with us:

  Harjeet: “I will talk about my personal opinion, There is a reason why some-
one does something. Like when I came to Frankfurt from Limburg today, 
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there was a reason for it. Each person has a way of thinking. That is a per-
sonal thing. And if you want me to talk about that, it will be from a personal 
point of view talking about my conditions only. And it is something else if 
you want me to talk about the fi eld in general, Punjab’s condition, like the 
percentage of Sikhs coming because of all the diffi culties, and how many are 
coming because of other reasons. So what do you want me to talk about?” 

 Us: “First tell us on a general level, what your insights are about the condi-
tions to migrate?” 

 Harjeet: “Do not mind what I am saying, it is my personal opinion about 
coming here. For about the last three years, the Sikh parties here have 
approached me about a dozen times, asking me to join them. Even the good 
leaders have asked that I join their parties. But I personally feel that, being 
a Sikh, this is my own mission, it is my own struggle ( larai ), which I have 
to fi ght myself, alone. There are many things that I have kept to myself. My 
cousins probably don’t even know about this, why all of a sudden I left all 
my work and life there. Even my girlfriend asked me what was the main rea-
son for coming here. ‘What should I think about why you have come? Do 
you really have a problem there?’ Sometimes, when I don’t feel like speaking 
about it, I just stay quiet. You might pose a question that to answer truth-
fully would put me in trouble, so in that case I would not answer because I 
cannot lie. And if you have to answer, then answer truthfully because I do 
not lie. So if a question of yours could cause harm ( nuksan ), I might not be 
able to answer. With regard to turning the tape recorder on or off, I think 
trust is bigger than anything else. When you trust, and you give everything 
you have, then inevitably there can be damage.  4   But one day you will get 
ten times the reward because there is one thing that is in all human beings, 
which makes the whole world work, what sustains our relationships ( nir-
bah ), you can also think of God ( rab ) or if you think different, you can call it 
a system. The one who is running the system, whoever he is, he always does 
justice, when the time is right. And you are the second person maybe, I told 
Marina the fi rst time, she had asked me the same thing. I had told her that 
until now my answer has always been that, ‘I cannot talk about this.’ And 
because you have come into my personal life, later on you might not like me 
being quiet, and I do not lie, so listen to what I have to say carefully if you 
want to hear the story. And it is the same with you that I can live peacefully 
even without having to say anything. There is no pressure on me. Yet I feel 
that since you are going to do a good deed, then maybe I can contribute a 
little bit to it. I will fi nd happiness in this.” 

 We felt in such initial interview settings that the encounter was seen as 
a potential to open horizons, as a possibility of togetherness, of making 
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friendship even, and of understanding the world better and making sense 
of the prevailing situation. Yet, it had to be clearly articulated that wanting 
to know entails a responsibility to respond—one that needed to be framed 
in terms of the possible damage it could do to relationships and one that 
Harjeet knew we could also relate to that broader “system of justice.” We 
had spoken many times before about issues surrounding Sikh institutions 
and Sikh teachings, so he had a level of expectations for us too. This kind 
of refl exivity was indexed in quite different ways after we got to know each 
other better and after having spent many hours in the city, in gurdwara, or 
in the car from Frankfurt to Harjeet’s residence in Limburg, a neighbor-
ing city. For instance, there was a sense of how spatial markers stipulate 
our positionality:

  Harjeet (sitting in the front passenger seat): “Go fast, fast, fast! (laughter)” 
 Khushwant: “I think, he is just in a hurry!” 
 Harjeet: “No, the light would have turned red.” 
 Khushwant: “So?! Now which way do we go?” 
 Harjeet: “I have forgotten. It’s been really long since I came this way.” 
 Khushwant: [in disbelief] “You don’t remember the way? Seriously!” 
  Harjeet, now recognizing where we went , as we looked for a crossing we had 
to take to fi nd the asylum residency: “This way, this way, this way! Brother, 
this is where the  Ausländerbehörde  is (foreigner’s offi ce).” 

 The fact that it was foremost the  Ausländerbehörde  that provided him 
with a sense of direction is especially telling, given that neither of us knew 
about the exact location of the Limburg offi ce but he had to go there 
constantly to get new travel or work permits. Having reached the asylum 
residence, we met Harjeet’s roommate in the doorway:

  Harjeet: “Where are you roaming around? You’re acting like a boss with 
your shirt being open!” 
 Kuldeep: “You know, roaming around hungry! Sat Sri Akal!”  He is greeting us.  
 Us: “Sat Sri Akal ji.” 
 Kuldeep: “Walking around hungry with, no  roti  (bread).” 
 Harjeet: “You cannot go hungry the whole day. Didn’t you go today to 
deliver papers?”  Harjeet indicates that he sells newspapers for a small income.  
 Kuldeep: “I went and then I came to do the dishes.” 
 Harjeet: “I looked for you because I forgot my key in Frankfurt. I hoped 
you would be here.” 
 Kuldeep: “I was here since six in the morning; then I thought of going out, 
instead of staying home.” 
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 Harjeet: “Oh okay, so did the wrestler go to work?” He refers to another, 
heavily built Punjabi who lives with them, which makes us smile. 
 Kuldeep: “Yes he went.” 
 Harjeet: “Ok, so come on up.” 

 The television is still on. A Gurdas Mann song:  Peerd tere jaan di kidan 
sahan ga mein … (The pain of you leaving, how will I bear it?.) We are all 
silent, listening for a moment . 

 These are only two snippets of a tape-recorded conversation but I men-
tion them here as fragments, because it occurs to me now that it was for us 
exactly in such spontaneous situations and remarks that notions of precari-
ousness were articulated, not without a sense of irony for the peculiarity of 
bodily states and the arbitrariness of daily life. Certainly, such encounters 
were responsive to the larger process of political decisions and economic 
realities in which we were all situated, but due to the ongoing fl ow of con-
versation and “hanging out together” the style of referencing becomes 
more ephemeral and the acknowledgment of separation arrives through a 
chance song on television that makes us awkwardly silent and refl ective. The 
question of what it means to stay committed to another required responses 
attuned to the gaps between these everyday situations and the more focused 
“interview sessions” that expanded on specifi c strands of an ongoing con-
versations about how to endure hunger, insecurity, and uncertainty. 

 In  Economies of Abandonment,  Elisabeth Povinelli (2011) poses pre-
cisely the question of how we might imagine alternative social projects 
and ways of life through the capacity to  endure  the structural violences of 
“late liberal modernity.”  5   More specifi cally, she tells us something about 
embodied relationships to place and what she holds to be the more ambiv-
alent question of one’s embodied commitment (ibid. 112) in situations 
in which one is exposed to forms of chronic depravity and suffering. She 
poses these questions in the context of her longstanding ethnographic 
work on indigenous groups in Australia, where neoliberal restructuring 
is enacted through massive economic projects, such as mining, but also 
through the legal and bureaucratic technologies of managing indigenous 
affairs and the state’s politics of recognition. The latter, couched in the 
language of benign intervention, has turned indigenous life into the object 
of the managerial order and made it subject to the regulative norms set 
up by the settler state. At the same time, however, when speaking about 
potentiality and the capacity to endure in contexts of other alternative 

68 M. NIJHAWAN



social and religious movements, she stipulates the question of where to 
locate the ability to endure and the will to persevere. Her work as ethnog-
rapher is placed fi rmly within this specifi c situation. When thinking about 
such endurance, she doesn’t propose heroic acts of resistance. Instead she 
points at a recursive relationship between corporeality and carnality.  6   This 
relationship is meant as a corrective to the current social theoretical trend 
of seeing all material formations in terms of their elasticity or plasticity. 
Povinelli instead wants to speak to and about the embodied dimension 
in a way that accounts for social change and alterity, particularly for those 
who have to struggle in their everyday lives with conditions of fi xation, 
immobilization, precarization, and bodily disintegration.  7   Let me quote a 
paragraph from Povinelli’s third chapter, where she asks:

  To what are we committing ourselves if we commit to a freedom that is the 
undefi ned and undefi nable trajectory of a radical otherwise in our world’s 
scenes of abandonment? This otherwise may lie in shattering the life-world 
in which a person fi nds herself situated, but it also might mean maintaining 
a life-world under constant threat of being saturated by the rhythms and 
meanings of another. The conditions of excess always sit side by side with 
conditions of exhaustion and endurance that put into question the neat cap-
ture of substance by capital and other biopolitical projects and complicates 
the simple ethical investment in the thresholds and transitions of becoming 
within biopolitics. In these situations, to be the same, to be durative, may 
be as emancipatory as to be transitive. To live the present as if it were this 
future demands that a social world learn how to maneuver illegally. Those 
who must hide out within this environment, appearing to be in a time they 
are not even as they must go on heightened alert, because the time they are 
in is a time no one wants to recognize. (p. 130) 

   In the last chapter, I conveyed, referencing Veena Das (2007), the 
importance of thinking about temporality in an effort to show how pre-
carious diasporas are marked by a particular relationship to the past. Here 
I want to explore the durative aspects of spatiotemporal processes, empha-
sizing the embodied dimension of social worlds in which one maintains 
an existence. I see the circumstances of Harjeet and other interlocutors 
as being defi ned precisely by this durative quality. It is expressed through 
many everyday references and idioms. This is discursively overdetermined 
in the language of legal “toleration” and by the sheer inaccessibility to the 
public realm of debating cultural citizenship. 
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 Among my research participants are those who are socialized into the 
ethical universe of Sikh thought and practice through specifi c idioms that 
lean on key philosophical tenets. They articulate commitments to “proj-
ects” and forms of existence that challenge the regulative norms of citizen-
ship, precisely by affi rming something that is as yet undefi ned, existentially 
unstable or perpetually unrealized. As I have so far indicated, this entails 
an explorative stance of meaning-making (hence actively investing such 
idioms with personal signifi cance) after periods of political upheaval and 
personal uprooting, the dimensions of which are not always neatly overlap-
ping. The situation of Harjeet and others whose asylum claims were denied 
tends to be ambivalent. The investment in fi nding stability,  fulfi llment, ori-
entation, a sense of coming to terms with uncertainty is, at once, the result 
of a certain socialization and of the present condition over which there is 
only limited control. It is an ongoing process of responding to what the 
present demands from us; an ongoing struggle of fi nding answers for how 
to live, interpret, and reclaim meanings and to be guided in a religious or 
ethical sense. The next three sections on  sangat  (community),  dukkh  (sor-
row, pain), and  charhdi kala  (resilient ethos) will clarify how such commit-
ments are continuously evolving and changing in situations in which the 
institutional pulse of sociolegal precarization is constantly felt.  

   SANGAT 

    We are in the gurdwara sleeping quarters. You stand in front of the mirror. We 
take a few shots with the camera, people come in and out, doors of the lockers are 
opened and shut again. But you seem calm and focused. I imagine that when 
tying the turban, images of your fi rst dastar bandi ceremonies are somewhere 
present. Maybe you think of a sangat somewhere else, a memory of home. Then, 
in your village, when it marked a coming-of-age moment, a transition into 
adulthood. Something was bestowed upon you that conveyed motherly care and 
fatherly hope; that you will keep the unshorn hair, that your Sikhi stays with you 
wherever you are headed. That you constantly keep Guru’s words on your lips 
and repeat the name. Today Sikh organizations hold special events to promote 
the turban in the diaspora too. Dastar bandi days they are called. And these 
might be unlikely times to do so. How the desires of migration and the forces of 
assimilation lead young men to think otherwise. The mother who feels she has 
lost her son when he turns up with his hair trimmed. The young man on depor-
tation line who fears interrogation upon arrival. The other Sikh men, young 
and old, who take it upon themselves to be labeled terrorist and are often carded 
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by the police when seen in public. All of that I heard in my interviews. I know 
you had your encounters too. We can think about the dastar in terms of nation, 
religion, race, rights, and being human. We can think of fl ying turbans in a 
gurdwara scene. But there is an ordinariness to practices around the turban 
too.   8    Conversations are woven around stretching the thin cotton and choosing 
the right color to match a shirt. To make you look good and create that space 
before the mirror with your hand movements. It creates all kinds of refractions 
in the light of the 60-W light bulb on the ceiling. Refractions in dialogues. It 
is hard to speak clearly with one end of the cotton in your mouth. But then, it 
shapes the bodily space in a peculiar manner too. It is a weaving in and out of 
fabric, and of emotions and of memories. And it is always a preparation for 
possible encounters. There are only so many things you can keep in a few suit-
cases. The material conditions are such that there is only so much to hold on to. 
Your own closet is rather empty.  
  “It would worry you too as soon as you keep on thinking that you have to leave 
them behind,” says Harjeet.  
  “You threw away all your clothes?” we ask.  
  “I had about four pants, a couple of shirts and one jacket. Earlier I used to ask 
the boys at the gurdwara. Whoever came would keep them.”  
  “Tell us about something, brother. How long have you been wearing the turban 
for?” Khushwant asks from behind the camera lens.  
  “I think since 1990”  
  “What was your age then?”  
  “I was in eighth grade. I can’t remember what my age was.”  
  Age is a critical resource in contexts of precarious status. Someone steps in and 
Harjeet, still tying his dastar, asks with his teeth clenched together, the cotton 
sticking out between them, about the other’s destination, the whereabouts of the 
young men that roamed around today in the gurdwara—“they were there in 
the morning, where are they now?” “No idea”, the other says, he hasn’t even a 
clue about his own people, he admits. Khushwant reminds Harjeet about the 
task at hand.  
  “Sometimes you tie it by rotating it, right, and sometimes you don’t?”  
  “Yes.”  
  “What about the last part?”  
  “Sometimes I twist the second thread, sometimes not”  
  “Is it just for the purpose of style or because that end part is not long enough?” 
But that was hardly a question we had to ask, more of an effort to keep the 
conversation going.  
  “No, it just depends on the position of the turban. Whichever way looks nicer”  
  “Is tying a turban something you do for pleasure?”  
  “This is the only work I do for pleasure. All the others, we do to survive.”  
  “What do you mean?”  
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  “The turban I care for, not so much my clothes.”  
  “Why this special care for the turban?”  
  “I cannot say really, but certainly when I do tie it, I want it to look better than 
everyone else’s.”  
  “Is that because it is related to our religion?”  
  “You could say that, but what I heard in my childhood is that it shows our 
pride. This is nothing I do anymore but see, my father used to always bow to it 
in respect, before he would tie it.”  

   Meeting and conversing in situations of sangat conveys a discernibly 
different idea of assembly and togetherness than a more neutral term like 
“community” maybe would. It is about the presence of physical bodies in 
space inasmuch as it is about the adornment of the body and what it signals 
to ourselves and to those around us. The notion of sangat certainly does 
carry historical weight and depth for Sikhs. A sangat would originally form 
around the historical fi gures of the Sikh Gurus, from Nanak in the late 
fi fteenth century to Gobind Singh in the early eighteenth century. This 
memory is relived in the manner in which one organizes activities around 
the Adi Granth (Guru incorporated in the “book”), like the sung repeti-
tion and bringing to life the Guru’s  bani  (speech, hymns). The adorned 
body is part of that process; covering unshorn hair is a particularly sensitive 
topic. Sangats are always evaluated in dimensions other than mere face-to-
face relationships.  9   Thus, when Harjeet ties his turban, he  creates memo-
ries and addresses us others. When he rebukes the approaches by different 
parties at the gurdwara to join their ranks and instead refers to Sikhi as 
his own mission, he does not reject joining a community, but reclaims a 
notion of sangat on the basis of participatory modes that allow him a sense 
of autonomy in this togetherness. In other words, he does not rule out the 
networked social group that forms a sangat, but rather sees his struggle in 
relation to it. It is a community organized around a set of shared values 
and cultural practices that comes to the fore in his colloquial speech. This 
speech, in turn, refl ects the sociospatial aspects of how a particular sangat 
has been formed. Harjeet is someone who I have seen frequently in differ-
ent roles of the sangat and people got to know and respect him precisely 
for who he was in fulfi lling these roles, rather than for any affi liation he 
would be associated with. He had approached me, explaining after that he 
had recognized something in me—something “that must have brought 
you here”. So being in sangat enables you to reach out, to invite, and to 
be surprised. The notion of rigid boundaries that many would certainly 
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like to draw around a core membership visiting the gurdwara is not what 
he and others we interacted with had in mind, though we all were clearly 
aware of the social facts—how such congregations over time do become 
institutionalized and how they exercise a force of their own. 

 When we addressed the role of the sangat in our conversations, Harjeet 
began by deliberating on the specifi c conditions here and elsewhere. 
Drawing on such differences becomes a way of asserting his current posi-
tion, of reassuring himself of the meaningfulness of what he does, be it as 
ordinary an activity as tying the dastar. For the time being, he still had to 
deal with his uncertain status. There are all the lingering doubts about hav-
ing left his mother and siblings behind, as the prospect of contributing to 
livelihood through remittances and other transactions has been curtailed 
by the very conditions of the precariousness he endures: work permits are 
either temporary or not granted for prolonged periods and movement is 
bureaucratically restricted by the visa-issuing offi ce. Thinking about and 
comparing sangat thus becomes a way of arranging memories one carries 
and ordering interpretations of what sounds right or wrong in one’s daily 
conduct. These are refl ections that are triggered by social interactions and 
transactions in the present, where to some extent one feels trapped in 
unhappy circumstances and diffi culties. Harjeet:

There are some real diffi culties here. In Punjab for example, you can go to 
the gurdwara freely or whenever you like. Here the conversation is always 
about legal and illegal. There anyone can come and live with the sangat, 
whether they are from Bihar or Delhi, there is no problem, any Nepali, 
Bangladeshi, Chinese. But here you cannot keep too many in the gurdwara, 
because if you do, then you have to fi gure out who has their papers or not. 

 The circular movement of people, things, and ideas along transnational 
routes becomes an occasion for memories to evolve around personal 
objects, thoughts, and policed trajectories. The social and economic debts 
one has accrued become enmeshed with the processes of forming ethical 
substance. There is the sense of fl uctuation and unpredictability when, for 
instance, I see him active on his cell phone making calls to perhaps secure 
a day job or to make sure the necessary presence of fi ve people assuming 
roles in the religious service is upheld in the morning and evening prayers. 
“It is never the same people who come,” he says, making it also hard to 
establish a pattern of participating sangat members. But the point about 
ethical substance is not merely one of organizing routines, of having as 
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many bodies present as needed for religious ritual; it is rather about hon-
ing one’s own virtues and forming embodied relationship to others. This 
is where a common notion of sangat among Sikhs is affi rmed and where it 
opens itself to what Harjeet has in mind when he speaks about his personal 
memories. It is then also about the transposition of experiences of sangat 
in unlikely places. For Harjeet, this might comprise the daily work in the 
gurdwara kitchen, the informal interactions and transactions in asylum 
homes, and the conversations and exchange of information and support 
that we observed daily occurring between those with precarious status. It 
is through all of these scenarios that a sense of sociality and moral obliga-
tion to the other is maintained and that one becomes refl exive of one’s 
circumstances, projects, and aspirations to belong. 

 For Harjeet, the religious routine of  nitnem  (designated hymns from 
the Adi Granth selected for daily recitation) is at the center of his refl ec-
tions connecting sangat to the formation of an ethical self. The turn 
toward such practice is, in his recollections, directly linked to how ethical 
substance is formed. As he maintains in our conversations his “turn” to 
stick to a daily routine of recitations, that is, to do proper nitnem involves 
a feeling of emancipation.  10   It is relative to roaming around hungry with 
no roti, as one kind of hunger is stilled. But he also expresses a distance 
from the rural spaces that he was socialized in and where he began to real-
ize that something felt wrong in the daily community practices: “Initially,” 
he says, “I didn’t know anything about Sikh religion or the problems our 
people faced, so at that time my nitnem was just to get up in the morn-
ing, say  satnaam waheguru  for some time, then have breakfast, and con-
tinue with my daily chores.” The granthi in his village was “uneducated” 
and not able to keep up the proper daily prayers. I assume that these 
remarks, which I heard often working with various Sikh groups in rural 
Punjab, are reminiscent of reformist discourse. Harjeet did at some point 
join Sikh missionary reading circles and was part of a group that drove 
around in the villages to preach. But his remarks are much more focused 
now on how the socioeconomic and political conditions led to what he 
considers a damaged form of sociality and lived religion after 1984 (he 
was still young in the early 1990s). Placing an emphasis on how the village 
priest “would get up too late in the morning,” that he “would do just 
Japji Sahib, Sukhmani Sahib and Bhog instead of all the proper nitnem” 
or that, at other times and other places that Harjeet visited with friends, 
he would fi nd someone play gurbani from audio cassettes or, instead of 
attending to the Guru Granth Sahib, would care about his own affairs.  11   
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The granthi who seems to lack effort and commitment becomes a meta-
phor in Harjeet’s narrative. This metaphor conveys sentiments of a politi-
cal climate of fear and resignation in Punjab after a decade of suspicion 
against Sikhs. What resonate in his remarks are ideas about corporeality 
and evaluations of embodied practice that are responsive to the changing 
conditions after 1984. This kind of political climate was something that 
also motivated him to leave:

  But now, it hasn’t become much easier. The reality is that whether I sit alone 
and do nitnem or I sit in sangat and do it, I try to do it according to  Nanak 
Nam Chardi Kala, Tere Bhaney Sarbat Da Bhala .  12   

 While he quotes from the concluding line of the Ardas prayer that 
evokes a resilient ethos, the focus is really on the trying part. As we con-
tinue to talk about the issue of where and how to hold nitnem (in solitude 
or with others) and what to expect from it, Harjeet’s thoughts oscillate 
constantly between a sense of how to keep psychic integrity and how to 
perform nitnem with a mind for another:

  Today, whatever we do, we seem to do it just for ourselves. According to what 
Guru says, the self comes only after taking care of everyone else’s well-being 
fi rst. So when I do nitnem it should only have a positive effect for me indi-
rectly, and most of the time I try. But sometimes in a state of worry, I do think 
about my own well-being fi rst and pray to be relieved of the problem before 
even thinking about others. But the principle rule is that, everyone, not only 
oneself—that is, the person who lives with you, you’re neighbour, someone 
from the same village, city, country, or on this earth—we should think about 
the well-being of all beings. 

 We can identify in his remarks on the struggle to get it right an empha-
sis on intentionality, something that other scholars of diasporic religion 
have argued to mark a shift in next generations’ attitude toward religion.  13   
Here, however, intentionality is itself at stake as precariousness becomes 
entangled with keeping up a ritual stance. It signals the fragility of the 
relationship between a specifi c form of sociality and ethical orientation and 
maintaining a sense of stability and routine. Surely, “routine” here should 
not be read as  habitual  repetition of the same. Harjeet speaks about how 
keeping up the nitnem is contingent on the place one stays and the social 
relationships that enable or disable such practice, even if it should be 
otherwise. In the context of living in asylum homes or changing one’s 
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residence and status as one moves along in the citizenship regime, it means 
that the sense of who belongs to one’s sangat constantly changes, as well as 
to whom one should cultivate an ethical orientation. Harjeet only recently 
moved to what he calls a “decent home,” fi nding time to stay with his 
girlfriend in Frankfurt once in a while. He told us about the diffi culties 
of living in larger accommodations with people from all over the world 
gathered together on the same fl oor and sharing the same bathroom. 
They were not allowed to buy their own food initially and received non-
vegetarian dishes. What to eat and how to keep in physical shape to get 
up at four in the morning became important issues. People on the fl oor 
would smoke and drink and those in the adjacent room complained about 
the noise Harjeet would make in the early morning. Upholding nitnem 
here becomes a refl exive practice that is formative of the spatiotemporal 
conditions of precarious diasporas itself. Spatial arrangements of sociolegal 
restrictions and classifi cations, state regulations and surveillance of spaces 
associated with the sangat, and the diffi cult journeys of transit and entry 
all represent processes that interfere and intersect with social and religious 
imaginaries in such circumstances. Moreover, it is a practice through which 
the self-in-migration can evaluate his own pursuits and ways of enduring 
diffi cult situations, even to the extent that one experiences a sense of lost 
reputation:

  When I think about how I was coming here, they would sometimes make us 
sit in the forest for two hours, you know. I would check the time and if it’s 
morning, I would do nitnem. Although there was no way of taking a shower 
or washing my hands, I had the gurbani memorized, so I would just sit on 
the ground there and do path. This would bring peace to my mind and even 
give us some strength, even the people with me. 

 He talks about a situation here that occurred somewhere on his journey 
to Germany when they had to walk for hours in the forest when trying to 
make it across the border. There are pressures by others to get on moving 
but Harjeet, knowing it was a special day in the Sikh calendar (sangrand), 
was fi rm to keep up with the nitnem and did path.

  I started doing the  Barah Maha shabads.   14   They got up one after the other 
and started walking, but no one told me to get up. I glanced once and saw 
them leaving but decided not to leave until the path was completed. Because 
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of the delay, we missed the border patrol by just two minutes, so the danger 
was averted. The others got so happy that, on the way, whenever there was 
drinking water, they would let me have it fi rst. They would always ask me 
what I was doing. And whenever it was time to go, they would wait until I 
had fi nished. That way they knew they would be safe. It had become such a 
good thing in their minds. So they liked it that I did this, because whenever 
I did it, we would not get caught and would not get checked. They felt safe 
this way. And even after coming here, in my fi rst year or two, the routine 
was complete. I would do prayers in the morning and evening. Even in the 
afternoon, during free time, I would do shabad because I am not too fond 
of television. Even back in India, I never watched television. I would do 
shabad and memorize gurbani from the Guru Granth Sahib. Sometimes 
the guys with me would say that I keep on repeating the same thing over 
and over again and they would insist on me going out with them. But this 
is how my nature is; even if I am sitting alone all day, I do not get bored. 
Sometimes it would be hot in the room, and others would tell me to come 
out, but I thought the more I pray in my spare time, the better it is. Pray or 
read or memorize more gurbani. 

 Whereas this last segment produces a certain aura around him that has 
almost a magical quality to it—which he expresses as maneuvering high 
risks but also being bestowed with a sense of knowing how to remain 
unscathed—within the same conversation, he suddenly switches to the 
fragmentary character of practicing path in the current scenario. Here the 
system seems to get cracks and the recognition one received by others 
shifts to a sense of alienation and isolation:

  But now the situation is different. If I am ever at the gurdwara, or when I 
am in the room alone, I use to keep a  gutka  (booklet with the daily prayers) 
with me before but I don’t anymore. I still do nitnem every morning, 
though I do it a bit late. The 4am thing does not happen anymore, but I 
try to do it a 6am. The system here is like that. It would get late going to 
bed at night. Because I don’t have any regular work, I have not been able 
to make it a new routine. It is very hard to keep something going without 
a system. Now, I never know where I am going, Frankfurt or Hoechst or 
Offenbach or Gießen. Where to go to sleep and when to wake up? The 
routine is completely broken now. But still I attempt to do it when I wake 
up in the morning. For example, today I could not complete nitnem. I had 
to go to the doctor, so I did part of it there. Even if I don’t have time to 
sit and do nitnem, I will do it when I’m on the move. Like in the doctor’s 
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offi ce, everybody else was talking but I sat on the chair and did my prayers. 
I would just complete the time that I had left. If there is no one to talk to, 
you can do on the commute. But the evening routine has remained, I intend 
to do path before going to sleep. That has been there since the beginning. 

      DUKKH 

    The Vaisakhi festivities are just a few days behind us, when we agree to meet 
again on a regular work day. It is one of these evenings where people arrive 
from their usual work routines and normally don’t speak too much. In the 
gurdwara kitchen you hear the gas stove burning and the sound of steel hitting 
stone surfaces. Some chatter but it seems subdued. In the adjacent room where 
we sit, the conversations also seem in disarray, unfocused. People come in and 
out, quick exchanges, a quick look to check the drawers. Mattresses are still put 
aside, but you can see the people are about ready to fall asleep. Those tired, tired 
eyes. It’s about time to leave, we think. It is these moments in which Harjeet 
captures our sentiments and makes us think twice through sudden turns in the 
conversation, from the chit-chat with people going in and out to poignant words 
that reveal something. He often makes us laugh. Usually he is on the humorous 
side of things. Tonight he sounds depressed, life feels desolate, it has become too 
exhausting.  
  “It looks like my family has donated me to the gurdwara,” Harjeet says.  
  “Why are you saying this?” we inquire.  
  “There is nothing like Germany here. It might be called Germany, but it is not 
for us.”  
  “You mean, this gurdwara here, so you are still in Punjab and haven’t yet 
reached Germany?”  
  “Yes,” is his short answer.  
  “When will you reach Germany then?”  
  “You know, even as I had to leave my mother, it still hasn’t worked out to leave.”  
  Situations such as this open this distance between you and us. You know how the 
trajectories will be different, how the inequalities remain, how the bodies must 
perform in quite different ways, how the spaces in which we gather might be 
of temporary inconvenience for us and lasting deprivation for you. There is a 
moment of awkward silence. Khushwant’s gaze rests on Harjeet’s hands.  
  “How did this happen?”  
  “Who knows how it happened, why it happened  .”  
  “Since when is it?”  
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  “It’s been about a month.”  
  “Just like that or was there a reason for it? You worked with chemicals or some-
thing? Are you washing the dishes too much here?”  
  “No, I have not done any work of that kind. I have not been able to understand 
why. First, there were only a couple of blisters. I thought maybe something hot 
spilled on me. But then, it showed on both hands.”  
  “What did the doctor say?”  
  “They gave me this lotion and told me to apply it. If it cures, that’s good, other-
wise I might have to go for two days to Krankenhaus (hospital)  ”  

  Harjeet’s way of understanding things. Material things. I have seen him con-
stantly at work with his hands. He doesn’t work in a restaurant like many of the 
undocumented migrants we met. But I see him a lot in the gurdwara kitchen, 
cleaning up dishes in the langar hall, fi xing his bike, typing on the computer in 
the IT cafe, helping out preparing mithai   (sweets) for a delivery, fl ipping over 
pages of his gutka, or writing in his diary, arranging things, spreading sheets, 
tying knots, holding on to things and having to let go again.  

 Sociological studies on migrant illegality and precarious status have 
underscored the need to study the processes of precarization of every-
day lives by challenging common categorizations of illegality and quasi-
legality as these “do not adequately capture the gray areas experienced by 
many migrants” (Gonzales  2011 : 605).  15   Or, as Bernhard et al. ( 2007 ) 
put it, “the question of one’s legal position in the country—and hence 
the question of one’s rights, entitlements, access to services, obligations, 
responsibilities, and so on—cannot always be determined as a strictly 
black-and-white matter. People may shift between statuses, and there are 
a number of grey areas to consider” (ibid. 102). As I have argued in the 
previous sections, such “grey areas” and “gradations of status” (Goldring 
et al. 2009) matter in terms of how we understand everyday social experi-
ences and interactions that are shaped through the inaugurating acts that 
open possibilities to the future and the exclusionary acts that lead to fur-
ther fragmentation and precarization. 

 Yet in the context of new studies on undocumented migration and 
illegalization, far less attention has been paid to the particular languages 
through which the social experience of endured vulnerability and perse-
verance is articulated. With regard to precariousness, paying attention 
to language entails a number of things. I have shown so far that there 
are different idioms through which experiences of prolonged endurance 
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are expressed in ethnographic encounters. This entailed explicit framings 
through referencing ethical concepts or poetic metaphors. In this section, 
I want to look more specifi cally at the interpenetration of everyday dis-
course with legal categories. For migrants with precarious status, the very 
process of language acquisition and translation is overburdened with the 
materiality of language. Court orders, doctor’s certifi cates, police warrants, 
and offi cial notifi cations, which must appear as opaque to the addressee, 
are simultaneously felt to be bestowed with state power to immediately 
impact migrant lives. There are also the spoken promises, phone calls to 
resourceful brokers, references to others in the sangat who might have a 
reputation and can “do something” for those in need. Sometimes, as they 
struggle month by month, there is an embodied sense of being given over 
that comes to the fore and that manifests in the words that are spoken, 
and how they are spoken. Part of what language does here is reinterpret 
the durative present in terms of a “fi ctional non-entry,” as when Harjeet 
articulates his not having arrived in Germany. Such expressions sometimes 
directly lean on the bureaucratic language of capture and policed regula-
tion of the everyday life of those with insecure refugee status. 

 There is an immediate backdrop to the term “fi ctional non-entry” that 
corresponds to a bureaucratic term and procedure set up at the immigration 
center at Frankfurt airport (and other places of containment) and which is 
part of the so-called  bundespolizeiliche Erstbefragung  (police interrogation 
upon arrival). This process determines which procedure is launched upon 
refugee arrival. When asylum seekers whose status and legal identity has 
not yet been checked or decided, they are sometimes taken to do initial 
medical checkups in the city’s hospitals or public health institutions. In the 
biopolitical regime of citizenship, this de facto entry of the country is dealt 
as an extended transit, which means that migrants remain under the cus-
tody of border police. This is an often talked about issue among those with 
precarious status. Harjeet and Gurpreet, whose court cases are still under 
review after having been dismissed initially on the basis of credibility assess-
ments, have also adopted the vocabulary of legal bureaucratic jargon and 
into the Punjabi vernacular. References to  Behörde  (offi ce),  Krankenhaus  
(hospital),  Dolmetscher  (interpreter), or waiting for a  Schein  (certifi cate or 
offi cial document) are always in German, signaling sometimes an ironic 
self-distancing and other times the untranslatability of bureaucratic ter-
minology. Sometimes these terms take on a more Kafkaesque meaning, 
sometimes they signify somatic states, but certainly they enter everyday 
worlds of locality and particularity in rather uncanny ways. 
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 The German expression  Duldung  has various connotations: how much 
pain one can endure ( ich erdulde den Schmerz, auch wenn es weh tut ), to 
what extent we tolerate a particular behavior or presence of an other ( ich 
kann die Gegenwart des Anderen erdulden ), and the duration of residence 
permits the state grants for those who are legally deportable ( die legale 
Kategorie der Duldung, die über die Abschiebung entscheidet ). For those in 
the asylum context with precarious status, all three aspects tend to collide 
and interpenetrate: you are in pain and you cannot convey this pain in the 
mode in which it is expected by others, you are socially tolerated but it 
seems increasingly diffi cult to socialize with others, and you are equipped 
with only temporary legal permits and it becomes a task of survival to get 
them renewed. Ten years is a long time for staying on  Duldung . Until 
recently, refugees were only temporarily allowed to work as the permits 
had to be constantly renewed.  16   Children have the right to go to school, 
but adult refugees spend their days wondering what their future might 
bring. The fear of being deported is like a shadow that follows these 
migrants in every single aspect of doing the chores of everyday life. If you 
go out to buy groceries, maybe you’ll be picked up by the police. The 
psychiatrist resorts to antidepressants to make you sleep and feel at ease, 
but it makes you feel incapacitated. You have a hard time thinking, and it 
is painful to see things in clear perspective. 

 The common reference to such embodied states is dukkh, which in 
Punjabi is an idiom that conveys both pain and suffering, a sense of grief 
and somatic states of existence that are prolonged and thus express some-
thing about how negative social transactions result in embodied states of 
mind. But references to dukkh in the Sikh imagination also evoke a state of 
existence through which subjects acknowledge the idea of Guru’s grace, 
which then becomes a question of acceptance and resilience, of seeking 
explanations in gurbani and of seeking answers and responses to political 
conditions that cause harm, for the teachings of the Sikh Gurus are not 
interpreted by these men as some sort of fatalistic acceptance of their cur-
rent destiny.  17   

 Among the individuals Khushwant and I worked with closely over a 
longer period of time is Gurpreet, who recently moved to Frankfurt, but 
was still in Cologne when we did our fi rst interview. Like Harjeet, his 
asylum case was dismissed and he got temporary permission to stay due 
to his worsening health situation. He has a history of being tortured in 
one of India’s prisons and has a psychiatric report testifying to trauma 
resulting from this. And yet, as the asylum hearings work, the credibility 
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of his case was dismissed by the courts. We met Gurpreet a couple of 
times in the gurdwara and, as the conversation turned to his having to 
see the psychiatrist, we decided to join him there. He needed his certi-
fi cation renewed and it came in handy that we could assist in translating 
and communicating with the doctor. The consultation took only about 
fi fteen or twenty minutes. The psychiatrist said they’re all in a bind too 
about how to treat trauma under these conditions of uncertainty. The 
antidepressants were the only remedy he could offer except writing a new 
report for the courts. He wrote many letters to the bureaucrats. State 
bureaucrats are generally suspicious of these renewed certifi cates. Medical 
reports that are sympathetic to the person but do not offer a detailed 
clinical analysis of symptoms are typically regarded as a form of favoritism 
or in the German jargon:  Gefälligkeitsgutachten . Asylum law requires that 
medical reports are issued by an independent practitioner before someone 
can be legally extradited. There are two aspects to consider: prevailing 
issues with health that a person currently suffers ( Kriterium der inland-
sbezogenen Gesundheitsprobleme ) and a risk assessment of health-related 
issues in the country of origin ( erhebliche Gesundheitsgefä  hrdung  amount-
ing to  Abschiebungshindernisse  according to xx 51, 53 AuslG [foreign 
law]). But what do such criteria mean in a context in which border police 
actively intervened and, as the case of Sunera Ayari in 2004 in Frankfurt 
among many others illuminated, took patients from hospitals to doctors 
who would certify the fi tness for travel, and hence deporatation? In other 
words, health pracitioners would often fi nd themselves in morally and 
politically vexed zones of being either accused as not trustworthy in their 
medical assessments or complicit with the state’s deportation order. 

 After we step out of the psychiatrists’ offi ce, we ask Gurpreet how he 
sees his current condition. He thinks nothing much has changed, as the 
 Behörde  continues to deny him legal entry. He is very tense during the day 
and feels depressed when sitting at home with nothing to do but wait. He 
is constantly considering whether to take medicine or try to stay awake for 
his wife and children. He is complaining about headaches and watery eyes:

  The medicine should help me sleep because sometimes I think too much 
and cannot fall asleep. But after taking the pills, I fall asleep and do not feel 
awake for quite some time, almost up to twelve or fourteen hours. My body 
feels numb. It becomes like a dead body walking. The other medicine is for 
the days when I feel too lazy. Taking that the person becomes more active. 
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He has given me these two. When I tell him that it causes problems, he 
changes it to a different brand. 

 We are walking for a while on a nice and sunny day, and thinking about 
what he has just said. “That’s why you have grey hair now, whereas you 
are actually still young?” Khushwant asks him. “It happens, if you have 
to think constantly,” Gurpreet replies. His  Duldung  is now renewed on a 
monthly basis. It means that he has to get new certifi cation by the psychia-
trist every other month. The expenses were covered before by organiza-
tions such as Caritas, but after the laws were changed and as time went on, 
he also had to pay part of the expenses.  18   It is an irony that part of what 
brought Gurpreet to this kind of impasse is the decision of the  Behörde  
not to issue work permits any longer. As soon as these permits are issued 
continuously for a certain number of years, he would have the legal right 
of residency. For more than three years now he has not worked. For a con-
siderable period of time, he had to stand in line fi ve times a week to get his 
daily social assistance payment and his visa renewed—for just another day:

  Gurpreet: “I do not even have permission to go outside of my  Kreis  (dis-
trict). There’s actually a gurdwara within this district to which we count 
Düsseldorf, but in my case they have expressed in writing that I cannot leave 
the city.” 
 “It is like you are being treated like a criminal who wants to run somewhere,’’ 
Khushwant remarks. 
 “I told them,” says Gurpreet, “that I want to do some volunteer work for 
the sangat, but they didn’t even give me permission for that.” All the letters 
that were sent through lawyers and community representatives were to no 
avail. 
 How many years has it been? “we ask, “and even after having faced so many 
problems, you are still able to take care of the family? You are doing so much 
even after having so many problems. “How do you do this?” 
 “You know that in our religion, you are not supposed to leave your family 
behind. I cannot leave my family and children because of my own problem. 
If I have a personal problem, I can face it and fi ght it, but that does not 
mean I should stop taking care of my family.” 
 “How old are your children?” 
 “The oldest daughter is 12 or 13. The other was born last August.” 
 “And when did your wife come?” 
 “She arrived about four years ago.” 
 “And she gets the same visa as you do?” 
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 “Yes, she and my daughter get the same monthly visas just like me. But my 
younger son (who is born here) gets a visa for four months. They go by their 
own will. The director is up to no good. He does whatever he feels is best. 
He actually said to me that I am the fi rst Indian who he has allowed to stay 
for this long, otherwise he does not let anyone stay for this long.” 
 “He really said this to you?” 
 “Yes! And when I had seen him initially the fi rst thing he did was to end my 
work permit. And I said to him that in my religion, we are to work as long 
as we are able to work with both of our hands and feet. But he said that you 
are here on political stay, so you do not need to work. We will give you food, 
and you eat it, that’s all” 
 “But you still work right?” 
 “No.” 
 “We know you worked for some time, right?” 
 “Yes, I did work before.” 
 “You did pizza delivery” 
 “Yes” 
 “How many years have you been here for now?” 
 “It’s almost ten years.” 
 “Ten years and nothing in return. You know the law they made that who-
ever has been here for so many years and who is able to work …” 
 “But yes, that’s exactly why they stopped giving me permission to work. 
Because if they kept on giving me permission, I would eventually have the 
right to get my papers. So they killed my right. They stopped it.” 

 When living on Duldung, minor transgressions suffi ce to get you in 
trouble. Migrants like Gurpreet might violate the zoning laws of asy-
lum residency, or the bureaucrats may be given a wrong address so they 
don’t fi nd him right away after he is relocated from the asylum homes to 
a social housing unit. Sometimes he has to pretend not to know some of 
his closest relatives, as their legal status might affect his own. Constant 
negotiations and endeavors to try to fi nd some way into legality impact 
well-being, especially for those already traumatized. Whereas there are 
legal mechanism to incorporate those who stay in limbo for too long, such 
regulations can be manipulated as we have seen. Work permits are can-
celled out, deportation slips are issued, even if their enforcement is likely 
to be stopped by medical intervention or through the lawyers’ interven-
tion. Gurpreet told us that he once hurt himself when the police picked 
him up to bring him to the Indian embassy in Bonn. He feared they would 
confi rm his identity and deport him:
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  I have seen how they kill in Punjab and have tolerated things myself. We 
had the bodies to bear it before, but not anymore. I used to play  kabbadi  (a 
popular sport) there before and now I sit around and the body has become 
soft. When they hit us, it will hurt more than before. The way they hit you is 
not normal. No one even hits animals in such a manner. So instead of going 
through that, it is a lot better to kill oneself. 

 He told the policemen in charge that there is a newborn waiting for 
him. He said to them: “We have no milk at home.” 

 Coming out of the grocery store, he needed to get back to his family. He 
claims that the police wouldn’t allow him to do so but instead abandoned 
him when he started hurting himself with the kirpan. He says he was taken 
to hospital after two bystanders found him in distress and called an ambu-
lance. After eight stitches, he was later released, knowing that he could 
not bring forward any charges. He feared that next time they would arrive 
with the entire border enforcement team. Meanwhile, such practices would 
include so-called  Abschiebebeobachter , who are appointed by NGOs and 
who overlook deportation procedures at the airport. This became necessary 
after several dramatic cases of deportees’ deaths received media attention, 
especially the case of a Sudanese refugee named Omar Mohammad Ageeb. 
He died after the border police forced a helmet on him when entering the 
plane and kept him in a compromised position with his hands, feet, and legs 
tied with rubber bands (he was carried that way into the plane) and his head 
pushed to into his legs to stop him from screaming. They kept him there 
until they found he was not breathing anymore.  19   

 Before we left Gurpreet, we wanted to make sure he would be alright 
for the rest of the day. We asked if he had eaten at all but he didn’t feel 
like going anywhere, so we settled for biscuits and tea. We exchanged 
phone numbers again and wanted to make sure to meet in Frankfurt in a 
few weeks time, as soon as his permissions would be issued again. Luckily, 
Gurpreet’s situation changed for the better, although we had expected the 
worst for quite some time. After another year of legal struggles, he fi nally 
got admission and could move his family to Frankfurt, where he started to 
work as a taxi driver. His case demonstrates, however, how somatic states 
can take over to the extent that participation in the most mundane activities 
becomes very diffi cult. This is quite different from the more explorative 
aspect in Harjeet’s narrative where he tended to downplay the signifi cance 
of vulnerability, expressing that he felt his journey was still open to the 
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future. He has this special way of creating new bonds. I wanted to show 
with both examples, however, that in our everyday encounters and con-
versations there is a connection between precarity and ethical substance. 
Such connections are forged through language and everyday practices. 
And sometimes, in the moments when the sangat gathers for a ritual or 
celebration, there might be an occasion to express that transformed rela-
tionship through inherited gestures.

   There is something important about milk when thinking about social relations. 
Milk, yes, signifi es nurture and reproduction, ritual purity and substance, hos-
pitality and well-being. It can also signal poverty and neglect. I have these 
vivid memories from our stays in the south of Delhi, where, like most families 
in the neighborhood, we got the milk from the nearby village and it was Savitri 
the buffalo owner who was in charge and whom we befriended. If the milk 
wouldn’t arrive or was watered down to the extent that you could almost see 
the bottom of the steel jug, we could tell there was something wrong; something 
wrong with the buffaloes or someone ill in the family. We then often sat in the 
village compound with the women chatting, with the two or three mighty ani-
mals standing nearby, chewing grass from two old tin buckets. The cow dung 
was mixed with straw and dried on walls and later burned in the kitchen stove. 
If the milk didn’t arrive in the mornings, raw buffalo milk, it gave an occasion 
for all kinds of conversations about misfortune. We talked about the unfi nished 
walls that surrounded the compound and in close distance you could see the 
huge cranes, omens of the new future and long reality of phased urban develop-
ment. It was when the husband who lays motionless in the dark of the red-brick, 
fl at rooftop, one-room shelter was referred with sarcasm as one who might have 
better died, for most of the earnings again were spent on cheap liqueur.  
  Living in diaspora mothers always make sure there is enough milk in storage. In 
the Frankfurt gurdwara too they keep milk stored in tetra-packs. Pasteurized 
and non-perishable, no raw milk here. It can be stacked easily in the food stor-
age room and that way it is also easier for people to donate packages when they 
visit the gurdwara. On Vaisakhi day, milk is used for large amounts of chai 
and some kheer (rice pudding) that is served due to the special occasion. They 
also need some milk for the nishan sahib ceremony. Every year when the birth 
of the Khalsa is celebrated, the large steel post in front of the gurdwara is low-
ered down to be ceremonially washed and dressed in new saffron robes. There 
is a large gathering in front of the gurdwara. A table is set up adjacent to the 
building where three youngsters play harmonium, tabla and cymbals and sing 
hymns devoted to this occasion. They are assisted by their father. I see them every 
Sunday perform kirtan. Behind them, the large tree carries a sign that says 
“Privatplatz”. I wonder if this is an offi cial sign and what the “private” might 
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signal, as the crowd assembling outside spills onto the sidewalk of Silostrasse. 
Harjeet is among the men of the sangat who walk over to help lower the post and 
carry it over to where the crowd has assembled. Ardas is held fi rst. Everybody 
seems in tune with the recitations, some of the young men glance over to see what 
I do with the camera. The granthi then walks among the crowd to distribute 
prashad. Finally, as more shabads are sung, men and women from the commu-
nity unknot the old drapery and you see countless hands spilling water over it 
until the steel refracts the sunlight in rainbow colours. Shortly after a few steel 
cans arrive, the milk begins to fl ow from them. Harjeet helps to pour it carefully 
so that the entire steel pole is temporarily wrapped in white liquid. And I notice 
a little white shower that dissolves into the ground. Water is poured again and 
only then the new cotton parts are attached and the nishan sahib is put back in 
place. The three kids’ voices go high pitch as the ceremony comes to a close.  
  There is something about milk in the diaspora I keep on thinking. Purifi cation, 
renewal, the sense of nurture, the assurance that your children will be fed.  

  That you can still be with them the next day.  

      CHARHDI KALA 
 When we look at how Harjeet and Gurpreet relate to prevailing ideas of 
ethical conduct in Sikhism, we notice that they invest these ideas with dif-
ferent meanings. Harjeet sees irony in the fact that current circumstances 
push him constantly into situations where he puts his own interest and 
desires fi rst. When we asked him more about the poems he collected, 
he complained, laughing, that we would always ask him these diffi cult 
questions.

Whether I talk about my current situation according to what it says in the 
Sikh teachings ( gurmat ) or in my words will be a completely different story, 
a  gurmukh  (someone who has overcome ego and follows the Sikh Guru’s 
example) is never in a state of sadness. One should always remain in  charhdi 
kala . And these poems I read they refl ect how time passes, sometimes they 
express things that make you revolt inside. So I can only read you their key 
message, not the entire thing. 

 Instead, when Gurpreet contemplates the “self,” it is striking how he 
makes a concession to, on the one hand, a loss of masculinity (having a soft 
body) and, on the other, a loss of capacity (having nowhere to go) both of 
which affect his sense of resilience. Those struggling with precarious status 
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and the sociopolitical conditions of expulsion articulate a sense of becom-
ing that does not simply draw on standing vocabularies of culture, rights, 
and religion, as the very foundations of one’s relationship to others and 
the quests for making oneself at home are constantly rendered vulnerable. 
There is a critical mediating element here. The notion of being resilient 
emerges from within the specifi c encounters that I have described. But 
“resilient ethos” is often explicitly cited in reference to the principle of 
charhdi kala, as we just heard from Harjeet. 

 In this fi nal section, I want to briefl y address such references to the 
art ( kala ) or ethos of being resilient. As the interactions described in this 
chapter unfold in a predominantly male world, the question is how such 
references to charhdi kala relate to a dominant discourse on Sikh masculin-
ity and heroism. I cannot describe this discourse in detail, but it certainly 
matters in the context of post-1984 identity politics and the focus on mili-
tancy and martyrdom.  20   There is also a link in the liturgical context: In the 
Ardas prayer, charhdi kala is evoked precisely in the context of commemo-
rating all the Sikh martyrs, including the ones who died during the events 
of 1984. By including Ravpal’s story here, who is one of Gurpreet’s close 
acquaintances, I shall argue that even among those who unambiguously 
identify as having a “political connection” with the Sikh resistance move-
ment, there is a signifi cant shift in how such ethos is defi ned once we see 
it from the perspective of the everyday struggles with precarious status. It 
also provides us with an opportunity to look at yet another common genre 
of speech in contexts where conversations evolve around fi ling documents 
and writing letters to various adjudicators. This constitutes an activity and 
modality of everyday resistance, but it also triggers particular kinds of con-
versation. This might sound strange, as writing to lawyers, receiving letters 
from doctors, and waiting for letters from the courts is part of the very 
condition that can paralyze the person to an extent that they lose their 
sense of hope and remaining freedom. Yet, there is more to be said about 
precarity and resilience when we consider the kind of connections that are 
being drawn between registers of legal speech and those that might best be 
described as magical. 

 We met Ravpal after receiving a call from Gurpreet who mentioned that 
his friend couldn’t leave the asylum home because he was on a deporta-
tion order. He just had his temporary stay renewed for another month. 
Gurpreet was quite worried about him, so we agreed to go there. His law-
yer was apparently busy, trying to get a court order to halt deportation for 
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a longer period due to the fear of political repercussions and imprisonment 
in India. Ravpal was an active member of one of the Sikh political youth 
organizations back in the 1990s and he explained that, as a result, his name 
is listed. We reached the three-story apartment building of the asylum resi-
dence, a long rectangular block surrounded by trees and a parking lot. The 
rooms were sparse, a bed, table and chairs, a few posters on the wall, two 
suitcases, both of them half-packed, as if to give the temporariness of the 
volatile situation more tangibility. We met Ravpal with short hair and were 
rather shocked. He recently cut his  kes (unshorn hair) . It is safer that way, 
he said, in case they would question him at the Delhi Airport. He wore a 
nice buttoned shirt and had arranged all kinds of materials for us on his 
table. There was a photo album and a documents folder spread open, it 
looked like offi cial letterheads from the courts. We had tea and gossiped 
about the latest news in the sangat. I mentioned the contentious role 
of gurdwara committees and Ravpal explained that this was directly con-
nected to his case’s dismissal. Gurpreet reminded us how there had been 
a scene recently, where people started hitting each other in the gurdwara, 
some even taking out their kirpans. After the police took up the incident, 
Ravpal’s name was reported by the opponent party. He has another case 
upon him now, he mentioned, having us look through some of his legal 
papers. One case impacted the other. The police conveyed to him that, 
unless the other party would drop their accusations, they consider him to 
be a criminal now and that he should be ready for his (deportation) “slip” 
at any time. Ravpal talked about what was discussed on the gurdwara com-
mittee and said that the struggle was about the granthi’s extended term. 
They usually get only a short-term visa and the positions are then taken 
up by someone else. The two parties who sought a settlement had clashed 
during a regular Sunday service. Apparently, the conversation went well at 
fi rst when suddenly a fi ght broke loose, with kirpans pulled and turbans 
being forced off of people’s heads. Ravpal talks about how he held back 
those pulling out their kirpans and how they were able to contain the 
worst from happening. Without knowledge of his intentions, onlookers 
put in a written report to the police that he had been involved. It is this 
report that complicated his own asylum case. 

 I am not mentioning this incident to perpetuate common stereotypes 
about so-called gurdwara brawls nor to take at face value a particular ver-
sion of the events leading to the precarization of Ravpal’s status. But it 
sets the immediate background for how Ravpal rationalizes his actions as 
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a form of resilience and his unwavering trust that some miracle will occur 
to resolve his situation. This resilience for him translates in the meticulous 
documentation of his activities in political exile, which typically comes 
down to photos taken during protest rallies in the pedestrian zone or 
before the Indian embassy. He shows us, letter by letter, his interactions 
with lawyers. He kept on writing letters to the judges directly. Sorting 
through his folder, he takes out a letter he wrote to the administrative 
judge who heard his case and who in that interview conveyed to him that 
his case seemed solid and wondered why he was initially rejected. After 
not hearing any news on a decision for three years, he wrote the judge 
another letter:

  I just made a request to him that said [reads]… “I met you three years back 
and you had told me you would respond in six months and that I could stay 
here. I asked you to please respond.” I actually wrote him two letters. He 
then got annoyed… When I went on protocol [in the court hearing] he 
rejected my case. He asked me only a couple of questions. These were not 
even related to my political status. He asked me really odd questions. For 
example, he asked, “Tell me what type of help you want from us.” I asked 
him, if he just meant myself or if he implied all of us. He then confi rmed 
that he meant the plural. So I said, “We want help from you in the same 
manner that you helped people from Vietnam or Kosovo in the past. We 
want that kind of help from your country!” And that’s when he answered, 
“You can forget about that for the next one hundred years.” Luckily, there 
were people sitting with me there who knew German very well, one of them 
asked the judge to give him two minutes to speak. So he gave him the two 
minutes. My friend asked him that as a judge what type of a relationship he 
has with the government how it is possible he could say such a thing. He 
then gave in, saying “This was not really one of the questions but I ended up 
asking it anyway.” But he continued to ask me a couple of other such ques-
tions. After a while I got a letter that my case had once again been rejected. 

 From there on he kept interacting with his lawyer, who fi nally took his 
case to the European Court in Strasbourg, after which it was reassessed 
by the German federal agency for refugees and asylum seekers and the 
German courts got involved again. At each step of the process, Ravpal 
receives written notice and writes letters, struggling with the material 
consequences of such legal documents, keeping up a fi le with all docu-
mentations, and using all kinds of tactics to avoid receiving a deportation 
slip. Even as he was on his way to pick up a renewal of his visa at the 
 Ausläenderbehörde , he would check back with his lawyer’s offi ce. 
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 In the process of such interactions and the constant endeavor to 
maneuver illegality and deportability, resilience becomes something that 
is almost indistinguishable from a repetition of acts that don’t seem to 
yield any positive result and yet remain the last resort through which one 
could be heard. This necessitates a form of resourcefulness and maneuver-
ability that is neither to be taken for granted, nor do I suggest here that 
it forms a paradigmatic case or way of understanding precarious selves. It 
does, however, point to an area of engagement where the authority con-
veyed in such legal documents and offi cial writings spills over into areas 
where “magical” powers of resourcefulness and the capacity to intervene 
is upheld as a modality to persevere. I want to end this section with part of 
our interaction in which (after we had exhausted all possibilities and docu-
mentations) Ravpal mentions someone who he believes will defend the 
rights of Sikh refugees. I want to consider what kind of qualities that per-
son assumes in his narrative here. He began referring to the person whom 
I will call Buddha Singh here as someone who has lived in the country for 
decades and has adopted a German last name. Buddha Singh doesn’t claim 
himself being a ( amritdhari ) Sikh and thus doesn’t use the name Singh, 
but he is described by Ravpal as one of the most active petitioners and 
 supporters of protest rallies. “He has handed out thousands of papers,” 
he says. “He has written to them about what the minorities in India go 
through, Christians and Muslims etc. So the senior police offi cers had a 
meeting with him. India told them to ban us, but they confi rmed that 
we do not do such things as terrorist activities so we cannot ban them.” 
Ravpal looks up to Buddha Singh for his unbroken spirit; as someone who 
despite his chronic ailments (his disabilities preventing him from work) 
continues in his efforts to document human rights violations and in that 
manner assist those Sikhs claiming refugee status:

  Buddha Singh has all of the records. December 20 is human rights day, so he 
told us to distribute a thousand papers each, wherever we live. Even though 
Buddha Singh has a back problem, he still gave out two thousand papers 
himself that day. We also handed out papers. If fi ve or six of us handed out 
a thousand papers, he alone handed out two thousand. […] Let me tell you 
one more thing. There was a program on television some time ago. Buddha 
Singh said that initially he was doubtful about stories such as that of Baba 
Deep Singh, the warrior who fought with his neck cut off. And the same 
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he used to say about the martyrdom of the Panj Pyare [ the fi ve individuals 
originally selected by Guru Gobind Singh for their willingness to self-sacrifi ce 
to form the nucleus of the Khalsa ] and how they had their heads cut but still 
managed to appear unharmed. But then he mentioned to have watched this 
program on television. In that program they cut a fi sh into pieces and put 
the pieces apart. Slowly, as it suffered and suffered, the fi sh was able attach 
its parts together. Buddha Singh said he called the producers of the show 
and asked how that could be possible. They said it is indeed possible, we did 
a scientifi c experiment. So he found if the fi sh can be restored into one form, 
then God can also attach Baba Deep Singh’s head back. So he can tell you 
quite a lot, Buddha Singh. 

      CONCLUSION 
 A number of scholars have recently underscored the centrality of the non-
dualistic confi guration of the self in Sikh thought (Singh  2003 ,  2014 ; 
Mandair  2009 ). The notion of the “self” is a complicated one, for as com-
mentaries on the key texts in the Guru Granth Sahib such as the  Japji  
(one of Nanak’s key compositions) acknowledge, what prevents “self”-
realization and the experience of “one-ness” are the strivings of the ego 
in both the purely intellectual and material dimensions of the world. 
Activities and attributes that are associated with the ego in its desires to 
draw boundaries between the self and the other and its preoccupation 
with all kinds of repetition in the form of “concepts, rituals, or austerities” 
(Mandair  2009 , 370) in the words of the Sikh Gurus ultimately hinder 
us to realize a state of mind-being that Harjeet meant by using the term 
gurmukh. Paradoxically, argues Arvind Mandair, while in Sikh thought, 
“the ego might be the problem […] the solution to the problem also 
lies in [how we understand] the constitution of the ego” (ibid. 370). He 
goes on to explain the specifi c facets of this ego problem that have been 
addressed by the Sikh Gurus. One aspect is that which causes the separa-
tion or duality when we project qualities on another, whereas one’s own 
cherished qualities “become the basis for normative reality” (ibid. 371). 
He explains this as a psychic mechanism that singles out aspects of the self 
that, as estranged and separated parts, are projected outwards as attributes 
to which we must remain attached (ibid.). This affective process instills a 
norm of what is good, cherished, desired, and thus implicitly leads to a 
self-affi rmation by repetitively “solidifying our experience of the temporal 
world” (ibid.). Both processes are common to the human experience, but 
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are actually rejected if we follow the Sikh Guru’s teachings. I can only 
capture this problematic in rough sketches here, but the reason for men-
tioning it should be evident in my long ethnographic descriptions above. 
How does one struggle with such inherited concepts of ego- loss and the 
non-dualistic self when at the same time the attachment to material reali-
ties and the daily encounter of conditions of estrangements arrive through 
a particular set of forces and social realities from which to renounce one-
self doesn’t seem to be a realistic option? When we deliberated this issue in 
the course of our collaborative work, Khushwant pointed out that this has 
for him too been a diffi cult process. On the meaning of suffering (dukkh) 
it dawned on him all of a sudden, as he refl ected on a well-known verse in 
the Guru Granth Sahib:

  So if you take the hymn “ Rahras dukkh daru, sukkh rog bhiyan ”.  21   So you 
take dukkh, which means pain, it is the actual medicine, and  sukkh , which 
means joy, becomes the illness. Now try to understand this as a normal 
human being, how on earth could they say something so radical? ( Jetzt ver-
such das doch mal zu verstehen als Mensch, wie kommen die darauf, so was 
Krasses zu sagen? ) And how can it be that we, as we pray to God, demand 
something good and to enjoy good health and so forth. So I could ask: 
where they mad as a matter of fact to say something like this? And a lot 
of people—the Gurus and Bhagats confi rm this—people thought that they 
indeed have gone insane. So were they insane or did they understand a 
dimension of reality that we cannot understand? ( Waren sie verrückt oder 
hatten sie eine Dimension, die wir nicht haben? ) I shall say that, because it 
seems that we walk through life in a state of mere intellectual awareness and 
with material interests only. And it was really like that, I had read those lines, 
how often I don’t know, and then all of a sudden it was like: What? Hang 
on! And then I thought “Oh my God!” And these are the moments when 
things change in your life. Since then I cannot pray anymore in the sense 
that I can demand something. I haven’t done that in years. The only thing I 
pray for and this is also what I fi nd are prayers in the Guru Granth Sahib, is 
that I ask for  nam  (knowledge, insight). I like to have  nam,  please give me 
this kind of knowledge. That is the only thing. And now try to convey this 
to the youth here in the gurdwara. It is rather diffi cult. 

 I am mentioning these ideas because, in one form or another, these have 
seeped into the conversations we had with these Sikh men living precari-
ous lives. They evoke a concept of self that actively resists the parameters 
of the consent-driven ethical regimes of modernity, and they try to engage 
in practices of learned spontaneity that defy the biopolitical projects of 
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citizenship and belonging. Whether these are emergent forms of re- 
inhabiting scenes of abandonment and concepts of spirituality that must 
remain under the radar of legal recognition, or the relationship between 
being in sangat and practicing the nitnem under conditions of social and 
legal precarity, each scenario suggests a durative practice that keeps the self 
open to modes of alterity. This self engages with the social and economic 
realities of the world in pragmatic ways without adhering to “narcissistic 
self-love” (Mandair ibid. 377). This is not about utopian counter models, 
nor do I want to gloss over the differences between notions of sacrifi cial 
love (ego-loss) engendered in Mandair’s readings of Nanak and Povinelli’s 
attempt to think love within the framework of immanent critique as she 
distances herself from the sacrifi cial norm of national citizenship.  22   The 
point remains, however, that the being for another in Sikh ethical thought 
engenders the image of a non-dualistic self that requires a durative pres-
ent; not in the sense of an identity that is upheld, but in terms of an aes-
thetic-meditative social practice of other-relatedness that in Mandair’s 
understanding is itself therapeutic. This construction of the self echoes a 
different temporality from that produced by the politico-economic order. 
Whereas some might argue that these different epistemologies are incom-
patible, I have tried to avoid this assumption and open up refl ections on 
Sikh formulations of corporeality through my ethnographic text. By doing 
so, my intention is to contribute to a discussion that takes into account 
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the three axes outlined in Fig.  3.1  below, with which I want to end this 
chapter. However limited, this fi gure serves as a provisional model to cap-
ture precariousness as multidimensional and as open to different modes of 
inquiry and expression.

   The model acknowledges the critique issued within the fi eld of the 
sociology of migration (focusing on social inequality and citizenship 
regimes), yet it opens it up to exploring the sociospatial dimensions of 
precariousness in terms of an indeterminacy and potentiality that is more 
diffi cult to capture and which involves seeing materiality, self-refl exivity, 
and religiosity/spirituality as co-constituted. In other words, when think-
ing of precariousness, I situate interlocutors such as Harjeet somewhere 
between the two scenes captured by Povinelli and Mandair. As sojourners 
who strive to stay committed to the principles of gurmat and of becoming 
gurmukh, their orientations to place and existence carry something into 
their narratives on contemporary forms of exclusion and the specifi c dia-
sporic conditions they face (i.e. the forces that potentially erode the very 
conditions from which creative praxis might originate). The commitment 
to withhold and “stay the same” in such scenes is, as we have learned from 
Povinelli, a diffi cult achievement that requires both an unconscious and 
conscious effort to resist the “rhythms and meanings of another” so as to 
avoid complete fragmentation or the usurpation by powerful normative 
regimes. Povinelli’s idioms of “hiding out” and “manoeuvring illegality” 
are closely related to my own exploration of precarious diasporas, for those 
captured in their commitments to place, space, and religion are always 
engaged in specifi c acts—acts of inaugurating relationships and acts that 
differentiate and subvert the social and political fi eld of belonging.  

                         NOTES 
     1.    This quote appears in  Vita. Life in a Zone of Social Abandonment,  p. 366.   
   2.    I have discussed this briefl y in an earlier paper (Nijhawan  2005 ).   
   3.    See Courtney Bender ( 2003 ) who contextualizes the use of speech genres 

as an alternative way of examining everyday concepts of religion and spiri-
tuality. She looks into how volunteers in a New York community kitchen 
defi ne acceptable ways to reference religion in everyday talk and demon-
strates how the use of genres sets boundaries of acceptable speech but also 
allows participants to expand creatively into new terrains.   

   4.    Harjeet uses the term  nuksan  frequently in this dialogue, but implied differ-
ent meanings. In this last part, it is about damage to relationships, whereas in 
the fi rst part he contemplated on harm that could result from information 
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affecting his own legal status. He also switches between different ethical and 
theological concepts, switching from  rab  (a name for God that is more com-
mon in devotional movements) to terms such as  nirbah  that evoke concepts 
of energizing relations as envisioned in the Sikh Guru’s hymns, to repeating 
English loanwords (“system”) that invite an immanent frame of deliberating 
on ethical responsibility.   

   5.    Povinelli’s (2011) use of “late liberalism” is directly linked to the neoliberal 
project of the “governance of the prior” (ibid. 34). By that she means the 
technologies of sovereignty that are built upon a scheme of cultural recogni-
tion through which settler state violence becomes intelligible and, in the eyes 
of the state, legitimized. Both liberalism and settler colonialism are for her 
diasporic objects too (ibid. 38), which means that rather than there being a 
singular logic of the governance of the prior in the context of settler states, 
there is an uneven dispersal of how these principles have affected those affected 
by land theft, land treaty, and genocide.   

   6.    Corporality is understood by Povinelli as “the discursive construction of 
materiality” or “the arts of material formation” (ibid. 108–109), whereas 
carnality is defi ned as “the unintegrated, errant aspect of materiality” (ibid. 
109) or the spill-over effects that cannot be reintegrated into the order of 
things.   

   7.    Note that Povinelli speaks of the ordinary in ways that distinguishes how 
people are situated in late liberalism so that for some the ordinary becomes 
generalizable, whereas for others it does not. “We can think of the ordi-
nary as the local spacing of eventfulness” (ibid. 133).   

   8.    For a detailed analysis of these everyday dimensions of the Sikh turban, 
see Virinder Kalra ( 2005 ). See also my discussion in the last section of 
Chap.   5    .   

   9.    While journey in this context signifi es the social and political realities of 
migration processes, being a member of a  sangat  also entails, for many, 
being on a spiritual trajectory for which the language of the Sikh Gurus 
offers the concept of the  sat-sang , an emergent sense of a  sangat  that is 
better understood in temporal rather than spatial dimensions (Mandair 
 2009 , 31).   

   10.    For Harjeet this entails taking a bath, then recite  Japji ,  Jap , and the ten 
 savayyas . At sunset, he says, he would always recite  Rahiras  and  Sohila , 
followed by the  Ardas .   

   11.    Offi cially, this is regulated through the Sikh moral code of conduct or Sikh 
Rahit Maryada.   

   12.    This is the closing line of the Ardas prayer. I will have to say more on the 
norm of charhdi kala in the last section.   

   13.    For the German context, see, for example, Bendixsen ( 2009 ) and  Nökel 
( 2002 ).   
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   14.    These are hymns by Guru Arjan Dev that are recited at the  Sangrand , the 
fi rst day of the month in the Sikh calendar.   

   15.    On the issue of illegalization, see Bibler-Coutin (2003) and De Genova 
(2002).   

   16.    Changes to this system are now being discussed as the Syrian refugee crisis 
unfolds.   

   17.    In Sikh thought, the issue is more complicated, as, for instance, shown in 
Guru Nanak’s Malar hymn. Here dukkh seems multilayered, capturing the 
idea of suffering as existential condition, separation from Oneness that 
results from ego desires, and ailments that result from unbalanced mind–
body relationships. For a detailed discussion of the meanings of dukkh in 
Sikh theological interpretations, see Pashaura Singh (1998). My reading in 
this chapter is not oriented toward issues of theodicy.   

   18.    Social welfare organizations such as Arbeiterwohlfahrt (AWO), Diakonie, 
and Caritas all have support systems for undocumented migrants and refu-
gees who are in need.   

   19.    Human rights activist have taken up his case. See for example the 
detailed documentation on   http://www.aamirageeb.de/ageeb/index.
php?~{3ff57a8a10675}    . Last accessed on the Internet July 20, 2015. 
Such cases have led to the  Forum für Abschiebungsbeobachtung  which 
since 2006 consists of a cooperation between federal police and NGOs. 
The NGOs designate individuals (so-called  Abschiebungsbeobachter/
innen ) to observe how deportations are conducted and issue an annual 
report on deportations.   

   20.    I addressed this issue in  Dhadi Darbar  (2006). For further refl ections on 
the use of charhdi kala in the context of the 2012 Wisconsin shooting (Oak 
Creek), see Hundle (2012) and Singh (2013).   

   21.    This is the opening of the  Rahras  prayer, a famous composition of Guru 
Nanak which is part of the daily prayers ( nitnem ).   

   22.    However, note that Mandair is similarly critical of the nationalist norm of 
sacrifi ce that has resurfaced in post 9/11 citizenship discourse (as Povinelli 
also shows).          
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    CHAPTER 4   

            Less attention is given to how and whether law affects religion […]—to 
the actual encounter in courtrooms today between the religious lives of 
ordinary people and the secular legal regimes. How can courts fairly 
assess evidence about religious practice? How can courts determine 
what counts as religious for the many laws all over the world that give 
persons whose actions are religiously motivated special privileges in law? 

 Winnifred Fallers Sullivan (2005),
  The Impossibility of Religious Freedom,  p. 3 

   The reconfi guration of refugee determination procedures has been one 
of the most contentious political issues in recent years. We have noticed 
signifi cant shifts with regard to the bureaucratic technologies through 
which refugee or asylum claims are managed as well as the enhanced bor-
der security practices that are put in place to “stem the tide” of a growing 
international refugee crisis and the staggering number of boat refugees 
drowning in the Mediterranean Sea. This is nowhere more obvious than 
in the context of the unfolding Syrian refugee crisis. In this context, 
Germany’s response has been unprecedented in allowing up to a million 
of refugees to enter the country in 2015. But parallel to the many efforts 
by civil society, we have seen that almost instantaneously the governments’ 
attempt was to further tighten asylum regulations by speeding up fi rst hear-
ings and extending the list of so-called “safe third countries” to facilitate 

 The Radiating Effect of the Asylum Court 
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deportations. The correlation between public responses to refugee crises 
and political attempts to rewrite the meaning of asylum are not new. For 
considerable time now, social scientists have looked into this matter, identi-
fying the political debates on asylum and the bureaucratic process of asylum 
hearings as the “most complex adjudication processes currently performed 
by Western nation-states” (Jacquemet  2013 , 199). The implications of 
refugee adjudication are manifold and have long-term effects on the rela-
tionship between governments, courts, and society. In her recent com-
parison of Canada and Germany’s refugee system, Dagmar Soennecken 
( 2009 ) shows how judiciary power assumes a critical role in this process. 
One could weigh the decisive impact of the courts differently, of course, 
by paying attention either to the decision- and policy-making processes 
themselves or to the broader norm-setting effects of judicial practices on 
a wider variety of social actors. I will have in mind the processes through 
which methods of inquiry, interpretive languages, and normative schemes 
are negotiated and translated between the legal, political, and social fi elds 
with the effect that the practices constituting these fi elds are themselves 
undergoing change.  1   Soennecken argues too that in the context of asylum 
law, the balance between the political and judicial power has shifted over 
time. Asylum legislation is a peculiar case insomuch as there are different 
levels of the legal system involved. In the German context, it is imperative 
to consider the role of the lower (administrative) courts because the large 
bulk of refugee determinations occurs here through the appeal process. 
Even though the higher level courts and constitutional courts (supreme 
courts) are singled out as those having the most decisive impact on legisla-
tive reform in the context of immigration (and religion) internationally, 
Soennecken is correct to point out that the actual practices and impact 
of the lower courts matter even more, as it is in these courtrooms that 
adjudicators, claimants, and various experts and community representatives 
gather routinely to inform (with their judgments and opinions) if and how 
citizenship status will be established or denied. It is in such scenarios where 
we can perhaps best study judicial power in relational terms (ibid. 14). 

Moreover, the lower courts might provide us with more in-depth perspec-
tives into how norm-setting processes around legitimate claims to protection 
and experienced persecution are fashioned. Sociologically, such processes are 
better not read on a case-by-case basis, which is the procedure courts must 
follow. For us it is decisive how political, judicial, and social fi elds are framed 
and become regulative of conduct and practice over time. Soennecken intro-
duces the notion of societal judicialization to conceptualize this broader soci-
etal impact, which can “be measured by an increase in the number of actors 
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attracted to the legal realm or by the degree to which societal actors have 
been transformed (‘judicialized’) by their encounter with law or the courts,” 
(ibid. 17). She further invites us to think about how the relationship between 
discursively deliberated norms and values, political interests that often stand 
in  juxtaposition to the former, and the specifi c legal cultures that rationalize 
judgments are rendered meaningful by the social actors involved. 

 In this chapter, I want to consider one such instance of societal judicializa-
tion that is not addressed in most of the social science literature on asylum and 
which affects the relationship between legal defi nitions of religion and norma-
tive articulations of religion that cross-penetrate into other social domains. 
While diffi cult to show, this is vital when attempting to understand the specifi c 
effects the refugee determination processes have had on the Ahmadiyya com-
munity in the Frankfurt region. This issue is certainly not restricted to the 
German case, but here we can observe how, over a period of three decades, 
the assessment of being a genuine refugee (of being genuinely injured in the 
way defi ned by asylum law) has become intricately linked to the question of 
how to be a genuine Ahmadi (that is of being recognized in one’s religious 
character so that the former becomes intelligible to adjudicators who have to 
decide if or why a higher risk of being persecuted is incurred). My chapter title 
adopts Marc Galanter’s terminology of “radiating effects” to frame this rela-
tionship, for Galanter (1983) was among those who early on emphasized the 
“centrifugal infl uence” of courts; in other words, “the fl ow of infl uence out-
ward from the courts to the wider world of disputing and regulating” (ibid. 
118). Furthermore, he stressed that surrounding even the most authoritative 
norms there is a great deal of indeterminacy and ambiguity as to how they 
impact levels of social practice (ibid. 120). The attribute of radiation thus 
instills a surplus meaning that allows us to problematize the ill effects that 
norm-setting processes in the legal fi eld have on the discursive framing and to 
some extent too the institutionalized forms of religion.  2   

 I am not making a claim about everyday lived religion in this chapter, as 
the ethnography here is situated in the legal realm rather than in spaces of 
the everyday. There will be ample opportunity later in the book to consider 
the interpretive efforts of young Ahmadis and Sikhs to situate themselves 
within the changing parameters of diasporic communities. Yet, it would be 
equally mistaken not to deliberate on the impact of social judicialization 
with respect to such community spaces. If regulatory endowments work in 
direct as well as indirect ways, it can be surely asked how normative ideas 
on religious belief and practice that are certifi ed or invested with authorized 
truth claims in the courts impact other areas of social action. When judges 
deliberate on religious practices in the courtroom, draw on legal guidelines 
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by higher-order rulings, hear witness experts, and use their own cultural 
reasoning to demarcate lines between people’s behavior, they not only pro-
duce legal texts that legitimate status issues but also communicate norms 
and expectations that are heard and responded to by the community. Not 
everyone will be affected by it, but those dependent on this kind of legal 
recognition certainly are. Of course, we could argue that when it comes to 
how religious persecution is assessed in courtrooms, Ahmadi claimants and 
their lawyers might simply use narrative strategies to construct a particular 
religious persona that fi ts the criteria of admission. But my argument here is 
neither about narrative strategies nor about possible cynicism in the asylum 
courts. My focus is rather on how the norm-setting of religion becomes 
institutionalized in the legal fi eld and how this has, over time, not only gen-
erated particular representations of religion proper but also new discursive 
doubts that spill over to the public domain. In this specifi c context, we must 
also ask how such regulatory endowments link up with institutionalized 
practices and normative regulation in areas outside the courts. 

   THE ACTIVIST COURT 
 I want to fi rst provide the reader with some additional historical background 
regarding the specifi c contours on the debate on asylum in the German 
context. In Germany, asylum law carries a specifi c historical burden. Article 
16 of the German  Grundgesetz  (henceforth Art.16GG), which values gen-
erosity over skepticism in the enactment of asylum rights, was a pillar of 
German postwar democratization and one of the foundational laws upon 
which much of the moral legitimacy of the new federal republic was once 
seen to rest. Tellingly, it was not the result of a law imposed by Allied Forces 
but the consequence of a will for atonement that the drafters of the consti-
tution saw as reintroducing dignity into the law (Soennecken  2009 , 121).  3   
Soennecken, however, demonstrates that the growth of judicial power in 
the fi eld of asylum didn’t fl ow directly from this constitutional principle 
itself. In fact, it was fi rst ignored when Germany dealt with millions of dis-
placed ethnic Germans—the so-called  Vertriebenen-Deutsche —in the post-
war period. Ironically, it came into effect only decades later, in the early 
1980s, when the German State was faced with signifi cant refugee popula-
tions from the postcolonial world—that is, people who were visibly and 
racially other and thus challenged prevalent ethnonational concepts of citi-
zenship—and set up administrative procedures that enabled lower courts to 
acquire the role of “activist courts” (ibid. 114). The signifi cance of these 
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courts as  adjudicators and “silent lawmakers” (ibid. 104) occurred in the 
wake of (1) a lack of political vision with regard to de-facto immigration 
under a then-dominant guestworker paradigm and (2) a conspicuous “leg-
islative silence” (ibid. 104) on Germany’s asylum policy, which until the 
major constitutional amendment of Art.16GG in 1996, left it to the judi-
cial system to shape policy surrounding the refugee question. Post-1980 
migrating Ahmadis fell precisely into this period of administrative courts 
acquiring the role of activist courts. They also featured in the two landmark 
cases by the Federal Constitutional Court ( Bundesverfassungsgericht  hence 
BVerfG) at a time when the government attempted to dejudicialize the refu-
gee assessment procedure (ibid. 128) through enhanced bureaucratization 
(abandoning juries, putting in place the single decision-makers as well as the 
governmental representative or  Bundesbeauftragte in Asylangelegenheiten, 
henceforth BBAsyl ). By the time these changes took place, they were already 
outlived by the “judiciary’s (by now) constitutionally entrenched domi-
nance” (ibid. 129) and the administrative courts’ acquired country-specifi c 
expertise in refugee determination.  4   It was partially a consequence of the 
higher courts’ rulings that Ahmadis have been recognized as persecuted 
minority in need of state protection. This didn’t imply that asylum was auto-
matically granted, as these higher courts also specifi ed the conditions under 
which a threat to a person’s safety and integrity was to be assessed, and thus 
again the responsibilities were allocated to the lower courts. I shall come to 
this important issue below. Here I want to confi rm Soennecken’s argument 
that in the judicial fi eld we don’t just see an implementation of pre-existing 
policy but a complex process of a gradual growth of judicial power that is 
largely contingent on specifi c historical arrangements and the local/domes-
tic dynamics through which immigration processes are organized.  5   

 It might be prudent at this part in the introduction to briefl y comment 
on how judges remember this critical juncture of the early 1980s today. In 
the fall of 2008, I conducted a number of in-depth interviews with legal 
adjudicators, among them two senior judges of an administrative court 
in the state of Hessen who, at approaching their retirement, look back at 
several decades of experience in the asylum chamber, with specifi c exper-
tise on the Ahmadi cases.  6   Both Judge A and Judge B consider themselves 
to be liberal humanists who are wary about revisionist political tenden-
cies in the fi eld of refugee rights and who therefore deliberately reclaim 
an activist role for the judiciary. Judge A remembered vividly that when 
he joined the court’s asylum chamber in 1983, fi ve years after the state 
decentralized the asylum  system by appointing decision-makers in the 
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administrative courts, they were “suddenly faced,” he says, with 500–600 
cases of Sikh and Ahmadi asylum seekers per year. This number would 
rise in subsequent years before subsiding to “less conspicuous” numbers 
during the mid-1990s. In procedural terms, the administrative courts 
now consisted of specifi c chambers in which judges presided over asylum 
cases from a particular country. They heard appeal cases, which, because 
of the frequent use of the “manifestly unfounded” category used in fi rst 
hearings, essentially meant they were adjudicating the large majority of 
actual refugee claims.  7   It is here that Soennecken situates the increasing 
role of these courts and the judges as decision-makers. Judge A remem-
bers that when he began his work on Ahmadi asylum cases, it took him 
almost two years to complete the “necessary background research,” a fact 
that he says gradually led to “an intense preoccupation with Ahmadis and 
Ahmadiyyat” beyond his work in the courtroom. I shall come back to this 
issue too. Judge S, now routinely invested in assessing narratives for cred-
ibility and legal validity, became very alert to political processes that he felt 
pre-empted the truth-seeking procedures set up by the legal system itself:

   Panel I:   Und auf einmal kippt dieser Inhalt …  
 A: “Many of them came. I think it was in 1973–74 when the fi rst pogroms 
occurred. At that time, we had asylum seekers in relatively insignifi cant 
numbers. So, generally speaking, and this was refl ected in public opinion, we 
don’t yet see the same level of resistance compared to the early 1980s when 
much larger numbers arrive. I have mentioned Sikhs, but here is an addi-
tional factor to consider: they are also people with dark skin! Well, that was 
… ( he now paraphrases )  ‘Völlige Überfremdung ’ (complete foreignization) 
They are not only dark-skinned, they also have a strange belief and show such 
levels of commitment to it!’ We then had the fi rst political disputes erupt, 
including all these etymological inventions ( etymologische Neuschöpfungen ). 
I remember a research project they did in Nordrhein-Westfalen—there is 
also a book which I could show you at the archive ( Dokumentationsstelle ) 
at the administrative court—they found out that the term ‘ Asylant ’ … are 
you aware of that? … The term was invented in the 1970s. ( He then refers to 
how over time it got entrenched in public discourse with a completely negative 
connotation ). You now associate it with  Spekulant  (bidder),  Demonstrant  
(protestor), everything that sounds negative. Asylant! This is not how it 
actually should be … think about Asylum law,  Grundgesetz  article 16, which 
the fathers of the constitution have intended, as a conscious response to 
 historical experience: ( paraphrases again ) ‘... who in the future seeks refuge 
from persecution...’—this person is welcome in Germany, right!?” 
 M: “Sure.” 
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 A: “And all of a sudden this idea of asylum, this positive meaning, as a conse-
quence of the term Asylant, has been turned inside out to signify something 
completely negative. ‘Wirtschaftsasylant’ is even …” 
 M: “Economic migrant is what you are saying …” 
 A: “That is even worse! So this was added and measured against that, it was 
a diffi cult situation. I must say that until today this hasn’t become easier.” 

 Judge A’s upfront dismissal of the vernacularization of  Asylant  refl ects 
how he and other judges may perceive themselves as protectors of con-
stitutional rights in the face of political changes that render human rights 
relative to opportunistic projects and to a political rhetoric that rational-
izes the intention to curb immigration as “the only way” to contain right- 
wing protest movements. Noticeably we are hearing the same calls today 
from the populist right and conservative politicians (in Bavaria) who want 
an end to refugee admissions and a constitutional change of asylum law.  8   
Seen from the perspective of the judiciary then, such a revaluation of the 
“truth of asylum” (Fassin  2013 ) is both laudable and can also be under-
stood as affi rmative of the substance of asylum as historically manifest in 
specifi c institutionalized forms and practices.  9   

 However, while I acknowledge the revalued position of the activist 
judge adjudicating asylum seekers, my interest lies elsewhere. Since I have 
just indicated that administrative courts have been exclusively focused on 
specifi c cases from one single region, in the case of the Pakistan chamber 
of the court, it happens to be Ahmadi claims, the question of judicial 
power must be looked at in relation to this specialization. The judges’ 
role is not adequately addressed by mere reference to the court’s defi -
ant stance that is captured in the fi rst panel. Here we have a courtroom 
that over decades has functioned as meeting ground for community and 
state, not just the literal fact of individual claimants meeting judges. As my 
subsequent panels show, there are a whole range of normative messages 
directed at the community writ large. Furthermore, the case of adjudicat-
ing Ahmadis as having been subjected to religious persecution necessar-
ily invokes assessments and cultural translations of the inherent religious 
character of an entire community claiming protection. This is where I 
want to shift the attention: We can see that over a longer period of time, 
the court’s centrifugal impact is felt in the arena of institutional religion 
and in public discourses on social integration and religious otherness. 

 There is a specifi c local dynamic to the Rhein-Main region here too, 
which might look counterintuitive to what otherwise is observed as the 
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hostile atmosphere in such courtrooms. For it could be argued that the 
mainly favorable treatment of Ahmadis over the years at this administrative 
court has helped to generate a community that is now fi rmly embedded 
in this province’s multicultural landscape. Although I could not acquire 
the exact fi gures, there is no doubt that the demographic of the Jamat in 
the Frankfurt region is disproportionally high in admitted refugees from 
Pakistan. This has also forged a public image that for considerable time 
looked at the community as consisting mainly of refugees. As a conse-
quence of the continuing refugee assessment process, the Jamat gradually 
grew into a role of being a partner to the courts by providing membership 
certifi cation, as I shall show, but also as it signaled in the legal sphere its 
ambition to become a model minority of obedient citizens. Members of 
the community today also serve as interpreters and lawyers. They have 
been engaged in a process in which not only the validity of asylum claims 
is repeatedly under review, but rather also dominant ideas about the nor-
malcy of culture and religion are being redefi ned. This issue is easily over-
looked in studies dealing with the refugee system and asylum law. I don’t 
mean to say that researchers have been oblivious to the issue of religious 
persecution or that they have overlooked the fact that the determination 
of religious identity matters in assessments of credibility. Yet, there is a 
more signifi cant story to be told when we consider how categories of reli-
gion become judicialized. 

 I have organized my discussion under three separate rubrics. I begin by 
looking at the problem of credibility in asylum claims and elaborate how 
judges, “as fi nal arbiters of credibility” (Good  2013 ) approach the ambi-
guity of verifi cation practices and the question of validation (Habermas 
 1992 ). Credibility is probably the most commonly referenced topic in 
recent anthropological studies, which can be consulted for comparative 
insights. I am specifi cally interested in the role of intuitive knowledge and 
the use of “imagined identifi cations” (Kelly  2012 , 764) that invest credi-
bility assessments with both skepticism (what adjudicators often articulate) 
and legitimacy (what the state and judiciary want to establish). My second 
section moves from the tensions that operate at the level of individual 
credibility assessments to the role of “cultural background knowledge” in 
asylum hearings. Here, we encounter a profound translation problem, for 
it is through specifi c rationalizations of religious and cultural difference 
that those seeking refuge are assessed. The tendency is to make individual 
motivations transparent, yet claimants are also exposed as cultural oth-
ers in this process, lacking certain traits to make them fi t the normative 
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parameters of German secularism. As the secular underwriting of judicial 
power is now widely debated in the literature, my third section examines 
how, within refugee legislation in international and domestic realms, a 
particular interpretation of Ahmadi religiosity (or, more precisely, Ahmadi 
religious character) is established. Judges not only put credibility on trial 
and establish narratives as legal fact but also continuously write the mean-
ings of religion and religiosity into legal texts. I am interested here in 
how to understand this process from two angles. First, as Fassin notes 
in regard to the recognition of physical trauma in the asylum courts, we 
have recently witnessed a “reconfi guration of the perimeter of persecution 
to include the intimate,” which is most obvious in the importance given 
to psychiatric documents certifying post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
and the role played by expert witnesses, such as anthropologists, speaking 
about atrocities in war-torn countries (see also Good  2013 ). I argue that 
a parallel process occurs in respect to religiosity, which (not quite unlike 
trauma) is assessed in the courts as an opaque state, entirely subjective 
and yet paradoxically in need of certainty for the legal process of grant-
ing Ahmadis asylum (based on religious persecution) to make sense. It 
becomes imperative for the courts to defi ne what counts as normalcy in 
religious terms and especially so when particular identities bear the mark 
of either too little or too much of such religion in the current immigration 
discourse.  

   THE THRESHOLD OF CREDIBILITY 
 There is little doubt among those working on asylum law that credibil-
ity assessments, for better or worse, have formed the core of the judicial 
process. The language of credibility has become pervasive not only in the 
courtroom but also in the public at large, be it in response to represen-
tations of mass migration and boat people or in respect to accounts of 
forged narratives of persecution that, as argued by Fassin ( 2013 , 50–52), 
have elicited a generalized image of deep suspicion that intersects with the 
culture of suspicion in state bureaucracies.  10   As Inderpal Grewal (2005, 
159) has demonstrated for the American context, the human rights dis-
course that frames refugee movements in images of crisis is itself part 
of a technology of power that instrumentalizes images of gendered and 
racialized otherness in refugee adjudication processes in ways that estab-
lish a hiearchy between forms of suffering. In hearings in which trauma 
becomes the essential focus, the judges’ problem of dealing with the 
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“known unknowns” has acquired some attention (Kelly  2012 , 765), and 
scholars have looked at the broader implications of the certifi cation and 
narrativization of endured suffering (Fassin and d’Halluin  2007 ; Fassin 
and Rechtman  2009 ; McKinney  2007 ). In international contexts of adju-
dicating refugee claims, the reference to such credibility assessments (also 
known as “refugee status determination” or RSD) is particularly con-
tentious. Kagan ( 2010 ) shows that in scenarios of religious persecution, 
courts engage in RSD to make categorical distinctions between legiti-
mate refugees and so-called religious impostors. As he further deliberates, 
“when asylum adjudicators set out to decide whether to accept such refu-
gee claims, they can quickly fi nd themselves administering a process akin 
to a religious trial” (ibid. 1181).  11   Even if such trials wouldn’t hinge on 
a claimant’s stated subjective belief but instead focus on ‘internal coher-
ence,’ credibility matters because whatever hovers as ‘remaining doubts’ 
often leads to dismissal. Because of the fact that credibility assessments 
(once established in fi rst hearings) are treated as matters of legal fact in the 
appeal courts, they are usually “not subject to rigorous appellative review” 
(ibid. 1184). Such hearings are in the German context administered 
by the  Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge  (henceforth BAMFl). 
Considering the many factors that constrain the reliability of legal pro-
cesses, those involved in asylum hearings are faced with a high degree 
of arbitrariness and with contradictory decisions insofar as favorable out-
comes are contingent not only on the inquisitive strategies deployed by 
the adjudicators but also on the fl aws and errors in the bureaucracies them-
selves. As Bohmer and Shuman (2007a) aptly put it, “contradiction is at 
the root of the production of ignorance” in asylum hearings, (ibid. 603), 
which they consider to be built not on actual fact- fi nding procedures but 
on interrogation techniques with the sole intention to deter “unworthy 
applicants” (ibid. 604).  12   Factoring in the broader institutional parameters 
that structure these assessments and the amount of discretion given to fi rst 
decision-makers, it becomes almost inevitable that assessments of cred-
ibility and sincerity form epistemologically and morally vexed grounds of 
decision-making.  13   

 Judge B recognizes credibility as a major problem.  14   He rationalizes 
the judges’ position in ways that are not too different from the points 
that I have just mentioned. Responding to my question regarding how 
he would defend the exceptionally generous handling of asylum cases in 
his own chamber, he fi rst of all points to the matter of credibility and 
how he and his colleagues, after detailed interviewing and fact checking, 
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would often “give the claimant the benefi t of doubt.” Though he admits 
a degree of naïveté in some such instances of credibility checks, he feels 
his generosity is morally justifi ed in preventing unjust deportations. The 
diffi culty is, he explains, how to establish the exact threshold where “an 
asylum-relevant level” of persecution is reached, which can be looked at 
very differently. He quotes other judges to distinguish from cases that “are 
so terrible, that it has crossed the threshold” whereas others are assessed 
“as just not yet as bad”. He further deliberates, “if you now consider that, 
and here we see the relevance of the credibility problem, you can either 
believe what had happened or maybe the story is true but it is presented in 
slightly exaggerated form, maybe he has been hit but he says he has been 
hit unconscious. There are important differences here to consider!” What 
hovers in the background is (in the German legal jargon) called “ gestei-
gertes Hervorbringen ,” or exaggerated accounts. Judge B also mentions 
the role of “background knowledge” but feels that overall, it is mainly a 
matter of the judge’s “personality”: “Maybe some are focused on their 
career and implicitly want to carry decisions that are supportive of the 
state. Then we have to consider the predisposition of how you relate to 
foreigners, how you assess the importance of religion and what you think 
could be expected of people coming from third world countries. All of this 
informs credibility assessments.” 

 We see in this short deliberation the importance paid to credibility assess-
ments. Depending on how the judges interpret the case—for instance, as 
cumulative acts of discrimination fulfi lling the criteria of human rights 
violations or as “immediate” versus “indirect persecution”—we might get 
a completely different outcome in the fi nal ruling.  15   Both judges point out 
that while their own jurisprudence would be principally guided by a nor-
mative evaluation of Art.16GG and thus the moral obligation to uphold 
the right to asylum, they had to adjust pragmatically to changing politi-
cal circumstances. For instance, they mention how they refashioned their 
interview techniques to fi t the new rulings by upper-level courts, espe-
cially the BVerfG 1994 decision to withdraw the status of group persecu-
tion for Ahmadis. Political pressure by the government to dissuade courts 
from implementing such statutes of group persecution was undeniably 
also a factor. Judge A points out that the representative for the German 
State in asylum hearings ( Bundesbeauftragte ) was routinely appealing the 
chambers decisions, whenever he would suspect group persecution to be 
the grounds for admission. This is notwithstanding the fact that accord-
ing to the UN human rights conventions, Ahmadis clearly fulfi ll several 
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 criteria that would justify such group-based claims.  16   However, as Judge B 
explains, in his chamber they never adopted this guideline of granting or 
withholding group persecution status and instead consistently assessed the 
risk potential in individual cases, even if that slowed down the process 
considerably. He asserts that, “we still did the work, because the bottom 
line is, it is the better thing to do. It is also a problem, if you assume group 
persecution and you reach a positive decision, there is always the danger 
that at some later stage there are rescission cases and then you tell people: 
‘That was it!  Chapeau !’” In a similar vein, Judge A looks at the role of the 
judge to probe an appellant’s narrative to a point where it would lead to 
emotional responses and gives us insight into how protocol technique is 
used to bolster each decision against appeal cases.

   Panel II:   Da frag ich was die denn da erlebt haben und ich kenn ja dann 
auch die Verhaltensmuster …  
 A: “Whereas our chamber was considered a focus for admission 
( Anerkennungsschwerpunkt ), at other places they got their rejection certifi -
cate handed out. Why is that? Because of our meticulous protocol, which 
is very time-consuming. You need two hours for it to be translated and 
verifi ed with the claimant. It takes two hours! But now, this background 
knowledge is also essential, as the claimant’s educational standard is not 
as good. He cannot really express himself. He doesn’t even know what to 
say. He might for instance say: ‘I was insulted’! So now I can ask, using my 
background knowledge ‘what exactly have you experienced there?’ And of 
course I know the behavioral patterns, I know where the dangers are situ-
ated in this behavior. That I shall ask, and then I record this in the protocol. 
On the basis of this knowledge, they, and I mean the lawyers in particular; 
they become more or less dispensable. There is nothing left for them to say. 
I sometimes say that they don’t even have to be here, so you will not be 
cheated!” (laughs) 
 M: “That has answered…” 
 A: “Well, but this is not to be taken for granted! I could also take the easy 
path and ask: So what happened? Then I put it down literally. ‘Would you 
want to add anything?’” 
 M: “That is how it is typically conveyed?” 
 A: “Most of the times.” 
 M: “Well, that was it for the claimant.” 
 A: “Yes.” 
 M: “So it means that during these times, a lot of Ahmadis were deported. 
I mean, if we look at the other courts, where asylum was not granted …” 
 A: “Certainly, certainly… If they have ever admitted an Ahmadi, for example 
in Koblenz or … I’m sure you’re interested in this as a sociologist, right? …
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Well, they are very catholic there and sensitive to more foreigners arriving 
( also die sind katholisch da und überfremdungs-sensibler oder empfi ndlicher ). 
They don’t need any intruders or competition and the like. This can be 
felt in the judicial corpus at the level of the administrative court or even 
the higher level administrative court ( Oberverwaltungsgericht  or  OVerwG ). 
That can be clearly felt!” 

 Judge A’s remarks suggest that credibility assessments depend on interview 
and protocol technique as well as on the judge’s willingness and capacity 
to grant an appellant the opportunity to provide as much contextual detail 
(through follow-up questions when deemed necessary) to bolster up a 
claim. But I show in this panel too that by transforming utterances to text, 
the judge extracts speech fragments to reformulate them within an autho-
rizing discourse and, as a result, certain meanings of events and actions 
that are inscribed in the accounts of Ahmadi asylum seekers are validated. 
This works to the benefi t of the claimant, as Judge A proudly remarks 
that their chamber is considered to be generously admitting Ahmadis. 
Based on the stance taken here, judges are able to overlook the inad-
equacy of descriptions or the discrepancies in linguistic competency and 
recognize cultural barriers and educational “defi cits.” Other studies I have 
cited show that such discretion, in the majority of cases, is not used to the 
benefi t of the claimant. 

 Linguistic anthropologists have looked at asylum hearings as spaces of 
meaning-making that Jacquement (2013) appropriately terms “transidi-
omatic environments” designed to deal with “deterritorialized speakers 
and their multiple languages” (ibid. 203). The work of language in these 
spaces needs to be studied carefully, as the speech acts performed and the 
“semiotic ideologies” (Keane 2007) that link speech acts to the substance 
of truth (here: of asylum) are of profound consequence especially in con-
texts where decision-makers characteristically lack linguistic and cultural 
competency and thus operate in a fi eld of vague assumptions and prob-
lematic translations. There is a wide range of denotational and indexical 
practices through which speaking subjects are rendered credible and cul-
turally intelligible in asylum courts. Jan Blommaert, for example, shows 
this in a case study of Rwandan refugees. Qualities such as multilingual 
competency that attest to a social biography of multiple migrations and 
having inhabited fl uid borders spaces is, in the courtroom, judged from a 
standard of normed nation-ness. Heterodox articulations of identity here 
become “indexical of certain political and historical positions, defi ned 
from within the synchronic universe of meanings, social categories, and 
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attributive patterns in which his interlocutors operated” (Blommaert 
 2009 , 416). Such legal categorization of subjects seeking refugee status as 
either “in or outside normalcy” (ibid. 421) is certainly crucial for anthro-
pologists to pay attention to, as it attests to the way in which foundational 
categories of culture, (language) community, and social practice are deci-
phered and validated. In cases of trauma, including rape trauma, we also 
fi nd that the judges’ rationalization of culture expresses a profound sense 
of unease when having to make calls based on a high degree of intuition. 
When I ask Judge B, in the panel below, about a specifi c example of how 
he assesses credibility, he refers to a case in which an Ahmadi woman had 
been abducted. The question he was confronted with was how to verify 
this particular story of abduction and possible rape:

   Panel III:   Aber das ist das subjektive Feeling unseres üeberzeugungsbil-
denden Systems…  
 B: “You know, we often have the fantasy that a woman has immense prob-
lems, to say that. Very often, they didn’t even say anything. You would hear 
them say ‘He has taken away my honor’ or what have you, but this is always 
a malleable concept. Earlier, some asylum seekers have put themselves in 
trouble, especially women, because they didn’t take the courage to name 
it. I think it has certainly led to understatements because they felt ashamed. 
Although I always tried to convey that they would undermine their asylum 
claim if they belittle their experiences. So I have seen cases when they said, 
‘well they ripped off my headscarf’, and then a German judge would say, 
they shouldn’t feign abuse ( ja sie sollen sich mal nicht so haben, so schlimm ist 
das ja nicht ).” 
 M: “Yes, but what was actually said?” 
 B: “If, however, it was not just the headscarf that was pulled, but other 
things happened ( sondern heftigere Dinge passiert sind ) the case would be 
quite different ( dann sieht die Kiste schon anders aus ). So, on the one hand, 
understatement is a problem, even on the parts of men. Some maybe show 
a scar or whatever, and this could have happened any time, maybe they had 
an accident. That is a question, whether I believe that or not. And we are 
actually not professionally trained in making such assessments. At least in my 
generation, we have got nothing, not like the judges in criminal law who, 
as part of their vocational training, learn how to assess the credibility of the 
accused and of witnesses. We don’t have that. We can of course take part in 
such training sessions, I also did, but that doesn’t replace a solid training of 
how you assess credibility.” 
 M: “Yes …” 
 B: “That will say …” 
 M: “Actually you would always need a psychologist in the court room …” 
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 B: “Yes, in theory, exactly! A credibility psychologist! And I think the major-
ity of different decisions taken are founded upon this dilemma. In my eyes, 
there are judges who, because of their predisposition, have a certain antipa-
thy against foreigners and then of course scrutinize everything and believe 
nothing whereas others maybe just believe everything. I can recall a female 
colleague, who is not at this court anymore. I almost said, (laughs) “she 
fl ed from us grumbling and swearing” ( ich hätte jetzt beinahe gesagt sie ist 
Schimpf und Schande hier von Dannen gefl üchtet ); […] You could tell her 
whatever you wanted, she didn’t believe a word! And maybe some would 
consider me to be too generous in my judgment. But my tendency, I always 
said before something bad happens, I’d rather accept 99 too many than one 
too less. And moreover, if the federal state, the government, doesn’t like it, 
they can of course put this before the appeal court ( kann sie ja Rechtsmittel 
einlegen ). They also did so initially, but they always lost. And …” (pauses) 
 M: “Yes?” 
 B: “Yes, yes. Not a single appeal case was successful. And then they gave up 
at some point.” 
 M: “I see!” 
 B: “And that is why all the decisions are, meanwhile, legally binding. So … 
but of course I am conscious about the fact, we all are, that this is a very 
major problem. We can try with a little bit of interrogative questioning, cor-
relating data or whatever, to check if it can be correct how he describes it, 
but this can lead to yet other problems. For instance, I have a hard time to 
order memories in correct chronological order. So, if you were to ask me, 
where I was doing holidays three years ago, I would easily miss one year.” 
 M: “Yes, certainly.” 
 B: “Yes, and I would have to think hard where I was. Unfortunately there 
are judges, I even knew one personally, if someone said that, ‘Three years 
ago I was ten days imprisoned,’ and later he claims that he was twelve days 
in prison two-and-a-half years ago, then this judge will see this asylum seeker 
as not credible, because of these contradictory claims.” 
 M: “Well, but that can’t be …” 
 B: “… and yet another says, so I would say, “He has specifi ed his previous 
statement”, whatever, because I know myself how easily one forgets …” 
 M: “… exactly …” 
 B: “But that is the subjective feeling ( Aber das ist das subjektive Feeling ), of 
our, how do you say?  Überzeugungsbildendes System ! How we are persuaded.” 
 M: “Obviously, and you need to judge according to the situation …” 
 B: “Yes and so you need … we are more or less exposed to what they tell us. 
There is no denying this fact ( mehr oder weniger sind wir dem ausgeliefert, was 
die erzählen—soll man gar nicht drum rum reden .) And, as I said, you can at 
best try to check a little bit and see if everything fi ts together. And when it fi ts 
together, we have no other choice than to take what they say for the truth.” 
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 This panel ties in neatly with other researchers’ accounts of how decisions 
in the asylum hearings are often contingent on personal conviction (see 
also Fassin  2013 , 55). How should we read this sense of profound unease 
when “gut feeling” (intuition) has to be admitted? It is clear that some of 
the defi ning parameters of asylum hearings as currently practiced stand in 
clear opposition to the ideal-type, evidence-based procedure of the law. 
Getting access to objective facts is notoriously diffi cult. Its inherent insta-
bility seems to also result from the tension between norm- setting prac-
tices and what Judge B refers to as ideological persuasion.  17   This emphasis 
on persuasion points beyond political ideologies, even though there is 
little doubt that contestations between such ideologies are real and mat-
ter in the legal fi eld as well. However, in the context discussed here, the 
judge articulates a more profound unease, something that has to do with 
the performative dimension of these court hearings and, implicitly, with 
the structure of judgments in asylum courts as such. Werner Hamacher’s 
(2006, 678) philosophical argument with respect to the concept of human 
rights evokes this as a foundational crisis in law. Here, a crisis of judg-
ment becomes manifest in the realization that the specifi c remoteness of 
lifeworlds that judges have to assume in their own reasoning (and which 
implicitly they have to translate into codifi ed right when making cred-
ibility assessments) produces doubts in the kind of justice being served. It 
further undermines confi dence in the authority exercised and emerges as 
nagging doubt for the judge arguing from a value-rational position. He 
fi nds himself in a conundrum—perhaps not a moral conundrum per se 
(as he can preserve moral integrity by granting the claimant the benefi t 
of doubt) but a conundrum that points to the very premises (possibilities 
and impossibilities) of adjudicating (asylum) law under present political 
conditions. 

 Whereas more recent decisions by higher courts such as the European 
Court of Justice (henceforth ECJ) have taken off some of the legitimizing 
pressure of judges in lower administrative courts, the conundrum Judge 
B fi nds himself in is not completely eased by expanding the zone of inde-
cision to maintain moral integrity.  18   It is still required that those seek-
ing protection under newer legislation must prove that they have been 
affected by severe or cumulative effects of state- condoned violence as a 
consequence of the way in which the religious identity as Ahmadi is pub-
licly conveyed. The courts have accordingly set new guidelines for court-
room interviewing. In the fi ve cases of Ahmadi appellants reviewed by a 
ruling of the Upper Tribunal, it was affi rmed that in order to establish 
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indisputable credibility, asylum seekers had to demonstrate the personal 
threats they faced beyond proof of identity as Ahmadi. So the burden to 
prove the seriousness of the violation remains on the claimant and, implic-
itly, on the judges’ “inquisitorial methods” (Soennecken  2009 , 106).  19   
This can be looked at by administrative law judges in very different ways. 
For example, when Judge A speaks about the role of “justifi cation pat-
terns” in Ahmadi cases, he is quick to differentiate between recurrent pat-
terns of an older generation (“they say we won’t leave our home country, 
unless we are under extreme threats”) and those of the younger genera-
tion (“they say, that they are being prevented from educational success, 
and produce documents that indeed demonstrate that they couldn’t take 
an exam or were denied admission”). Despite the fact that these accounts 
assume the form of narrative patterns (thus not individually unique as 
such), for Judge A, this does not undermine their credibility; in fact, this 
consistency trumps the possible vagueness of an individual account and 
thus enhances external credibility.  20   

 What is further interesting here is that domestic courts such as the 
 Federal Administrative Court  (BVerwG) have interpreted the new ECJ 
guideline as affi rming this investigative role of the lower courts, as judges 
are obliged to assess whether the conditions of possibility that evoke 
fear from persecution are actually met. That is, they ought to imagine 
how “a reasoned and considerate person fi nds herself exposed to such 
 conditions.”  21   Yet, this involves judges being asked to put themselves in 
the shoes of an ideal-type social actor who is always also imagined as a 
particular kind of culturally shaped  individual . Tobias Kelly argues that, 
“judges walk a line between accepting that you may not know many things 
about a claimant and assuming that they may be hiding something from 
you,” and that the problem here is the diffi culty not only of reading moti-
vation but also of imaginary identifi cation that stipulates “an image of 
the ‘rational man’” (Kelly 2012, 765). But I argue that it is not just the 
assumption of rationality that matters, it is also how a particular political 
and cultural context is read as capable of instigating forms of affect. While 
there are precautions in the legal tradition against taking imaginative leaps 
based on elitist assumptions of how people act, it is still prudent to ask 
how sociopolitical contexts are accounted for, especially if the situation is 
politically volatile and culturally complex. Moreover, how should we assess 
the adjudicators’ judgments, when historically speaking, “Orientals” have 
been thought to lack precisely the virtue of reasoned (ethical) thought 
and rationality?  22   How does a judge decide whether reported incidents 
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(e.g. someone marked a house for attack) are banal or constitute reason-
able grounds to grant persecuted status? These are questions that will be 
addressed in the next section where I consider how, in the ambiguous sce-
nario of credibility assessments, the interpretive efforts of judges as cultural 
arbiters contribute to a discourse on Ahmadis as legitimate claimants.  

   “JUST LIKE DON QUICHOTE”: THE JUDGE AS CULTURAL 
ARBITER 

 In the context of asylum hearings, critics would argue, the disparities that 
now exist between the materiality of the law and its ideal dimensions are 
sharp. The political imperative to keep the human right to protection 
from persecution ostensibly intact is contrasted by facts that speak a dif-
ferent language. For instance in the period between 2005 and 2014, the 
admission rate on the basis of Art.16GG has been consistently under 2 %, 
whereas admissions through article 3.1 under current asylum regulations 
( Asylverfahrensgesetz ) have oscillated between 5 % and 30 %, contingent 
on the larger refugee fl ows that were encountered in each respective year.  23   
In this section, I want to further complicate the debate on the normative 
contexts of asylum law in regard to how a cultural hermeneutics relates to 
foundational norms (the ideal-type dimension of asylum law in Germany) 
and how, within court practice, the consequences of global migrations and 
cultural pluralism have complicated normative validations. In pursuing 
this inquiry, I consider both immanent and transcendent critiques of the 
normative praxis of asylum law that come to the fore when judges medi-
ate between different cultural realms and interpretations. We have already 
encountered the value-rational approach of the committed judge of the 
1968 generation who, in substantiating asylum law as historically norma-
tive, intervenes in buffering credibility claims. But this judge also engages 
in a cultural hermeneutics, validating social experience (in Dilthey’s sense 
of  Erleben ) and everyday participation in cultural realms and, in this way, 
his own praxis bears a certain family resemblance with anthropology. 
Judge A in particular stressed the fact that he undertook great efforts to 
get a fi rst-hand experience of the political situation in Pakistan, traveling 
together with Ahmadi acquaintances to the country and not shying away 
from participating in the Jamat’s community events and activities in his 
own city. He even uses the language of participant observation, saying 
that he “really entered this world” and that members of the Jamat were 
“rather shocked to fi nd that a German judge would volunteer to play 
Kabbadi or soccer with them” or participate in other community events.  24   
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He also stressed the fact that even before he started his work on Ahmadi 
cases, he actively supported new immigrants “guided by an interpretive 
approach ( von einem Verstehensansatz her geleitet ).” He never intended to 
“wait until they come, but took initiative myself ( wollte mich selbst auf den 
Weg machen )” as newcomers “bring their human dignity with them.” The 
point that matters here, I think, however, is how such cultural knowledge 
and intimacy come to play a key role in evaluations of the social reali-
ties that expose Ahmadis to situational factors of persecution. Witnessing 
( erleben)  and empathy ( Mitgefühl ) are closely linked in these delibera-
tions, but as we shall see in this section’s panels, there is a gradual process 
by which empathy and the role of witnessing give way to skepticism and 
moral outrage.

   Panel IV:   Ich hab also regelrecht gespürt, wie dieser Mann gefährdet war 
…  
 A: “I was in Rabwah too. I was desperate to go there. And there I have 
experienced the specifi c conditions of being exposed to ongoing threats 
( Bedrohungssituation ). We sat and outside, maybe a kilometer away, there 
was this tent we happened to pass by earlier. I asked: ‘OK, what is this?’ Well, 
it was—it was in the adjacent town, I forgot his name—he was one of the 
most vicious Ahmadiyya opponents, some mullah, maybe you remember 
the name?” 
 M: “No, I cannot recall that right now.” 
 A: “…who once a year holds assemblies there … The most intense … the 
ugliest accusations and threats against the Ahmadiyya generally and also 
against one in particular. He actually died …” 
 M: “Jamia Islamia is also very active in this region.” 
 A: “Yes, yes … and there is a man, who also came here … the secret service 
( Verfassungsschutz)  knows him; he immigrated here and stayed under the 
radar for years.” 
 M: “Mhmm.” 
 A: “… And the statements he made! And he was of course very active in 
this adjacent town. When our group sat down for dinner we contemplated: 
‘Considering the protest march out there, what should we expect to hap-
pen?’ Then the entire round sat there, in the Ahmadiyya headquarters ( he 
gestures a helpless pose ) … ‘Well, that’s destiny,  insha’llah .’ Yes!?” 
 M: “Mhmm.” 
 A: “Or, as I mentioned to you, there was this situation in Lahore or in 
Peshawar, when I met this other man … I got to know him when I was 
visiting, but this case was covered in the local media, it was in fact a very 
spectacular case. You know the legislation; I don’t have to explain it right?” 
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 M: “Yes … no you don’t need to.” 
 A: “Ok, so he was killed and amongst the cheering crowds the corpse was 
carried by a car and pulled through the city. But a relative survived and was 
later imprisoned, with these peculiar conditions under police custody … and 
now there was … who was that … an owner of a printing press or publisher. 
He wanted to get him out on bail. And just for that demand, for demanding 
bail, he received death threats. We then walked through town, I could liter-
ally feel how this man was being threatened ( ich hab also regelrecht gespürt, 
wie dieser Mann gefährdet war) . The presence of a foreigner alone provided 
some cover (pauses) …” 
 M: “and then …”
A: “After I returned home, he came a few weeks later to Germany, and I tes-
tifi ed about what I saw. And so he is (laughs) maybe the only one, the only 
Ahmadi, one among very few cases that I saw in my entire career, who was 
immediately granted asylum by the  BAMFl . Of course now they could not 
reject… A judge himself has seen all of that and so they could not … but we 
really have to talk later about the contradictory relationship ( das zwiespältige 
Verhältnis ) between the justice system and politics.” 

 Judge A fi rst unfolds a social drama in which the narrator self is staged 
as a witness to everyday scenes of vulnerability and situations that expose 
Ahmadis to non-state actor violence as well as discrimination in the domain 
of the justice system of a postcolonial state. Subsequently he positions his 
own testimony (he testifi ed for this asylum seeker in a fi rst hearing) to 
authenticate the role of background knowledge for “they cannot do oth-
erwise than listen” to him in his position as a well-respected judge and 
country expert. Authenticity is thus presented as important for the judge’s 
fi rm stance against the increasing power of state bureaucracy. There is an 
important distinction, however: the role of being witness, as he expresses 
it, is not to be confused with being a “cultural sympathizer.”  25   While per-
sonal friendship is always affi rmed as a source of normative orientation 
in Judge A’s accounts, the cultural cleavages between liberal law and the 
religious normative order are perceived to be quite profound. In fact, his 
cultural hermeneutics tends to align religious difference with social inte-
gration problems. His foundational sense of the other’s otherness is given 
expression in an apparently complete incomprehension at the “fatalistic 
attitude” displayed by Ahmadis, which he clarifi es in the panel below.

   Panel V:   Aber   die   meinen es ernst …  
 M: “Can we come back to your journey again? You could speak to many 
people, so what was your impression of how Ahmadis perceived their own 
situation during those times in regard to the attitudes of the public? Was it 
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more about certain political organizations, which of course had an interest 
in persecuting Ahmadis, or would they say their status was generally diffi cult 
in society …” 
 A: “As I knew from all the individual cases, the economic or competitive 
situation of say, two business owners, could lead to denunciations and then 
he is in trouble!” 
 M: “So that is how it works …” 
 A: “That is how it works and although I haven’t see this on site in exactly 
this way, it is generally possible to get that experience. I should say that they 
live, if not in a segregated urban area, then I would say in an interior ghetto, 
right!? They are instructed to display their religion publicly, but if they do 
so, it becomes a death sentence, almost a death sentence!” 
 M: “Yes … did your acquaintances consider why they are targeted so 
viciously? As there are of course a number of so-called deviants from main-
stream Islam, in Pakistan too, so what was the assessment?” 
 A: “From the perspective of Ahmadiyya?” 
 M: “Especially in Pakistan, why they are affected so much …” 
 A: “I would say they don’t see any fault on their part at all. This is the self- 
perception. They do have a sense of conveying to the world their ideas ( die 
haben ein Sendungsbewußtsein ), which ignores whatever dangers and politi-
cal circumstances there are. They think, well they consider themselves as 
the only, the most profound, the most honest and persistent and only true 
representatives of Islam. But when you … well, that is their self-perception.” 
 M: “Exactly … yes?” 
 A: “This is why they say, if our own brothers in faith—the others of course 
don’t recognize them as brothers in faith since the constitutional amend-
ment—if our brothers in faith do this … then they make a mistake, but this 
is our destiny. Now you have this fatalism coming into play, which if you 
don’t know that, cannot be brought across in Germany at all to their advan-
tage, because they refuse to use any form of violence to defend themselves. 
They don’t even use verbal aggression. Nothing! They are, I shall say, like 
the lamb to the slaughterhouse. That is how I see the relationship … but 
let me get back to their self-perception. Critical self-questioning! ‘Did we 
do something wrong? Is there something that is presumptuous or how are 
we perceived by others?’ These questions don’t come up … they carry it 
their whole life in front of them ( sie tragen es das ganze Leben vor sich her )! 
They are also coerced to confess to the faith through the bayat (d ie kriegen 
ja auch so ein Glaubensbekenntnis genannt bayat eingetrichtert ), which they 
have to carry around their entire life, as an affi rmation of their faith (the 
German term used is  Bekenntnis  or ‘confession’), up to a point, and I always 
have to digress here … In Germany, they are exploited by their own com-
munity. But we shall talk about that later.” 
 M: “You mean here in Germany?” 
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 A: “Up to the point where they say, ‘What does private ownership mean?’ 
Well, I have met many Muslims, have explored different cultures and coun-
tries where Muslims are coming from, but such a … I should say, it is not 
completely alien to the Christian faith too, ‘You shouldn’t cling to your 
property’ and so forth. But they … they! are serious about it. They say, if 
you want to have something that belongs to me, my house, take it, well 
maybe not the house, but my property, everything!” 

 As I shall describe in the next chapter, concepts such as the “lack of critical 
self-inspection,” “fatalism”, “obedience to religious authority,” the “pros-
elytizing consciousness” ( Sendungsbewusstsein ), or “living in the enclave 
society” ( in Parallelstrukturen leben ) are all pervasive tropes among Islam 
critics in their rhetoric against mosque projects by the Jamat. Judge A’s 
account—despite being politically opposed against right-wing populism—
dovetails with this discourse as he performs a separation between the cul-
tural and political conditions that subject Ahmadis to violence (an Islamist 
state persecuting a minority) and the cultural responses by Ahmadis (their 
“fatalistic” outlook which is seen as almost incomprehensible facet of 
religious difference). Incomprehension in regard to the “absolute faith” 
of Ahmadis (“aber  die  meinen es ernst”) is an idea I came across fre-
quently among adjudicators, even though not everyone would provide 
similar rationales.  26   Judge A reiterates here a civilizational discourse of the 
law ( zivilisatorisches Rechtsverständnis ) as the guiding normative principle 
which outweighs whatever debates there might be in regard to credibility 
assessments, on the one hand, and Ahmadis’ displayed religious belief, on 
the other. His interpretation of this norm aligns itself with a specifi c post-
war deliberation on law and ethics, which evolve around Hannah Arendt’s 
terminology of the “banality of evil.” In the panel below, Judge A speaks 
to this idiom after describing a case for me where the state wanted to 
deport a claimant in order to avoid costs for expensive medical services.

   Panel VI:   Man muss das vor dem Hintergrund der   Banalität des Bösen  
 sehen   …  
 A: “Then I said, not like this, not like this! You know there are these extreme 
cases, but I also am aware of why all the young women came here. Of course 
I know, of course I am not stupid! That they will get married here, that is 
obvious. And then they say, ‘On the way to school they called bad names.’ 
Ok, so what?! And colleagues they then …” 
 M: “they refused to acknowledge this …” 
 A: “Now I speak about the difference between myself and most of the col-
leagues in my position.” 

120 M. NIJHAWAN



 M: “Yes, please.” 
 A: ( paraphrases colleagues ) “Say, this banality‚ you take this into account?’ 
( Ja diese Banalität, sag mal, die erkennst Du an? )” 
 M: “That is what they ask you? So you are seen as being complicit?” 
 A: “Among colleagues, yes! ( Paraphrases himself ) ‘Of course, I’m not think-
ing about these facts alone! You have to consider it from the perspective 
of the banality of evil. It is the banality of evil which comes in effect here. 
Today they will call you bad names, the same day you are caught praying 
in domestic space or someone sees you from the outside … and right away 
she is in trouble!’ ( e.g. she may not pose as Muslima, my addition .) And now 
there is a nice legal term, which I need to mention to you, and which is 
absolutely central in the justifi cation, which is actually also recognized by 
the law because …” 
 M: “which is …” 
 A: “…the so-called  forum internum , by that is meant not the act of pray-
ing in public domains, but when I pray in my own house or … let’s say I 
bow down in my living room for prayer and will be accused and persecuted 
because of that. So, when that occurs, that would actually lead to admis-
sion. But there are caveats ( Vorbehalte ), which have to do with a particu-
lar political persuasion; and there are of course differences among judges 
and amongst generations too. The younger generation has not seen this 
revolt, I mean this moral revolt of the 68’ generation, against, I shall say, the 
silence of the fathers. This has made me particularly sensitive to these issues, 
I must say. I have dealt with the old  Blutschutzgesetz , you know that, the 
German law the Nazis established. And I once did a synopsis comparing it 
with §298c [ refers to the ordinance discriminating Ahmadis ] and then I see 
stunning parallels. And so I thought for myself, even if today you are only 
called bad names, tomorrow it will be different …” 
 M: “That is exactly the sensitivity …” 
 A: “Well, my colleagues were not interested in this! But the colleagues, 
especially the younger ones, and I don’t speak to the issue of how their 
career might be affected, they seem to be guided by a kind of belief and 
respect of higher judicial rulings ( die lassen sich dann auch von einer gewissen 
Gläubigkeit und Respekt vor höchstrichterlicher Rechtsprechung leiten ). And 
now I return to a very delicate issue, we shall get back to the hearings later, 
a very delicate issue! There are, in fact, rulings of the federal administrative 
court, where it says ( pauses ) … well it conveys a prevalent sentiment that 
pervades this republic, in politics but also the judiciary, that by all means do 
we have to prevent that so-called group persecution status is granted. By all 
means! For that very reason they formed the offi ce of the governmental rep-
resentative in matters of asylum ( Bundesbeauftrage für Asylangelegenheiten ) 
in 1982. This representative was supposed to, and that is written in the 
law, he was supposed to be a mediator. Yet 98–99 % of his appeals were 
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against cases of admission by the courts. That is all he did, until the very 
end. After twenty years, they realized it fi nally and the Schröder govern-
ment disbanded the practice. So and now let’s get back to this ruling. After 
many deliberations in the public … and now you need to hold your breath! 
This is especially relevant for Ahmadis. There was an argument about how 
many Ahmadis could actually come to us. The sentiment was fuelled by 
the Ahmadiyya too. Especially by a certain Mr. Wagishauser, who at that 
time said, “well we are so strong and draw people into our ranks and we 
can persuade so many, and we are not only half a million in Pakistan but 
fi ve to six millions worldwide” and so forth. And the German politicians 
heard this and so-called well-meaning jurists heard it too. And so they said: 
“In God’s name! Such a wave of refugees, this needs to be stopped! … The 
reactions among the broader public … we can never do that!” This is the 
context for the decision by the federal constitutional court that makes it 
unmistakably clear that such deliberations of volume have to be considered 
in asylum-relevant legislation. This cannot be (true)! It is completely … 
this has nothing to do with asylum law whatsoever! It is of a purely political 
nature. And against this I have fought my entire life ( Und dagegen habe ich 
mich ein Leben verwahrt ). And I will always stand by this. And this is why I 
also couldn’t move up in the career ladder.” 

 The move from the “banality of deception” in claimant’s narratives of per-
secution (Fassin 2013, 52) indexed in Judge S’s acknowledgment (“But I
am not stupid! I know that they come to be married here”) to the “banal-
ity of evil” (“Today they will call you bad names, the same day you are 
caught praying”) is maybe not surprising for a judge who is ethically 
guided in his generational location and political persuasion. Obviously, he 
doesn’t only identify parallels between the 1933 legislations of the Nazi 
regime and the 1984 ordinances, but is also very alert to how the judiciary 
itself was once complicit with totalitarianism. The ruling of the higher 
court from that vantage point is read as scandalous. Judicial power, as 
exercised in the lower court, has to take a stance against it, despite the per-
sonal toll it takes. And yet, I didn’t expect that the explicit discontent with 
emerging institutional practices in the fi eld of asylum law would spill over 
into remarks that assumed the form of a discourse of suspicion against 
religious others I have been familiar with such allegations brought against 
the Jamat through my research in other social fi elds when anti-immigrant 
groups mobilized against mosque projects, and thus it raised the question 
for me of how to read those cross-penetrations, especially when we look 
at the deliberations on Islam and religious difference. I can only gesture 
at this larger topic here and refer the reader to the next chapter. For the 
judge, the expression of fi ghting a futile battle like Don Quichote who is 
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constantly misunderstood by both sides of the political antagonism is per-
haps an apt metaphor to build upon. For as we see in the next panel, the 
judge’s response seems not completely willful but necessarily ambivalent 
due to the institutional arrangements that have forced him as an adju-
dicator into this vexed position of, on the one hand, having to defend 
his generous (and I think correct) interpretation of the German constitu-
tion and, on the other hand, to create a distance to a religious group’s 
beliefs and practices, which he remains skeptical about. But nonetheless, 
the judge emphasizes his interpretive agency, for his own predicament is 
clearly framed in our interview as one of personal sentiments ( persönliche 
Befi ndlichkeiten ) and cultural sensibilities that he seeks to express. The 
double bind he expresses when in our conversation he affi rmed to act 
“practically like Don Quichote” shows his futile attempts to convince both 
Islam opponents, who were locally active in opposing Ahmadiyya mosques 
and other events, and representatives of the Jamat with whom he regularly 
interacts.  27   Despite clearly refuting the populist argumentations based on 
his liberal humanism, he is nonetheless drawn to gradually approximate 
the cultural discourse on social integration in which religion currently fea-
tures as the main problem category. At one point in our conversation, he 
goes as far as affi rming the position of Hiltrud Schröter, whose work on 
Ahmadiyyat I also discuss in the next chapter as an extremely problematic 
academic study populated by Islamophobic ideas, as she treats the Jamat as 
a deviant sect that indoctrinates and oppresses its members while deceiv-
ing the broader public of its actual ambitions of proselytization.

   Panel VII:   Vor diesem Gerichtsstand gilt deutsches Recht   …  
 A: “I need to contextualize this once more, because I can somehow under-
stand the position of Hiltrud Schröter as long as it is fact-based ( soweit sie 
sachlich ist )—there is no democracy in the Ahmadiyya community …” 
 M: “You are referring to gender differences, I assume?” 
 A: “When you ask them, ‘How do you actually make decisions? How do you 
vote? Your representative offi ces, why don’t I see any women there?’ Well, 
the response is just complete incomprehension. ‘Yes, of course we do,’ they 
say, ‘we are advised to respect the laws of the host countries.’ But as a matter 
of fact, they do not want to adopt basic tenets of democracy. And the divi-
sion of powers is at the top of this list, or a democratic electoral system and 
so forth. They want a theocratic state ( sie wollen einen Gottesstaat ).” 
 M: “But doesn’t this idea of a theocratic state contradict the experiences 
they have in Pakistan, where we can see how they move away from such 
ideas and where they see protection under a democratic system including 
the division of powers?” 
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 A: “They like to take advantage of that system. But the long-term goal, I 
am relatively convinced by this, is not the parliamentary democracy but the 
theocratic state … it is the theocratic state! … I always said, now I have to 
come back to my experience as a judge … I am probably the only German 
judge [ pauses ] who informed Ahmadi women in the court ( sie darüber 
belehrt hat ) that … I still have it marked, it’ll be nice to demonstrate this 
here [ gets up and looks for a document ] … Here … who instructed them 
about the different legal rights for women in the Qur’an and German leg-
islation? There it is … I read this to them, I got it every time translated for 
them, it is written in the Qur’an, Surah 2 verse 283: ‘And get two witnesses 
out of your own men. And if there are not two men (available), then a man 
and two women, such as you agree for witnesses, so that if one of them 
(two women) errs, the other can remind her.’  28   Such a difference in value. 
I then refer to the German constitution that reads: “Men and women are 
equal, including testimony before the court ( Zeugenrecht ).” Right?! “And 
when you come here and someone tells you from your community”—and 
the men I saw … with their eyes glowing they heard it—“ and say this 
Quranic idea would stand above the constitution, then you are in the wrong 
place” ( He hits his knuckles on the wooden table ). ‘What counts in this court 
is German law!’ ( Vor diesem Gerichtstand gilt deutsches Gesetz ). ( Knocks on 
wood again ,  as he paraphrases his own speech in the courtroom .) 
 M: “And this is how you conveyed it?” 
 A: “Yes, that is how I said it. Absolutely!” 
 M: “The answer?” 
 A: “Well they cannot, if they repudiate the Quran, then …” 
 M: “So it was often the women who came for asylum?” 
 A: “To the similar extent than the men did. … It might have to do ( laughs ) 
with marriage and family arrangements.” 
 M: “Sure, that can be part of it.” 
 A: “They are more like family dependents instead of autonomous acting 
subjects ( Die sind ja mehr Familienanhängsel als selbstständig agierende ). 
Yes? … So that was important for me to mention.” 
 M: “Yes, that is interesting.” 
 A: “That is just the way it is. Whoever wants to integrate here and respect 
German law, needs a critical approach to it. However, they won’t do that. 
They won’t do that!” 

 There is a telling moment in this panel when Judge A recounts how he 
lectured Ahmadi women on democratic norms. Such performative utter-
ances have little to do with theological deliberations (e.g. interpreting a 
religious text using an understanding of Islamic legal traditions and inter-
pretations) but everything with the act of establishing judicial authority. 
The categorization of these Ahmadi women as lacking autonomy that 
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unwittingly enters the judges’ deliberations at the end of this panel (they 
don’t seem to act on their own behalf), points to another problem in the 
normative horizon of many of those working in the public service sec-
tor, who deal regularly with social disputes, especially women from the 
Jamat seeking help in matters of divorce or domestic abuse.  29   Structures 
of gender inequality no doubt become manifest in spaces of immigration 
and recent cases of “honor killings” that shook the Ahmadiyya community 
are clear testimony to that.  30   When confronted with such situations in 
which there is often growing frustration among not only service providers 
and adjudicators but also mediators in the Jamat because of their limited 
capacity to socially intervene, the judgment in conversations regularly fell 
on what my interlocutors assumed to be the “open secret” that the Jamat 
would exercise a system of control and surveillance. But this is something 
community representatives outwardly reject. In fact, it is fair to say that 
there is, meanwhile, a more differentiated debate on the pervasiveness of 
gendered violence, and not just among immigrant communities that are 
independent of specifi c religious orientations. However, many in the gen-
eral public do blame Islam. It is this discourse in which the Jamat is seen 
as an “enclave society” that operates on a hermetically closed ideological 
system. In a way, this is tacitly affi rmed by Judge A who is enraged and 
goes on to point to practices of denunciation and scrupulous attempts to 
oust deviant insider subjects in the community.

   Panel VIII:   Und die kassieren das ab. Das fi nd ich so was von skandalös   …  
 A: “Let me give you another example, so that you understand my critical 
distance to the community […]. For example I know about the membership 
certifi cates and the donation practice, which I know very well. I know that 
there are spies within the ranks of the community, and what did I want to 
say now …” 
 M: “… about the structures of the community.” 
 A: “I know … ( gathering his thoughts ) …” 
 M: “… control of members?” 
 A: “Ah, now I remember. I think it is outrageous if the community demands 
from all of its members who arrive here and seek protection from persecu-
tion and who, I think, all receive social assistance, they are asked to pay fees. 
Ah,  chanda  it is called, chan-da! This is the name for the fee that is paid to 
the community. These are proportional fees deducted from social assistance 
… Now, you have to know, there was a political debate in Germany, whether 
asylum seekers should receive less social assistance than Germans. Do you 
know about this problem?” 
 M: “Yes indeed.” 
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 A: “The politically educated class let this idea pass; in fact they sanctioned 
it through legislation, which means that they ( asylum seekers ) now receive 
less than the social assistance minimum. But that means too that the state 
defi ned what is the absolute minimum level of existence, right!?” 
 M: “Whereas this is already well below the poverty line.” 
 A: “And they ( the Jamat ) just cash it in! I fi nd this simply outrageous, so 
outrageous I must say.” 
 M: “Do community members admit it when you talk to them?” 
 A: “They don’t deny it at all! I think this is a scandal, also in relation to the 
state. And in relation to their own members. They already live on an exis-
tential minimum, and they cash it in.” 

 There is by now a tangible sense of how benevolence in serving justice 
has made way to cultural distance. His disenchantment, as he looks at 
the Jamat as allegedly betraying its own members and of undermining 
the dominant narrative of the model minority ( Ja da entzaubert sich die 
Gemeinde ), is quite explicit.  31   I will come back to these allegations and 
the effect these had on the judicial fi eld in the last section. Judge A’s 
sentiments do not amount to a complete dismissal for that would render 
his very engagement beyond the courtroom and in the community irra-
tional. What comes into play is a crucial differentiation that he performs, 
and which itself is nothing unique within liberal discourse, a differen-
tiation between an “orthodox-conservative” and “moderate-humanist” 
version of Islam. In respect to Ahmadiyyat, this bifurcated view of reli-
gion materializes in how he and others look at the two branches of the 
 Ahmadiyyat Anjuman Lahore  (or Lahore branch), on the one hand, and 
the  Jamat-i Ahmadiyya  (Qadiani branch), on the other. As indicated in 
the fi rst chapter, this differentiation dates back to the early twentieth 
century and has since affected the way the Jamat has established itself 
internationally. For Judge A, this difference doesn’t reveal itself only in 
abstract theological debates about how to read Mirza Ghulam Ahmad’s 
prophecy. There are several telling moments that are mentioned in the 
interview. One such issue came up in a longer digression on an art exhib-
its that he recently organized at the administrative court, which elicited 
for him the “fundamentally different understanding of and appreciation 
of art” among the two groups. Among his many art initiatives, this was 
an important occasion with local offi cials, members of the cultural scene, 
and all the local representatives of the Jamat in attendance. Before talking 
about the event, he shows me an image which the artist had fi rst included 
in the opening event.
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   Panel IX:   Kunst hat auch was mit Liberalität und Einstellung zu tun  
 A: “All of a sudden a question came up. ‘What do we have here? That looks 
like a portrait, an artwork of, an image of the religion’s founder. Are we 
allowed to do this, does the artist have the permission?’ The artist was get-
ting slightly disturbed. You know what I did? Just to make sure, I took the 
painting down, just to protect her.” 
 M: “Yes I see.” 
 A: “Only to illustrate the relationship to art, because art has something to 
do with liberalism and inner disposition …” 
 M: “Portraits of the prophet? …” 
 A: “And saints …” 
 M: “This might be a delicate issue.” 
 A: “I took it out even though, of course, I did some inquiries beforehand. 
If you show this in exhibition spaces, where it is not used for the purpose of 
religious devotion but only to represent religious life, then it is permissible. 
If, however, you display it in your own living space, we would consider it 
devotional and there the threshold is crossed. I then also explained this, did 
a full lecture really, which was later also published.” 
 M: “And that was fi nally to everyone’s satisfaction?” 
 A: “That was ok after all… And now I get back to the issue of art again, to 
the different perception of art if we compare Ahmadis, I mean Qadianis, 
and Lahoris who are, of course, much more open-minded, you can also 
sense that … I can actually tell you an interesting incident here … [ pauses ] 
That was in Rawalpindi. In the early 1990s, I travelled there and came to 
know this Pakistani lawyer.” ( He narrates how the lawyer became an impor-
tant expert witness in asylum cases later and how he used his statement in the 
court’s archive to be distributed to other administrative courts. Years later he 
meets him again during a visit to Pakistan, as the man offered to show him 
around various cultural heritage sites .) 
 Now, I was being picked up by the daughter of the Lahori Imam in Berlin, 
who studied in America, and of course she is quite cosmopolitan, and she 
picked me up there with her car, alone, without being accompanied by a 
male. And coincidentally this lawyer had seen this, as he came to see me too. 
At that point he lost all respect for me.” 
 M: “Ok, he himself did not belong to the Anjuman …” 
 A: “He was an Ahmadi. He is a Qadiani. Since then I lost my reputation 
( war ich unten durch bei dem ).” 
 M: “You suggest that the differences are insurmountable?” 
 A: “Insurmountable. And the reason is …” 
 M: “This takes us back to the times of the founders …” 
 A: “Yes the times when the Jamat was founded, because they [ the Lahore 
Jamat ] didn’t accept the fi rst or second khalifa.” 
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 M: “… the second” 
 A: “It was the second …” 
 M: “They didn’t accept the successor.” 
 A: “You know, I just wanted you to know, and try to show it colorfully how 
it is in regard to art when you think about these differences. And as I said 
initially, I am quite astonished that this rather open-minded group fi nds so 
few followers, whereas these rather, you can actually say, fundamentalists …” 
 M: “more orthodox …” 
 A: “These orthodox, you might say, get absolute support in numbers ( ja den 
absoluten Zulauf haben ). So the bottom line is, I think, that they have, not 
just by means of education but cultural habitus ( kulturelle Prägung ) too, a 
complete submission under the religious and worldly authority of the khalifa 
( es ist ein absolutes Ausgerichtetsein, und zwar religiöses als auch weltliches, auf 
den Khalifen .)” 
 M: “On the khalifa …” 
 A: “Absolutely! Yes.” 
 M: “I see.” 
 A: “They would, I can say this very openly, if he would say, “let’s all jump 
off the bridge,” then they would do it. ( Knocks on the table again .) That is 
my interpretation. Because they would say: “He said so, he is the ultimate 
authority”. … So this blind and unrefl ective, this blind obedience ( pauses ) 
this is demanded from them.” 
 M: “Do you really think the majority here is like that?” 
 A: “Yes … 99 % … 98 %” 

 Let us reiterate here that Judge A speaks from a position of both judicial 
authority and participatory engagement in civic life. While he clearly dif-
ferentiates these roles in our conversations, in other words his decision-
making is not to be infl uenced by what he holds as subjective beliefs about 
the Jamat, cross-penetration still does occur. This is largely due to the fact 
that cultural knowledge informs how credibility is established. But this 
process, as the judges readily admit, is embedded within a broader discur-
sive universe and normative structure which comes to the fore when secu-
lar principles are seen to come under threat. Religious subjectivity must be 
both affi rmed, as it is key to how regulative endowments work in asylum 
law (through criteria of religious persecution), and qualifi ed insomuch 
as in actual court practice the judges often get the impression that what 
unfolds here in the form of collective processes of religion-making must 
not undermine key principles of liberal autonomy and freedom. Thus, 
legal adjudicators inadvertently enter a terrain of normative complexity 
that stipulates a relationship between languages of the law and of religion, 
which is anything but transparent. It will now become necessary to relate 
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the moral dilemmas of credibility and the dynamics of cultural translation 
to the genealogy of legal interpretations of religion in the realm of the law. 
As I’ve already indicated, this is a topic of far broader reach, as it affects 
issues as different as the status of religious symbols in the public (e.g. 
the headscarf debate) or the minority rights of religious groups that fall 
outside of the spectrum of offi cially recognized monotheism (e.g. debates 
around spiritual practices that transgress implicit normative structures). 
But the debate around the status of Ahmadi’s religious persona is precisely 
situated to help us understand these connections, which I think can be 
accomplished if we turn to the legal framing of the “forum internum,” 
which Judge A referenced in one of his remarks above.  

   RECASTING THE  FORUM INTERNUM  
 Let me fi rst return to the issue of membership certifi cates that has been 
mentioned in the last panels along with the issue of how to qualify the reli-
gious nature of Ahmadiyya. In late November 2014, German investigative 
reporters for  Der Spiegel  in collaboration with  Report Mainz  published 
a feature about alleged attempts within the Jamat to extract dispropor-
tionally high membership fees from newcomers and especially the asylum 
seekers who require certifi cation of their membership for their court hear-
ings. Whereas asylum seekers are generally seen to live under precarious 
conditions and liminality “prolonged by a diffi cult bureaucratic process” 
(Bohmer and Shuman 2007a, 624), such reports suggest that there are 
multiple benefi ciaries and social hierarchies that complicate socioeconomic 
precarity. As I shall argue below, the proof of religious identity in asylum 
hearings takes the form of a qualitative assessment of not only their narra-
tives of persecution but also their specifi c contributions to the community. 
On that issue alone you could fathom that there exists a dependency that 
one could easily be exploited for different purposes. The community’s 
representatives vigorously reject that there is any such systematic abuse 
of asylum seekers and point out instead that the main allegations come 
from a former member who was once part of the Ahmadiyya leadership 
and now might hold grievances against the community. Notwithstanding 
these contested facts, the BAMFl launched an offi cial investigation into 
the case, which as of this date, is still pending. A public spokesperson for 
the BAMFl, Melek Ünal, pointed out that should the allegations prove 
true, the administration would review the legitimacy of such documents 
in asylum hearings. Here, we see the political dilemma that was evoked in 
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Judge A’s deliberations. On the one hand, such coverage feeds seamlessly 
into the ongoing mobilization against the Jamat; on the other hand, there 
has been a shift in recent years to politically embrace the Jamat’s peace- 
oriented doctrine as an ideal counter-model to religious extremism, with 
the consequence that in the province of Hessen, the Jamat meanwhile has 
acquired the role of a statutory religion under public law ( Körperschaft des 
Öffentlichen Rechts ). Until recently, this was rare for any Islamic organiza-
tion to achieve in Germany, as offi cially incorporated religious communi-
ties receive similar rights than the Catholic and Protestant Churches in the 
realm of education and taxation.  32   

 Let us momentarily step back and reconsider how the two judges per-
ceive the matter of the membership certifi cates. These two panels recover 
the logic in argumentation that spans from credibility assessment to skep-
ticism about community practices to actual changes in the courtroom. 
Below, Judge B alerts me to this issue as he talks about a case where a 
membership certifi cate acquired the form of a negative assessment of the 
claimant:

   Panel X:   Sie können ja nicht ins Herz rein gucken   …  
 B: “We do require a report about the religious character ( Auskunkft über 
die religiöse Prägung ). And this is usually not very long, but you can read 
something like: ‘pays his fees regularly’ … or … I can actually read one out 
to you, of course in anonymized form.” 
 M: “entirely anonymous …” 
 B: “For instance: ‘In reference to your inquiry dated … we confi rm in accor-
dance with the report of our Pakistan headquarters that the above-mentioned 
person is born Ahmadi and is a member of our community. He participates 
in all local activities and all essential community events. Furthermore, he 
regularly pays his membership fees. In Pakistan, he was responsible for edu-
cation and sporting activities in the regional youth organization. His general 
demeanor and conduct in the community are very satisfactory.” 
 M: “Aha.” 
 B: “Something like this.” 
 M: “That is a somewhat neutral …” 
 B: “Yes, but in the end, sometimes this sounds like a grade, ok? You can read 
“his engagement meets minimum standards” ( ist ausreichend ) or is “satisfac-
tory” ( ist befriedigend ) or is “very satisfactory” ( ist sehr befriedigend ), which 
is already a very good mark so to speak. And then you also have “unsat-
isfactory” ( ist unzureichend ) which they write or “not meeting minimum 
standards” ( ist mangelhaft ) or whatever.  33   And the Ahmadiyya community is 
very insistent that we recognize this, because this way they can exercise some 
form of authority ( weil sie damit auch ein wenig einen Machthebel haben ).” 
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 M: “Yes, I see.” 
 B: “And there are also rumors that you need to sometimes pay a little to 
get a certifi cate that meets your specifi c needs. And, of course, that can be a 
nice way to discipline members in the community. The community can, for 
example, warn that if you don’t show up regularly or if you don’t do this or 
that, then we could give you a bad certifi cate. […]   You have to understand, 
it is not enough that a person is in some way persecuted, but he must have 
been persecuted on the basis of his Ahmadic religion  34   ( er muss ja wegen 
seiner ahmadischen Religion verfolgt worden sein ) and the Ahmadic religion 
has to be of personal importance. He has to be, like they say it, a person with 
a religious personality.” 
 M: “So a confession of faith wouldn’t be enough?” 
 B: “Yes, imagine we have something on paper where it is written “Ahmadi,” 
but no one else knows that and he just pretends to be. Or he doesn’t pray at 
all. And if this person is being attacked, then we have to assume that it has 
nothing to do with religion. And normal crime is not a reason for asylum. 
And this is why, besides verifying what had really happened, we always need 
to check, how it is with his religiosity, is he at all devoted … Well fi rst of all, is 
he a member at all, that’s why we have the certifi cate, but then also, is he an 
active member, is he actively engaged… It is a huge problem of course, you 
cannot look into his heart ( sie können ihm ja nicht ins Herz rein gucken ).” 
 M: “Of course …” 
 B: “And so this certifi cate should assist us in the process. Of course, we also 
need to form our own idea of the person, but it is an important and strong 
point of evidence and of course, this support can also revert into its oppo-
site, when it is manipulated that is by cash payments or when particular ser-
vices are extorted, up to explicit threats: ‘You have to marry this one’ … And 
so mostly women are the losers here. Men are less frequently affected, but 
it also happens, for example, if there is a fi ght over property, some property 
they don’t want to give over to the community or whatever, and promptly 
they receive a negative … or they have done this or that in Pakistan, and they 
get a bad certifi cate.” 
 M: “So, do claimants speak to this issue? For instance, if they got such a 
negative certifi cate, why is this the case?” 
 B: Yes, of course. I would question them explicitly. The lawyer would already 
be alert to it, because normally he would say, ‘Look what a great Ahmadi, 
he has such an outstanding certifi cate.’ And now when I say, ‘Well look, this 
certifi cate is pretty miserable’ Well, then you hear: ‘Yes, but … this is all dif-
ferent, you need to consider this and that story behind it’ … etc. 

 We can gather from this account that the documentation of an Ahmadi’s 
religious character ( religiöse Prägung ) is explicitly required by the courts, 
for which the certifi cates initially functioned as an authorizing scheme, 
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going beyond just membership proof. Judge B’s clear awareness of asy-
lum seekers’ dependency and potential subjection to normative pressures 
notwithstanding, which in particular instances relativizes the importance 
paid to the qualitative assessments in the reports, we do need to consider 
the legal processes through which particular categorizations of religious 
character are codifi ed and validated in the fi rst place. We see in Judge A’s 
deliberations too that, once doubts have begun to prevail as to how reli-
able these certifi cates are, the focus of interviews in the hearing shifts to 
getting an authentic narrative on religious character or, as Judge A puts it 
here, a testimony accompanied by tears in the courtroom:

   Panel XI:   Und von dem Augenblick an habe ich meine persönliche 
Befragung zum Forum Internum intensiviert   …  
 A: “So now I have a nice example from the courtroom for you. How do 
you actually determine someone’s membership in a religious community, 
the court had to ask itself? Just by saying, ‘I’m Qadiani,’ ‘I’m Lahori’ or 
‘I’m Ahmadi’? That probably won’t do it. That is why, as common practice, 
we ask the community, ‘Do you know this person?’ and so forth. ‘Is he 
registered?’ And we so we got to the point of accepting these membership 
certifi cates.” 
 M: “So they get those after having done their bayat?” 
 A: “Yes, or because the family is well known or whatever. There are manifold 
personal acquaintances to think of. And, as they intermarry, there cannot be 
any foreigners in the community. Across the Islamic Republic of Pakistan 
all members of the Jamat are either kin or otherwise known to each other.” 
 M: “I see.” 
 A: “Meanwhile, I am able to determine this rather quickly. And I have had 
different experiences with these membership certifi cates. Initially it seemed 
to work well, but then maybe I had cases—or not ‘maybe’, there indeed 
were cases when we got the impression, and statements by asylum seekers 
seemed to suggest it too, that they got into dependencies, especially pay-
ments, not just membership fees, but also … what is this thing in the Quran? 
…There was this twentieth … and whoever refused to pay, also because it 
wasn’t fi nancially doable, could not get a membership certifi cate. Will say, 
they kept them at tight ropes. Due to our queries, the community could 
force people to stay put.” 
 M: “and …” 
 A: “… including criminal acts!” 
 M: “How should I imagine this to work?” 
 A: “Well, that one says, ‘and what is in there for me?’” 
 M: “Corruption you mean …” 

132 M. NIJHAWAN



 A: “So ‘When I give you this certifi cate …’ and that left its impact on us as 
we found out about such individual cases, actually someone once told me …” 
 M: “How did this surface?” 
 A: “Well, they would then say, ‘You know why I don’t have a membership 
certifi cate?’” 
 M: “So this came out in the hearing …” 
 A: “They were even summoned by the community. They went there and 
were questioned. There they made a protocol and issued the certifi cate. 
And what else must have happened there … we never found out… But once 
a young man came, he was completely desperate. ‘Why don’t you have a 
membership certifi cate?’ Well, he showed us a note with twelve different 
kinds of fees, donations to the community, which he ought to pay, and he 
said I unfortunately have the funds for only two of those programs, which 
are, don’t know, maybe educational programs and mosque building projects 
or whatever. You see? ( He now paraphrases a claimant .)   ‘But I should have 
donated more and this is why I didn’t get a certifi cate.’ This is where cred-
ibility, the value of these membership certifi cates, falls apart. And from that 
moment onward, as I found out about that, I have intensifi ed my personal 
questioning on the  forum internum , so that I could fi gure out personally, 
whether they really confess to the faith or not. And that is why you some-
times had these tears in the courtroom.” 

 Judge A affi rms here an aspect of societal judicialization in explicitly link-
ing the court’s demands for certifi cation and the Jamat’s exercise of insti-
tutional power within the ranks of a religious organization. He goes on 
to provide me with another example of how disputes around these cer-
tifi cates got entangled with an internal struggle between members of the 
Qadiani and Lahori branches and how eventually he intervened to resolve 
the case. He also recuperates his reservations about the politicization of 
religion that he expressed earlier. I want to shift the focus to how this new 
emphasis on the trial of religious subjectivity works in practice. 

 To give this some context, let me briefl y draw upon observations from 
one of the asylum hearings I attended in April 2013. I use this particu-
lar hearing because it happened right after new guidelines by the EuHC 
had come into effect, specifying the criteria of how to establish religious 
authenticity in the courtroom. The role of these higher courts will be 
subsequently addressed.  35   In this particular hearing, we witness how the 
membership certifi cate gets pushed to the background, while the judge 
deliberates for two full hours about the claimants’ religiosity. This session 
began with a longer conversation between Judge D, who more recently 
joined the chamber, and Lawyer C, who (citing the recent decisions by the 
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BVerwG and EuHC) agreed that the focus in the hearing was to establish 
solid facts about claimant Mr. Naveed’s religious character and the consis-
tency in his account of persecutory events. Much of Judge D’s interview 
was comprised of questions about religious conduct. She began by asking 
the claimant about his regular participation in the local Jamat (close to 
Frankfurt). Mr. Naveed mentioned the distribution of fl yers, that he prays 
fi ve times a day, attends the Friday sermons, and recently took on the posi-
tion as secretary for food and hospitality. But Judge D probed further: Was 
he actually elected for this position and when exactly did a vote take place? 
How else would he describe his activities in the community? There was 
only passing mention of the fact that she has a membership certifi cate in 
her fi les. Mr. Naveed, who obviously didn’t have any major position, noted 
that he volunteers regularly to clean up community spaces. Judge D asked: 
Would he participate in the Jalsa Salana? How long has he been there and 
what exactly were his duties during the annual gathering? Mr. Naveed pro-
vided short answers to each of these questions and Lawyer C repeatedly 
asks for clarifi cations and more detailed descriptions: Did he also partici-
pate in seminars of the Jamat? Did he know the khalifa in person or make 
any efforts of correspondence? Mr. Naveed affi rmed this and argued that 
he sends weekly letters, to which he received responses. At this point, 
Lawyer C presented a photograph showing Mr. Naveed at a Frankfurt 
event next to the khalifa. In addition, he produced two copies from local 
newspapers where we see him helping out with street cleaning activities 
after New Year’s Celebrations. Judge D continued with questions around 
prayers and practices of reading/studying the Qur’an. This was affi rmed 
too. Can he give details about these prayers? She went on to ask about 
his close relatives and their status in the Jamat. Mr. Naveed got divorced, 
so the main question evolved around the religious education of his child, 
who lives with the mother. Is she actually  waqf-e nau  (a child enrolled in 
the Jamat’s missionary school)? Yes, she is. Is his wife or mother a leading 
fi gure in the women’s auxiliaries? Yes, the mother is. Is he himself waqf-e 
nau too? No, he isn’t. Thus, having your child in a waqf-e nau program 
now clearly enhances your status and chances to be favorably looked at as 
a devout and practicing Ahmadi irrespective of the demonstrated knowl-
edge in a court hearing about matters of theological specifi city. 

 In this manner, an hour was spent in the court evaluating aspects of 
public religious conduct and details about his knowledge of the Ahmadiyya 
faith. I mentioned the idea of religious trials earlier in reference to Michael 
Kagan’s work. Here, we also see how even minor, everyday aspects of 

134 M. NIJHAWAN



providing social service and religious conduct are recorded in the court 
protocol. As this has been ongoing for quite some time, it seems little 
wonder that we see a proliferation of such roles and offi cial positions being 
documented by each local chapter in the community. In these hearings, 
the role of membership certifi cates has become just one piece of the puz-
zle establishing religious character through the court’s fact-fi nding mis-
sion. Specifi c institutional affi liations, which are associated with the core 
missionary project of the Jamat (hence the reference to the waqf-e nau 
model), meanwhile appear as routinely checked boxes in the interviews. 
Judges appear to be relatively confi dent assessing the genuine religious 
character of Ahmadis through such trials. 

 From this vantage point, the legal and social codings of religious sin-
cerity and credibility can be seen to work in tandem to produce strong 
conformity pressures. Paradoxically, this might prove counter-productive 
or eventually undermine the possibility of acknowledging an individual’s 
claim to protection from religious persecution on the basis of a mere idio-
syncratic narrative of such religiosity. This is true as soon as it becomes dif-
fi cult for the person to align herself with the organizational and doctrinal 
structures of the Jamat or to establish a different interpretation of Islam 
that does not match the interpretive grid. Is such a person still an Ahmadi? 
Will she need specifi c protection? These paradoxes are clearly enhanced, 
as the courts are required to continuously assess the credibility of narra-
tives of forced migration. In the hearing that I cited, Judge D asks in some 
detail about Mr. Naveed’s social and personal background in Pakistan: 
How would he describe his living situation and relationships with the 
community in the village where he lived? When exactly was he confronted 
with enmity? What did these acts consist of? She also asked what function 
he held and how that made him visible as an Ahmadi. How many other 
Ahmadi families were in the village? What exactly did the “mullahs” hold 
against him? There is a horizon of expectations that needs to be met and 
failure to do so undermines the idea that the internal and external forums 
are meaningfully related.  36   Even if an appellant is capable of creating a 
relatively coherent self-image of religious service in diaspora contexts, 
the burden of proof still requires continuity between these more easily 
documented and verifi ed practices and the social and political contexts of 
exercising religion in different regions of the country of origin. In their 
assessments of membership certifi cates and documentations of religious 
praxis then, judges continue to use a wide array of means at their disposal 
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to create an image of not only each individual before them but also their 
relationship to the community to which they claim allegiance. 

 We now have to bring into purview the role of upper-level court rul-
ings to understand the full impact of the asylum court’s deliberations on 
matters of religion. Above, I referred to a recent decision of the ECJ that 
was issued in conjunction with Ahmadi appeals before German and British 
higher courts. Taken together, these court cases and rulings revisit prior 
legal practice and reassess the criteria by which the display of religious char-
acter amounts to reasonable grounds to grant persecution status.  37   It is, of 
course, nothing new that law renders religion “in terms that are compat-
ible with its own structural assumptions” (Berger  2007 , 281) and so the 
ECJ decision fi ts within a much broader process of how that relationship is 
defi ned. This can be observed in different areas of legislation, which schol-
ars of law have noticed, particularly those looking at the growing relevance 
of the ECJ and EuHC on national jurisdictions around controversies on 
religious difference and pluralism. In a study of the discursive impact of 
the EuHC decisions and dissemination of legal information, Effi e Fokas 
( 2015 ) suggests that the EuHC’s “case law has centrally contributed to 
shaping the terms of such controversies. The latter to the extent that the 
Strasbourg Court may be considered to be in the process of developing 
a “theory” on the proper place of religion in the public sphere” (55). 
She demonstrates that there are a number of widely acknowledged areas, 
such as gender rights or religious architecture, where court rulings had an 
important impact despite the “principle of subsidiarity” providing mem-
ber states with relatively great margins to interpret the courts’ directives. 
As I initially discussed with reference to Soennecken (2009), subsidiary 
principles grant the domestic courts great leverage in asylum law. In the 
context of asylum law, which is not typically included in such consider-
ations of the court’s agency in theorizing religion, we can still see how 
the “discursive frameworks in which citizens act” (Fokas  2015 , 56) are 
informed by these interactions between the courts. It is signifi cant because 
of how “regulatory endowments” (ibid. 71), such as the certifi cate prac-
tices, are (de)legitimized, but beyond such procedural matters I have made 
the point that the centrifugal impact of the asylum court are such that 
it affects representations of what counts as religion proper. In order to 
answer the “loud cry for contextualization of any study of the radiating 
effects of courts” that Fokas (ibid. 72) issues, we need to keep in mind 
that it is in the lower courts where these regulations are put into practice. 

136 M. NIJHAWAN



 Commenting on the EuHC, Lawyer C (who has represented many 
Ahmadi cases in the Frankfurt region) told me that after the Strasbourg 
Court’s ruling, the chances for Ahmadis to establish credibility around 
their claims of persecution have become much better. In particular, it 
cannot be expected anymore that Ahmadis will withhold their rights to 
call themselves Muslim just to appease the majority. In the UK, the gov-
ernment representative brought forward the idea that in Pakistan, the 
anti-Ahmadi legislation would be upheld to keep public order and not 
to discriminate against the religious minority. But as the Upper Tribunal 
(which the EJC references) makes abundantly clear, “all the evidence 
shows that it is the violent aggression of sections of the majority popula-
tion that needs to be curbed” (UppTr p. 49). Similarly, it is no longer 
asked of Ahmadis in Pakistan to be discreet about their religion or to seek 
the option of internal refuge in Rabwah (the community’s headquarters 
in Pakistan) in order to prevent becoming the target of the violence of 
non-state actors (UppTr point 117, p. 50). The assumption of such inter-
nal refuge has been the cause for many rejections in asylum courts in the 
past. In regards to state persecution, the court clarifi ed that the likelihood 
of unfair trials and prolonged imprisonment in Pakistan (in conjunction 
with the complex political dynamics on non-state actors hurting Ahmadis) 
form a context in which “these factors are capable of amounting to a 
state-approved or state-condoned act of persecution within the meaning 
of the Qualifi cation Directive and under the Refugee Convention” (point 
116, p. 50). Remember here that when Judge A (see panel XI) recalls a 
situation that prevailed before these more recent rulings, the judges still 
needed to establish whether there has been a violation of a person’s right 
to religious freedom (protected by Art.4GG). If violations of the inner 
forum of privately held religious belief could be demonstrated (such as 
the persecution of an Ahmadi who was found praying or propagating his 
faith in domestic spaces), the chances for asylum being granted were gen-
erally good. But it took a lot of effort on the judges’ part to make this 
aspect visible. It deserves particular attention that the EuHC ruling has 
declared invalid the crucial distinction between the  forum internum  (pri-
vately held belief) and  forum externum  (articulations of such beliefs in 
social praxis and conspicuous public form) in asylum law, a point that was 
readily accepted by the German federal administrative court.  38   

 This is no minor issue. Historians of early modern law have recognized 
the foundational role of the two forums. Prior to the modern canon of law, 
the bifurcation between the forums enabled the Catholic Church to hold 
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to their authority in jurisprudence in both spiritual areas (solemn vows) 
and civic affairs, whereas the modern forensic conception of the role of 
confession becomes directly related to the forum internum and thus indi-
cates a historical continuity within processes of secularization (Schneider 
 2007 ). Moreover, as Kirby (2013) argues, Calvin’s reformist pursuits and 
his key emphasis on the culture of persuasion rested on the “duplex guber-
natio,” by which internal and external forums were distinguished in their 
specifi c meanings of privately held belief and publicly articulated religios-
ity. More important for us is the fact, as Peter Danchin ( 2015 ) has noted, 
that the modern conception of the forum internum as category of inner 
belief has produced key dilemmas for the legal framing of question of reli-
gious freedom and the right to religious self-expression as this has informed 
human rights discourses. On the one hand, there is the dilemma of whether 
the forum internum engenders ideas of autonomous choice or if it encom-
passes the right to “maintain a certain category of inner belief such as ‘con-
science’ or ‘faith’ understood as in some sense unchosen” (ibid. 243). On 
the other hand, we encounter the dilemma that, at some point, when it 
comes to recognized manifestations or limitations of the freedom of reli-
gious self- expression (forum externum), the juridical fi eld is authorized to 
differentiate and determine how the forum internum can be expanded into 
the outer realm; in other words, as soon as it is not solely anchored in the 
individual anymore, the question of how others’ rights and sensibilities are 
affected becomes a guiding principle for jurisprudence (ibid. 244). We can 
observe a “dramatic shift in spatialization” (ibid. 246) in the European and 
North American case law on religious symbols in the public sphere (such as 
wearing the hijab, the crucifi x cases etc). Danchin goes on to explain here 
that, “once religion is understood in terms of the three features [of] (1) 
Enlightenment rationality posits (2) a conception of individual belief that 
is (3) autonomously chosen in the forum internum, then most of what was 
formerly internal and private is transformed into an external manifestation 
of religion now subject either to recognition or limitation by the state in 
the new, vastly expanded forum externum” (ibid. 246). 

 If such genealogies of what constitutes the forum internum and exter-
num in the juridical fi eld matter in deliberations on different forms of 
religious practice and how they are brought into accordance with secu-
larization, it is signifi cant to see that the ECJ has suspended the dualis-
tic framework in asylum legislation between core and peripheral areas of 
religion, whereas all the cases Danchin cites show the exact opposite. He 
notes that courts use the distinction to effectively limit claims to religious 
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freedom that seem to deviate from what states defi ne as the boundaries 
of religious accommodation. The EJC ruling might have been simply a 
concession to the paucity of legal mechanisms to establish credibility in 
the region of asylum law and demonstrates an awareness of the diffi culties 
of translating between different expressions of religiosity when it comes to 
religious persecution. As I argue here, however, the (unintended) conse-
quences of this point far beyond what is at stake in the Ahmadi court cases 
in which these deliberations were made. 

 It is yet speculative to argue further how this landmark change affects 
other regions of the law. What we can see, however, is that, despite the 
EJC intention to enhance the rights of the individual to defi ne her unique 
understanding of where the boundaries between private and public articu-
lations of religiosity are drawn (if they can be drawn at all), there are other 
structural arrangements in place that fundamentally curb this new inter-
pretive range. In administrative courts, the differentiation between the 
two forums is not yet challenged to the extent it should be. Due to the 
pragmatics of legal reasoning in asylum courts, there emerges a process of 
reifying offi cially sanctioned ways of practicing Ahmadiyyat through which 
the genuine character and conduct of an observant Ahmadi becomes mea-
surable. The unintended effect here is the following: Despite the increas-
ing doubts regarding established practices of validation (as I have indicated 
with the membership certifi cations) an even more intimate interrogation 
becomes established that leaves the door open to ever new doubts about 
the claimant’s status. Let me explain this further. 

 In its 2012 country guidance on Pakistan, the Upper Tribunal already 
demanded several necessary steps to be taken by the decision-maker when 
faced with the task of determining the identity of an Ahmadi, including 
the offi cial documentation provided by the Jamat and an interview process 
through which genuinely held beliefs could be articulated and verifi ed.  39   
The two directives issued by the Upper Tribunal in this respect are worth 
detailed consideration:

  122. In light of the above, the fi rst question the decision-maker must ask is 
(1) whether the claimant genuinely is an Ahmadi. As with all judicial fact- 
fi nding, the judge will need to reach  conclusions on all the evidence as a whole 
giving such weight to aspects of that evidence as appropriate in accordance with 
article 4 of the Qualifi cation Directive. This is likely to include an enquiry 
whether the claimant was registered with an Ahmadi community in Pakistan 
and worshipped and engaged there on a regular basis. Post-arrival activity will 
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also be relevant . Evidence likely to be relevant includes confi rmation from 
the UK Ahmadi headquarters regarding the activities relied on in Pakistan 
and confi rmation from the local community in the UK where the claimant 
is worshipping ( italics are my emphasis ). 
 123. The next step (2) involves an enquiry into the claimant’s intentions or 
wishes as to his or her faith, if returned to Pakistan. This is relevant because 
of the need to establish whether it is of particular importance to the religious 
identity of the Ahmadi concerned to engage in paragraph 2(i) behaviour. 
The burden is on the claimant to demonstrate that any intention or wish to 
practice and manifest aspects of the faith openly that are not permitted by 
the Pakistan Penal Code (PPC) is genuinely held and of particular impor-
tance to the claimant to preserve his or her religious identity. The decision 
maker needs to evaluate all the evidence. Behaviour since arrival in the UK 
may also be relevant. If the claimant discharges this burden he is likely to be 
in need of protection. (p. 51) 

 We thus see how such normative validation is refl ected in the asylum law, 
and German court practice clearly refl ects this fact. It also affects the way 
in which adjudicators like Lawyer C adjust their communication strate-
gies to clients and the community. In fact, how do you “discharge this 
burden”? In one of his latest communiqués, Lawyer C highlights that the 
ECJ ended a more than two-decades-long praxis of German asylum law, 
which includes not only the full protection of religious practice but also 
the individual’s right to claim a particular form of religious behavior as 
foundational to his or her faith, independent of whether such behavior is 
in conformity with a religion’s basic tenets or not. In theory, this would 
allow someone who assumes heterodox beliefs to claim the same rights 
as the one following offi cially authorized set of practices. Yet, it can also 
be interpreted as allowing those engaging in proselytizing acts that go 
 beyond  the normalized forms of religious practice to claim that such acts 
have become key to their dignity and religious self-understanding. This is 
important as the specter of forced return hovers over all of these decisions. 
Asylum seekers can now be seen as acting visibly in such proselytizing 
roles. 

 The BVerwG court was quick to acknowledge this in its 10 C 23.12 
ruling over prior decisions by lower-level administrative courts that denied 
Ahmadi claimants protection due to past practices of differentiating 
between the forum internum and externum. Whereas the BVerwG sent 
the specifi c case back to a revision court for fi nal consideration, its ruling 
establishes clear criteria that discontinue common practice, especially with 
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regard how the principles of subsidiarity were applied. It further specifi es 
how an appellant’s identity as religious Ahmadi are to be validated by 
judges at the administrative courts. Speaking to the particular case in ques-
tion, the court argues that whereas the claimant under review “did not 
hold an important offi ce in the local Ahmadiyya community, he has habit-
ually practiced a religious life,” which, since his immigration to Germany, 
would be evidenced in “his regular attendance of prayers” in addition to 
his “continuation of social services” for the community in the form of 
“publicly active missionary activity by which he regularly volunteered at a 
bookstall of the Jamat.” Accordingly, the court has little reason to suspect 
he would not want to articulate his faith in public. Moreover, it is argued:

  From this practice of the faith, the court below concluded, in a manner to 
which there can be no objection from this Court, that it is a deep need of the 
Complainant to persuade his own countrypeople to adopt his faith. As an 
argument for the Complainant’s deep need to profess his religion in public 
as well, the court furthermore adduced the fact that the Complainant regu-
larly participates in interregional public events held by his religious commu-
nity. His endeavours to convey his religion to others, the court found, are 
also expressed in the religious education of his little daughter. This assess-
ment, according to the replicable appreciation of the court below, is not 
contradicted by the fact that the Complainant has only limited theological 
knowledge. The court arrived at its fi ndings on the basis of an intensive 
examination of the Complainant, lasting more than an hour, during the 
oral hearing. Furthermore, the court had before it three attestations from 
Ahmadiyya Muslim Jamaat e.V., Headquarters for Germany, that provided 
evidence not only as to the Complainant’s membership of the community, 
but also as to his religious practice in Germany. According to that evidence, 
he participates regularly in both local and central events held by the com-
munity. (BVerwG 10 C 23.12 Ziff. 42). 

   Legal experts will argue, at this point, that an interpretation of the new 
guidelines, especially ECJ, does not require that genuinely held belief is 
in accordance with a community’s dogma and doxa. Yet if we look at 
the fi ne print of the rulings, where qualifi cations to seek proximity to the 
central institutions of the Jamat are made, and if we further consider the 
social universe in which asylum seekers will fi nd themselves, such distinc-
tions remain largely abstract. Remember here that leading religious spe-
cialists and Imams of the Jamat have appeared before the courts to outline 
the set of core beliefs and practices through which Ahmadiyyat can be 
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distinguished from Sunni practices. Key in such representations is, for 
example, the reference to  tabligh  as the personal engagement in mean-
ingful debate and the propagation or proselytization of Islamic ways of 
life.  40   As I know from my research over the last two years, the emphasis on 
 tabligh  has been framed as the major objective of the Jamat by the current 
khalif. The religious leadership expects all auxiliaries to commit a certain 
amount of time to complement the work of trained missionaries, and new 
educational programs have been developed to reach such goals. The UK 
Upper Tribunal took detailed notice of these matters, as you could imagine 
that the connections between the Ahmadiyya headquarters and the British 
tribunals are facilitated by already established institutional frameworks of 
mutual recognition. In the Imam’s statement before the court, the links 
established between spiritual vows taken by each individual Ahmadi and 
the responsibilities of faith propagation are explicit. What we see in this 
statement is a direct link between inner commitment and normative rule, 
so that aspects related to interior and exterior forum converge. It seems to 
me that this interpretive move is now being reconfi rmed in the context of 
asylum and refugee case law. Thus, under point 195, the court summarizes 
expert witness Imam Rashed’s rationale as follows:

   Tabligh  was however an essential part of being an Ahmadi being both a 
requirement and an expectation. The reference to one day a week showed 
the importance of  tabligh . He acknowledged that there were situations 
where people could not be so active but for some people it was a matter of 
compulsion and not of desire.  Every Ahmadi is keen and desirous to preach 
and those who cannot do it feel they are unable to discharge their duties as a 
Ahmadi . When living under a law that prevents that they feel sorry about 
that. Ahmadis are expected to respect the law of the country, but this does 
not mean they do not have the desire of doing tabligh. A display of high 
moral standard by Ahmadis which might attract others does not really dis-
charge the entirety of the obligation of preaching required of all Ahmadis. 
He believed the population of Ahmadis in Pakistan is increasing although 
he did not have the fi gures. But this did not mean that preaching had been 
(particularly) effective as the numbers would have been much higher but for 
the restrictions. ( Italics are my emphasis ) 

   In summary, what is postulated as an Ahmadi’s desire to preach 
becomes a guiding principle for how to interpret genuine religiosity in 
matters of refugee determination. The court took notice here of a norm 
that establishes a relationship of continuity between internal and external 
forum (of internal desires and spiritual claims and external constrains on 
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fulfi lling such desire). This is a decisive issue inasmuch as asylum hearings 
are concerned, for there could be many points raised as to how liberal 
understandings of the law could even assume theories of personal desire 
to constitute a collective religious identity. The point is, however, that 
the homogenizing impulse in such modes of recognition of religious dif-
ference is written into parameters of the law. Individual acts and choices 
can be now be measured against a standard of religiosity that, among 
other things, is the standard determining risk assessments of religious 
persecution. 

 Having carved out this paradox in legal rationalizations—that is, of 
acknowledging subjective interpretations of religious commitments 
and practice, while also anchoring the credibility of individual claims in 
authoritative interpretations of religious character—I intend to show, in 
subsequent chapters, how social actors respond to such regulative norms. 
This shift to aspects of lived religion and encounters with social actors in 
the realm of public life is key, for in this chapter we could only gesture 
at how the centrifugal force of the asylum court impacts other societal 
realms, such as those of membership certifi cations and the participation of 
asylum seekers in offi cially sanctioned spaces of religion. Several scholars 
working in the area of law and religion have examined the formative role 
of jurisprudence over religious minority rights, and in that context pos-
ited that liberal law has entered a postsecular phase (Sullivan, Yelle and 
Taussig-Rubbo 2011; Sullivan  2005 ; Mahmood  2009 , McClure 1990). 
“Courts, legislatures and other governmental agencies judge the activities 
of persons as religious or not, as protected or not, based on models of reli-
gion,” writes Winnifred F. Sullivan (2005, 10), “that often make a poor fi t 
with religion as it is lived”. The “poor fi t” that Sullivan speaks of matters 
at the level of language, where we have seen there is sometimes an opaque-
ness and, at other times, a mutual recognition as to how the languages of 
law and religion relate to each other. I have argued that rationalizations of 
religious activity are not only authorized by the courts but that expert wit-
nesses and religious organizations such as the Jamat intervene in defi ning 
standardized repertoires and shared ideas of what constitutes an Ahmadi 
as a religious persona. The intricacies to this process are many, and I have 
shown that—particularly when it comes to the differentiation between 
inner and outer realms of religiosity as conjured in the legal fi eld—it has 
signifi cant implications for how we understand the fi t between legal cat-
egories and religion as lived. As judges and lawyers are now keenly aware 
that they act as interpreters of theological facts (as one lawyer phrased 
it ironically in a conversation “We are now also experts in theology”),  41   
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their perception of secular law and guiding normative concepts has also 
become affected. Again, this is nothing new if we consider the various 
areas of jurisprudence over religion in federal or constitutional courts. 
In the context of this book, however, I wanted to demonstrate how, in 
a legal fi eld not typically associated with issues of religion per se, there 
are profound institutional effects to be considered for the reconstitution 
of religious diaspora under conditions of migrant marginality. While my 
previous chapter discussed the existential aspects of the precariousness of 
asylum seekers, the following chapter will delve into a more detailed dis-
cussion of the social and political dynamics of community formation.  

                                            NOTES 
     1.     In her research, Soennecken (2009, 11) proposes a “comprehensive 

understanding of the growth of judicial power” which entails both proce-
dural and societal aspects (ibid. 11). Whereas most authors are concerned 
with the growth of judicial power with regards to the realm of political 
decision-making and legislative change, she is instead placing the emphasis 
of “judicialization from within” which relates to how decision-makers 
adopt court-like procedures and rationalizations within, for example, 
bureaucratic structures.   

   2.     Galanter (1983) clarifi es that courts can convey “regulatory endowment” 
through both the models that the court rulings provide us with (thinking 
about specifi c “norms, procedures, structures, rationalizations”) and 
through the “explicit authorizations and immunities conferred by the 
courts (and the law) on an immense variety of regulatory settings” (ibid. 
122). Galanter acknowledges that the way in which these rulings authorize 
can be both explicit and implicit.   

   3.    For a more detailed discussion of this issue, see Joppke (1999).   
   4.     Reference here is to BVerfG 54, 341–36 (“Ahmadi 1”) and BVerfG 76, 

143–170 (“Ahmadi 2”) . See  Soennecken (p. 130) who affi rms that these 
two rulings were key, fi rst because they clarifi ed the issue of religious per-
secution to be treated under Art.16GG and second because they then 
established the distinction between the internal and external forum, inso-
far as the claimant needed to prove that his or her “core area” of religiously 
held belief and practice was affected.   

   5.     This is one of the reasons why Soennecken’s study is so relevant, for she 
shows the different developments in Germany as compared to Canada, 
where the courts were initially prevented from adjudicating refugee issues 
and where refugee boards today still have a different role when compared 
to the German administrative courts.   
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   6.     These interviews complemented a longer research period in which I have 
examined how legal and social fi elds in the area of asylum are related. Part 
of that research was to interview adjudicators and social welfare workers 
who are regularly in contact with Sikh and Ahmadi asylum claimants. The 
Interview with Judge A was held on November 24, 2008, the one with 
Judge B on December 3, 2008.   

   7.     Despite the temporary treatment of Ahmadis under a directive to grant 
group persecution status, most individual asylum claims were dismissed by 
the refugee offi ce, then still called  Bundesamt für die Anerkennung auslän-
discher Flüchtlinge  or BAFl, and the fi les were sent to the administrative 
courts for review. From the 1980s onward, cases from Pakistan (Ahmadis) 
and cases from India (Sikhs) were managed in different departments of the 
court. It was assumed that in the process of gradually acquiring the neces-
sary (legal, contextual, and cultural) “background knowledge,” the judges 
would be in a better position to function as a legal bulwark against fraudu-
lent claims of persecution while isolating those deserving admission. The 
Senate of the HVerwG considered it especially imperative that judges were 
able to verify sources of information and witness reports that could be 
relied upon and cited in court hearings, for which they also set up a specifi c 
archive that assembled and made reports, documentation of human rights 
violations and rulings by various national and international courts, making 
them available to other jurisdictions.   

   8.     In 2014 and 2015, there was a signifi cant rise of racist violence against 
refugees. Refugee homes have been attacked by groups, several of them 
have been burned down. Such a correlation between higher infl uxes of 
refugees and violence was observed before. The towns of Hoyersweda, 
Rostock-Lichterhagen, Mölln, and Solingen are still associated with similar 
such violence in the 1990s when migrant workers and refugee families 
were killed during the arson attacks. Politicians of the far right conserva-
tive spectrum often cite these examples as a case in point to curb immigra-
tion. In October 2015, politicians of the CSU issued press statements that 
they want to change asylum legislation to make it more diffi cult for refu-
gees to be admitted. The same politicians have done little to curb right-
wing violence in the past decades, as the NSU trials have painfully shown.   

   9.     Fassin (2013) speaks of a “dual historiographical and semantic legacy” in 
this context, deliberating on the different genealogies of asylum which was 
for a long time restricted to a marginal space and “the ambivalence of 
hospitality, always in danger of hostility” (ibid. 43)   

   10.     Fassin (2013) cites the Strauss-Kahn case and Suketu Mehta’s widely read 
piece “The Asylum Seeker” in the New Yorker to suggest that the “banal-
ity of deception” in asylum claims has become a common trope in the 
media (ibid. 51–52).   
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   11.     Kagan (2010: 1185–86) refers to several court decisions of US courts that 
had to deal with similar issues.   

   12.     See also Bohmer and Shuman (2007b) for a detailed study of credibility 
assessments in the USA and the UK.   

   13.     Kagan (2010) points out: “In real life, credibility assessment involves many 
more factors, including not just the answers but also the questions, the 
way the questions are asked, and the environment in which they are asked. 
Even vague and incoherent testimony may not defi nitively indicate fraud, 
because cultural barriers, language and interpretation problems, mental 
health issues, and the general limitations of human memory and commu-
nication can produce honest testimony that nevertheless appears superfi -
cially incredible” (ibid. 1185).   

   14.     Judge B traces the history of credibility issues to the situation German 
courts faced when having to assess conscientious objectors to military ser-
vice ( Zivildienstleistende ) in the past.   

   15.     This terminology as it is used in the legal protocols relates directly to the 
BVerfG rulings in the 1980s that has specifi ed the criteria for recognizing 
persecution.   

   16.     The reference is to BVerfG 76, 143. More recent court rulings grant gov-
ernments the right to make distinctions and not per se grant asylum to 
members of any persecuted group. However, there has been consistence in 
such interpretations since the 1990s, which is why singular case assess-
ments today remain the standard. In its February 20, 2013 decision that I 
discuss further below, the BVerwG has confi rmed this principle, arguing 
that the claimant cannot take recourse on arguments of group persecution, 
because “the number of criminal cases, guilty verdicts and actual attacks 
launched against Ahmadis, is not as high as to amount to the necessary 
density of persecution” ( dass sich daraus die für eine  Gruppenverfolgung 
erforderliche Verfolgungsdichte ableiten lasse. See  BVerwG 10 C 23.12).   

   17.     Good ( 2013 ) also pays attention to gut feelings in suggesting that “many 
credibility decisions rested on ‘gut feelings’, the application of common 
sense, or recourse to personal experience” (ibid. 53).   

   18.     Hamacher (2006, 686) carves out the idea of a simultaneous activation 
and inactivation in the process of granting rights (such as human rights) 
that, when suspended, could restore something of the humanity of those 
 having to  call upon such rights under particular circumstances—which for 
him of course becomes an aporia for modern law itself. His reference to 
Benjamin (his remarks on Kafka’s  Prozess ) is evocative here as it suggests 
that those “political, anthropological, and theological authorities who 
claim to be the advocates of human rights would serve the justice, freedom 
and dignity of man best by expanding the zones of their indecision and by 
bringing about the circumstances in which non of their rights need ever be 
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appealed to—circumstances in which the right not to need and not to use 
rights could be exercised without any limits” (690). As this is currently 
utopian in a political context where the law has to make determinations on 
the basis of vague assumptions and thus “justice cannot be expected” 
(ibid. 690), judiciary discretion to surrender to good faith/belief in Judge 
B’s remarks ( wir sind dem mehr oder weniger ausgeliefert ) then might 
retain something affi rmative even in this gesture of defi ance.   

   19.     Soennecken (2009) argues that historically, judges in administrative courts 
were rather deferential to the state bureaucracy. In the post-World War II 
period, this seems to have substantially changed. Judges at this level now 
use an “inquisitorial principle, which encourages them to be more ‘inves-
tigative’ than their North American counterparts. […] German adminis-
trative law judges who adjudicate refugee claims are required by law to 
apply inquisitorial principles, in contradiction to assumptions about defer-
ence” (ibid. 106).   

   20.     To reiterate the problem, “the most challenging cases are those that rely 
extensively on affording asylum seekers the benefi t of the doubt because of 
the lack of corroborating or contradictory evidence. In these cases, adjudi-
cators assess credibility mainly by analyzing the applicant’s testimony in 
reference only to itself, looking for consistency, detail, vagueness, and con-
tradictions, among other factors. This process is sometimes referred to as 
internal credibility assessment” (Kagan  2010 , 1183).   

   21.     The paragraph continues: “In the current case, it depends on whether the 
claimant has reasons to believe that, because of his public religious activity 
which is essential to maintaining his religious identity, there is a high prob-
ability of a violation of his rights, especially the threat to be bodily injured 
or killed or curbed in his freedoms, to be persecuted by legal authorities, 
or of being exposed to other inhumane or humiliating forms of sanction” 
(Ziff. 2.3.4 my translation).   

   22.     There is a broader point here as one could ask to what extent would such 
orientalist legacies impact credibility assessments in the courts, especially as 
we just heard why cultural sensibilities and ideological persuasions are of 
crucial signifi cance. But such an investigation is beyond the scope of what 
I can do in this chapter.   

   23.     Since asylum legislation was overhauled in 1993 and 1996, there are now 
different established routes of admission that are applied in fi rst hearings. 
The most common ones are Art.16GG of the German constitution and 
Art.3AsylVfG, which also allows admission without judicial review based 
on acquiring refugee status according to the Geneva Convention. 
Additionally, there are other ways of admissions based on subsidiary pro-
tection according to Art.4AsylVfG or when safe third country assessments 
prevent deportation.   
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   24.     Not without a sense of pride does Judge A describe how has been courted 
by community members, which he thinks must be due to “the judges’ 
reputation in this cultural context.” He speculates whether this is a rem-
nant of colonial rule: “As a consequence of the British colonial system 
(judges) are god-like creatures ( Richter sind ja  ‘ Herrgötter in Schwarz’ ) 
whereas for him this implies that they have an issue with the separation of 
powers, which seem to be “a little bit porous in this system.”   

   25.     Judge A: “I have to clarify that I am not an ‘Ahmadiyya sympathizer’ ( ein 
Ahmadiyya Sympatisant ) or that I would be particularly close to the com-
munity, I don’t. I judge the issue at hand according to the historical 
importance of asylum law. Whatever politics does … I should be indiffer-
ent to it. That means, I also have to be ready to oppose the wave of public 
opinion on this issue and so I will take a fi rm stand here. But that hasn’t 
necessarily helped advancing my career in the court system.”   

   26.     For example, when I asked Lawyer C about his views on religious conser-
vatism and obedience he would affi rm what Judge A pointed out but 
explain it as a consequence of lack of anonymity in the group, the skepti-
cism brought against them by the societal majority, but also the limitation 
of occupational opportunities, lack of provisions to recognize professional 
certifi cates or the educational defi cits of those coming from a rural back-
ground. Hence, the peculiarities of the German immigration system might 
have produced some of the stereotypes and one-sided images, he suggests. 
Drawing on many years of experience of representing newcomers from the 
Jamat, Lawyer C observed that there has been a noticeable move by skilled 
migrants to immigrate to the UK and Canada, where they would face less 
discrimination and better occupational opportunities.   

   27.     He provides another example from his hometown where the Ahmadiyya 
community failed in an attempt to get a pedestrian bridge renamed after 
someone in the community. This was due, Judge A argued, as they lacked 
any viable political strategy to seek legitimation and acquire public sup-
port. He alleged an “ignorance and complete misinterpretation of the 
political situation” on the part of community representatives that would 
come to the fore in their missionary agenda: “they practically provoke fears 
and wonder afterwards why the others are afraid—completely 
unrealistic!”   

   28.     Upon checking this further, he must be corrected here as the reference is 
to Surah 2, 282. I used the English version provided by the University of 
Leeds Quran Tool that places different commentaries next to each other. 
http://www.comp.leeds.ac.uk/nora/html/2- 282.html   

   29.     Margot Fahmy ( 1997 ), who has worked with Ahmadi women in the 
Rhein-Main region, has described some of these issues in her book. I am 
not taking these up here, as the arguments are specifi c to a different debate 
on sexism and gendered violence in immigration contexts more generally.   
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   30.     See Katharina Iskander and Stefan Töpfer. “Ehrenmord” in Darmstadt. 
Glaube, Liebe, Schmerz. Eine junge Frau pakistanischer Herkunft wird 
vom eigenen Vater umgebracht,   weil sie den falschen Mann heiraten 
wollte. Wäre dieser ‘Ehrenmord’ zu   verhindern gewesen?”  Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Zeitung , 21.06.2015. Accessed online on September 10, 2015: 
 http://www.faz.net/-gzg-84hfv. The case of Lareeb K. who was allegedly 
killed by her own father deeply affected the Ahmadi community in 
Frankfurt, as they had attempted to mediate in the confl ict Lareeb had 
with her parents. Both parents were active community members.   

   31.     He uses this expression when referring to how the Jamat sells homeopathic 
medicine, which he considers scandalous and a betrayal of the public 
health system.   

   32.     There has been a long debate in various German provinces about how to 
handle religious education for Muslim immigrant children. In the public 
school system, catholic and protestant churches had in many provinces a 
privilege to run religion classes. Hessen has recently certifi ed two Islamic 
organizations to do the same. To the astonishment of many in the broader 
Muslim community, the Jamat is one of these organizations. This has to do 
with the demographic, as a large segment of Muslims in the Rhein-Main 
region are Ahmadis. At the same time, it shows the organizational success 
in lobbying and public campaigns of communicating a model of Islam that 
stands opposed to religious extremism and political Islam.   

   33.     This is a direct replication of typical grades given out at the state’s public 
school system.   

   34.     I replicate Judge B’s expression here, otherwise this term “Ahmadic reli-
gion” is not common.   

   35.    See for instance Matthias Koenig, Jane Bolden and Will Kymlicka (2012).   
   36.     Others in the courtroom share this horizon of expectations. As I talked 

with the lawyer after the hearing, the interpreter, a respected community 
elder who I had met for an interview earlier, stepped in and articulated his 
disapproval with the performance of the claimant. For instance, he points 
out that while Mr. Naveed sat there in simple clothing, wearing old socks 
and shoes, trying to impress the judge by establishing his elevated position 
in the Jamat. This was obviously such a disparity between assumed roles 
that it felt to those attending as artifi cial. By experience, the interpreter 
knew that, while nowhere spoken, this would be held against the credibil-
ity of the case put forward.   

   37.     The Immigration and Asylum Chamber of the UK tribunal affi rmed, in 
reference to Pakistan’s penal code, that “it is unhelpful to talk about laws 
per se being persecutory.” However, what could be expected from Ahmadis 
living under conditions of violence has been again reinterpreted, a point 
that I shall review again when looking at the defi nition of religious prac-
tices in such texts.   
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   38.     The reference is to the September 2012 rulings by the ECJ that are fi led as 
cases C-71/11 and C-99/11. The BVerwG alludes to this directive on 
February 20, 2013 under case 10 C 23.12: “Zu den Handlungen, die 
nach der Rechtsprechung des EuGH eine schwerwiegende Verletzung der 
Religionsfreiheit im Sinne von Art. 9 Abs. 1 Buchst. a der Richtlinie 
darstellen können, gehören nicht nur gravierende Eingriffe in die Freiheit  
 des Antragstellers, seinen Glauben im privaten Rahmen zu praktizieren, 
sondern hält es mit der weiten Defi nition des Religionsbegriffs in Art. 1 0 
Abs. 1 Buchst. b der Richtlinie nicht für vereinbar, die Beachtlichkeit einer 
Verletzungshandlung danach zu beurteilen, ob diese in einen Kernbereich 
der privaten Glaubensbetätigung (forum internum) oder in einen weiteren 
Bereich der öffentlichen Glaubensausübung (forum externum) eingreift 
(Rn. 62  f.). Der Senat folgt dieser Auslegung und hält daher an der vor 
Inkrafttreten der Richtlinie 2004/83/EG vertretenen, hiervon abweichen-
den Rechtsauffassung für den FIüchtlingsschutz (vgl. Urteil vom 20. Januar 
2004 BVerwG 1 C 9.03-BVerwG 120, 16  <  19  ff.>) nicht mehr fest. 
Folglich ist bei der Bestimmung der Handlungen, die aufgrund ihrer 
Schwere verbunden mit der ihrer Folgen für den Betroffenen als Verfolgung 
gelten können, nicht darauf abzustellen, in welche Komponente der 
Religionsfreiheit eingegriffen wird, sondern auf die Art der ausgeübten 
Repressionen und ihre Folgen für den Betroffenen (Rn. 65 mit Verweis auf 
Rn. 52 der Schlussanträge des Generalanwalts).”   

   39.    The reference is to Pakistan CG [2012] UKUT 00389(IAC).   
   40.     Note that in his most recent initiatives and consultations with the transna-

tional community, Khalifa Mirza Masroor Ahmad has put greatest empha-
sis on the notion of tabligh. Each local chapter had to survey its member 
and report to higher ranked bodies, which in their fi nal report form were 
presented to the UK headquarters. Accordingly, missionary training has 
gained renewed emphasis and has the practice of establishing new mission-
ary posts in countries not yet represented by Ahmadiyyat.   

   41.     For a discussion of how experts in the legal sphere have assumed the role 
of theologians, see Mahmood ( 2006 ).          
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    CHAPTER 5   

            No European “identity” can be  opposed  to others in the world because 
there exist no absolute  border lines  between the historical and cultural 
territory of Europe and the surrounding spaces. There exist no abso-
lute border lines  because Europe as such is a  “ border line ” […]. More 
precisely it is a superposition of border lines, hence a superposition of 
heterogeneous relations to the other histories and cultures of the 
world (at least many of them), which are reproduced within its own 
history and culture.

Étienne Balibar,  We ,  the People of Europe ? (2002), p. 219 

   In October 2008, when an ambitious mosque project was inaugurated 
in Marxloh (a neighborhood in Duisburg, NRW) amidst much political 
fanfare, German newspaper headlines read “The miracle of Marxloh.” 
Journalists expressed a sense of satisfaction in their columns that the public 
had fi nally witnessed the opening of a mosque that was not overshadowed 
by years of bitter lawsuits, bureaucratic struggles, and deeply divisive pub-
lic contestations concerning the so-called Islamicization of public space.  1   
To the contrary, the Marxloh mosque was created as “Begegnungsstätte 
Moschee” to inaugurate a new chapter of cultural pluralism and interfaith 
relations.  2   Being a neighborhood that has long been singled out in the 
media as exemplifying the social ills of “failed integration” (socioeconomic 
depravities, societal fears around racially segregated space, and the  limits 
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of social upward mobility characteristic for the “immigrant ghetto”), 
Marxloh was suddenly identifi ed as a site of cultural and economic 
 revitalization.  3   At the inauguration ceremony, Minister Jürgen Rüttgers 
issued what seemed to be a puzzling statement from a leading fi gure of 
the Christian-Conservative Union (CDU) and a man who had mobilized 
anti-immigrant sentiments in at least two public debates during election 
campaigns.  4   “We need more mosques in this country,” he announced dur-
ing the offi cial ceremony, for which he later received both applause and 
condemnation. And further: “(We need them) not in the backyards ( in 
den Hinterhöfen ), but publicly visible mosques.”  5   

 Such calls for visibility in the public realm and the acceptance of a moderate 
Islam were meanwhile routinely performed, for example, on “the day of the 
open mosque” ( Tag der Offenen Moschee ), which was held on the October 3 
national holiday commemorating Germany’s unifi cation and other religious 
ceremonies to which politicians are invited. In 2008, this specifi c announce-
ment by Rüttgers was perceived as a discourse shifter that resonated with 
President Christian Wulff’s remark that “Islam is a part of Germany” and ran 
counter to all the prior articulations of Islam as being essentially outside the 
framework of a European  leitkultur  (normative culture).  6   The “Miracle of 
Marxloh” suggested a symbolic makeover or about-face in national orienta-
tion toward immigration, especially with regard to Turkish immigrant com-
munities that were also lending their support to the mosque project. 

 Was Marxloh to be regarded as the new symbol for German toler-
ance? Was it to play the same kind of role as the “The Miracle of Bern” 
( Das Wunder von Bern )—a common trope and the harbinger for the 
Marxloh idiom—that evoked the transition in cultural and political accep-
tance of Germans internationally after World War II?  7   The turn to this 
signifi cant national trope was by no means accidental, as it made audiences 
think that such a major shift was indeed underway. As a consequence of 
the new position the country has acquired internationally and after sub-
stantial changes to its immigration practices since the 2000s, it seems that 
Germany has fi nally come to terms with the social and political realities of 
being an immigrant country, even if we are still in the process of seeing this 
widely accepted fact translate into a new citizenship law. This has clearly 
also affected the visible presence of religious symbols associated with new 
diasporic formations. The Marxloh effect would here confi rm patterns 
observed in other European countries, especially in the British context 
where religious communities successfully handled social confl icts to win 
public support for their religious sites and where the presence of visibly 
religious architecture has gradually become normalized (Cesari  2005 ). 
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 Less than two years later, in a lengthy national debate that followed 
the publication of  Deutschland schafft sich ab  (“Germany being undone”) 
by a former member of the German Federal Bank and member of the 
Social Democratic Party (SPD), Thilo Sarrazin, public sentiments in 
Germany seemed to shift once more toward questioning the assimilability 
and acceptance of Muslim immigrants.  8   Across Europe, we can observe 
how such sentiments are strategically channeled by anti-immigrant move-
ments and populist right-wing parties that have shaken up the political 
landscape. In the German context, a ferocious and publicly visible anti-
Islam and anti- mosque campaign has been part of this political reconfi gu-
ration since the early 1990s. After several fl uctuations, it is well and alive 
in 2015. The anti-Islam group, currently under the heading of Pegida, 
has attempted to consolidate the support of the German angered citizen 
or  Wutbürger  in order to permeate symbolically pregnant spaces such as 
the Monday demonstrations in Dresden and Leipzig and to give their 
ostensibly grassroots mobilizations of racism a democratic facelift.  9   An 
exclusionary body politics expressed as populist anti-Islam or anti-mosque 
movements is not new, nor are mosque confl icts historically isolated to the 
German or European context.  10   Contestations over the so-called “ground 
zero mosque” recently caught global attention due to the spatial proxim-
ity to New York’s twin towers and the public frenzy over the alleged “sym-
bolic appropriation” of a sacred site of national remembrance through an 
Islamic organization. In contexts of Western immigration states, mosque 
projects as sites of migrant incorporation and spatial representation have 
served as a negotiating terrain of cultural citizenship (Isin and Siemiatycki 
 2002 ). In both the Canadian and German contexts, there have been sev-
eral documented cases over the last two to three decades in which mosque 
disputes have mobilized local publics, fi lled town halls for plenary hear-
ings, and kept the municipal boards and ultimately the courts busy.  11   

 As I would like to explain in this chapter, several of these mosque 
confl icts concerned the efforts by the AMJ to construct publicly vis-
ible mosques.  12   Pointing to the “one hundred mosques project” that 
Ahmadiyya brochures advertise as part of the projected goal of securing 
a visible presence in this country, opponents have consistently evoked the 
fear that we are dealing here with an Islamist sect that would spread its 
many tentacles across German territory. Thus, despite the current norma-
tive call for “more visible mosques” in which the mosque represents a 
new image of Islam arriving in Germany (Marxloh), anti-mosque oppo-
sition has also become more ferocious, reiterating their claims that the 
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arrival of Islam undermines the cultural fabric of Europe. The proclaimed 
shift from the backyard mosque to the architectural mosque in the public 
square is surely not interpreted by members of these movements as a sign 
of  normalization, but rather as a further “proof” of the alleged “secret 
agenda” by an “aggressive and uncompromising Islam” to impose the 
sharia and blasphemy law in Europe. The ever-same mantra of linking 
minaret, muezzin, and sharia to evoke the dangers of Islamism has become 
the metaphoric chain through which to mobilize a support base that is 
all too ready to lend its voice to this exclusionary political project. The 
issue of “Islam in Germany” has in such fashion repeatedly been forced 
into national public debates, most recently in 2016 due to the success-
ful election campaigns of the new party  Die Alternative für Deutschland  
(AfD). This is undeniably the effect of what these movements achieved in 
the past. The anti-mosque banners that have sprouted up in this context 
have also served a pan-European right-wing populist movement that, in 
recent years, has generated signifi cant inroads in the political spectrum (in 
France, Switzerland, Italy, and the Netherlands).  13   To mention just one 
prominent example here: the recent Swiss public vote against the con-
struction of minarets was backed by 57 % of the voters in almost all of 
the Swiss provinces (cantons), clearly indicating that beyond the political 
agendas of the conservative and far-right parties that are usually behind 
these rallies, the anxiety over “Islamicization” is a predicament shared by 
a far wider constituency.  14   The racist poster campaign that sustained the 
Swiss vote, which employed the fi gure of a black burka-wearing, faceless 
woman surrounded by black minarets towering over a Swiss fl ag, indicates 
that there is also a powerful visual grammar of racialized difference that 
entrenches particular images deeply within the imaginative space of self- 
proclaimed secular identity politics.  15   Such an aggressive visual language is 
also observed in the most recent protest movements across Europe. 

 Notwithstanding long-term speculations as to whether these groups 
form a waxing or waning social force to be reckoned with (and whether or 
not Islam will remain unwanted or normatively incorporated), I want to 
examine the recent history of mosque confl icts to understand how these 
have shaped public opinion and how they have impacted community rela-
tions. The demand to come out of the backyard mosque is, I would argue, 
illustrative of prevailing normative pressures and the need for constant 
assertions about who belongs when, why, and how in the liberal public 
sphere. Moreover, in the current context of the war on terror—that is, in 
a situation where the remaining backyard mosques are seen as secretive 
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locations and operative sites for an expanding transnational and radical 
political Islam—the call to step out of the backyard mosque cannot be 
regarded as an innocent and benevolent invitation to inclusive citizen-
ship. It also means that liberal multiculturalism draws a line around values 
of tolerance and cultural acceptability. The backyard mosque has clearly 
lost its former political innocence here. Prior to the current war on ter-
ror, the backyard mosque was at some level (despite prevailing suspicions 
which did exist) recognized by both immigrant groups and mainstream 
society to generate a climate of “ordered integration.” Sociological stud-
ies in Germany show that immigrant communities underwent a process 
of spatial reorganization after the termination of the guestworker pro-
gram ( Anwerbestopp  of 1973) that forced them to consider the options 
of return migration or permanent settlement (Ceylan 2006). In this con-
text, mosques served as sites for an emerging diasporic consciousness and 
Turkish–German religious identity that, over time, facilitated community 
formation under conditions of assimilationist pressure and then dominant 
claims that “We are not an immigrant country.” Today, the compulsory 
and repetitive manner by which we hear demands to step out of the back-
yard mosque, renounce violence, and “confess” ( sich bekennen ) to being 
moderate, has engendered a different idea of how to embrace a liberal 
religious subjectivity and affi rm cultural citizenship. 

 Ayse Çaglar ( 2001 ) considers the public apprehensions against “immi-
grant ghettos” and the normative calls for integration as mirror images, for 
both suggest—through their specifi c rationales of argumentation—that 
we ought to curb the dangers of a lack of control over religious spaces. 
Çaglar who also recognizes the backyard mosque to function as a major 
trope of casting Muslim immigrants as foreign, is hesitant to see Germany 
advance in the direction of a progressive European model of immigration 
and citizenship: “The ways in which immigration gains the status of a 
meta-issue in Germany,” she argues, “(continue to) depend on the rheto-
ric, metaphor and key terms in which [such] discourses on immigrants are 
cast” (ibid. 602). Despite societal progress in this area, such metaphors are 
still operative. Regulative norms are communicated here through differ-
ent channels and are built upon hidden assumptions about particular cul-
tural and religious subjects as illegitimate or outside the realms of a liberal 
framework. To secure or enforce such regulative norms, other institutional 
mechanisms have been in effect; for example, the compulsive citizenship 
tests at the level of formal entry to the body politic or the various public 
appeals to local Muslim communities to sign declarations confi rming the 
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values of Germany’s Grundgesetz.  16   I want to discuss how these more 
widespread demands for a public declaration of endorsing the principles 
of liberalism and secularism (of being “peace-loving” instead of  extremist) 
dovetail with the ongoing populist mobilizations against the mosque proj-
ects launched by the Ahmadiyya and other Muslim communities. Despite 
ongoing efforts on the part of the political mainstream to distance itself 
from anti-immigrant movements, there is a seeming correlation here 
between this kind of activism on the streets and the discourses on Islam in 
the broader public sphere. The preoccupation with restoring the “peace-
loving Muslim fellow citizen”  17   is a particularly poignant example that has 
surfaced in public debates on the Ahmadiyya faith. Here it is not only the 
alleged “orthodoxy” of Ahmadi Muslims that matters but paradoxically 
also their “heterodoxy.” The co-presence of these contradictory images 
requires some further sociological analysis, for I would argue that it is 
precisely this instability that facilitates transactions of inherited Orientalist 
ideas between segments of the political spectrum. The regulatory norms of 
enforced and simultaneously tamed visibility of a religious subjectivity in 
order to be moderate and to cast off its latent “dark side” have now come 
to be embedded in models of recognition in pluralistic societies. Indeed, 
these norms no longer remain restricted to Muslim identities—a point I 
make in the concluding section of this chapter.  18   

   THE ANTI-MOSQUERS’ DISCOURSE 
 I want to limit my argument here to the anti-mosque movement in 
Schlüchtern, a small city in Hessen’s Main-Kinzig district, about an hour 
drive from Frankfurt. This was at the center of one of the fi rst and most 
widely published disputes targeting the Ahmadiyya community. The dis-
pute around the Schlüchtern mosque evolved over a period of nearly fi fteen 
years (starting in the early 1990s until the mid-2000s) and in this period 
acquired some notoriety in regional media coverage. This is a signifi cant 
time-span for a local mosque controversy, which is why it also serves my 
purpose to illustrate the changes in political tactics in anti-mosque move-
ments that especially after the terrorist attacks of 9/11 became openly 
Islamophobic.  19   But the example is also chosen because it shaped the pub-
lic perception of the Jamat in the Rhein-Main region. Outside the city of 
Schlüchtern, the public took notice of this dispute only after a local inter-
est group or  Bürgerinitiative  called “pro-Schlüchtern” launched a cam-
paign. It became clear over time that pro-Schlüchtern had connections 

158 M. NIJHAWAN



to political groups of the right-wing, yet their intention was to appeal 
to a more diffuse segment of society that felt the offi cial political actors 
and established parties didn’t acknowledge their fears over “cultural for-
eignization” ( kulturelle Überfremdung ).  20   Now, Schlüchtern is not exactly 
a Mecca of Muslim pilgrimage.  21   As the local Ahmadiyya community in 
this city consists predominantly of those who initially came as refugees, 
the struggle against the mosque was simultaneously couched in terms of 
a then prevalent anti-refugee sentiment. As a matter of fact, the demo-
graphically small representation of Ahmadis in this city is the immediate 
consequence of state practices of regulating refugee allocation according 
to which asylum seekers are distributed to refugee homes as soon as they 
enter the bureaucratic process of fi rst hearings and court appeals that I dis-
cussed in the previous chapter. During a peak of incoming refugees in the 
mid-1980s to mid-1990s, German tabloids and members of the conserva-
tive political spectrum depicted asylum seekers as social welfare spongers. 
It was this image that contributed to how Ahmadis were perceived by the 
mosque opponents, those who repeatedly alleged the former would abuse 
the social welfare system. These sentiments were surely lingering among a 
signifi cant part of the local public in Schlüchtern and other places before 
the opposition took the form of an organized movement against a visibly 
other group of Ahmadi Muslims who were about to settle permanently. 
It will be necessary in this context to recall what Fatima El-Tayeb ( 2011 ) 
refers to as “invisible racialization” of diasporas of color, which in her 
words amounts to “the peculiar coexistence of, on the one hand, a regime 
of continentwide recognized visual markers that construct nonwhiteness 
as non-Europeanness with, on the other, a discourse of colorblindness that 
claims not to ‘see’ racialized difference” (ibid. xxvi). Invisible racialization 
not only performs a clear contrast to the processes discussed in the next 
chapter (turning to the North American context, I show how the racializa-
tion of Muslim and Sikh youth is openly debated), but also forces us to 
acknowledge the various ruptures and anachronisms that come to the fore 
when considering the very concrete encounters with and representations 
of cultural and religious others in the German and European context. The 
anti-mosque discourses show both of the facets El-Tayeb identifi ed. 

 As is often the case, anti-mosquers avoid self-labeling in negative ways 
and instead proclaim to be a “pro”-movement with the intention of reclaim-
ing the spaces and symbols of what they think defi nes cultural citizenship.  22   
In Schlüchtern, there was no talk about Islam per se, as the initial stages 
of dispute evolved around municipal bylaws and cultural  landscaping. 
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Mosque opponents began lobbying town administrators to intervene in 
the bureaucratic processes around specifi c zoning laws that regulate the size 
and location of religious architectures and the fi t of architectural designs 
within existing urban or semi-urban localities. It was thus mainly through 
administrative processes and through arguments that played on the idea 
of a clash in cultural aesthetics that the mosque project fi rst got delayed. 
When the Ahmadiyya community began their search for an adequate con-
struction site in the early 1990s, negotiations with local town authorities 
soon led them into a juridical battle through various courts, beginning 
with the building supervisory authority up to the administrative court in 
Frankfurt. In these legal battles, it was argued by town administrators that 
the mosque would not fi t into the cultural landscape of the region and 
that Islamic architecture would stand isolated and alien in a predominantly 
Christian environment in rural Hessen. Arguments against noise and traffi c 
were also issued, but it was the conspicuous turn to Islamic architecture 
(and the explicit move from the backyard mosque to public space) that was 
widely perceived as provocative and scandalous. Visible and audible signs 
of religious difference (notoriously, the minaret and the  adhan , or call for 
prayer) were also at issue, even though most of the arguments would evolve 
around more technical concerns of urban planning, such as parking and 
traffi c concerns; the size, height, shape, and color of buildings; and how 
the buildings would insert architecturally in a particular neighborhood.  23   
It was also claimed that the hundred or so Ahmadi worshipers who would 
use the mosque for their religious services were mostly not local to the 
neighborhood itself and hence “would daily drive forth and back between 
their homes and the mosque,” thus contributing to bad air quality and 
congestion on the streets. 

 Engin Isin and Myers Siemiatycki (2002) have argued that such tac-
tics of local resistance through spatial practices and metaphors that veil 
political motives and racist predicaments were prevalent in the Canadian 
context too. They argue that mosque disputes are one of the terrains on 
which we can observe how liberalism tries to contain “racialized Others 
across fi rm and visible borders” (ibid. 193). So this is not an exclusively 
German case scenario. As Salma Ahmad (2009) demonstrates in her inves-
tigation of the disputes of the Ahmadiyya mosque in Brampton in the 
Toronto region, discourses of growth management and cultural alienation 
have been similarly used to administratively intervene and delay the build-
ing of an Ahmadiyya mosque (ibid. 51) and this was backed by the efforts 
of local residents to fence off their terrains and possibly have the mosque 
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project relocated. Whereas in the Brampton case, the Jamat succeeded in 
garnering the support of local and provincial political parties and public 
representatives and community representatives were able to communicate 
their objectives in ways that were fully intelligible within the Canadian 
cultural mosaic—leading the mayor of Brampton to publicly admit her 
embarrassment about the delay and local resistance (ibid. 55)—discus-
sions in Schlüchtern town halls didn’t have a similar effect. To the con-
trary, after the town administration lost all court appeals, the populist 
movement grew even stronger. There were town hall meetings held just 
before and after the events of 9/11 when things further escalated. With 
the terrorist attacks of 2001, the anti- mosquers were perceived by many 
as expressing legitimate concerns. The spokespersons of the Jamat who 
appeared in these town halls were shouted down, and the movement aug-
mented all their efforts in launching a popular signature campaign that 
led to a local referendum ( Bürgerbegehren )  24   by which they hoped to shut 
down the mosque for good. 

 Despite signifi cant variations within European forms of right-wing 
populism, we can recognize in anti-mosque movements a constellation 
that capture within a single idiom (that of defending European values 
against “intrusions of Islam”) various motifs and several grievances. In 
the movements’ leadership, we can see attempts of social upward mobility 
by a self-declared outsider elite that fabricates their self-image as “anti- 
establishment” and “speaking for the silent majority” of the middle class. 
The groups forming behind these fi gures tend to perceive themselves as 
being excluded from representative democracy, which is why, for example, 
Pegida supporters today are advised to stop speaking to the media and 
other “tweakers of truth” ( Wahrheitsverdreher  or  Lügenpresse ). Right-wing 
populists have consistently employed anti-immigrant discourses as a way 
to evoke these sentiments of a lost popular sovereignty ( Volkssouveränität ) 
among their constituency.  25   As a number of social scientists have shown 
through longitudinal research designs, the tendency of such resentments is 
fi rmly anchored within the broader spectrum of the predominantly white 
middle classes.  26   Such sentiments prevail in different German provinces or 
states but seem particularly intense in regions that could not benefi t from 
Germany’s unifi cation or the economic revitalization of thriving metro-
politan areas like Frankfurt. The fear of being left behind by the political 
elites (who they despise and who they claim fail to listen to what shapes the 
common sense of ordinary people, in the German idiom:  dass die sich nicht 
um die Sorgen und Ängste des kleinen Mannes kümmern ) is an oft-heard 
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concern.  27   The constitutive dualisms and exclusivist tendencies that are 
generally demonstrated by such populist movements, including the juxta-
position of corrupt elites versus honest people, intellectual arrogance ver-
sus the primordial wisdom of the masses, and the moral backwardness of 
Islam versus the moral superiority of one’s own Christian culture (Priester 
 2008 : 31), can all be identifi ed in the pro-Schlüchtern case. Like their 
Swiss, French, or Dutch counterparts, they have been adamant in claiming 
a progressive self-image of “the people” and had apparently no hesitations 
to align themselves with secular and feminist arguments.  28   References to 
German–Turkish author Serap Çileli, who was then also listed on many 
of the “politically incorrect” (an euphemism for anti-immigrant ideol-
ogy) websites, offered an opportunity to signal the alleged racelessness of 
their agenda. Citations from Islam-critics who have a migrant background 
allowed the mosque opposition to launch a counter attack against what 
they have read as elitist proponents of a “ Multikulti  ideology” advanced 
by liberals whose “naive beliefs” would ultimately lead to social disinte-
gration (“You will kill us with your tolerance”/ Eure Toleranz wird uns 
noch umbringen ). Any notion of a peaceful coexistence between Islam and 
secular modernity is seen here as illusionary.  29   Each instance of domestic 
terror only substantiated these convictions. In fact, following the events of 
9/11, the pro-Schlüchtern initiative changed its strategy and declared the 
city of Schlüchtern a “mosque-free zone.” Protesters distributed fl yers and 
mounted visible “no mosque” icons on their website and these became 
popular in other cities such as Cologne or Berlin.  30    

   FABRICATING AHMADIS AS SUSPICIOUS RELIGIOUS SUBJECTS 
 It is commonplace for Ahmadi communities around the world to inau-
gurate their mosques by laying foundation stones and praying. On many 
such occasions, the current khalifa is invited and if he is able to attend, 
this gives the local community public visibility and spiritual support. The 
media outlets of the community also transmit these events to their trans-
national audiences. In 2006, when the dispute around the mosques was 
at its peak, Khalifa Hazrat Masroor Ahmad’s visit was seen by community 
members as “a highly favourable act” (Ahmad 2009: 59). It also showed 
“the important forms of bonding capital” in the transnational community 
and pointed to the importance of such place-making rituals for generating 
a global audience (ibid. 59). Public events in which the khalifa is present 
are broadcasted on MTA satellite television and usually receive local media 
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coverage. In Germany, we have seen similar instances in which mosque 
inauguration created public spaces where local and visiting members of 
the Jamat would participate, as well as local authorities, members of civil 
society, representatives of the churches, and politicians. These events were 
not always marked by conciliatory tones. In October 2008, when the 
Khadija mosque in Pankow-Heinersdorf was opened, police had to cor-
don off the area because mosque protesters assembled. A video posted on 
YouTube documents some of the interactions between two elderly indi-
viduals and a community representative. The latter is asked whether he 
recalled the Jamat’s promise that, after Schlüchtern, there would be no 
new mosque construction without the consent of the local community. 
One of his interlocutors is quite insistent on this particular point, which 
indicates the place of Schlüchtern as an oft-referenced point of departure 
in the mosque protesters’ discourse. As I indicated in my previous section, 
the Schlüchtern dispute forged a shift to an unapologetic Islamophobic 
rhetoric. In hindsight, it appears this helped consolidate what were then 
still fragmented anti-mosque movements in different localities. 

 It was no wonder that the Jamat’s inauguration of the Schlüchtern con-
struction site, at a time when anti-mosque protests still peaked, was not 
well received with the mosque opponents. Shortly after the ceremony was 
held, the pro-Schlüchtern group published a letter on their website by one 
of their readers, in which he gestured at a performed counter-rite. The 
letter describes a scene in which the local resident, along with a couple of 
his “Christian brothers,” had met at the site where the Ahmadiyya mosque 
was to be erected. They had gathered at the spot to pray to the archangel 
Michael, the letter read, “so that he might protect this place from being 
profaned by Muslims.” The online version also included an open letter 
addressed to Ahmadiyya spokesperson, Hadayatullah Hübsch (1946–
2011), which included the following note: “The construction site where 
you plan to build the mosque is sanctifi ed in the name of the Trinity, 
the god of the bible. He has requested that I write this letter. The site is 
under protection of an angel (the one with the sword). The one refusing 
to change his mind will meet fi nal judgment. There will be no mosque on 
this site, as the Lord does not want it.”  31   The letter ends with an explicit 
threat directed at Mr. Hübsch who (until his recent and unexpected pass-
ing in January 2011) ran the Ahmadiyya public relations offi ce and served 
as Imam at the Noor mosque in Frankfurt. 

 The fi gure of divine power, called upon to intervene in reclaiming the 
ritually sanctioned site of mosque building, serves as an ideal departure for 
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a brief historical digression. I include this section here as a necessary coun-
terpoint to the framing provided by the mosque opponents discourse, 
which dovetails with a specifi c interpretation of the historical claims of 
the Jamat as a reformist sect of Islam. In an earlier version of this chapter 
(Nijhawan 2011), I drew readers’ attention to the legacy of such  rhetorical 
contests between the Ahmadiyya leadership and Christian missionaries in 
the early twentieth century, which forged a particular reputation of the 
Jamat’s founder, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, as ferociously engaged in public 
debates over the status of Islam and the prophets. As Avril Powell ( 1995 ) 
notes, Ghulam Ahmad then openly challenged his opponents to “par-
ticipate in a  mubahilla , in which the curse of God would be invoked on 
whichever spokesman was speaking falsehood” (ibid. 54). Such rhetorical 
contests in which divine agency was invoked to reveal truth were quite 
common in the heightened atmosphere of emerging religious nationalisms 
in colonial India. Verbal contests were imbricated with martial imagery to 
which all sides contributed enthusiastically by drawing on popular sup-
port from the urban and rural public spaces or “bazaars.” Whereas such 
verbal contests illuminated the changed confi guration of communal poli-
tics in pre-Partition Punjab, the encounter of Ahmadi missionaries with 
converts in Europe and the America followed a different trajectory. One 
such trajectory I discussed in the fi rst chapter around the work of the early 
Ahmadi missionaries in the USA. In Germany, it was the Lahore branch 
that forged a similarly interesting relationship between newly immigrated 
Ahmadis from Pakistan and German converts to Islam. To my knowledge, 
the Frankfurt region did not play a major role then, but Berlin did. In 
1915, an architecturally unique wooden mosque was built in Wünsdorf, 
Berlin that was explicitly designed for Muslim prisoners of war. It was 
headed by a Turkish Imam and frequented by captive Muslims, among 
whom were South Asian and African Muslims who fought for the British 
and French as well as many Tartar Russian and Bashkir Muslims who were 
all captured by the German army during World War I (Backhausen  2008 : 
56). The mosque didn’t survive for long, but in its efforts to locate a site 
for their own mosque project, the Lahore Ahmadiyya Anjuman actively 
sought permission in the early 1920s to construct their mosque on what 
they held to be the auspicious site of the former Wünsdorf mosque. The 
project was completed by members of Jamat under the leadership of 
Maulana Sadr-ud-Din. It became a solid mosque modeled upon South 
Asian architectural precedents including a dome and minaret. Among his-
torians, this is now considered the oldest mosque in Berlin.  32   Alongside 
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their partner mosque, the Woking mission in London, the Berlin Muslim 
community was very active in the years before World War II.  33   It was 
the very space in which the German-Muslim Society was founded as a 
respectable community organization that was recognized by the educated 
class of Berlin. It is also the site in which a German Jamat came into exis-
tence as an active force in the publishing sector, strongly motivated to 
spread the teachings of Islam to a Western audience.  34   The Nazi regime 
surveilled the German-Muslim Society as it included members “from dif-
ferent races,” including Jews. The regime saw in the community form-
ing around the mosque “reactionaries” that would organize secretively 
behind the walls of a religious building (ibid. 123). Astonishingly, the 
mosque building survived the heavy bombings of Berlin, an issue that led 
Muhammad Ali, president of the Lahore branch in 1945, to appeal to his 
membership to donate funds in order to complete necessary repairs and 
send the world a signal about the wonder of the surviving mosque (ibid. 
101). This mosque would now perform an important role, according to 
the widespread belief in the community, of a “spiritual renewal” in a city 
“that is torn and wounded, but mostly in a state of spiritual downfall” 
(ibid. 106). It is here where the Ahmadiyya Anjuman or Lahor branch saw 
an opportunity to again spread their message of the “universal equality of 
all humanity that is conveyed in the teachings of Islam” (ibid. 106). It can 
certainly be argued that the connection between the current anti-mosque 
mobilization and the historical precedents of mosque building and com-
munity organizing of the 1920s to 1950s is ephemeral at best. I nowhere 
claim that there would be a linear continuation of the past and present. At 
the same time, I do think that to the extent that anti-mosque discourse 
rests on an erasure of such memories, there is an interesting resonance of 
discursive constellations to be dealt with. These concern, as we have seen 
with the letter, how particular speech events in the present echo speech 
events of the past; how contemporary forms of cultural translation in their 
symbolic structure mirror the logics of prior language events that had 
evolved around politico-theological issues of proving God’s sovereignty.  35   

 I must also mention these issues as an entry to a discussion of Hiltrud 
Schröter’s ( 2002 ) book  The Ahmadiyya Movement of Islam , in which she 
portrays the Jamat as a “heretic Islamist sect of global outreach” character-
ized by a “blasphemous  Führerkult  with strong aspirations to claim power” 
(ibid. 50). This text, since 2001 the only available German monograph on 
the Ahmadiyya movement, now in its fourth edition as a scholarly publica-
tion, is based on what the author calls a “structural-hermeneutic analysis” 
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of Ahmadiyya writings, most of which she consulted in their German trans-
lations. In Chap.   4    , we saw that judges referenced the text when speak-
ing about practices of internal surveillance and doctrinal control that he 
alleged the community participated in. The book had been recommended 
to me by several people that I interviewed in migration offi ces and who 
work with Ahmadi newcomers in the Frankfurt region. More importantly 
for the context of this chapter, this is the text that has been widely cited 
by members of the pro-Schlüchtern group and longer segments can be 
found on their website and pamphlets. In Berlin, where we have seen the 
Jamat has had a long presence even before the Khadija mosque project in 
Pankow, the local public interest group ( Interessengemeinschaft Pankow- 
Heinersdorfer Bürger ) similarly quoted from Schröter’s text in their anti- 
mosque agitation. We therefore need to look at the details of this key text. 

 It is in her opening chapters that Schröter refers explicitly to the early 
missionary accounts of the Jamat. She quotes extensively from these 
sources and reproduces in minutiae the colonial missionaries’ discourse 
depicting Ahmadis as falling outside of what could ever be an accept-
able articulation of religion within the framework of modern reason and 
secular government. The repetition made by Schröter (and those quoting 
from her work) that the Jamat is interested in imposing blasphemy law is 
telling, considering that after 9/11 and after the Charlie Hebdo shoot-
ing of 2015 this is the main allegation against extremist groups brought 
forward of not only Islam critics but also other public spokespersons 
defending the right to caricature religion. It is also ironic considering 
that the Jamat more than any other Muslim group has faced the con-
demning force of blasphemy accusations in Pakistan. The key point of 
my critique here is that her interpretations turn theological and cultural 
discourses of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, including 
discourses on race, into a post-Holocaust, post-9/11 clash of civilizations 
scheme in which Ahmadiyya texts are now placed in continuity with Adolf 
Hitler’s  Mein Kampf  and Osama bin Laden’s global jihad. I mentioned 
the Nazi regime response to the Berlin group above to indicate how far 
removed from political realities this is. This matters little however for 
how historical continuities are read. For instance, in a section in which 
she alleges that Mirza Ghulam Ahmad engaged in anti-Semitist rhetoric, 
Schröter is aware that the language of race, in particular the negative con-
strual of Jews, is a translation of anti-Semitist literature such as Edouard 
Drumont’s  La France Juive  that traveled with European missionaries to 
Punjab in the late nineteenth century. She then quotes a longer passage by 
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Drumont that mocks the “semitic character” of Jews, and despite her pre-
vious remarks about the European genealogy of this discourse, Schröter 
is led to conclude that Ahmad wholeheartedly embraced these messages: 
“These lines could be literally those written by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad,” 
she says (ibid. 52). They obviously were not, but within her “structural-
hermeneutic framework,” such intertextuality is simply taken as a proof in 
a legal argument that aims at marking Ahmadi religious doctrines as prime 
examples of anti- Semitic thought today.  36   My intention here is not to ridi-
cule serious academic engagements with articulations of racism and anti-
Semitism—quite the contrary—but what can be grasped from Schröter’s 
text is troubling insofar as the regimes of translation that have given birth 
to such articulations and refractions of anti-Semitic thought are strangely 
reversed in their receptivity and logical application. Schröter is very con-
scious in evoking terms such as  geistige Brandstiftung ,  Führerprinzip , and 
 Endsieg  in her interpretations, which are evocative of German postwar 
discourse and serve no other purpose than stigmatizing Ahmadiyya reli-
gious doctrine as inherently racist, misogynist, and totalitarian in charac-
ter. This does not end at the level of textual interpretation. In fact, the 
author claims that the principle of  bayat , or oath of allegiance, by which 
members subscribe to the spiritual authority of the khalif, would amount 
to giving away personal freedoms and choice. This claim is astonishingly 
ignorant of the various ways  bayat  tailors forms of religious agency in 
the context of Sufi  Islam and other (Asian) religions.  37   It also reinforces 
the general image of the Jamat as forming a “parallel society” charac-
terized by authoritarianism, patriarchy, and unfreedom. Even Judge A 
was led to say that bayat is something each individual gets “rammed in” 
( eingehämmert ). 

 In the fi nal chapter of her book, this is given special attention in a 
case study of two Ahmadi pupils who had been interviewed by two of 
Schröter’s students. The author’s analysis of these interviews reads like 
Orientalism par excellence. It is a text that denies any interpretive agency 
to the interviewee, whereas the author herself dissects each and every 
utterance (asserting that she knows what they mean in what they say) in 
rather self-evident fashion to fi nd the underlying logic of Ahmadiyya ide-
ology as it is imprinted on the “poor pupils’ brains.” Examples abound: 
Maryam referring to her school (the second-tier  Realschule ) as “a very 
good school” becomes a “very unusual” remark that shows that “the 
Ahmadi” belongs to a Pakistani upper class that has developed an “aris-
tocratic habitus” (ibid. 121); the same girl’s remark that she can accept a 
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proposed marriage partner only if she agrees with her parents’ choice is 
translated into a “schizophrenic  Latifundienlogik ” (the girl wants to be 
autonomous and affi rmative of ethnic-religious values at the same time; 
in the author’s assessment, a kind of double bind) (ibid. 131). Eveline’s 
“willing obedience” to wear the hijab is deconstructed in such a way that 
intention is read as a mere citation of the oath of allegiance (thus repeti-
tive statement and not an expression of individual autonomy and agency), 
and terms referring to her bodily practice such as tying the hijab ( Kopftuch 
gewickelt ) are construed as auto-suggestive, false statements of the reli-
gious indoctrinated kind. A term such as  gewickelt / tied , Schröter argues, 
can be used in reference to diapers but not the hijab, which is why “in 
reality” Eveline is “disgusted” by wearing the hijab (ibid. 143). 

 Schröter’s unconvincing use of feminist arguments barely hides a form 
of cultural racism that is now more and more common across an interna-
tional political spectrum.  38   As Sherene Razack ( 2008 ) notes, this is part of 
an alarming trend in which feminism, neoliberalism, and the “clash of civi-
lizations” arguments are fused and mapped upon a broader geopolitical 
terrain in which the fi gure of the fanatic Muslim (the misogynist bearded 
patriarch and the imperiled female) functions as a “principle technology” 
of exclusion (ibid. 88). What seems to be of particular signifi cance in this 
context is the easy move between anti-Semitic accusations and the por-
trayal of gendered religious bodies that appear divested of reason and 
legitimacy. This occurs in full ignorance of the empirical work available 
in German academic literature that has examined the self-representations 
of second-generation Muslim women in Germany. Sigrid Nökel ( 2002 ), 
for example, who grounds much of her work on interviews conducted in 
the Frankfurt am Main region, paints a completely different picture of 
religiously oriented, hijab-wearing young women, for whom the wearing 
of the hijab bears different signifi cations but predominantly in the form 
of an ethical choice of refashioning their selves and bodies as a conscious 
and affi rmative move of expressing their new hyphenated identities (ibid. 
279ff). 

 Schröter, however, is not concerned with such nuanced work. Instead, 
she is preoccupied with portraying Ahmadi Muslims as a heretic sect and 
it is this idea that mosque opponents have readily adopted. She does so 
by pushing a discursive scheme that is capable not only of stripping the 
subject of enlightened forms of reason and agency but also of reinscribing 
a form of cunning agency that is read as a betrayal of both the German 
social welfare system or  Sozialversicherungsgemeinschaft  (the Ahmadi 
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 asylum seeker seen as bogus refugee) and religion proper (the Ahmadiyya 
“sect” betraying moderate Islam and its own reputation as peace-loving 
or  friedliebende Gemeinde ). The articulation of rather ugly feelings on the 
authors’ part when reckoning with the image of a religiously cultivated 
Muslim body is a recognizable facet of Schröter’s writing. As we have seen 
this is not restricted to the negative remarks on Mirza Ghulam Ahmad and 
his portrayal as the bearded, turban-wearing  mahdi ; similarly, there is a 
strong antipathy against how young Ahmadi women comport themselves 
(and in doing so are seen to perpetuate their own oppression).  39   In picking 
up and enunciating such ideas on German streets, I am not suggesting that 
the German anti-mosquers would evoke the character of Ahmadi Muslims 
in the same way that various political and religious forces in the Muslim 
world use the vocabulary of heresy and heterodoxy to dismiss their claims 
on politico-theological grounds. This is hardly necessary, nor possible, for 
not only do the anti-mosquers remain indifferent to the particular forms 
of violence and exclusion that produce Ahmadis as refugees, the bottom 
line is that they simply don’t have the cultural literacy to engage in a 
debate that could differentiate modern Muslim identities and the specifi ci-
ties of Ahmadiyya doctrinal positions. But there is, nonetheless, an impact 
to be observed that radiates from these movements into other discursive 
arenas, which is something I would like to address in the fi nal section of 
this chapter. I do this by focusing on selected texts published in the leftist 
newspaper  die taz , which is widely read and maybe the one German paper 
that is most outspokenly opposed to the ideology of right-wing populism 
represented in the anti-mosque movement.  

   DISTANT BEARDS AND PULP MODERNS 
 As we have seen, allegations that the Jamat has a hidden agenda of 
imposing the sharia or blasphemy law are still prevalent among mosque 
opponents. In town hall debates in Schlüchtern and other places, such 
allegations were directed against the Jamat leadership then represented 
by Abdullah Wagishauser and Hadayatullah Hübsch.  40   Hübsch was also 
the addressee of the hateful letter that I cited. The aggressive response he 
received might have been mitigated by the fact that he was a writer and 
well-known public fi gure, but at the same time it was his status as con-
vert that fi red up the anti-mosquers even more. Hadayatullah Hübsch’s 
conversion to Islam dates back to the 1970s, when he was still associated 
with the socialist–anarchist  Kommune 1.   41   He was one of the most widely 
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known members of the  Kommune  activists of the ’68 generation. The 
Hamburg daily  die taz  recently devoted an article to Hübsch’s conversion 
story, drawing specifi c attention to his spiritual reawakening during his 
Moroccan encounter with Sufi sm.  42   If there is something acknowledged 
between the lines of the ostensibly sympathetic feature article, it is the 
implicit notion that  conversion occurred here from one kind of radicalism 
to another, from the far left to religious conservatism. The fact that Hübsch 
leapt over from radical atheism to not just any but  heterodox  Islam is to 
some extent rendered intelligible, as it seemed to fi t the “Hippie trend” 
toward the mystical East in that same period of the 1970s. Yet, noticeably, 
even  die taz  cannot contain the surprise that Hübsch converted with such 
a commitment: After all, he not only converted, but took a leading role 
in the community and delivered sermons as an imam in Frankfurt’s Noor 
mosque. It then seems that there is an uncanny overlap here when it comes 
to how religion and political radicalism are inexorably linked together. 
Though not intended, I would argue that both referents unwittingly help 
to frame the Ahmadi subject as ambivalent and hard to translate into the 
norms of German  leitkultur . 

 The question I want to ask in this section is how such shifting inter-
pretations link up with the disputed notion of  leitkultur  in the context of 
immigration debates.  43   Of course, the far left is trying to debunk the sub-
stantive meanings of Judeo-Christian hegemonies that the far-right claims 
as its home territory, so to a large extent these positions must remain 
incommensurable.  44   But there are ways to expand the idiom of a  substan-
tive leitkultur  to the analysis of an affective form of  leitkulturalism  which 
is more diffi cult to defi ne. We can follow Yolande Jansen ( 2006 ) here 
who differentiates the constitutional principles of French  laïcité  from the 
term  laïcisme  to make a similar distinction.  Laïcisme  designates a form 
of cultural racism at the heart of a presumably color- and religion-blind 
French secularism that is captured not so much in the deliberate attempts 
to open  laïcité  as a more inclusive idiom but rather in the lingering pub-
lic sentiments and negative attitudes against Muslim others (ibid. 476).  45   
Jansen uses the term  laïcisme  heuristically and so do I when I try to dis-
tinguish the political project of German  leitkultur  (which featured in the 
debate around a new European Constitution) from  leitkulturalism  as a 
discursively diffuse but socially pervasive idiom through which collective 
sentiments are expressed that normatively and affectively position their 
speakers to articulations of religious difference. 

170 M. NIJHAWAN



 As the focus of public discussion has since the Danish cartoon contro-
versy been on Mohammad caricatures in the context of protecting the 
freedom of speech, the following brief example might serve as an appro-
priate fi rst illustration of what I have in mind. In February 2001  die taz  
published a satire about “irrational Muslim behavior” on the newspaper’s 
satire page, “The Truth.”  46   Following a fi ve-liner in which readers learned 
that after the horrendous earthquake in Gujarat, India, in January of the 
same year, some Muslim men went on to publicly destroy television sets 
after a local religious leader deemed television responsible for the catas-
trophe (“God’s punishment for moral degeneration”),  die taz  issued a 
joke it would later argue was fully appropriate in exposing the surreal 
quality of the incident (people following the “weird” fatwa in an appar-
ently irrational manner). The addition was a German rhyme in which the 
greatness of Allah was ridiculed with utterly grotesque body imagery.  47   
It did not take long before this was discussed in online forums such as 
the  Muslim-Markt  and chat forums on taz.de received numerous letters 
in protest to what was considered by the editor of the Muslim-Markt as 
“one of the most degrading remarks against Muslims and the Islam that 
we have ever come across in the German- speaking context.” Following 
the public criticism that the newspaper received through countless letters 
and online entries, the author of the satire defended himself by drawing a 
parallel between the satire and the tradition of German pastor jokes. He 
argued that, after all, “satire is the child of the Enlightenment”  48   and that 
Islam allegedly lacks a historical caesura of self-refl exive transformative 
change that Christianity has undergone as a consequence of European 
cultural revolutions. He further remarked that satire has a cathartic func-
tion, which he rationalized in the following manner: “If Muslims expose 
the mind-set of infants by destroying sets of television in response to a 
natural catastrophe, it is only appropriate on our part to use a childish 
comic and ask: what a strange [ seltsamer ] god is this, who chooses such 
followers?”  49   Beyond the question of the appropriateness of the satire 
(no one in the debate challenged the right to free expression), we see 
here how South Asian Muslims come to be marked by a kind of religious 
subjectivity that is defi ned by a lack of agency, of being chosen rather 
than choosing, and that is paired with an Orientalist imagery of inferior-
mindedness. But the example also illuminates the compulsion, on the part 
of the self-declared defenders of Enlightenment values, to educate oth-
ers. What triggers these compulsions seems to go beyond the claims to 
freedom of speech and instead illuminates the force and effect of certain 
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affective dispositions. There is  something compulsory in the way one has 
to respond to  perceived  religious weirdness and transgression. 

 In a February 2006 issue of the same newspaper, Sonia Mikich, long-
time foreign correspondent for the German public broadcasting com-
pany ARD (and in charge of the critically acclaimed TV journal  Monitor ), 
published a text titled “Was nun, ferner Bärtiger?” (“Hence what, distant 
bearded man?”). Here, in circumscribing the moving target of an un/
known bearded addressee (read: Muslim fundamentalist), Mikich reverses 
the “blasphemy” allegations that accompanied the 2005 Danish caricature 
controversy to which she makes reference.  50   In fact, the text can be read as 
an ironical rebuttal by a Western-educated, civilized, feminist citizen who 
seems to be deeply offended by the “blasphemous assault” on European 
values by radical Muslims. When she writes, “I am offended” ( Ich bin belei-
digt ), she initially seems to puzzle the readers by letting us guess whether 
her irony is directed at the public exchange of arguments that has evolved 
around the question of what and whose “taboos” are being violated. Yet, as 
the text unfolds, the author barely disguises her disgust at the “veiling and 
nailing of Muslim women,” the bombing of Buddha statues, and the whole 
assemblage of images and events that can be popularly associated with either 
the Taliban or Al-Qaida. In a response she thinks is similarly particularistic 
and uncompromising than her accused counterpart, the Taliban who just 
destroyed a cultural heritage site, Mikich points out, “I am very sensitive 
when my own cultural values are concerned,” and “my feelings are abso-
lute and therefore to be expressed in a universalistic manner” (as if Western 
normative frameworks had never before come across with sweeping claims 
to the universal). What happens next is that, line-by- line irony gives way 
to a prose in which the repeated evocation of a huffy writer-self ( Ich bin 
beleidigt ) only serves to make the concerns around the “clash of cultures” 
sound unapologetically more real than ever. 

 Writing on the Danish cartoon controversy in his “Refl ections on 
Blasphemy,” Talal Asad ( 2006 ) suggests, I think quite persuasively, that the 
almost obsessive manner in which Western liberal discourse has been occu-
pied with the presumed blasphemy allegation by the generalized Muslim-
as-other points to a more profound anxiety and uncertainty around notions 
of (religious) freedom and societal taboos that the enlightened self wants 
to have overcome (ibid. 606–607). His argument is, fi rst, that blasphemy 
is not the central narrative of Islamic discourses and second, that European 
litigation cases show how prevalent issues of blasphemy were in the secular 
past (and, to some extent, in present  contexts too). Furthermore, argues 
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Asad, “the real problem of blasphemy in Europe lies not in the resurgence 
of religious passions in the public sphere or in the threat posed to the prin-
ciple of free speech by Muslim immigrants and their offspring. It lies in the 
repression of the particular contradictions in which Europeans now live 
and the anxiety that this generates, in the drive to break all limits while at 
the same time being obliged to maintain them” (ibid. 609). Asad’s analy-
sis points to the persistence of this sentiment and the prevailing idea, more 
so than ever after the Charlie Hebdo shooting in 2015, that Islam’s objec-
tive is to impose blasphemy law. Hussein Ali Agrama ( 2012 ) has similarly 
suggested that secularist discourse is essentially caught in a double bind of 
reiterating the suspicion against religion in the very act of trying to secure 
and defi ne the meanings of religious freedom. Agrama has more recently 
argued that the kind of suspicion against religious others—a suspicion 
that shows in “the near paranoid quality of the public debates about the 
building of mosques and minarets, the potential usage of sharia law, the 
teaching of Arabic in public schools, the donating to Muslim charities, and 
the wearing of veils”—is characteristic for a “distinctively liberal vigilance 
against power and its abuse” and moreover the “characteristically secular 
desire to draw a line between religion and material power.”  51   

 Using Asad’s and Agrama’s refl ections we can recognize how Mikich’s 
text seems to be obsessed with such vigilance and the attempt to compre-
hend secular limits and their transgression. Thus, when she discovers that 
there are indeed historical portraits of the Prophet Muhammad in an Irish 
museum, she polemically asks her interlocutor: “What to do now, distant 
bearded man? Boycott Irish butter?” Is this a mere rhetorical fi gure, and 
what precisely is its function? Or can we begin to see in this too a subtle 
way of citing a particular body and type of subjectivity?  52   Canvassing a 
wide range of key texts in the debate on religion, violence, and terror, 
Wendy Brown ( 2006 ) has argued that liberalism has carved out two types 
of religious subjectivity that demarcate the boundary between what is seen 
as acceptable and unacceptable representation of religion in liberal secular 
publics. She describes these types, as on the one hand, a formalist type 
of subjectivity that she sees as characteristic for the modern enlightened 
subject (emphasizing consent given to particular cultural modes of expres-
sion) and, on the other, an organicist type that presumes a blending in 
of individual motivation with collective beliefs, building on a notion of 
non-refl exive subjectivity that “affectively predetermines a given course 
of action or suffering” (ibid. 55). Her analysis can be applied to the satire 
I referenced as well as to Mikich’s understanding of forms of  religious 
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agency. Brown’s vantage point is not that liberal discourse slips into 
the clash of civilization arguments, a point that Mikich also avoids, but 
that it effectively marks a particular religious other (the bearded fanatic) 
 while obscuring  forms of lived religion. Associative membership, specifi c 
and diverse kinds of practices, and various ideologies that fall under the 
same umbrella of Islam or Islamism are thus being collapsed into a well- 
understood fi gure of religious violence that cannot be incorporated by 
the modern liberal state (see also Goldstone  2011 ). What matters most 
in such discourses is not so much the specifi c type of religious tradition 
(Christianity, Sikhism, Islam, etc. as fundamentalists can be found any-
where we locate religion) but rather that this form of religious subjectivity 
can be decoded when we single out specifi c representations of religious 
conduct and being (especially those that assume an explicitly gendered 
form such as hijabs, niqabs, or the bearded fundamentalist). 

 Let me cite here another example, an entry that appeared in the feuil-
leton of the  Frankfurter Rundschau , known as the leftist counterpart to 
the other Frankfurt-based national newspaper, the  Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung . Published in April 2004 and titled “Bin Laden on the Subway,” 
the text written by well-known journalist Harry Nutt inserts itself smoothly 
into ongoing debates about global Islam and the uncanny presence of 
Osama bin Laden’s terrorist networks in pockets of Europe’s metropolitan 
areas.  53   Nutt   describes a scene he had encountered in Frankfurt’s under-
ground line (U-Bahn). He observed how “two young males of southern 
origin” (which is one of these raceless idioms for non-white, immigrant 
youth) would “provocatively” spread out their legs in the metro compart-
ment, leaving no physical space for other riders to take seats. More than 
that, they were “expressively loud,” forcing other passengers to tune in to 
their conversations about the latest bin Laden text message they apparently 
received on their mobile phones (the photo hovering over Nutt’s article 
shows a mobile phone with a picture that sketches bin Laden’s counter-
feit). The author uses this brief encounter as entry point to his speculative 
argument on immigrant youth’s potential attraction with global terror. 
Not a single register of modernist, elitist, and paternalistic discourse is 
left out here by the author. Yet, what is maybe most astounding is the 
way Nutt manages to construct a caricature of the two local non-white 
youth.  54   The two youngsters are portrayed as utterly confused characters, 
suffering from a lack of Ego that turns them into willing receivers of bin 
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Laden’s messages: “Bin Laden’s will to radicalism meets their desire to 
demonstrate compelling strength ( durchschlagende Stärke ).” And further, 
“The only difference between them and Mohammad Atta [one of the 
September 11 terrorists who resided in Germany] is that the latter would 
have politely given space to other passengers of the train.” Frankfurt’s two 
“Kanak-Germans” were apparently not dangerous, for they were “without 
mission,” “not really blessed by intelligence,” in their “macho-style” sit-
ting there like “two desperados”—“Pulp fi ction, oriental style,” Nutt is 
led to conclude.  55   

 What we see represented here is another ironic rebuttal, even though 
it happens in a more benevolent gesture of granting the two youngsters 
naïveté. Unlike Mikich’s aversion against the distant undisguised religious 
fanatic, Nutt focuses on the young hybrid and hyphenated, clean-shaven 
immigrant youth, the “Kanak-German” machismo as the potential, but 
ultimately failing, sleeper terrorist. More interestingly, Nutt evokes the 
image of a pulp modernism in his representation of Frankfurt’s everyday 
immigrant youth culture. But why “Pulp fi ction, oriental style?” In a gen-
erous reading, Nutt could have meant to fi ctionalize these real-world char-
acters, turn them into “oriental” doubles of Samuel L. Jackson’s and John 
Travolta’s alter egos in the now classic movie. In such a rendering, the 
“oriental” would be a surface of signs worthy of satirical deconstruction. 
Yet Nutt’s text is clearly devoid of all neo-noir literary sophistry, which 
one might have encountered in a French paper and which would have 
made this a somewhat laughable and enjoyable subject matter. Instead, 
“Pulp fi ction, oriental style” condenses a comic body imagery in which the 
factual and fi ctive become endlessly reversible and, as if this were a sign of 
our postmodern times, reversibility is then able to signify the uncanny of 
terror and violence and its ghostly presence in the everyday. This is played 
out in a realm of the social imaginary in which the pulp fi ctionalization of 
Kanak-Germans translates the racist and misogynist slurs of the fi lm genre 
(where it could be argued they are outlived by the grotesque realities of 
American consumerist gun culture) into a racial discourse in the guise 
of educated feuilleton literacy. Similar to Mikich’s Western feminist text, 
Nutt’s does not advance the argument beyond common stereotypes, yet 
the self-refl exive use of the pulp genre indicates the cultural bias and class 
distance of the author in reference to the  subjects of his essay.  
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   CONCLUSION 
 The selection of texts above are not representative of investigative German 
journalism to be sure, but they are also not randomly chosen. Indeed, they 
illuminate a process of making fi gures of suspicious religious otherness vis-
ible. As I have tried to show, the production of such visibility of othered 
(religious) bodies sustains a wide range of different discursive realms. Jasbir 
Puar ( 2007 ) argues, however, that when looking at how such images are 
produced and responded to with counter-images that often fall into the 
same normative frame of calling for normalized bodies (“we spot bears but 
are peace-loving Muslims”), there might be a problem with us employing 
an analytics that is oriented to how such bodies are constituted “predomi-
nantly, if not exclusively by signs” (ibid. 188). To the extent that religious 
bodies signify difference in political arenas that are preoccupied with read-
ing ever new meanings into places (mosques) and bodies (turbans, veils) 
as either conspicuous or inconspicuous, wanted or unwanted, we might 
(in our tendency to focus on such a politics of visibility) perpetuate simi-
lar reductionist accounts. More than that, Puar argues, we might fail to 
acknowledge other “spatial and temporal possibilities” (ibid. 192) that 
come to the fore in the daily repetition of practices and everyday embod-
ied relationships that people have to such places and garments. While I 
claim that the current scenario that I discussed must surely be examined 
for the pervasive role of such visual signs, I would like to take up a point 
she raises about the potential limits of the politics of visibility. This is to 
recognize the “tactile economies [that] reassert ontological rather than 
epistemological knowing, and highlight touch, texture, sensation, smell, 
feeling, and affect over what is assumed to be legible through the visible” 
(ibis. 194). Let me do this by drawing attention to another incident that 
occurred in the Frankfurt subway around the same time when Nutt wrote 
his article on the pulp modern. 

 Sukhbir, a friend and research participant in his late twenties who has 
lived in Frankfurt for several years, told me about this encounter. It occurred 
during the summer of 2004 and involved a crowd of Frankfurt soccer fans 
who assembled in a subway station. Sukhbir happened to note his memories 
of the event in his diary. Here is a brief excerpt that he shared with me:

  “Die  Eintracht  ist die Größte! Die  Eintracht  ist die Größte!” [The team 
 Eintracht Frankfurt  is the greatest!] Soccer fans on their way to the stadium 
where they gather to support the local team  Eintracht Frankfurt  can be 
heard singing in chorus, supported by the regular strokes of a big drum, 
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when I reach the subway platform. As I close in with them, I recognize the 
song that glorifi es the  Eintracht  by cursing the local rival  Kickers Offenbach . 
I fi nally pass the group to reach the platform from where I have to catch 
my train. The soccer crowd is quick to spot me and almost immediately 
falls into a new beat while they are shouting: “Osama! Osama! Wirf doch 
Bomben auf Offenbach!” [Osama! Osama! Why don’t you throw bombs on 
Offenbach]. Other passengers don’t seem to notice but I stand perplexed 
by being identifi ed in this way. I don’t hesitate for long to quickly leave the 
crowd behind and avoid any confrontation, as I would sometimes do when 
youngsters would shout “Osama,” “Shit Taliban,” or “terrorist” at me. 

 I initially read the response of the soccer crowd as being triggered by the 
 image  of the turban-wearing, bearded Sikh, which instantaneously trans-
lates into the monstrous and uncanny head of the global jihad, bin Laden 
(Nijhawan 2011: 259). The one capable of striking down the New York 
Twin Towers might as well be capable of striking down Kickers Offenbach 
by dropping a few bombs in the east of Frankfurt. I affi rmed that this 
occurred in the ritualistic mode of alcohol-induced soccer crowd per-
formance, with fans dressed up distinctively to mark their group mem-
bership against their hated local opponent, and so a certain mind-set of 
drawing exclusive boundaries comes playfully into place. But Puar’s argu-
ment might point to a different possible interpretation here, one that 
sees the immediacy of the response as telling us something about embod-
ied encounters, as a response triggered not by metonymical links alone 
(bearded male turban wearer = Osama bin Laden = invites ridicule) but by 
a “phenotypical difference” that points beyond the turban as a visual  sign  
in the post-9/11 context (ibid. 190). I leave it as an open question here, 
for while I understand why Puar argues (with Arun Saldhana) that we have 
to reckon with processes other than the force of signs that seem to be pri-
oritized in poststructuralist critiques of race and religion, there is certainly 
more to say about how visual economies (in their colonial genealogies) 
have become interlocked with other sensory regimes and material forms. 
Either way, Sukhbir’s reaction of having to leave the scene with a feeling of 
deep humiliation does speak to both the collective fantasy (and repressed 
fear) of terror, and what it feels like to be a subject that is feared (Puar ibid. 
189) and a person who is coerced into the fear of being stripped of his 
rights and humanity. Unlike Nutt’s portrayal of the (feigned) home-grown 
sleeper terrorist, this kind of encounter speaks more realistically, I think, 
to the kind of transgressions and contagious forms of violence that shape 
precarious diasporas. 
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 How should the turban be read into this story? Puar suggests that 
the turban (like the mosque, as I have argued above) is a privileged site 
through which otherness is fi rst affi rmed and then overcome by rendering 
it as a translatable sign. Both are suspicious signs in the sense that Agrama 
( 2012 ) has introduced the term. Of course, we shouldn’t forget that in 
everyday terms, it is a simple fact that turban-wearing men and women 
(but not just them!) are interpellated by a process of (mis)recognition that 
sees the turban/pagh as some sort of prosthetic part of the body (ibid. 
196). It resonates with most research on this subject matter, that virtu-
ally all of the Sikh youngsters I have worked with had a story to tell of 
how they were being profi led and shamed. In Frankfurt they sometimes 
humorously staged conversations in the gurdwara in which their German 
peers were satirized in questions such as “what this  Beule  (bruise or bump 
resulting from a blow on the head) is supposed to mean” or “why they 
would have a  Döner  (a Turkish fastfood) on their head.” Harjeet told me 
about a skateboarder who spat in front of him. The skateboard had the 
counterfeit of bin Laden painted on. 

In his refl ections on the genealogy of the turban, Virinder Kalra ( 2005 ) 
also recounts such incidents and evokes the idea of a “post-Bin Laden 
Europe” that has affected Sikhs in similar ways as it has Muslims. The 
turban is  the  fi gure through which the West imagines a religious subject 
that seems to constantly transgress the discursive and emotional fabric of 
modernity, he argues:

  There is no space for the turban wearer in the plains of the West nor in the 
cities of South Asia. Whether American modernity or Indian modernity, the 
turban seems to now stand for an absolute symbol of opposition—eighth 
century for Muslims and eighteenth for Sikhs—to any tendencies of moder-
nity. Is it possible for the pagh [Sikh turban] to ever be modern in the west-
ern sense, given the way in which the Taliban, be-turbanned and bearded, 
have been constantly represented as attempting to turn the clock back 1600 
years. And given the way that in almost any diaspora context the turban 
becomes intimately tied with “tradition” (ibid. 77). 

   Mikich’s text is directed against this same idea of “stone-age Islam.” 
When it comes to the turban in Germany, the affi liation with tradition, 
rather than modernity, was given special emphasis in popular discourses 
such as in the fi gure of Aladin or other exoticized fi gures. But remem-
ber here how Schröter detested the fi gure of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad as 
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“turban- wearing Mahdi.” As Kalra shows in his work, the temporal and 
spatial circulation of the turban is much more complex than the docile 
exoticization. As it was deeply inscribed in colonial and Orientalist texts 
and contexts and simultaneously came to be linked to the idea of Sikhs as a 
martial race, it essentially carried deep ambivalence for the Western imagi-
nation. It is this ambivalence of the turban as tamed or untamed through 
which the irrational aspects of fanatic religious otherness are captured.  56   
But, “when did wearing a pagh become a transgressive act?” asks Kalra. 
“This ties in with so much of the literature on strangeness,” he suggests 
and goes on to argue that there is a “teleological imbalance” that renders 
it impossible to recover the turban’s “role in life-cycle circumstances—i.e. 
at deaths (where the elder son takes the father’s turban), or weddings 
(where the groom’s family all wear turbans)”; instead it “becomes a sym-
bol universally associated with tradition; a tradition which can never be 
secularized or modernized, as may have been hoped in the nationalist 
project, but potentially only erased” (ibid. 89). 

 Caught in the complex webs of affect described above, Sikh and Ahmadi 
subjects, bearded or clean-shaven, turbaned or de-turbaned, could not be 
further removed from the kind of scenario journalist Harry Nutt evokes 
in his fi ctionalized U-Bahn anecdote. The version of leitkulturalism is not 
bothered to take account of these everyday realities that turn a subway 
passage into a racist encounter, the walk from a subway station to the 
local Sikh gurdwara into a hide-and-seek game with a patrolling police 
car, or an often-visited place such as a mosque or a gurdwara into a poten-
tially deadly zone. In the shadows of the Marxloh effect, with which I 
opened this chapter, diasporic subjects who experience these exclusionary 
effects on a daily basis are not acknowledged despite the conspicuousness 
by which the symbols of their faiths are projected into the public sphere. 
One might argue that paradoxically, the more visible religion becomes as 
“immigrant faith,” the further the subjects thus interpellated are pushed 
back into the backyards of German benevolence.  

                                                           NOTES 
     1.     Matthias Drobinski, “Das Wunder von Marxloh,”  Süddeutche Zeitung , 

October 16, 2008, 6. The idea of “Islamicization” ( Islamisierung ) has 
been a running theme in populist movements in Europe.   

FABRICATING SUSPICIOUS RELIGIOUS OTHERS 179



   2.     As Özmal ( 2008 ) points out, the idea of a “Begegnungsstätte in der 
Moschee” helped garnering the support of many local groups and actors 
in civil society.   

   3.     As the director of the local integration offi ce, Özmal remarks that that 
revitalization “found its societal force ( gesamtgesellschaftliche Kraft ) in the 
social and economic engagement and social exchange between migrant 
communities and former citizens of Marxloh” (Özmal  2008 , 226).   

   4.     Jürgen Rüttgers was elected out of his offi ce as Ministerpräsident von 
Nordrheinwestfalen, the state/province in which the mosque is located. In 
his 2009 election campaign, he issued discriminatory remarks about immi-
grant workers from Romania whom he deemed unfi t for the German labor 
market. Rüttgers was also the politician who adopted the “Kinder statt 
Inder” (Children instead of Indians) slogan directed against the Green 
Card proposition under the Schröder government in 2000. He later apolo-
gized for this “slippage” even though only a few years earlier, during the 
election campaign, Roland Koch (CDU) in Hessia infamously used this as 
the leading rally cry for electoral support. For a detailed analysis of how the 
“Kinder statt Inder” discourse was received by such youth, see for example 
Urmila Goel, “Kinder Statt Inder: Normen, Grenzen, und das Indernet” 
(2007).   http://urmila.de/UDG/Forschung/texte/kinderstattinder.html     
Last accessed on the Internet on January 10, 2015.   

   5.     Caroline Jenkner, “Warum das Wunder von Marxloh funktioniert,”  Der 
Spiegel Online , October 28, 2008,   http://www.spiegel.de/politik/deutsch-
land/0,1518,586613,00.html     Last accessed on the Internet August 3, 2009.   

   6.     When Minister of Interior Affairs Wolfgang Schäuble inaugurated the 
Berlin “Islam Conference” 2006 (this is a roundtable of experts, who are 
asked to chart out an agenda for Islamic education in public schools and 
other issues), he explicitly called Islam a part of Germany. However, when 
newly elect President Christian Wulff made the same statement in his 
October 3, 2010 speech commemorating the twenty years of German uni-
fi cation, he faced strong public criticism by conservatives. After the Charlie 
Hebdo shooting of 2015, German chancellor Angela Merkel has publicly 
echoed Wulff’s previous remarks.   

   7.     Germany won the 1954 soccer world championships in Bern, Switzerland, 
which later symbolized the partial rehabilitation of a humiliated German 
identity. Just a few years ago, Sönke Wortman’s fi lm  Das Wunder von Bern  
(2003) played in theaters and was widely and sympathetically received by 
German viewers.   

   8.     2010 Sarrazin’s book has dominated public debates in 2010. The book 
has sold in the seventeenth edition within less than a year. It was  discussed 
in numerous talk shows, major newspaper feuilletons as well as on the 
political terrain. Among other notorious ideas that hardly contain racism, 
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Sarrazin compares the success stories of different immigrant groups in 
Germany, concluding that Turkish and other Muslim immigrants, due to 
genetic and cultural differences, would show less intelligence and eventu-
ally cause a socioeconomic downturn of the country . See  Thilo Sarrazin, 
 Deutschland schafft sich Ab. Wie wir unser Land aufs Spiel setzen . 
(München: Deutsche Verlags- Anstalt, 2010). Sarrazin argued earlier that 
these groups would not contribute much to the German society and 
economy, apart from “selling vegetables” and “producing headscarf-
wearing girls.” See Thilo Sarrazin, “Klasse statt Masse,”  Lettre 
International  86 (2009),   http://www.lettre.de/archiv/86-Sarrazin.
html    , accessed January 14, 2011. Whereas in 2009, the incident already 
caused a minor public scandal, it was still widely accepted in the main-
stream press that “Sarrazin has a point” (“ das darf doch mal ausgesprochen 
werden ”) and he was thus enabled to stir up a new debate on integration, 
which after the publication of his scandal-producing book he eventually 
succeeded in. The  Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung  went so far as to evoke 
his  courage civile  . See  Jasper von Altenbockum, “Zivilcourage bedeuted 
Risiko,”  Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung ,   http://www.faz.net/s/
RubFC06D389EE76479E9E76425072B196C3/Doc~E58C4452870B
A4900B453CDB3DAE352A7~ATpl~Ecommon~Scontent.html     Last 
accessed on the Internet October 15, 2009.   

   9.      Wutbürger  translates as the angered or revolting citizen. It is a fi gure that 
is not exclusive to anti-mosque opponents, but has been evoked in various 
local contexts of protest movements such as the protests against  Stuttgart 
21 , the mega-reconstruction of the Stuttgart train station.   

   10.     Several European cities, including metropolitan centers such as Berlin, 
London, and Marseille, have seen anti-mosque protests in the recent past. 
See, for example, Jocelyne Cesari ( 2005 ) and Gerdien Jonker ( 2005 ). The 
Schlüchtern case has also been documented by René Hohmann ( 2003 )   .  
See also Alexander Häusler ( 2008 ) on public campaigns against mosques.   

   11.     Comparatively speaking, it can be noted that most recent scenarios of anti-
mosque mobilization, despite their local specifi cities, do have something in 
common. First, they emerged in a phase, begun in the 1980s and 1990s, 
when transnationally organized religious formations started to play an 
increasingly important role in diaspora communities and pushed for repre-
sentative mosque construction. This was also the time when anti-immi-
grant rhetoric peaked in European nation-states. And second, we see how 
their force and rhetoric has been galvanized since the events of September 
11, 2001.   

   12.     Apart from the cases discussed here, there are ongoing disputes in the cit-
ies of Cologne, Erfurt, Munich, and Neckarsulm in addition to several 
smaller cities.   
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   13.     In the context of the Charlie Hebdo attacks, German media discussed the 
latest results of the Bertelsmann Foundation’s “Religion Monitor” that 
traces the changing attitudes between majority and minority groups 
around religious issues. Despite the overwhelming support by Muslims in 
Germany of liberal democratic values, the study indicates a strong aversion 
of German non-Muslims, 57 % of whom perceive Islam to be a threat, a 
number which increases signifi cantly in regions such as Saxony (the loca-
tion of the most ferocious anti-Islamic street protests these days), which in 
fact has among the lowest representations of new immigrants in compari-
son to other provinces. For an English summary of the Bertelsmann study, 
see:   https://www.bertelsmann- stiftung.de/en/topics/aktuelle-meldun-
gen/2015/januar/religion-monitor/     Last accessed on the Internet 
January 14, 2015.   

   14.     The vote that took place on November 29, 2009, had the necessary major-
ity among voters ( Bundesmehr ) and provinces ( Ständemehr ) that was 
needed to implement Art.72, section 3, into the Swiss Constitution which 
will now include the line: “The construction of minarets is prohibited.” 
Shortly after results were released, they were celebrated by anti-mosque 
protesters all over Europe . See  the website of the Swiss group supporting 
the vote:   http://www.minarette.ch    . While most offi cial responses in 
Switzerland and the European Union were critical of the vote and raised 
questions as to whether the vote could stand in the light of Switzerland 
having signed the European Union’s human rights convention, the very 
process of amending the complete revision of the Swiss Constitution in 
1999, in which the right to religious freedom was enshrined in preamble 
to the revised text, can easily translate into a constitutional crisis. See, for 
instance, Martin Otto, “Das Minarett ist der Absinth unserer Zeit,” 
 Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung  283 (December 5, 2009): 38.   

   15.     The “Stopp. Ja zum Minarettverbot (Stop. Yes to the prohibition of mina-
rets)” poster uses the same visual style of images as they have been 
employed by prior advertisement campaigns by the far-right Swiss People’s 
Party (Schweizer Volkspartei or SVP).   

   16.     Thus in late 2003, at the dawn of Christmas Eve, the conservative mayor 
of Hessia’s capital, Wiesbaden, Hildebrand Diehl, announced that the city, 
I suppose in appropriate reverence to the religious calendar, aimed to sign 
a “peace contract” with its Muslim  Mitbürger  (or “fellow citizens”). 
According to the proposed peace contract, the Muslim communities of the 
city would be asked, as a contribution to enhancing the image of Wiesbaden 
as tolerant and cosmopolitan, to publicly declare their allegiance to the 
democratic principles enshrined in the constitution . See  Andreas 
Hartmann, “Vertrag soll Streit um Moschee schlichten,”  Frankfurter 
Rundschau , December 23, 2004, 29. More recently it was the chief of 
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police in Berlin’s district 1, Klaus Kleese, who signed a similar paper with 
Imam Abdul Basit Tariq from the local Ahmadiyya chapter in Berlin-
Pankow . See  Sebastian Heiser, “Dialog mit Verspätung. Die Polizei und 
die Ahmadiyya-Muslim- Gemeinde vereinbaren eine Kooperation—vier 
Monate später als geplant, weil es Irritationen über den Text gab,”  die taz , 
November 26, 2007,   http://www.taz.de/regional/berlin/aktuell/
artikel/1/dialog-mit-verspaetung/?src=SE&cHash=3e0d578d85     Last 
accessed on the Internet May 20, 2008.   

   17.      Friedliebend  here not only connotes being moderate and tolerable but also 
carries notions of domesticity and assimilability.   

   18.     See William T. Cavanaugh ( 2009 ) and Brian Goldstone ( 2011 ) on the 
trope of “religious violence” that runs through such argumentation.   

   19.     Matti Bunzl (2005) argues that at “the heart of Islamophobic discourse is 
the question of civilization, the notion that Islam engenders a worldview 
that is fundamentally incompatible with and inferior to Western culture. As 
a result, Islamophobic claims are actually quite different from those of 
modern anti-Semitism. Whereas anti-Semites questioned Jews’ fi tness for 
inclusion in the national community, Islamophobes are not particularly 
worried whether Muslims can be good Germans, Italians, or Danes. 
Rather, they question whether Muslims can be good Europeans. 
Islamophobia, in other words, functions less in the interest of national 
purifi cation than as a means of fortifying Europe” (ibid. 502). Whereas I 
agree with Bunzl that there has been a clear shift from anti-Semitism to 
Islamphobia in the agendas of anti- immigrant mobilizations in Europe and 
that the two should not be confl ated, I do argue here that indeed many of 
those who become part in these movements do reject the idea that Muslims 
can be good Germans. In fact they are highly suspicious even of those who 
have themselves established in the public sphere, unless they are outspoken 
critics of Islam   . See also: Jonathan  Boyarin (2005) in the same journal for 
a rebuttal of the idea that anti-Semitism has lost its mobilizing power.   

   20.     The same pattern could be observed a decade later with the 
“Interessengemeinschaft Pankow-Heinersdorfer Bürger” (Public Interest 
Group of Pankow-Heinersdorf’s Citizens) in the more widely advertised 
example of mosque opposition in Berlin.   

   21.     Schlüchtern is a small town of about 17,500 inhabitants, 1200 of whom 
are naturalized Germans or foreign passport holders. In the 1990s an esti-
mated one hundred Ahmadis resided in Schlüchtern and adjacent villages 
for whom the mosque was being designed.   

   22.     For “pro-Schlüchtern,” see   http://pro-schluechtern.blogspot.com/    . For 
Berlin’s anti-mosque faction, see   http://www.ipahb.de    . There are several 
other populist websites relating to both mosque disputes. In Berlin, where, 
backed by the Green Party and the Social Democrats as well as the New 
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Left ( Die Linke ), administrative and political clearance has been given to 
the 2008 opening of the mosque, the public response was nonetheless 
substantial, with more than 20,000 signatures collected by the mosque 
opponents.   

   23.     Hohmann notes that the integrity of the city’s cultural geography was at 
stake for the Schlüchtern town administration; no concerns were issued 
about the particular religious designs of Islamic architecture . See  Hohmann 
( 2003 : 44).   

   24.     In Schlüchtern and Cologne, the lines between participants and right- 
wing groups were at times diffi cult to draw. In Berlin, members of the 
extremist NPD (not to be confused with the New Democratic Party in 
Canada) participated in the protest marches and allegedly committed acts 
of arson on Ahmadiyya property. After right-wing participation in the pub-
lic protest marches was spotted, members of the Berlin initiative defended 
themselves by hinting at the broad resonance of their concerns with the 
German people, which was also expressed in “Wir sind das Volk (We Are 
the People)” banners, indexing claims to popular sovereignty with specifi c 
reference to recent events in German history (the protests in East Germany 
that contributed to the fall of the Berlin Wall).   

   25.     Micha Brumlik ( 2008 ) argues that the fundamentally illiberal attitude of 
suspicion that comes to the fore here has deep roots in German anti-
Semitic thought. He reads it as the spiralling effect of  stigmatization of 
religious and ethnic minorities. Brumlik’s target of criticism is German 
intellectual Ralph Giordano’s recent support of the anti- mosque protests 
in Cologne.   

   26.    See for example Loch and Heitmeyer (2001).   
   27.    See for instance Priester ( 2008 , 28–29).   
   28.     The role of Ahmadiyya mosques is not openly articulated in the recent 

Swiss debate, yet note that the fi rst mosque with a minaret in Switzerland 
was built by the Jamat. On a Swiss TV show broadcast a month prior to 
the Swiss ban on minarets, one of the discussants, Austrian Orientalist 
Heinz Gstrein referred to the Ahmadiyya “sect” as having established the 
precedent that others would follow . See   Der Club , Schweizer Fernsehen, 
October 28, 2009,   http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qgr4hWGlHx0     
Last accessed on the Internet December 5, 2009.   

   29.     This is of course the narrative that right-wing politicians such as Geerd 
Wilders or Marie Le Pen constantly reiterate.   

   30.     The “pro-Cologne” initiative has luckily seen a strong countermovement 
in support of Cologne’s reputation as an open and welcoming city . See 
   http://www.pro-koeln-online.de    . The popularity of these images has 
recently been succeeded by interactive online features such as the “Moschee 
Baba” game launched by the populist right in Austria (FPÖ). The game is 
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unmistakably Islamophobic and had to be taken down after an Austrian 
court declared it unlawful. The game asked players to put visible “Stop” 
signs on appearing minarets and stereotypical fi gures of bearded Muslims.   

   31.     Anonymous, “Der Engel mit Schwert,” November 24, 2002,   http://
www.moschee-schluechtern.de/texte/Michael/021124-mail.htm     Last 
accessed on the Internet January 10, 2005. The website and letter have 
meanwhile been taken down.   

   32.     The Berlin mosque was offi cially inaugurated in 1925. For the history of 
the Berlin mosque, see also Nasir Ahmad,  A Brief History of the Berlin 
Muslim Mission and the Berlin Mosque Founded by the Lahore Ahmadiyya 
Movement in Islam , ed. Manfred Backhausen, Berlin Mosque and Mission, 
February 2, 2008,   http://berlin.ahmadiyya.org/berlin-mission-june06.
pdf    .   

   33.     A 1920 photograph (reproduced in Backhausen  2008 : 30) shows Sikh and 
Muslim army persona along with members of other Muslim and non-Mus-
lim communities in front of the Woking mosque. Christian missionaries, 
on the other hand, warned against the “propaganda” of the mission. James 
Thayer Addison ( 1929 ) notes the presence of Ahmadiyya communities in 
two suburban mosques in London (Surrey and Southfi elds).   

   34.     Ahmad,  Brief History of the Berlin Muslim Mission and the Berlin 
Mosque , 25.   

   35.     As Powell ( 1995 ) notes, it is no coincidence that Ghulam Ahmad’s oppo-
nent, Clarke, bore the name of “Henry Martin,” a name that was given to 
him in reminiscence of “the fi rst Protestant evangelizer of Muslims in 
north India, best known as the translator of the Bible into Arabic, Persian, 
and Urdu” (ibid. 46). But it is noteworthy that these encounters played a 
pivotal role in the context of translating and defending religious truth 
claims, a process that cannot be fully comprehended without acknowledg-
ing the role of Orientalist scholarship and the translation projects of Indian 
religious scriptures into English. I stretch a point made by Arvind Mandair 
( 2009 ) a bit freely here to imply that the very constitution of the Ahmadi 
subject in idioms of the  jihadi  and the “syncretistic sect” (with all the 
ambivalence that exists between the two apparently incommensurable 
ascriptions) bears its imprints on contemporary forms of linguistic and 
cultural translation.   

   36.     I should clarify that I am not opposed to the idea of critically scrutinizing 
actual social and political practices in Ahmadiyya communities. However, 
Schröter’s study does not offer any such insights or attempts of launching 
a constructive dialogue. Some of the texts she discusses indicate that there 
is an anti-Jewish bias in the translations of early Ahmadi writings. To con-
clude from this, however, in the way the author proposes, that Ahmadiyya 
would propagate anti-Semitic hate speech ( antijüdische Hetze ), which is a 
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criminal act under paragraph 130  in the German penal code, lacks 
justifi cation.   

   37.     For a rebuttal of Schröter arguments from the perspective of the Jamat, see 
Hadayatullah Hübsch, “Eine Entgegnung auf Frau Dr. Schröter’s Schrift 
 Ahmadiyya Bewegung des Islam ,” 2008;   http://mitglied.lycos.de/
ahmadiyyaarchiv/islam/artikel/hadayatullah/entgegnung_schroeter.
html     Last accessed on the Internet, September 6, 2009. Schröter and 
Hübsch publicly discussed their positions in Schlüchtern’s town hall on 
March 20, 2002.   

   38.    See, for instance, Judith Ezekiel ( 2006 ).   
   39.     Chap.   6     will provide a detailed perspective on gendered narratives and 

women’s perspectives in the Jamat.   
   40.     Abdullah Wagishauser is the current representative ( amir ) of Ahmadis in 

Germany.   
   41.     For an obiturary, see Canan Topcu, “Ein Poet und Muslim,”  Frankfurter 

Rundschau , January 5, 2011,   http://www.fr-online.de/frankfurt/ein-poet-
und-muslim/-/1472798/5066018/-/index.html     Last accessed on the 
Internet January 14, 2011.   

   42.     Andreas Fanizadeh, “Probier Dich aus! Portrait Hadayattullah Hübsch,” 
 die taz , January 18, 2008,   http://www.taz.de/1/leben/koepfe/
artikel/1/probier-dich-aus/?src=SE&cHash=8fa03342da     Last accessed 
on the Internet June 4, 2008.   

   43.     Many on the left read  leitkultur  as a euphemism to allow the further tight-
ening of immigration and citizenship laws in opposition to 
multiculturalism.   

   44.     The term  leitkultur  was fi rst introduced in Bassam Tibi ( 1998 ). Tibi’s argu-
ment, which can be described as a secular–liberal position that is generally 
sympathetic to seeing Germany as an immigrant society, was later taken up 
by a leading German journalist (Theo Sommer, “Der Kopf zählt, nicht das 
Tuch—Ausländer in Deutschland: Integration kann keine Einbahnstraße 
sein,”  Die Zeit  30 [1998]   http://www.zeit.de/1998/30/199830.aus-
laender_.xml     Last accessed on the Internet May 22, 2008. From there it 
entered the political scene, where Christian Democrats employed the term 
to mean precisely the opposite, that is, the denial of the idea that Germany 
could ever be considered an immigrant society. Whereas both Tibi and 
Sommer disagreed in their interpretation, the blunt assimilationist tones 
that are laced into their respective arguments have strongly facilitated the 
circulation of the concept. The anti-mosque movement that I introduce 
further below also promotes Tibi’s book as an authoritative academic 
source, something that Tibi does not endorse . See    http://www.moschee-
schluechtern.de/texte/tibi_euroident_inhalt.htm    .   
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   45.     In a similar move, Talal Asad ( 2006 ) writes about the lingering collective 
sentiments that have surfaced in France that are not suffi ciently explained 
by references to “public anxiety” or by evoking legitimate concerns with 
various kinds of violence in the French. Asad draws attention here to what 
he says are complex cultural and civic processes through which citizens 
passionately identify with the nation form, its constitutional principles, and 
implicit political theologies (ibid. 507–508).   

   46.    “Mullahs immer klüger,”  die taz , February 2001, 19.   
   47.     See “Muslim-Aktion gegen die Taz,” June 19, 2008,   http://www.mus-

lim-markt.de/Aktion/Sonstige/aktiongegentaz.htm     Last accessed on the 
Internet September 3, 2008.   

   48.     Michael Ringel, “Wenn die Fatwa droht: Das Taz-Resort‚ ‘Die Wahrheit.’ 
Damit Satire entlarvend wirkt müssen Regeln verletzt werden,”  die taz , June 
10, 2008,   http://www.taz.de/index.php?id=archivseite&dig=2001/02/
17/a0100     Last accessed on the Internet February 17, 2010. The translation 
is my own.   

   49.    Ringel, “Wenn die Fatwa droht”, ibid.   
   50.     Sonia Mikich, “Was nun, ferner Bärtiger?”  die taz , February 6, 2006, 

  http://www.taz.de/index.php?id=archivseite&dig=2006/02/06/a0132     
Last accessed on the Internet May 28, 2008.   

   51.     See Hussein Ali Agrama, “The Politics of Religious Freedom. 
Religious Freedom as a Binding Practice of Suspicion.” Published 
on the blog  The Immanent Frame . Last accessed on the Internet on 
October 27, 2015:   http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/2012/09/11/religious-
freedom- as-a-binding-practice-of-suspicion/       

   52.     Mikich is certainly not alone in this. In her carefully crafted critique of rac-
ism within French feminist discourse, Judith Ezekiel, explaining her diffi -
culty in keeping her own distance from the  pro-choix  group in the debate 
on the hijab, asks: “How can I protest alongside the bearded men keeping 
watch over the rows of veiled women?” She probably refers to French 
Islamist groups that have engaged in these debates, some of which must 
indeed be criticized for their espoused gender practices. However, she also 
reinstates the image of the bearded Muslim fundamentalist as a kind of 
archetype here . See also  Ezekiel ( 2006 , 258).   

   53.     Harry Nutt, “Bin Laden in der U-Bahn. Eine sonderbare Begegnung im 
öffentlichen Nahverkehr. Die Adressierungsstrategien der Islamisten und 
wen sie erreichen,”  Frankfurter Rundschau , April 17, 2004, 15.   

   54.     Harry Nutt, “Bin Laden in der U-Bahn”, ibid. Nutt says: “Die Anzeichen 
der Verwahrlosung der Beiden wurden während der Fahrt auffällig konter-
kariert durch das parallelle Zücken zweier topmoderner Mobiltelephone.”   

   55.     “Kanak,” formerly used as an insult in ascribing primitive otherness to 
foreigners, has been reappropriated by hyphenated German youth culture 
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as a sociolingual idiom that is more affi rmative of their mixed, working-
class environments in metropolitan Germany. This idiom has meanwhile 
achieved literary status and has found entry to German mainstream cul-
tural production . See also:  Feridun Zaimoglu. 2004.  Kanak Sprak. 24 
Mißtöne vom Rande der Gesellschaft  Hamburg: Rotbuch Verlag.   

   56.     Ibid., 80. As Kalra notes, such ideas are not bound to a white Western 
imagination but are complexly woven into diasporic and non- diasporic 
South Asian social and political formations as well; the case of martyr 
Bhagat Singh as hat-(not turban-)wearer is one case in point.          
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    CHAPTER 6   

            “No one can order anybody to unremember 84, especially not the 
perpetrator” 

Jaspreet Singh,  Thirty Years On  ( From November ,  1984 )  1   

   In 2009, members of the Toronto-based Sikh Activist Network (SAN) 
produced a YouTube video to advertise When Lions Roar II, one of 
several youth-led events devoted to commemorating 1984 /chaurasi   in 
the Vancouver and Toronto metropolitan areas in the past few years. 
Introduced and accompanied by original Punjabi footage of the 1984 
news coverage, the young students appear in the video in black-and-white 
close-ups leaning against a white wall, their voices poetically arranged and 
accompanied by a serene musical tune on synthesized strings and simple 
piano motives.  2   The pathos of the speakers’ expressions and the simplicity 
of the black-and- white headshots are heightened by a spare, minor osti-
nato of the music in the background. Maybe pathos is too strong a word, 
for the way the speakers are framed and the tones their voices take convey 
a sense of humility. There are several cuts in the beginning. We hear the 
distressed voices of two women speaking in Punjabi about the atrocities 
in Delhi, which is when the young activists begin to read from what I 
gather are translated excerpts of 1984 survivors’ testimonies. Each of the 
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chosen passages presents specifi c images of extreme cruelty and gendered 
violence. As they perform the survivors’ voices in the name of brothers 
and sisters, mothers and daughters, the boundaries between the fi rst- and 
third- person narratives confl ate to the extent to which the video itself 
becomes a kind of testimonial. Speakers before the camera appear truly 
affected by the narratives. There is no easy exit, but we see them, stepping 
out of the frame and putting the paper down from which they just cited. 
In the fi nal parts of the video, they are all shown again, paying tribute to 
the victims: “We remember the  shaheeds  [martyrs],” “justice for the peo-
ple,” and “let’s hold the lamp to the darkness.” The call to participate in 
the youth event ends with the line “Let’s break the silence.” The video has 
meanwhile gathered a staggering number of more than 250,000 views and 
well beyond 4000 online comments.  3   While issues of online shaming ran 
through some of the comments, the majority of viewers sympathized with 
the producers of the video, expressing how emotionally struck they were 
by watching it. Many of the youth who self-identifi ed as Sikh on social 
media said that the video “brought home” a topic they were sometimes 
only vaguely aware of. Others stated that they planned to become actively 
involved in SAN’s justice and reconciliation campaign and in this way fol-
low a trend that we have observed in the last 5–10 years as new forms of 
Sikh youth mobilizations appear on the horizon. 

 This chapter delineates a unique facet of the mobilization of Sikh youth 
in the Toronto region which becomes manifest in the attempt to appeal to a 
broader spectrum of the post-1984 generation in the diaspora. Arguably, we 
cannot see this as an isolated process, for contemporary efforts to frame past 
violence through a critical lens of global social justice work and anti-oppres-
sive social solidarities is part of a shift in memory activism to be observed 
in other transnational youth formations (e.g. Ayyash 2013; Tölölyan  2010 ; 
Ziemer  2010 ). By contributing to such trends, the articulation of Sikh 
youth perspectives around 1984 entails more than just changes in rhetoric 
and communicative strategies. The issue that is probably felt most acutely 
by Sikh youth in Canada (due to the strong infl uence of the Khalistan 
movement there in the past) is the question of how to position themselves 
within broader constellations of state violence and the politics of recogni-
tion. Additionally, we need to consider the differences between groups that 
claim a political genealogy of pro-Khalistan identity politics and those who 
have been either opposed to militancy or have endorsed a concept of Sikh 
sovereignty that doesn’t prioritize territorial claims. Hence, how could recu-
perating 1984, an issue that has been claimed for a long time by those active 
in pro-Khalistan circles, serve such attempts to n egotiate social and political 
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differences among the next generation? What are the specifi c views brought 
forward by Sikh youth here in appealing to broader solidarities? And how 
are these used to make sense of their local lives, their own personal memo-
ries of migration and those of family members? 

 Before I discuss these overarching questions and draw attention to 
the narratives and artistic productions of Sikh youth (many of whom are 
involved with SAN and appear on stage at various youth events), let me 
fi rst outline how those in the younger generation, have come to endorse 
1984 as a struggle for global social justice. Dilpreet, a young professional 
working in the Toronto downtown area, was quite outspoken about this 
shift in perspective.  4   She offered a strong critique of nationalism but also 
pointed out how SAN and the When Lions Roar events actually allowed 
her to revise a position on chaurasi that she had held for a long time. She 
was born in another Canadian province which did not have a large Punjabi 
diaspora community, and she describes her upbringing in a close-knit 
community that was well integrated in Canada. She mentions her high 
school years as the time when she fi rst became aware of the signifi cance of 
chaurasi for Sikh identity politics. At that time, she wrote a short article for 
her school’s newsletter, in which she praised the then newly elected British 
Columbia (BC) Premier Ujjal Dev Singh Dosanjh (the fi rst Canadian pre-
mier with a South Asian background) as a landmark achievement that 
“shed a positive light on the Indo-Canadian community.” Ignorant of the 
disputes around Dosanjh (he was attacked by Sikh militants in Vancouver 
after speaking out against the Khalistan movement) and not knowing 
anything about the Delhi riots at that point, she explained that her text 
angered other Sikh students at school who had pro-Khalistan leanings. 
The dispute at school heated up to the point that she felt “emotionally 
disturbed.” The anger didn’t just result from the trouble she got in (“all 
the Sikh people hated me”), but also from the fact that she had no prior 
knowledge about 1984 despite growing up in a Sikh household. The sense 
that her parents must have kept it “deliberately away from the kids” was 
a shock for her. After this incident she held her distance from Sikh poli-
tics. “For many years,” she said, “I just left it there and I never wanted to 
talk about it and so I avoided the issue.” During her years at university, 
when one of her professors asked her to translate interviews from the Air 
India Inquiry tapes, 1984 returned to haunt her.  5   She had already moved 
to Toronto and become interested in social activism. It was her curiosity 
that fi nally led her to do some research on the issue: “I guess, because I 
was getting interested in my history and I started to read more about it. 
And this is when I heard about When Lions Roar and the SAN. I liked 
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the fact that SAN worked from a critical race angle, they worked from an 
anti- oppressive angle. And so I got really captivated by what they were say-
ing. And then I took all my feelings out of it and started to look at it as a 
critical person. I mean, I have never endorsed nationalistic movements as 
these have dire consequences anywhere.” Dilpreet then recounts how she 
went to a conference in Croatia that opened her eyes to the vicious cycle 
of ethnic nationalism and violence. She discussed the parallels between 
diasporic nationalisms of the Zionist and Khalistan movement, as both 
originated in the diaspora context and engendered long-distance national-
ism. “But as I read more about 1984, it really angered me. Because com-
ing from a critical point of view and now more educated, I was like ‘this is 
ridiculous’. Like, there was this one commission ( after the Delhi riots ), but 
they killed fi ve thousand people within a week and really there has been 
no justice.” From then on, she looked at 1984 “from a critical angle,” 
without completely dismissing the Indian State’s perspective but now with 
an unmistakably fi rm stance against political corruption and the injustice 
Sikhs suffered. Moreover, in the interview she was also quite outspoken 
about the continuing stereotyping of Sikhs in Bollywood movies and the 
Indian media landscape, thus engaging in a discussion that is critical to 
Sikh youth debates in the diaspora. 

 Dilpreet’s interview illuminates something rather important for under-
standing the contemporary dynamics of Sikh youth organizations. Sikh 
youth organizations have had to acknowledge that the generation born 
after 1984 in Canadian Sikh families experienced very different kinds of 
upbringing. At one level of analysis, 1984 has meant a bifurcation in the 
“canonical generation” (Ben-Ze’ev and Lomsky-Feder  2009 ) of 1984 
that was preoccupied with the contested claims over territorial sovereignty 
and the mobilizing force of the Khalistan movement to reimagine the 
Sikh  qaum  (often simplistically translated as ‘nation’ as in nation-state). 
This preoccupation with territorial sovereignty (and in Etienne Balibar’s 
conceptual language) “fi ctive ethnicity” produced two very different and 
internally contested narratives on 1984 that are especially relevant for the 
diaspora context and can be summarized along a major axis of difference  6  : 
a canon that encapsulates a discourse and emotional code of strict separa-
tion from the Indian State and Hindu nationalism (but engendering ideas 
of territorial sovereignty) and another that stipulates a unifying idiom and 
(while acknowledging a sense of injury) upholds an affi rmative stance of 
togetherness by leaning on a secularist notion of Indian nationality (“unity 
in diversity”). As we see in Dilpreet’s account, the 1984 canon is inherited 
by the next generation as a potentially dividing issue and in the form of 
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(often) unknown repetitions of attachments to political imaginaries of the 
nation-state.  7   Such differences become manifest in the way memories are 
transmitted in families or, if they remain deliberately silenced, in the way 
Sikh youth is catapulted into political disputes without full awareness of 
the historical complexities of Sikh ethical concepts and political imagi-
naries. Through the assimilation pressures of Canadian society and the 
cementation of internal divisions in the Sikh community after 1984, the 
issue has become particularly divisive in the diaspora. It is in this context 
in which many of the Sikh youth I spoke too felt that they belonged to 
two respective categories: either they have been kept deliberately at bay 
by their parents and explain how they experienced a shock when hearing 
about 1984, or they have been socialized in families for whom the 1984 
story is the anchor of their identity as Sikhs. For the latter group 1984 has 
been the date in which all of Sikh history culminates, which also had an 
alienating effect on their adolescent lives. If we consider this juxtaposition, 
we might better understand what I discuss below as the critical change in 
Sikh youth mobilizations with regard to both the felt political paralysis 
and the desire of reclaiming 1984 as an  inclusive  story and struggle to re- 
signify the canon at a generational remove. 

 But at a second level of analysis, we must also recognize that the cur-
rent attempt within movements of the Sikh youth, to rethink key tenets 
of what the ethical self-fashioning of Sikhs is about, of what the principle 
of  dharam  (religious path) implies for the project of sovereignty and how 
such ideas resonate in a globalizing, transnational world in which they now 
live, necessitates not only the act of  reclaiming  1984 but also its  reposition-
ing  within a more nuanced and complex historical narrative. Jasdev Rai 
( 2011 ) has in this context offered a detailed analysis of how to interpret 
the broader struggle or  lehar  (“the real movement of ordinary Sikhs” [ibid. 
1]) that takes its distances from the more narrow objectives of Punjabi 
Sikh party politics in the last half century and the exclusivist agenda of the 
Khalistan movement.  8   He argues that, 

“the Sikh dharam and consequently the  lehar  have to be understood 
in a new terminology, a new contextualized language that can unravel 
its depth, its vastness and its project, the path, the panth. Current 
western idioms and history fails to make sense of Sikh dharam or the 
 lehar  as a non-territorial movement for self-determination. Khalistan 
is an outcome of this confi guration and failure. The task of rethinking 
the Guru Granth–Guru Panth concept and the  lehar  will perhaps have 
to wait on the leads taken by a younger group of Sikh scholars who 
intuitively feel the shortcomings of western and modernist  frameworks 
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in explaining Sikh dharam and have begun to formulate the concep-
tual basis for a shift that will make it understandable in the shadow of 
western hegemonic discourses” (ibid. 35). 

It seems to me that, for young Sikh activists and intellectuals today, 
the orientation toward such a struggle or  lehar  movement is quite critical, 
although for various reasons, the call for justice after 1984 fulfi lls a  cur-
rently  overarching role in shaping their specifi c understanding of cultural 
citizenship in the Canadian context. Debates on Sikhs as terrorists, racial 
profi ling in the context of labor migration, economic injustice as the result 
of neoliberalization, and widespread political corruption in Punjab were all 
issues that fueled the confl ict in the 1980s. These are also issues that matter 
for Sikh youth today, albeit under changed circumstances of diasporic and 
transnational citizenship, after the disillusionment with militancy and state 
violence, in a global context where they can witness the detrimental impact 
of nationalist politics in other parts of the world and at a moment where 
they can see capitalist greed and violence in its unveiled form. It is a moment 
in which they also have to position themselves as global citizens within a cul-
turally diverse and socially complex metropolitan region and within a state 
that continues to debate its position on religious and cultural pluralism. It 
is here that they see how their voices matter and how they can use them to 
reclaim a sense of Sikh selfhood that not only inherits a diffi cult past but also 
promises a different ethics for future solidarities and modes of belonging. 

 In that sense too, the political role and global visibility of Toronto’s 
Sikh youth stands in stark contrast to other diasporic projects and certainly 
what I have described for Frankfurt, where, despite the now growing sec-
ond generation taking on leading roles in the community, there is little 
debate on these issues and almost no public awareness about intergen-
erational processes in the community. This can be illustrated if we take 
the example of recent racist incidents and the attempts of anti-immigrant 
groups to mobilize against Sikhs in Brampton. I mention this example 
after having devoted an entire chapter to discussing the anti-immigrant 
movement in Germany. When similar things occurred in Brampton in 
2012, SAN immediately organized a local protest to oppose the poster-
and-fl yer campaign that defamed turban- wearing Sikhs.  9   Shortly after, 
another racist video (“Brampton problems”) by a sixteen-year-old from 
Brampton went viral, similarly linking turbans with terrorists.  10   On social 
media too, the response was instantaneous. In this case, the local artist 
and YouTube celebrity Lilly Singh (alias Superwoman) released a poignant 
video response on her own YouTube channel, which was watched (as of 
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October 25, 2015) about 1,160,000 times. Online comedian and musi-
cian JusReign’s parody of the young girl’s racist video was also watched 
about 612,000 times.  11   This occurred in a relatively short time span and 
in a context where youth mobilizations are leading to quite signifi cant 
shifts in the political landscape in the Toronto region. The shift can also 
be explained as one from social conservatism in the Peel region to youth-
led support for the leftist New Democratic Party of Canada (NDP). The 
mobilizing efforts of young Sikhs to support, for example, the campaign 
of Jagmeet Singh (NDP) (probably the most well-known Sikh member of 
parliament), indicates that the younger generation is now recognized as a 
potent force that has arrived at the center of political discourse in Canada. 
I argue that it is in this context of far-reaching social transformations and 
changes to youth politics and cultural practices that we must situate recent 
performances and events commemorating 1984.  12   

 It is after a long uphill battle that Sikh youth in the GTA today take 
pride in the recognition they are beginning to receive and their political 
role. They are, of course, aware that their parents (and grandparents), com-
ing from an agricultural background in rural Punjab, struggled with the 
cultural transition and economic hardships as newcomers to Canada. As 
second generation, many were the fi rst to enjoy post-secondary education 
and often this was possible only at great social and economic cost. Like oth-
ers from marginalized communities in the GTA, many Sikh youth—par-
ticularly those coming from a working-class background— continue to face 
structural disadvantages. Societal pressures and the neoliberal regime are 
pushing them toward ideals of consumerist citizenship and normative inte-
gration into liberal public spheres that they must fi nd diffi cult to oppose if 
so much of their families’ livelihood depends on job opportunities offered 
to their children. In the interviews conducted for this research, I have also 
heard numerous accounts of how they continue to face issues of racial pro-
fi ling as individuals on the streets (Jagmeet Singh just tabled a motion to 
end carding in the Peel region that was approved by the Ontario legislature 
on October 28, 2015) and other public domains. Since the events of Oak 
Creek, Wisconsin, and other hate crimes that are reported from across the 
southern border, the visceral sense of being a potential target in North 
America has certainly reinvigorated fears among this younger generation, 
particularly so when they are wearing religious clothing. 

 My argument in this chapter about how Sikh youth relates to the past 
violence of 1984 thus cannot be restricted to looking at generational 
divides per se; it also needs to refl ect on their responses to the prevailing 
affective politics of fear and the regulative politics of inclusion and exclusion 
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in Canadian multiculturalism (Dhamoon  2013 , Singh and Varadharajan 
2012, Thobani 2007). As I’ve previously mentioned, the question of how 
the generation born after 1984 tackles these different issues is still poorly 
understood. If the YouTube video by SAN provides us with some clues, we 
fi nd that the process of “stepping into the shoes” of their parents’ genera-
tion, and of trying to make sense of past suffering within a horizon of see-
ing the world beyond a generational predicament, remains a vexed issue. 
For now, I focus on the extent to which Sikh youth’s local mobilizations 
play a part in this process of generational change and political reposition-
ing and ask how these issues are represented in Sikh youth’s narratives and 
creative acts of cultural performance. 

 In this context, I follow the lead of other researchers in the sociology of 
youth formations who have looked at the micropolitics of youth’s every-
day acts and performances through which we can get a better grasp of 
the cultural and political dimensions of citizenship. Among recent schol-
arly contributions in youth studies, Sunaina Maira has been most explicit 
in linking performative practices of youth (as the key site of articulating 
everyday predicaments) to the broader political discourse in which their 
identities are rendered suspicious. In her study of South Asian immigrant 
youth in the USA, these suspicions are produced by the ongoing war on 
terror and immigration. Carving out the “layered assumptions about the 
meaning of youth” (ibid. 13) that puts the younger generation of South 
Asian youth at risk of being profi led, detained, or deported, Maira asks 
“what ‘citizenship’ and ‘dissent’ mean when juxtaposed with ‘youth,’ par-
ticularly immigrant youth who are the object of national anxieties about 
assimilation and the economy that are culturally and racially coded” (ibid. 
15). It would be misleading in such contexts to reduce their political sub-
jectivity to formal political participation, she says, nor would it be wise to 
presume an undifferentiated collective predicament forcing them into a 
recursive logic of belated generational effects as “the second generation.” 
Instead, it is the “informal logic of politics and citizenship” (ibid. 21) that 
comes to the fore in everyday youth discourses and social engagements 
and these may give us a clue as to where agentive and creative processes 
are emergent. The informal languages and performances of young people 
lend themselves to broadening the concept of cultural citizenship, as these 
are also the sites of negotiating political, legal, and economic rights (ibid. 
83). Here, the notion of dissent is quite central as it captures the capacities 
and dilemmas of youth political engagements today. Before I describe the 
dissenting performances of young Sikhs in the Toronto context, I need to 
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briefl y explain why the trope of post-9/11 identities, despite its formative 
role, needs to be placed in the broader perspective of the long and com-
plex genealogy of marking the Sikh religious body as deviant and danger-
ous. With such qualifi cations in mind, we can then move on to reposition 
the generational effects of 1984 on a  political  map of diasporic citizenship 
as it is imagined and practiced by Sikh youth. 

   “TERRORIST BODIES” AND “SAMOSA POLITICS” 
 When it comes to how Sikh youth is portrayed in Canadian publics, two 
powerful images of troubled youth come to mind. The  fi rst image  associ-
ates Sikh youth activism with transnational politics and support of mili-
tancy in Punjab. Long before the events of 9/11 that have catapulted 
turban-wearing Sikhs to international headlines as “collateral damage” or 
“casualties of the war on terror” (due to their mistaken identity as Islamist 
terrorists),  13   most Western states (Germany and Canada included) sur-
veilled supporters of Khalistan and considered anyone vaguely linked to 
groups such as the International Sikh Youth Federation and the Babbar 
Khalsa group (two groups that endorsed militant action and were respon-
sible for several attacks) as a potential terrorist.  14   Canada, in particular, had 
been a stronghold of the Khalistan movement that demanded a separate 
state for Sikhs in Punjab. The repercussion of this prevailing suspicion 
against Sikh separatists still fi nds its resonance in the Canadian political 
spectrum. The  second image  posits young Sikhs along with other Indo- 
Canadian youth as victims of “samosa politics” to use the pejorative title 
that the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) coined for one of 
their documentaries on Punjabi youth issues.  15   Here, social problems asso-
ciated with youth are framed as juvenile delinquency issues and the reasons 
are sought out in the specifi c cultural fabric of Punjabi immigrant com-
munities. The public image of the Punjabi youth gang has, for consider-
able time, captured the national imagination, most recently evidenced in 
Deepa Mehta’s new gangster movie  Beeba Boys  (2015). One might well 
argue that the image of the Punjabi youth gang is specifi cally relevant to 
the Vancouver metropolitan area, but the story of gang-related deaths of 
Punjabi youth has since traveled around the nation where it resonates with 
broader public debates on immigrant youth gangs and youth violence in 
all major metropolitan spaces.  16   

 A precautionary note is perhaps necessary here, for we cannot completely 
ignore that the discourse on juvenile delinquency is  counter- balanced by 
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images of social integration and economic success. I am not suggesting that 
the two frames of “terrorist bodies” and “samosa politics” are the two  exclu-
sive  images or ideas in use in Canada to categorize Sikh youth. But I would 
still argue that the positive twist on how young Indo- Canadians are seen to 
become model citizens who endorse the neoliberal framework, is the exact 
mirror image of the deviant and delinquent youth idea. From classics such as 
Erik H. Eriksen (1994)  Identity :  Youth and Crisis  to recent sociological and 
anthropological studies on youth (Bucholz 2002; Comaroff and Comaroff 
 2009 ; Furlong, Woodman and Wyn 2011), scholars have identifi ed the gen-
erative role of such contradictory frames that place role conforming next 
to deviance.  17   In the context of framing Sikh youth, this instability is char-
acteristic for a politics of difference that perpetually marks Sikh bodies as 
different or in need of explanation. More signifi cant for my discussion is 
that both the prevailing negative categorizations of “terrorist bodies” and 
“samosa politics” evoke a gendered discourse that both scandalizes forms of 
Sikh masculinity and caricatures Punjabi femininity, equating it with domes-
ticity and suppressed or oppressed sexuality. The main part of this chapter 
will carve out how Sikh youth position themselves against such negative 
connotations. I shall fi rst explain where these images originate and how they 
exert a force in the public domain. 

 To begin with the fi rst image then, we need to note that the 1984 cri-
sis projected an image of Sikhs as terrorists that got fi rmly entrenched in 
the public imagination within a short period of time. In the mid-1990s, 
with the movement in Punjab at the point of being defeated, Sikh politi-
cal activism in diasporic contexts was still relevant but underwent signifi -
cant changes in form and strategy (Shani 2005; Tatla  1999 ). At that time, 
counter-strategies emerged that contested the narrow and problematic 
identifi cation of Sikh identity with nationalism and militancy. These mobi-
lizations included a different approach in addressing readers in the ver-
nacular papers of diaspora communities, the proliferation of new websites 
that catered to young people, as well as other forms of human rights activ-
ism. Thandi (n.d.) understands these shifts to be the result of renewed 
attempts to garner the support of silent majorities in the community who, 
after the disillusionment with Sikh militancy, seem to be more open to 
embrace a human rights discourse that provides an internationally recog-
nized framework of action through which to address still persisting griev-
ances. After 2001, this is also a discourse that generates the possibility, if 
not the necessity, to separate oneself from the bin Laden terrorist look. 
Sikh organizations such as United Sikhs or the Sikh Coalition are currently 
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led by stakeholders who have recourse to the legal system and succeed in 
lobbying key political players in American politics.  18   This is not a smooth 
process overall; for example, we see in Canada continuing resistance and 
an unease with what politicians label transnational politics. The recent 
genocide petition and the debates around the Sikh kirpan are two such 
examples in which demands to further human rights remain entangled 
with the memories of Sikh militancy in the past. What complicates mat-
ters most in the Canadian context is the diffi cult memory of the June 
22, 1985, plane crash of Air India fl ight 182. Air India Flight 182 was 
bombed in midair off the coast of Ireland and all 329 passengers were 
killed, most of whom were Canadians of Indian ancestry or origin. In 
the wake of the Air India investigation and its lengthy trial proceedings 
(spanning decades), it became apparent that Sikh militant groups were 
behind the attacks, although only one person was ever prosecuted. This 
was one of the lengthiest terrorism trials and offi cial inquiries in the coun-
try’s history, so the memory of this event is still alive in the public realm. 
It has clearly informed local discussions around the introduction of the 
new citizenship and immigration bill (Bill C-51) that bestows new pow-
ers to the Canadian State in its anti-terrorist agenda.  19   Whereas it is the 
catastrophic failure of the investigation that is the focus of the report’s 
conclusions, much of the Canadian media has approached the event, in 
the words of Angela Failler (2009), through a “war on terror framing of 
remembrance that reiterates hegemonic neoliberal ideologies of national 
belonging, citizenship, terrorism and security” (ibid. 255).  20   Failler con-
vincingly shows how such strategic remembering distracts viewers from 
the state’s implication in the tragedy and shifts the attention away from 
the political processes leading to the tragedy in favor of portraying a dan-
gerous and aspiring terrorist mentality in the “turban-wearing Sikh ter-
rorist” (ibid. 260). I have depicted the logic of this discourse as it unfolds 
in the German context in the last chapter. Indeed, while it is clear that 
the violence sent a chilling signal through the country as well as the Sikh 
community,  21   we cannot ignore the fact that the reporting also led to a 
generalized image of the turban-wearing, bearded Sikh as terrorist in the 
popular imagination. Singh and Varadharajan (2012) provide a detailed 
analysis of the commission’s research volumes, showing how through key 
assessments such as Bruce Hoffman’s take on terrorism, “the commis-
sion’s appeal to a national public sphere at once (mis)informs historiogra-
phy and (dis)engages the cultural production of the diasporic imaginary” 
(ibid. 179). In that sense, 1984 and 1985 form a conjoined issue and 
one that is today inherited as a diffi cult legacy for Sikh youth. For a long 
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time, it has also been complicated by the reluctance of the government 
to acknowledge the Air India tragedy as a Canadian story, which offi -
cially only occurred in the context of the Air India Report being tabled in 
Canada’s Parliament in 2010.  22   The legacy of Air India might also explain 
why there is, when it comes to accommodations of Sikh  religious symbols 
in Canada, an underlying perception that lenience on issues of conspicu-
ous religious representations could be seen as a concession to political 
groups that—despite their waning infl uence—might undermine the values 
of Canadian multiculturalism. This debate has been particularly strong in 
Quebec, where (in the context of introducing a Quebec charter of values) 
the dispute surfaced around the Sikh kirpan, when the legislator refused 
to allow Sikh representatives to wear this item of their faith in assembly 
or in the case of Sikh boys in school. To Rita Dhamoon ( 2013 ) this illus-
trates how a generalized image of the Sikh as religious other is encoded in 
regulatory processes of norm setting in Canada (ibid. 8). She sees here an 
indication of the paradoxical logic in the Canadian model of multicultural-
ism, which carries with it de facto assimilationist agendas.  23   

 In response to such assimilationist agendas, young Sikh artists some-
times deliberately stage a defi ant self-image in their acts of cultural perfor-
mance. As Jaspal N. Singh (2013) points out in his analysis of the “25 years 
tune,” by rappers Ambition and Killa, Sikh youth cultural productions 
reveal the many contradictions through which their own discourses are 
framed and deployed in diasporic contexts. As Singh points out, Sikh hip-
hop artists and rappers “create narratives that amalgamate the seemingly 
incommensurable fusion of Khalistani sentiments and underground hip 
hop and gangsta rap” (ibid. 351) and specifi es this in the masculinist idiom 
through which such amalgamations are shaped. The young performers 
here “act out their hard and militant attitude in the local setting which they 
associate with global and ‘proper’ Sikhism in a musical genre that fi ghts 
back against inequality and, to some extent, accepts symbolic violence as a 
means of solution” (ibid. 351). The use of such masculinist styles in rela-
tion to militant rhetorics has been a controversial debate among the young 
Sikhs we have worked with (see also Kalra and Nijhawan  2007 ), as it lends 
itself to a normative model that many in the younger generation hesitate to 
adopt (precisely for reasons mentioned by Dilpreet above). 

 The idea that Sikh religious subjects signify political trouble is linked 
to the second dominant frame mentioned above: the social problems 
of “deviant immigrant youth.” This epistemic frame is grounded in the 
assimilationist trope of youth in crisis. If we momentarily consider debates 
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on youths in neoliberal times more generally, we see a fair amount of delib-
eration about the increasingly fragmented lifeworlds of younger genera-
tions and marginalized urban youths’ sentiments of being alienated from 
the state. The idea of youth in crisis epitomizes a rather narrow defi nition 
of the political and altogether obliterates from view diverse scenes of youth 
political engagement today. It is also implicitly related to another dominant 
narrative frequently encountered in public, that of the “lost generation.” 
Staggering rates of youth unemployment, clandestine travels of migrant 
youth, and the social alienation of disadvantaged youth of the “(sub)urban 
ghettos” are often bundled together to generate a powerful image of how 
social marginality and widespread hopelessness among youth might yield 
explosive results (e.g. riots, crimes, and parallel societies, all of which are 
seen to destabilize the nation-state).  24   Punjabi youth has been at the cen-
ter of such debates in Canada. Widyarini Sumartojo ( 2012 ) demonstrates 
how the causes for youth dysfunction are typically traced to factors of cul-
tural difference and ethnic segregation. Politicians and journalists writing 
for local newspapers and the national press have blamed the violent death 
of Punjabi youth on the social integration failures of immigrant Punjabi 
families and suburban communities.  25   As Sumartojo shows in her inter-
views with Punjabi youth, however, the (latently racist) idiom of “samosa 
politics” creates a situation for young individuals in which they are caught 
between two categorical frameworks: one claiming culture as a blanket 
term that circumvents the issue of race (especially in terms of the “culture 
of patriarchy and honour”) and the other emerging from within commu-
nity discourses, calling for a return to social conservatism and domesticity 
to cure a form of social dysfunction that many among the older generation 
conceive to be the result of a weakening of the Punjabi family. 

 The interviews gathered in this and other chapters chart out a differ-
ent social landscape in which Punjabi extended families are seen neither as 
dysfunctional units nor as utopian spaces of cultural transmission. Rather, 
we see in these cultural practices the malleable homing grounds that are 
generative of diasporic citizenship (Cho 2011). It is the embodied dimen-
sion of how injury is recuperated and translated that shapes the new poli-
tics of aesthetics of the post-1984 generation. In the next two sections, 
I hope to demonstrate how the current interpretations of discriminatory 
policies and social stigma by young artists and activist as well as the spe-
cifi c idioms of artistic expression inform Sikh youth’s understandings of 
cultural citizenship and belonging. The new generation of young Sikh 
artists in the Toronto region has been at the forefront of music, sound, 
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and video productions that have found a growing audience in the global 
South Asian diaspora. While some individuals have acquired personal rec-
ognition as YouTube celebrities and spoken word artists, I am more inter-
ested here in the collective dimension of youth movements as these come 
to the fore with groups such as the SAN and as they potentially speak 
to the broader  lehar  movement that I addressed with Rai ( 2011 ) above. 
Many of the activists and artists that share an interest in Sikh religion, 
philosophy, and politics have been part of the consolidating efforts that 
led to the formation of the group in 2007.  26   Members of SAN are part of 
a young and educated group of highly dedicated community activists who 
have all the resources and savviness to create spaces that cater to all those 
with an interest in social activism and memory activism independent of 
their (non-)affi liation with Sikh gurdwaras or political parties. As far as the 
artistic voices are concerned, the young performers and activists affi liated 
with SAN are animated by the desire to reclaim the spiritual dimension 
of the teachings of the Sikh Gurus for their contemporary lives (claiming 
the Guru Granth Sahib as their manifesto). Their texts also address the 
material conditions of inherited loss and the hardships of working-class 
immigrant life. Evocations of 1984 as an issue of past suffering and vio-
lence are thus always interlaced with idioms of present-day conditions of 
precarious diasporas. 

 During the last fi ve to ten years, 1984 commemorative events have 
been held annually, garnering the support of many young people in the 
Toronto region. Sikh youth between (approximately) the ages of fi fteen 
and twenty-fi ve participated in the organization, were part of the audi-
ences that fi lled community spaces and banquet halls that were rented, 
and joined various Facebook groups that promoted Sikh issues in Canada. 
The wide appeal of SAN might be explained by the specifi c demographics 
of the suburban cultural dynamics. Despite the vibrant cultural life and 
many Sikh gurdwaras in the area, it could be argued that as far as spaces for 
youth are concerned, there has been a conspicuous absence and limitation 
to a few clubs and community spaces where emerging musical subcultures 
could grow. SAN, however, met a growing desire among youth in the 
Toronto suburbs to congregate and organize outside of the community 
spaces controlled by the political establishment. What assisted these local 
dynamics was SAN’s online presence and social media campaigns that 
fully resonated with youth’s changing communication patterns while also 
refl ecting a global trend of social networking and mobilizing ideas outside 
of the dominant institutional sectors. SAN’s move is certainly cognizant of 
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other examples of transnational memory activism (among, e.g. Palestinian, 
Kurdish, and Armenian diaspora youth) and the group has, at some point, 
been energized by youth-supported social justice struggles such as the 
Occupy movement, Idle No More, No One Is Illegal, and more recently 
Black Lives Matter. These progressive social movements have provided 
opportunities for Sikh activists in the Toronto region to expand from their 
own networks of community-based religious organizations and to venture 
into related thematic areas and forms of social and political activism. 

 Several of the interviewees that we will encounter in the following pages 
have participated in these movements (not just SAN) and were outspoken 
about how discourses on global social justice informed their own practices 
in the context of Sikh youth activism. More importantly, adapting to and 
shaping new forms of social organizing has enhanced both the participa-
tory appeal of taking part in a movement, as well as the aesthetic appeal 
of expressing their ideas through genres and forms that are well received 
by their age group. The link between a new visual culture of memory 
activism and new musical performance styles is one case where Sikh values 
and sentiments of forming a post-generation are being envisioned. At the 
risk of over-generalizing, I would say that, for the most part, Sikh youth 
participating in these events have some family story of chaurasi to relate 
to. Most of them were born in Canada but have immigrant parents who 
fl ed the scene of 1984. Alternatively, they came as immigrants during the 
1980s in a context in which a sense of alienation as Sikhs in Punjab con-
tributed to their decision to leave. This sentiment was often conveyed in 
the interviews we led with youth of the generation born after 1984. In the 
personal narratives and performances of young Sikh women and men that 
I discuss in the next sections, chaurasi does carry signifi cations that (in 
more than one way) point to generational effects and to a form of social 
critique which (paradoxically) is not suffi ciently explained by reference to 
generational difference and belated grievances. I want to fi rst focus on the 
perspective of young male activists and performers and then discuss nar-
ratives and spoken word poems by some of the female artists and research 
participants. This division is meant to be mostly heuristic to show how, 
in each case, the labor is about unsettling common gendered stereotypes 
and the persistence of the “terrorist Sikh” and “samosa politics” frame. 
However, as young Sikh activists, their participation in various political 
campaigns by SAN is not gender segregated. It is through these collective 
actions that they have most successfully challenged some of those com-
monly held views and opinions on 1984 that one is likely to encounter in 
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day-to-day conversations in the community. And it is through their nar-
ratives and dramatic enactments that they might tell us something about 
the shifts from a secular humanist appeal to concepts of political love and 
justice as they are in tune with the “non-dual, immanent consciousness” 
of Sikh ethics (Bhogal  2011 : 63).  

   SONS OF ’84 
 Among the young male Sikhs I had the opportunity to interview and col-
laborate with in Toronto, commonly expressed ideas of how they form a 
generation with regard to 1984 do, of course, vary. Self-references are fl ex-
ible insomuch as biographies are quite different and even the idea of being 
“fi rst,” “1.5,” or “second generation” doesn’t seem stable. For Joginder, 
who was born in Germany, went back with his parents to Punjab in 1986 
(a period he narrates with reference to curfews and diffi culties), later lived 
and went to school in New Delhi and only recently came to Toronto as 
an immigrant, it makes no sense to limit his sense to limit his position and 
identity through a theory of generational gaps.  27   When asked about his 
sense of belonging, he said that he “would divide it into two things: one is 
the cultural sense of belonging and the other is the relational aspects,” by 
which he meant all his existing (family) relations in India and Canada (he 
no longer has family in Germany). 

“These relations are kept alive,” Joginder says, “but from a cultural 
sense, if I take the whole family aspect out, I think we are as Canadian here 
as we were in Delhi because growing up, we were watching Baywatch, we 
were watching the Hollywood cinema, we were watching Michael Jordan 
win basketball. So from a very cultural sense … actually I thought when 
we came here, because we migrated to Brampton, which is a very Punjabi 
area, but unfortunately those are the Punjabis that have migrated from 
Punjab, so their whole perspective is very old, or very conservative.” 

Whereas he does not claim being transnational (second generation) in 
an academic jargon, clearly his idea of belonging refl ects having a 
mobile life and living in different cities and continents, which leads him 
to dismiss diasporic attempts to preserve tradition as “out of touch with 
realities in urban India.” I shall explain below how that also infl uences 
his approach to religion. Daljeet, on the other hand, was born in 
Canada, and the fact that his birthday matches Canada Day offers him 
a perfect metaphor to explain his sense of being “fi rst” generation  28  : “I 
guess the academics would defi ne me as second generation, but I will 
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always see myself as fi rst generation being the one that’s born and raised 
on Canadian soil, being born on Canada Day.” For Daljeet, the fact 
that he had also served in the Canadian military brings together several 
strands of self-identifi cation that link his sense of Sikh identity with that 
of being “fi rst generation” and representing Canadian values. 

“Not that it’s a self- fulfi lling prophecy,” he argues, “but there is parts 
of me, I think there is this construction of what I am and what I represent 
that has come together for a variety of reasons. I am someone who consid-
ers himself fairly, I don’t know if I need to qualify, I think I’m religious, 
I’m certainly spiritual, I’ve maintained the outward appearance or articles 
of faith of the Sikh religion for several purposes. First, out of respect for 
my dad and partly to keep that tradition. My brother made the decision … 
but I never experimented, I never trimmed or cut my hair or anything like 
that. I thought of it, I talked to friends, I never really talked to my brother 
or my siblings about it and because I was at home for the length of time, 
to me it was never really an option, I wasn’t going to do it to go against 
my mom. I guess I was respectful of her wishes.” 

We thus see in Daljeet’s account too how relational aspects matter in 
the sense of contextualizing belonging and generational position. For 
Daljeet, it was particularly the loss of his father to illness that mattered 
and which occurred when he was himself a teen in a period of pro-
found self-searching. In this context, he sees his commitment to a Sikh 
way of life as both an affective gesture that binds him to his father’s 
memory (and mitigates loss) and as providing a sense of reaffi rmation 
of his Canadian Sikh identity which is also strengthened by his father’s 
memory as a respected community member who was well known to 
local politicians and religious representatives. For Daljeet, there’s “this 
desire to see his journey through [as a Sikh] without radical change” 
but he also asserts that “there’s a need for dissenting voices, at times, 
to come from within as opposed to always this external kind of change 
and that’s again the diversifi cation.” He credits his Sikh identity, both 
material (his turban) and non-material, as being cemented through 
family tradition, the loss of his father, the Canadian military, and his 
association with a Sikh Student’s Association. I quoted him at length 
here in order to express how his validation of a dissenting voice actu-
ally originates from an affi rmative gesture of belonging (rather than 
opposition). In this respect, he is also quite outspoken about linking 
the dissenting voice of his generation to the Indian government’s 
attempts to dismantle the  lehar  movement carried broadly by all Sikhs:
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  I think it’s something where they’ve done a successful job of post-1984 dis-
mantling a huge movement that was a  panthic  unifi er. We had a fi gurehead, 
someone that brought together the community, again whether for the right 
motivation or not if you’re a separatist, if you’re a Khalistani or not, set that 
aside, but to recognize that we were a force to be reckoned with. We were a 
strong community, closely knit, and now we’re drug addicted, there’s suicides 
among Punjab farmers, Punjab is losing this element of the  breadbasket. So 
it’s a huge concern for me and I’ve been fortunate to remain and become 
informed about these issues. I try to remain informed or recognize that 
there’s a lot more I don’t know about, to maintain a motivation, a desire 
to learn more, even the language, to stay connected because that’s the huge 
barrier for me. But I know my role as a role model here, especially being in 
the military… I sort of stepped into it; I don’t want to remain in the shad-
ows. I know there is this usefulness, why did I join if I’m not going to take 
up the responsibility, showing that there’s strength in diversity, not everyone 
needs to become a lawyer, doctor, engineer, that’s the other cultural mental-
ity. There are all these elements out there that are deconstructing, or creating 
divisions as opposed to what was a unifying force, that religion should be a 
unifying common element that we all share in. Let’s put aside our differences 
and focus on the thing that is the pure essence of Sikhi and that’s  gurbani , the 
teachings of the Guru Granth Sahab, that is the culmination of our ten gurus.   

Daljeet and Joginder interpret this need for unifi cation somewhat dif-
ferently —Daljeet here reclaims the 1984 moment as one of potential 
unity and force of a movement, while Joginder is more skeptical about it.

I have experienced a little bit of terrorism when I was admitted to Moga 
hospital on fi rst or second of June. I was admitted there as a child and my 
parents would come and visit me, my mom would stay back or my grand-
mother, I think they would alternate, and then on June 6 it happened 
[Operation Bluestar], all roads were shut down. So they tell me they had 
to walk through the fi elds to come to the city to see me at the hospital as 
opposed to taking the regular roads. … All roads, they were shut down by 
the Indian Army. They tell me they had to walk through fi elds, they were 
just troubling times. 

Having witnessed the political turmoil and reality of police and 
militants’ check posts fi rst hand, he doesn’t have much nostalgia 
left for this time period. I mention this because for many of those 
born after 1984, the events of those years have been felt at much 
more of a distance. 
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 I want to discuss this further through the accounts of three Sikh 
youth who were more directly involved with social activism and the 
SAN. Karamvir,  29   a young Sikh activist in his early twenties who grew up 
in Malton, has also contributed to the When Lions Roar events. He is a 
musician and collaborates with several of the local musical talents, many of 
whom are hip-hop and rap artists. He describes his own upbringing as a 
child of immigrant parents who were working class and had a pronounced 
religious orientation. As a baptized (or  amritdhari ) Sikh, who practices the 
daily nitnem, he keeps turban and beard. Gurjot and Harjant have instead 
decided to trim their long hair, indicating in the interviews that this deci-
sion has always been an issue of controversy in their respective families.  30   
Gurjot is a fourth-generation Sikh in his late twenties whose grandparents 
came to Canada around 1900. He is from a Sikh family of small business 
owners. Similar to Karamvir, Gurjot’s sense of being Canadian Sikh results 
from his religious upbringing more than anything else, as he doesn’t iden-
tify with Punjab or Punjabi language, he says. And yet, he has traveled sev-
eral times to India during his childhood and youth and has family relations 
to Punjab still intact. Despite these connections, he feels rather distanced 
from Punjabi society and Indian politics more generally. Gurjot has held 
a position within a Canadian political party campaign team from which 
he only recently withdrew, seeking a new direction in his professional 
career. In contrast to such a professional career, Harjant defi nes his politi-
cal engagement through newer forms of associational membership, such 
as activism and volunteering. He is affi liated with some of the downtown 
Toronto social justice campaigns, but has also shifted his commitment over 
the years. While producing an account of himself as Sikh, in the context of 
our interview, he was somewhat hesitant, as he doesn’t read or understand 
the language of the Sikh gurus. And yet, he was clearly aware and affi rma-
tive of the social justice dimension of Sikh scripture. Along with Joginder, 
he has been the most vocal interviewee to express doubts about identity 
politics, as he resisted “ethnic enclave politics” to the same extent that he 
detested “religious stigmatization politics” or what others have called the 
“religifi cation” (Ghaffar-Kucher  2012 ) of diaspora youth identities. As a 
university student in his mid-twenties, Harjant describes his friendships 
as informed by his agenda and community involvement at the level of 
actually shared struggle and participation, and not so much by inherited 
beliefs and practices. We could say here that: Karamvir fi ts the transna-
tional second- generation paradigm, blending in with a network of Punjabi 
extended family and friends; Harjant, the socialist, critical  cosmopolitan 
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image; and Gurjot the image of the “assimilated” (indeed, the latter does 
not shy away from referring to his own mother as a “coconut”—brown on 
the outside, white on the inside). Indeed, there are differences in how they 
address their own positionalities during interviews. Ultimately though, 
these crude categorizations are of little use when we want to account for 
where their narratives collide and where they express a shared horizon of 
contemporary predicaments as Sikh youth. Citations of 1984 in personal 
accounts are a good place to illustrate both the differences they claim and 
the inclusive aspects of their engagements in Sikh youth agendas. 

 When my research assistant Kamal asked him about 1984 and how the 
event affected his family and maybe his own life, Karamvir responded by 
fi rst pointing out that there was not much of a discussion in the family 
at all:  31  

  KV: “My parents weren’t talking about it. And I didn’t even know about 
it until quite a while, until I actually learned what happened, or started to 
learn what happened.” 
 KA: “So when do you think you started to learn about it, or who, how did 
you learn about it?” 
 KV: “Looking up stuff on the Internet. Like my dad has a picture, pretty 
much from like, since we were kids he had a picture of Jarnail Singh in our 
house. And I never knew who it was.  32  ” 
 KA: “Which picture was it, do you remember? Or what it looked like?” 
 KV: “There is two, the one was like a portrait shot from the chest up and 
another one he is standing, he is standing with two other guys.” 

   The “two other guys” are neither named nor probably known, it is 
more the sense of this fi gure being all too present in the community spaces 
that one frequents all the time. Being asked to speak in more detail about 
his family story, he added:

  KV: “My grandma’s sister-in-law’s brother, he was killed in the Delhi riots. 
Also, my parents and my sisters were in India at the time when things were 
starting to get more heated.” 
 KA: “Do you remember when, like before November or after?” 
 KV: “So this was probably in May when they left. So after my sister was 
born they went to India. And then ( pauses ) the day they left India to come 
back to Canada, that was the day they put curfews on ( around the events of 
Operation Bluestar ).” 
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   Several other interviewees confi rmed this ambivalence: On the one 
hand, we fi nd that certain markers of 1984, such as Jarnail Bhindranwale’s 
portraits, bookshelves with old pamphlets, and tape recordings with his 
speeches, newspaper collages, and other such tokens of memory, form a 
tapestry of domestic artifacts that blend in with images and the kind of 
everyday talk that Sikh youth would be familiar with. This is especially so 
if their families have been part of a sangat that went to a gurdwara known 
for being sympathetic to the goals of the Sikh resistance. This tapestry of 
memories is, in many instances, disconnected from a process of cultural 
transmission centered on actual conversational modes and personal inqui-
ries into the specifi cs of 1984 violences and migrations. To what extent 
this has been a generalizable aspect for a post-1984 generation is very dif-
fi cult for me to estimate, despite having conducted a substantial amount of 
interviews over the years and having had the opportunity to observe prac-
tices and conversations in families and Sikh gurdwaras. Yet, the narrative 
trope that “1984 had to be discovered” and that a silence pervaded (in 
the sense of a present absence of 1984) is undeniably confi rmed by many 
of the young people we spoke with. Most would say that it is through 
Sikh youth camps, high school assignments, Sikh websites catering to reli-
gious youth, and popular movies that 1984 has come to matter for their 
generation. 

 The idea that 1984 is a present absence is articulated by Gurjot,  33   who 
fi rst learned about 1984 in a Sikh youth camp “as a part of Sikh history,” 
when he was just fourteen. He said, “when you really learn about Sikh his-
tory, it always ends at 1984 because, it is the paralysis of the community. 
We don’t have any events after 1984. We kind of are drifting as a com-
munity since […] It starts from the day Guru Nanak was born and it ends 
sometime in 1984. Unfortunately there is not really much in-between, 
you know, after that day, it’s unfortunate.” Gurjot’s feeling about 1984 
as the “the end of history” (amounting to a community paralysis) points 
to where monumental discourses on the past fail to generate a sense of 
belonging for next generations. This sentiment is certainly not shared by 
many of the other Sikh youth that were involved in the 1984 rallies. We 
heard above, from Dilpreet and Daljeet, that they link 1984 to a critical 
historical discourse. 

 Harjant’s more nuanced response might help us to understand other 
ways of thinking about 1984.  34   Even though he shares some of Gurjot’s 
sense of disillusionment about narrow accounts of history, Harjant does 
not outwardly reject 1984 as a legitimate topic for youth activism. Instead, 
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he offers a detailed argument for why it is important to see this particular 
struggle within a much larger, global concern about fundamental struc-
tures of social and economic inequality, to which he counts casteism as a 
rampant and often unacknowledged factor:

  H: “Like 1984 is totally important but sometimes it is evoked as a red her-
ring, like ‘We’re under attack!’ But really, I think it’s the Dalit, I think it’s 
Biharis who are forced to migrate to Punjab to do farm labor; whereas Jatts 
just, do nothing, just own land. And like the corrupt police forces, these 
are the sort of fault lines, I think, that are actually just in the society. Just to 
totally evoke Sikhi as the big issue is to cover those up.” 
 KA: “So, to take this further, are there instances of violence and suffering 
that you associate with India or Punjab?” 
 H: “Instances of violence and suffering?” 
 KA: “In Punjab, like when you think about violence and suffering in Punjab, 
what events come to your mind?” 
 H: “I don’t know. Sometimes, I think about people on minimum wage, on 
welfare here. And there is something about like the rickshaw driver and just 
knowing like the kind of labour they are performing, the kind of money 
they’re getting from you, and you know under the conditions, all of that. It 
just seems  so  much worse. But I don’t wanna fall into that because I think, 
you know, there is not this absolute scale of working conditions. I think it 
is again contextual. And I think people who are poor here, who live on the 
streets in bitterly cold winters and don’t have welfare cheques and … they 
are in a very dire situation. But I remember, I mean once, there is this rick-
shaw driver who has just passed out from working. And he was behind our 
car that we had to reverse. And I remember trying to shake him and say, you 
know,  passe ho jaya , right? And he just wasn’t responding. And he wasn’t 
dead because he was breathing, and I just realized he was exhausted to the 
point when somebody was shaking him, who is touching his body, he just 
couldn’t … So I had to like drag him, and here is me, dragging a carcass that 
is alive out of the way so that you can take your nice vehicle and get out.” 
 KA: “Right, right.” 
 H: “So the violence of that kind of labor was sort of prominent. I don’t 
think anything else in terms of violence digs out.” 

   Harjant’s response indicates that 1984 has lost its fi rm grip on him. 
He does not reject transnational citizenship (being able to participate in 
aspects of social and political life in Punjab and Toronto) in this context 
but offers a different lens of what transnationalism entails and how the 
chronic violence of social marginality and class/caste difference speaks to 
a person afforded with all the luxuries of global travel. In this respect, 

212 M. NIJHAWAN



it makes little sense for him to stick to a narrative of Sikh victimization. 
His understanding of Sikh youth activism refl ects these ordinary sites 
and acts as a possibility to rethink inherited practices. Furthermore, he 
wants to see Sikh youth endowed with a different sense of their agency 
within structures of global inequality—one that bestows a different kind 
of responsibility. This point resonates with many young Sikh students who 
volunteer today for social justice campaigns and coalitions that often take 
a deliberate stance with progressive platforms through socialist, feminist, 
and queer solidarities, even if that means a confrontation with established 
religious authorities and commonly held opinions.  35   “They are calling 
it out,” Dilpreet says in her interview, “and they add a critical lens to 
something, and they make it relevant for young people.” Harjant is very 
articulate about how social inequalities, as he experienced them in his own 
visits to Punjab, have personally affected him. Geopolitical boundaries get 
blurred here, insofar as forms of diasporic sentiment shift between places 
and issues. In Harjant’s view, for instance, “casteism” and “ethnic enclave 
politics” are not issues that pertain to homelands or transnational poli-
tics only. In our interview, Harjant also provides specifi c examples of how 
caste consciousness penetrates family relations and of how youngsters and 
elders, newcomers, and second-generation youth often self-segregate in 
Canadian social settings. He understands his own activism as extending 
into these everyday sites and community practices. Sikh diaspora youth 
need to take the extra effort here to translate, relate, and break barriers, 
even if issues such as caste seem so normalized within the informal conver-
sations around marriage and community life. Like other interlocutors in 
the research, Harjant thinks about when, and under what circumstances, 
he would identify as “Sikh” or “Canadian,” whether in Canada or Punjab, 
and he contemplates about whether (and when) more spiritual or political 
aspects have to be highlighted in interactions with the media or even with 
other Sikh youth. This was expressed in his observations and comments 
on the fi rst When Lions Roar event. When asked if he could further clarify 
why he referred to 1984 as “a red herring,” he had the following to say:

  KA: “Like you talked about it being a ‘red herring,’ right?” 
 H: “Yeah.” 
 KA: “So will you explain that a little bit more, like people bringing it up?” 
 H: “Ok, so … wait … When Lions Roar. Number One. They had a banner 
that said: ‘Save Punjab’.” 
 KA: “The First Lions Roar?” 
 H: “Yeah.” 
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 KA: “So 2009 …” 
 H: “Yeah … ‘Save Punjab’, it said. I asked one of the people, maybe not so 
higher up, like, ‘What do you mean: ‘Save Punjab?’” 
 KA: “This is after the event itself, right?” 
 H: “Yeah, … he said like, ‘Yo! Like, Sikhs are under attack man. Like ’84 
and stuff, it’s still going on, disappearances, nobody got … you know’ … 
and I was like, ‘Yeah, It’s messed up but really: Save Punjab? This doesn’t 
seem to be a place that is under attack, really.’ But if you can successfully 
transplant the injustices of the past into how you read the present… I’m 
not saying that all of this is irrelevant now, there is still much injustice now, 
and people haven’t been brought to justice, but that’s really not … no I 
don’t agree. And I think these Khalistani and other folks that are calling for 
‘Save Punjab’ were actually the ones that are oppressive and dominating, 
like with the Ravidasis, the gurdwara in Austria whatever, they were shut up 
and stuff.”  36   
 KA: “In Vienna …” 
 H: “Yeah … I mean that kind of stuff, why not, you know, save  those  people. 
That’s what I mean with red herring. And again, I don’t wanna make it seem 
like 1984 is irrelevant. I’m not one of those people who say ‘It happened, 
get over it.’ No. Never.” 

   Once more, by evoking 1984 as “red herring” and its role within a 
“Save Punjab” discourse by Khalistan supporters, Harjant does not dis-
miss the struggle for social justice of 1984 and openly rejects the idea of 
a “coming to terms” narrative. His response does indicate, however, that 
within contemporary youth engagements, there is a certain interpretive 
range of how past and present forms of violence and suffering make sense 
and how such differences speak to encounters of a different kind. What we 
then see is a balancing act by Sikh youth, for there is always the risk of rein-
troducing rigid and essentialist notions of Sikh identity and fl attening out 
the complex intersections between different discriminatory practices that 
partially shape the politics of difference within Sikh youth activism itself.  

   DAUGHTERS OF ’84 
 Following my analysis of different perspectives on 1984 among young 
and mostly male Sikh activists, I now want to turn to the narratives and 
performances of young Sikh women. In 2012 and 2013, I attended sev-
eral events in which young female artists appeared on stage. One was the 
“Tears and Ashes” event in the Rose Theatre in downtown Brampton, 
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an evening exclusively devoted to 1984. Here, visitors were welcomed 
by Sikh students who were dressed as survivors of the riots, with ripped 
off clothes and faces stained with red color.  37   There was an art exhibit 
on 1984  in the foyer and speakers on stage presented 1984 as a geno-
cide against Sikhs. The audience during this event was presented with 
slide shows with black-and-white photography of the riots and various fact 
sheets on the atrocities that occurred around the country. It also included 
a survivor’s testimony, several speeches by youth leaders and politicians, 
and a few cultural performances (including poetry, song, and theater 
sketches) portraying graphic scenes of violence. The two performances 
that I discuss here, however, were delivered in 2013 at the When Lions 
Roar event in Brampton, which was more open-ended in orientation and 
felt less orchestrated. Youth performances included not only a broader 
range of individual perspectives but also songs and performances that had 
no direct connection to 1984. Nonetheless, 1984 did play an important 
role in many of the spoken word pieces that were delivered. Bavleen Kaur 
was among the artists who were welcomed with loud cheers to the stage 
by the approximately 400–500 guests. She gave a rendition of her poem, 
“I ask that you love.”  38  

  My grandfather has been lost to family arguments and disputes 
 Leaving me with the rare stories of how he would sing. 
 How voice would fl ow above fences and swing in tree branches. 
 And the way that my grandmother speaks of her dead husband 
 Makes me believe in love 
 But we continue to split family trees down to the roots, 
 I ask you where is your honour? 
 Your parents escaped the attack of 1984 to raise you, 
 They praised you 
 With every movement you made, 
 Your parents protected you. 
 Worked nights to support you. 
 They worked days to clothe you 
 Taking care of your home and your children, 
 And now I ask you, 
 Where is your affection? 
 When you somehow cannot afford your own parents’ prescriptions, 
 Leaving them to struggle with the ache of their bones, 
 Where is your loyalty? 
 When your daughter’s education is not worth of your money, 
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 When her life is not worthy of your time, 
 And your son is the only one worth of your attention, 
 I beg you to raise your sons humbly, 
 I dare you to raise your daughters as royalty. 
 Where is your pride? 
 Because when they ask what my parents do, 
 Let me tell you. 
 My parents are factory workers. 
 They’re assemblers, they’re packagers, 
 My parents are button pushers 
 My parents are God’s hands at work, 
 Raising fi ve daughters from the ashes that could’ve been. 
 My parents are God’s voice. 
 As they recite Jap Ji Sahib while I sleep 
 The Rehraas Sahib while I eat, 
 And the Sukhmani Sahib on a daily basis because it gives her peace. 
 My parents are storytellers, 
 They’re time travellers. 
 They’re God’s heart pure with kindness 
 And in a mess of a world 
 They raised girls with backs straight and heads high. 
 So with pride I say: my parents are factory workers. 
 Now I ask you, are you grateful? 
 Do you know all that makes you beautiful? 
 Is your soul content with the way that you live? 
 Do you give without expecting returns? 
 Do you pray out of faith 
 Or do you pray out of obligation? 
 Do you dream openly 
 Or within brick confi nements? 

   Bavleen Kaur opens her poem with a scene of loss of a grandfather who 
leaves her with the legacy to keep his memory alive. Her obligation is set 
against the family disputes and chatter that is going on and in reference 
to the transcendent voice of the grandfather that rises “above fences” and 
thus above the lines of dispute carved out in the community. It is more 
than an obligation that is voiced here in the call for honor. It seems more 
of an affi rmative stance the granddaughter enunciates: of love and pride 
and reassurance that the spiritual dimension of life did not get lost (as the 
daily rituals of singing the Sikh Gurus hymns are remembered fondly). She 
then raises some diffi cult questions to her own cohort who she addresses 
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as “daughters of 84.” She must assume here that they too have grown up 
in households that see parents and grandparents under the same roof. It is 
a setting, moreover, in which the burden on young women is experienced 
as kinship pressures and normative expectations that their male peers are 
not exposed to. Certainly this poem speaks to the gender imbalance that 
is still felt by the next generation. It is the daughters that she therefore 
addresses in the fi rst place and their parents come second. It is the moral 
obligation to parents who have done everything to offer opportunities to 
their children. This duty of the next generation is not unchallenged, but 
it is unconditionally affi rmative of those parents who came as refugees 
and immigrants and labored to survive. How often did they feel ashamed, 
perhaps, by the kind of work their parents did? And how is that ambigu-
ity to be resolved for them? The poem takes a rather bold stance here, of 
both gratitude and a sense of ethical responsibility, certainly in respect to 
her own parents who have worked so hard for her. The image here is of a 
parental generation that suffered, has been broken physically and has led 
a working-class life—which also made them vulnerable to misfortune, lack 
of medical care, and potential social negligence. The artist also acknowl-
edges the reality that children are turning away from their parents. There 
is thus a moral voice that sustains her performance. The idea of giving 
without expecting rewards, the sense of praying out of one’s inner moti-
vation; these point to an emergent sense of lived religion in her own life, 
as they resonate with the key tenets of the Sikh Guru’s teachings. It con-
nects her to the grandfather’s memory once more, as it is his memory in 
particular that conveys something of a continuity of spirituality that helps 
to articulate and mitigate different dimensions of loss. 

 This mediating role of grandparents who Sikh youth grew up with has 
been a constant narrative in the interviews I conducted in both Frankfurt 
and Toronto. I want to mention one example where that resonates with 
Bavleen Kaur’s poem. Jeevan, a young woman from Malton in her early 
twenties also described to me her socialization as one that was essentially 
defi ned by having a grandfather in the household through whom she 
got acquainted with practicing the nitnem and attending to other daily 
routines and special events at the local gurdwara. It is a pattern that I 
also show for the young Ahmadi women portrayed in the next chapter. 
Jeevan’s grandfather (her  nanaji ) was the one solid presence in the house 
that kept her attuned to religion. It was nanaji who read the Guru Granth 
Sahib with her in the separate room they keep for that purpose, thus main-
taining a tradition that, she says, other family members were not able to 
engage in with such intentionality. While she has several strong women in 
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her life—a mother who is supportive of her education, an aunt (who after 
struggling with a diffi cult marriage) led an independent life—and while 
she stresses the fact that there were “no taboo topics” within her nuclear 
family of “only girls,” she also explains how internalized expectations to 
fulfi ll gender norms manifested as a form of guilt:

  And I feel like having the Guru Granth Sahib at home, I realize that issues 
such as dating do cross my mind, and I often say, ‘Oh man, I do feel guilty, 
I shouldn’t be thinking those thoughts, maybe I shouldn’t be affi liated with 
this person.’ I feel like you can’t help it. I would say that I tend to make those 
justifi cations too, there’s no doubt about it. My parents always told me, hav-
ing two girls, ‘Don’t do this, don’t do that’ and I think every parent would 
say that to their daughter, every parent would. I’m not saying it’s wrong. I’m 
saying that, at the same time you feel that what’s written in the scripture and 
your actions, a lot of times, I would say, ninety per cent of the times, you will 
try to justify your actions through the scripture, right? I’m not going to say 
I’ve never tried drinking in my life. I have. And to say that ‘yeah, I felt so great 
after it’ —absolutely not! I felt guilty. I felt like I’m going home and the Guru 
Granth Sahib, our prayer room is right beside my room and I feel like ‘Oh my 
God, what did I do, I shouldn’t have done that,’ right? But at the same time, 
when these things happen, you don’t think that the religious part is going to 
hit you, it’s all about society, it’s almost as if you divorce yourself from reli-
gion just for a few moments and then you come back and you face this whole 
discrepancy inside yourself, internally, I guess. 

 The sense of discrepancy and guilt that is thus expressed when personal 
desires are juxtaposed to “what’s written in the scripture” is something 
that has to be negotiated by these young women. Like others, Jeevan is 
quite explicit about the Sikh Gurus wanting to put an end to gender and 
caste discriminations. But we see in her words too the kind of ambivalence 
that comes to the fore in Bavleen Kaur’s poem when she juxtaposes prin-
ciples of strong faith with gender discriminatory practices. Such images 
of diasporic domestic spaces of cultural transmission and family relation-
ship indicate profound differences in how Sikh youth articulate their senti-
ments of belonging. The appeal to “daughters of parents who escaped the 
1984 attacks” is not accidental; the way this legacy is owned means also 
that one owes to parents differently as daughters when compared to sons. 

 At the When Lions Roar event, Bavleen Kaur’s daring and emotion- 
packed spoken word performance drew in cheers from the crowd. She 
obviously didn’t call upon youth to rally behind 1984 to “keep fi ght-
ing on,” unless we understand with “fi ghting” a more enduring stance of 
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resilience and a reworking of one’s attitudes to others. Being of a young 
generation entails differentiated positions and predicaments based on class 
and gender difference, cultural values, and personal attributes and values. 
From the daughters of ’84 point of view, resilience must surely involve a 
continuing struggle in everyday life. Grandparents here do not appear as 
the “old patriarch or matriarchs” (who sometimes might be) but as those 
who are remembered for having created some continuity in spiritual mat-
ters and maybe also as being able to bridge the gaps caused by migration. 

 All of this engenders a quite specifi c youth idiom and sentiment, one 
that shows socioeconomic inequality and social injustice to be salient con-
cerns. It is interesting in that sense, that the spoken word piece places 
metaphors of cultural affl uence next to socioeconomic scarcity. In terms of 
speaking to her generation, this implies an addressee who, for a variety of 
reasons, might be in the process of becoming disinterested, cynical, or los-
ing a sense of moral obligation. We also fi nd a voice that is affi rmative of a 
working-class identity and practiced religiosity. As mentioned before, this 
mirrors societal differences and the kind of socioeconomic gaps between 
Sikh parents who work in low-paying jobs in factory assembly lines and 
drive taxis, on the one hand, and those who have earned a higher income 
as small-business owners or more affl uent middle-class careers, on the 
other. It is in the pressing moments of crisis, in which the socially inti-
mate world of everyday relations is affected by the structural conditions of 
immigrant labor, that the precarity of Sikh selves fi nds its current idiom. 
Sikh youth performances thus entail a complicated emotional labor that 
renders meaningful all kinds of sacrifi ce of post-1984 migration. 

 As a local artist, Karamvir speaks in similar ways about social intimacies 
and the chronic suffering in domestic worlds. Describing his relationship 
to writing and making music, he says that he is always inspired by “family 
issues, whether someone passed away or someone in the family is going 
through a particular ordeal or whether it is social issues” (one of which 
being 1984). Most of his compositions, he says, involve aspects from Sikh 
religion, but they were not really written from the “spiritual aspect but 
more from a social side.” As the conversation went on, he talked openly 
about how his dad was in a car accident and after surgery was off work for 
months and how a close relative became an alcoholic and passed away under 
tragic circumstances. The sentiments of personal loss and economic strug-
gle—as they are inherited by other Sikh youth in the Toronto region—also 
come to the fore here. He discusses his experiences growing up as a young 
Sikh around a history of immigrant labor, his visits to India and personal 
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struggles with keeping his long hair, turban, and beard. And he talks about 
his father working on a Greek cargo ship before he was able to immigrate 
to Canada. Cargos, steamers, immigration rules, chronic conditions, and 
families that are split to the root. The political and personal trajectories 
and experiences that come together here in youth narratives are conveyed 
with both melancholic sentiments and ethical  persuasion. Youth realize 
the extent to which these personal tragedies are connected and unfold 
within a complex history of South Asian labor diasporas. It is the idiom 
of labor that informs all these youth accounts in one way or another. In a 
recently recorded audio track “The Zoo” by Noyz, a hip-hop artist from 
the GTA,  39   a similar theme is voiced:

  It took a village to raise a child, that much was transparent 
 my after-schools were spent with aunts, uncles and grandparents 
 and cousins huddled over stove tops. 
 Three generations under one roof with juxtaposed thoughts of what was 
left behind, 
 and the grind for a better life. 
 But the defi nition of what was ‘better’ was inconclusive, elusive. 
 Whatever it was, we just knew it wasn’t where we were, 
 so we scattered ourselves over continents and found solace in faith, 
 but often felt that was misplaced when it was shaken by tremors and pressures 
 that were perceived as foreign to us. 
 Made our homes using hands with arthritic bones. 
 Mom is shifting from graveyard to graveyard, 
 and pops survived the last round of lay-offs, but held his breath until the 
next time. 
 Confi nes and limitations interfering in the war between identity and 
assimilation. 
 Confl icting concepts of preservation, 
 so we were measured against standards of beauty and intelligence that were 
not our own. 
 So the same freedoms aren’t afforded by everyone 
 and that means home is never really home. 
 We just accept what’s around us to survive and make do 
 much like animals in a zoo. 
 And we are the offspring. 
 Born captive as subordinates to masters, 
 so we use our music with choruses adapted like slave songs leading us to 
choruses of passage. 
 Away from this, the only environment we’ve ever known 
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 which has grown to become claustrophobic. 
 And below the stoic mosaic and the facade of an all-tolerant God 
 exist the Zoo Babies. 

   Again we are offered an image here of, on the one hand, a close social-
ity of Punjabi family life (“huddled over stove tops” and the idea of three 
generations living under one roof) and utter isolation, on the other, which 
comes to the fore in the image of a mother who spends her days at cem-
eteries and a father who survived several rounds of layoffs. There is also a 
strong sense in this song that social imaginaries of a better life were never 
quite a resource for the younger generation. The sense of confi nement 
and survival that Noyz evokes seems to shift the desire for “the good life” 
to place of racial melancholia in diasporic citizenship (Cho 2011), one 
where loss and claustrophobia overburden the self and where the promise 
of the elsewhere is either delayed indefi nitely or buried under a memory of 
a slave-like existence. If there is hope in the “choruses of passage” in the 
song, what kind of hope is articulated here and how is it seen against “the 
facade of an all-tolerant God”? 

 As I mentioned in my fi rst chapter, some of the 1984 productions (like 
the theater play  Kultar ’ s Mime ) focus on an event-centered genealogy in 
which a collective Sikh subject is subjected to exceptional violence. The 
violence of the 1984 riots in Delhi or “Operation Bluestar” in Amritsar 
were of a kind, I argued with Veena Das ( 2007 ), for which ordinary lan-
guage wasn’t a suffi cient form of expression or way of capturing what was 
at stake. What is common to the dramatic enactments of poems and songs 
chosen here is that they have not just taken a different direction (in terms 
of what they focus on) but they have also drawn on a different language of 
expression, one that shifts attention to a more chronic and pervasive sense 
of suffering that resonates in ordinary life. 

 Again at the When Lions Roar event, we can see this in the spoken 
word piece of another young artist, Rupi Kaur, as she addresses the 1984 
widow who:

  is pure milk and honey 
 with Bluestar eyes that cry Bluestar tears 
 I see the tender way she touches things 
 And I wanna hold her 
 but I keep my hands to myself 
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   I think the image of holding back, of keeping her hands to herself, 
suggests a hesitancy of appropriating the victim’s voice and respect for 
the embodied state of loss that comes to the fore in the “tender way she 
touches things.” The poet then goes on to speak about the Oak Creek, 
Wisconsin shooting:

  This is for Wisconsin 
 Who sings lullabies for broken children 
 That fail to fall asleep 
 I know a million things stronger than their fear 
 The beat of our hearts growing louder 
 With every beating rape and murder we face 
 This! If this is your defi nition of revolution 
 Then this is for you 
 For every man that gets called a terrorist 
 For your father who pulls extra shifts 
 So he can pay for your braces 
 My dad drives a truck 
 For ten hours straight before he gets up for a break 
 And I swear my world turned grey 
 The day his hair did 
 You see here is the truth 
 My parents are growing so old in front of my eyes 
 It is so human it hurts 
 And I don’t know how to turn that into poetry.”  40   

   Rupi Kaur’s spoken word piece turns from an acknowledgment of 
1984 widows—who more than thirty years after the riots still haven’t 
seen justice and many of them live in the Delhi widow colony—suf-
fer from continuing forms of neglect by the state and community,  41   
to the Wisconsin community that is still in a state of mourning after 
a white supremacist gunned down six of their community members in 
the Oak Creek gurdwara. Contributors to the recent  Sikh Formations  
special issue on this event by and large agree that this mass murder, by 
no means a singular incident of racist violence against Sikhs in America, 
epitomizes a new phase through which the Sikh subject is rendered 
prone to exceptional violence.  42   As Anneeth Kaur Hundle (2013) 
rightly observes in her refl ections on the killings, the precarity of the 
Sikh diasporic subject is multidimensional here. It is defi ned by a visual 
economy marking religious bodies as visibly other and suspect. Then, 
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precarity comes to the fore in a “melancholia that begins to dominate 
the everyday life of Sikhs” and in the context of which we encounter 
a diasporic Sikh self that is “constituted by a transformed subjectiv-
ity that responds in multiple ways to pervasive and sudden violence” 
(ibid. 289). Moreover, precarity resides in a kind of vulnerability that 
relates socioeconomic conditions with dimensions of Sikh spirituality 
(ibid. 289). Recovering and enacting a sense of spiritual striving within 
a political process that constantly demands acts of translating Sikh sub-
jectivity into the normative realms of liberal enlightened subjectivity, 
necessarily remains a problematic task for Sikhs (Mandair  2011 ) and 
especially so for the younger generation. 

 These three dimensions capture well the sense of precariousness that 
I portrayed in this section with the voices of young Sikh artists. When 
we look at Rupi Kaur’s  Bloodstained Dreams , we get a sense of the same 
movement from an economy of visual markers (“for every man that gets 
called a terrorist”) to a sense of melancholia (“a personal world that has 
turned grey”) and then to a specifi c imagery of social inequality in immi-
grant lives (“I swear my world turned grey the day his hair did”). This 
multidimensional image of precarity complicates youth narratives on 
past violence and suffering. The young artists and participants in youth 
events on 1984 are engaged here in practices of cultural resignifi cation, 
of presenting racialized and classed experiences as they encountered 
them fi rst hand, and of connecting these to the kinds of exceptional 
violence that transcend the place-specifi c forms of racial discrimination 
and socioeconomic scarcity. The eventfulness of the everyday gets jux-
taposed to the extraordinary events of racial violence and it seems this 
juxtaposition engenders a sense of an uncanny relationship between vio-
lences of the past and the present. What then seems a disjointed tra-
jectory between the violence of 1984 and the Wisconsin shooting of 
2012, visualized in the video as alternating images of the 1984 widows 
and Oak Creek news coverage, in fact might constitute a single affec-
tive disposition. Bavleen Kaur, Rupi Kaur, Karamvir, and Noyz have all 
expressed their positioning at the brink of a next generation that resists 
being compliant with the dominant framework of normative integration 
into liberal multiculturalism. The 1984 idiom has provided them with a 
powerful tool to articulate these complex issues as informing their sense 
of cultural citizenship and belonging.  
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   CONCLUSION 
 Although this chapter offers only a partial account of youth practices in 
diaspora contexts, it has identifi ed the specifi c ways through which young 
Sikhs respond to and resist the dominant frames of troubled youth, 
“terrorist bodies” and “samosa politics” in Canada. The above examples 
illuminate how 1984 events generate affective ties and a sense of being 
the next generation as personal relationships to past injustices and vio-
lences are forged. I have argued that, in the time period of this research, 
1984 has been a consistent reference point in narratives through which 
young people make sense of these past events in the light of their con-
temporary claims on citizenship. Throughout this chapter, we have seen 
the various contradictions that inform the discourse on youth and that are 
traceable in the accounts of our interlocutors too. It shows in the vari-
ous efforts to construct 1984 memory discourses as a homing ground for 
reconciling that which seems irreconcilable: an ongoing critique of the 
Indian State in its failure to stake out a widely accepted project to restore 
justice, grievances that result from raced and classed migration in their 
transgenerational effects, and emerging imaginaries of transnational citi-
zenship that derive their social dynamics from a more profound structural 
transformation of (sub)urban life forms in the early twenty-fi rst century. I 
have argued that we can see in this repositioning of Sikh youth the differ-
ent and everyday lived dimensions of precarious diasporas. The voices of 
Sikh youth allow us to unpack some of these tensions and contradictions 
and to trace notions of identity and belonging that take on different and 
more nuanced meanings. The narratives and performances discussed here 
are practices of resignifi cation that unsettle all kinds of categorizations 
and stereotypical representations of Sikhs. Labels such as “transnational,” 
“assimilationist,” or “cosmopolitan” which are consistently evoked in 
public discourse to mark out a spectrum between more liberal/secular 
and conservative/orthodox positions are also of rather little use in this 
context. Participants in this study have been very cautious when talking 
about 1984 in its effi cacy to reclaim Sikh identity. By and large, it is the 
fractured and internally debated process as to how 1984 signifi ers are to 
be understood and translated into present concerns and interpretations of 
social injustices that need to be recognized. Young Sikhs of the post-1984 
generation acknowledge different social and political standpoints within 
the youth movement and recognize multiple forms of affi liations, while 
being careful not to segregate into political factions. This is probably a key 
change we are witnessing, as compared to their parents’ generation.  
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                                             NOTES 
     1.     Jaspreet Singh’s use of ‘84 alludes to the common idiom of chaurasi that 

Sikhs use when referencing the violent events of those years. In the text 
I will use both 1984 and chaurasi to address specifi c issues of 1984 
memories.   

   2.     The video is available on YouTube at   https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=NVy_IRJYO5I    . Last accessed on the Internet on October 17, 
2015. In their analysis of the Air India Flight 182 inquiry, Raji Singh Soni 
and Asha Varadharajan (2012) also draw on this video (and other videos of 
the When Lions Roar series) in a compelling critique of the Canadian dis-
course on Sikh militancy. Whereas I agree with much of their analysis of 
how these diasporic productions enact a refusal to be interpellated by the 
dominant regime of memory and trauma, I nevertheless show in this chap-
ter that a reading of the affective politics of resistance, inasmuch as they 
assume an emotional continuum, needs to be grounded in a in-depth 
understanding of the local moral worlds and social projects of Canadian 
Sikh youth.   

   3.     This event was advertised as a local gathering of Sikh youth in the Toronto 
region. The high number of views illustrates, however, that the issue reso-
nated far beyond that. Note that YouTube has become the venue for 
upcoming celebrities such as Lilly Singh (‘Superwoman’), JusReign, 
AkaAmazing, or Humble The Poet. All of them having a Sikh background, 
their productions have views that easily reach half a million to beyond a 
million.   

   4.    I interviewed Dilpreet in Toronto on November 15, 2011.   
   5.     The Air India tapes are part of what the Air India inquiry used in the pub-

lished report of 2010 . See  further down below on the Air India fl ight 182 
tragedy.   

   6.     I am aware that the term “canonical generation” is mostly used to frame a 
consciousness of generation location that takes the nation- state as the para-
digmatic unit. This is why I reserve it for this fi rst analytic lens that sees a 
split within an idiom of national signifi ers. Ben-Ze’ev and Lomsky-Feder 
( 2009 ) show how such canons organize the emotional codes and institu-
tionalized forms through which a particular interpretation of historical 
events gains shape. The canon then also exerts power over marginalized 
positions and subsequent generations to whom a particular narrative is 
transferred (ibid. 1048–1049), as “the memories of the canonical genera-
tion are implanted and transmitted through various cultural practices” 
(ibid. 1049). I will discuss the question of intergenerational transmission 
in more detail in the next chapter. Here I simply wanted to point out that 
1984 memories have never been organized in such a way as to constitute a 
single generational canon.   
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   7.     See Shani (2005) for a critique of dominant categorizations of Sikh iden-
tity and possibilities to adopt post-nationalist perspectives.   

   8.     Rai offers a detailed account of key events that range from the Anandpur 
Resolution to the post-Khalistan repositioning of Sikh sovereignty, which 
I cannot fully recapture and discuss here   . See also  Bhogal ( 2011 ) for how 
to distinguish between the “theatrical” framing of 1984 in the realms of 
dominant, statist discourses, and the “dramatic” responses by Sikhs in their 
demands for justice.   

   9.     The reference and fl yer can be seen in the coverage of the Toronto Star: 
Nicholas Keung, “Anti-Immigration Flyer single out Sikh community in 
Brampton” Toronto Star, April 24, 2014. Accessible online:   http://www.
thestar.com/news/immigration/2014/04/24/antiimmigration_fl yers_
single_out_sikh_community_in_brampton.html     Last accessed on the 
Internet October 20, 2015   

   10.     The video by Kyla Pawis is on   https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=SmzkJIwy1WU    . Her apology was posted considerable time later: 
  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kYjCjwqoLBY     Last accessed on the 
Internet October 25, 2015.   

   11.     Superwoman’s video can be found at:   https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=KC8EhKs7abI    . JusReign’s video is also on Youtube:   https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=p2bwpc-aR-A     Last accessed on the Internet 
October 25, 2015.   

   12.     There are several good examples that illustrate the re-energizing force of 
various youth agendas. In Vancouver and Surrey, Sikh youth effectively 
changed the education and social platforms in the local Sikh gurdwaras. In 
Toronto, they mobilized under the banner of “breaking the silence” 
against the visit of Indian politician Kamal Nath, who stands accused of 
participating in the November 1984 riots and mass killings of Sikhs in 
Delhi. Members of SAN helped organize a rally and an online and email 
campaign that had quite a profound impact on public and political rela-
tions, as well as the latest provincial election results in the GTA.   

   13.     Notably, Balbir Singh Sodhi was the fi rst victim of the violent backlash 
after 9/11 in which visible minorities were targeted by vigilante groups. 
For a brilliant discussion of the practices of profi ling and the role of the 
turban see Jasbir Puar’s chapter “the turban is not a hat” in her book 
 Terrorist Assemblages  (2007).   

   14.     The annual reports of the German Verfassungsschutz have observed and 
listed  the Babbar Khalsa International  and  International Sikh Youth 
Federations  since more than two decades. All reports are accessible at   www.
bmi.bund.de    . For a discussion of political policing in Canada with several 
historical references to the surveillance of Sikh organizations, see Whitaker 
et al. ( 2012 ).   
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   15.     The CBC’s documentary  Samosa Politics , which covered the annual 
Vaisakhi celebrations and the involvement of local politicians, aired on 
June 28, 2007 and was faced with considerable criticism from Sikh com-
munity groups. The focus on youth deviance might not surprise readers 
familiar with similar scenarios of the cultural scripting of deviance, delin-
quency, and inferiority in other societal contexts. Common ascriptions of 
‘honor codes,’ ‘troubled (Middle Eastern) masculinity,’ and ‘cultures of 
secrecy’ have become idiomatic for a hidden racialized grammar through 
which not just youth troubles or gang violence are represented (Grewal 
 2003 , Razack  2008 ).   

   16.     See for example San Grewal, “Punjabis in Peel warn of teen violence.” Toronto 
Star, March 9, 2007.   http://www.thestar.com/news/2007/03/09/punjabis_
in_peel_warn_of_teen_violence.html     Last accessed on the Internet on October 
25, 2015.   

   17.     Employing a postcolonial perspective, Jean and John Comaroff (2009) 
argue that this split genealogy posits racialized urban youth and young 
immigrant populations as a seamless mass of othered bodies that legitimize 
state intervention and regulation in that area. The cartographies of social 
delinquency and public safety threats that stipulated such interventions in 
the past have identifi able roots in the early phase of industrial modernity, 
they argue. The deviant immigrant youth image has repeatedly surfaced in 
the social imaginations of crisis moments in national public spheres and has 
been cited whenever a toughening of legislations and criminalization of 
youth-led movements was at stake.   

   18.     In that respect the main strategies identifi ed by Thandi (n.d.) such as bro-
kerage (forging new political alliances, including parliamentary bodies 
through which to campaign for Sikh issues), the emphasis on the institu-
tionalization of human rights in international bodies through which to 
launch inquiries (such as the genocide petition launched by Sikh diaspora 
organizations in Canada and the USA), and the strategic framings of key 
issues such as 1984 through social media and public events, have all worked 
to reposition Sikh claims in diaspora spaces, but have not necessarily 
resolved the fraught relationship to the Indian State.   

   19.     The Air India commission’s report that was made public in 2010 contains a 
litany of complaints about the inadequate and in instances unexplainable 
behaviour of Canadian Security Intelligence Service (CSIS) and the Royal 
Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP), who had the main suspects, members of 
Sikh militant groups, under observation but were unable to prevent the bomb-
ing devices being planted onto two Air India planes at Vancouver’s airport. 
For the full report go to   http://epe.lac-bac.gc.ca/100/206/301/pco-bcp/
commissions/air_india/2010-07-23/www.majorcomm.ca/en/reports/
fi nalreport/default.htm     Last accessed on the Internet on June 08, 2016.   
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   20.     Failler focuses on the CBC’s award-winning documentary  Air India 182  
by Gunnarson (2012).   

   21.     The 1995 attack and 1998 murder of Taya Singh Hayer as a key witness in 
the trial is one of the well-known issues in this context.   

   22.     See the Canadian government’s action plan that was published in 2010 
along with the commissioner’s report:   http://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/
cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/rspns-cmmssn/index-eng.aspx    . Last accessed on the 
Internet on October 29, 2015. The action plan is unambiguously clear 
about the “lessons learned” from Air India 182, which mainly evolve 
around streamlining prosecution, enhancing security apparatuses, and 
rewriting citizenship legislation.   

   23.     Not only did these kirpan controversies accompany Canadian debates on 
Sikhism for nearly three decades, but “the hyper-visibility of the kirpan 
[…] has placed it as a signifi er of the lines of (limited or extended) toler-
ance and accommodation. It functions as a marker of the terms of exclu-
sion and inclusion in the nation, a designation that plays out signifi cantly 
in conservative and liberal multicultural responses to cases that get framed 
as issues of multicultural accommodation” (Dhamoon  2013 : 10).   

   24.     The generational predicaments for today’s youth are doubtlessly shaped by 
signifi cant political upheavals, economic uncertainties, social inequalities, 
and social vulnerabilities. Erik H. Eriksen (1994) long ago pointed out 
that there is an inherent logic in the contradictory discourse on youth that 
deliberately misconstrues the creative and  agentive aspects of/in crisis 
moments purely in terms of social pathologies. Among the most recent 
critiques, see Henry Giroux’s (2013) charge against US mainstream media 
and politics where youth-led protests and urban violence are cast in a 
strange juxtaposition of cathartic and contagious violence: youth-led polit-
ical revolutions that bring down authoritarian regimes are praised as heroic 
whereas forms of youth unrest against inherently racist police violence are 
deemed dysfunctional and to be met by further excesses of state violence 
and increased incarceration rates.   

   25.     Mani Amar’s documentary  A Warrior’s Religion  captures this problem and 
shows how the debate over what caused the spread of gang- related vio-
lence has created rifts in the Punjabi community in BC.   

   26.     SAN was formed in the context of the Laibar Singh controversy. Laibar 
Singh was a refugee who arrived in Canada in 2003 on a forged passport 
and later became fully paralyzed after suffering stroke in 2006. A number 
of students from the Canadian Organization of Sikh Students as well as 
other Sikh youth in the GTA came together to initiate a human rights 
response to Singh’s imminent deportation and to work on political 
responses to injustices they saw facing the local Sikh community. On the 
Laibar Singh case, see Bonar Buffam ( 2013 ).   

   27.    I interviewed Joginder on October 28, 2010 in Toronto.   
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   28.     This interview with Daljeet I conducted on November 18, 2011. We met 
for a follow-up interview shortly after and several informal conversations 
between 2011 and 2014.   

   29.     The interviews with Karamvir, Harjant, and Gurjot were led by my research 
assistant Kamal Arora. Together with Kamal I published an earlier version 
of this paper (Nijhawan and Arora  2013 ), which has been substantially 
revised for the purpose of the argument made in this book.   

   30.     For a longer discussion of this point see Virinder Kalra ( 2005 ). For a recent 
documentary on the same issue, see Harjant Gill’s fi lm  Roots of Love  (Public 
Service Broadcasting Trust, 2011).   

   31.    Interview with Karamvir March 30, 2011, in Toronto.   
   32.     The reference here is to Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale, the former leader of 

the Damdami Taksal, which is one of the major religious institutions and 
regarded as one of the key Sikh authorities in Punjab. Bhindranwale was 
among those killed during Operation Bluestar in 1984 and has since held 
the special status of a “saint” among many Khalistan supporters. Whereas 
his role has always been internally disputed, he has recently resurfaced in 
Canadian Sikh youth protests, when Sikh students wore T-shirts showing 
the contours of his face. Because he has been widely regarded as the “top 
terrorist” by the state, this has caused somewhat of a public uproar .  See 
also   Verma (2011) on the issue of youth support and public representa-
tions of Sikh youth on this matter.   

   33.    Interview with Gurjot on April 25, 2011, in Toronto.   
   34.    Interview with Harjant November 17, 2010, in Toronto.   
   35.     A religious authority in Vancouver recently took an open stance against 

associating with the teachings of the Sikh gurus and a social acceptance of 
homosexuality. Sikh youth have a mostly differing view and are aware of 
the actual openness of interpretation as far as the verses of the Sikh gurus 
are concerned. Sikh authorities however have mainly taken a conservative 
to hostile stand on this issue.   

   36.     Harjant refers here to the May 24, 2009 stabbing of Sant Ramanand, then 
spiritual leader of the Ravidasi movement. Whereas the confl ict between 
Khalsa Sikhs and the Ravidasis has been lingering for some while, the 
European press used the incident to stipulate the idea of a “caste war” in the 
community. For the German readers, I refer to my online article “Kampf 
um Anerkennung und Differenz, aber kein Kastenkrieg.”   http://www.
sikh- religion.de/html/sikh-diaspora021.html     Last accessed on the Internet 
June 05, 2016.     See also   Lum (2010) for her work on the Ravidasi 
community.   

   37.     A few weeks earlier, the same dramaturgic staging was put up during a vigil 
organized by York University’s campus Sikh Activist Network Chapter.   

   38.     Permission to reprint by the artist. Original copyright of the artwork 
remains with the artist. For some media coverage of Bavleen Kaur, see the 
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Toronto Star’s Leslie Scrivener Mary Ormsby: “Secret Life of Girls: 
Bavleen Kaur Saini.” Toronto Star, January 2, 2010.   http://www.thestar.
com/life/2010/01/02/secret_life_of_girls_bavleen_kaur_saini.html     Last 
accessed on the Internet on October 26, 2015.   

   39.     Permission to reprint by the artist. All original copyright remains with 
Noyz. For more information on the artist see   https://www.facebook.
com/noyzhiphop    .   

   40.     Permission to reprint by the artist. All original copyright remains with the 
artist. The poem  Bloodstained Dreams  (2013) was also uploaded on 
YouTube by the SAN and available at the following URL:    http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=toWK-024ETI     SAN has a number of high-quality 
videos relating to their work on their Youtube page:   http://www.youtube.
com/user/SikhActivistNetwork?feature=watch     Both were last accessed on 
the Internet on June 01, 2016.   

   41.     Kamal Arora is currently working on her dissertation on the Delhi widow 
colony. A podcast on her upcoming work can be found here:   http://the-
archipelago.net/2014/06/01/kamal-arora-the-widow-colony- in-delhi-
female-bodies-as-vessels-of-remembrance/     Last accessed on the Internet 
November 1, 2015.   

   42.    See the contributions to  Sikh Formations  8(3) (2013).          
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    CHAPTER 7   

            This universal structure of the promise, of the expectation for the 
future, for the coming, and the fact that this expectation of the com-
ing has to do with justice—that is what I call the messianic structure.

 Jacques Derrida “The Villanova Roundtable” in:  Deconstruction in 
a Nutshell. A Conversation with Jacques Derrida  ( 1997 ) 

   In the following chapter, I would like to take my examination of diasporic 
citizenship and youth memory discourses one step further. Examining 
young Ahmadis’ narratives of past and recent events of violence, I show 
how the sense of spiritual connection to widespread suffering that they 
articulate actually resonates with the prophecies of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad. 
Over the last two or three generations, these prophecies have formed the 
theological grounds for validating and explaining the status of Ahmadiyyat 
as persecuted and chosen sect. But it is not the prophetic voice alone that 
matters in these accounts and thus my interest is not so much with the 
kinds of historical hermeneutic analyses that have informed key academic 
texts on the Jamat (Friedmann  1989 , Khan  2015 ).  1   My anthropological 
and sociological angle is more oriented to how second-generation youth 
affi rms certain meanings and interpretations of violence and pays attention 
to  when  such spiritual inheritance becomes personally relevant and  how  it 
becomes formative for practices of self-discovery and self-fulfi llment. In this 

 The Ordinary and Prophetic Voice 
of Postmemory Work                     



context, I also attend to how generation-specifi c adaptations and interpre-
tations of kinship and religious belonging are evaluated within the idioms 
of liberal multiculturalism. The fi rst part of this chapter will situate young 
Ahmadis in the specifi c context of the Canadian multicultural mosaic. 

 I have argued in Chap.   2     that in contemporary discourses on public 
religion the homogenization of messianic and secular times is fraught with 
not only conceptual dilemmas (due to the pervasive idea that linear modes 
of temporality are authorized as more authentic and rational) but is also 
indicative of profound societal antagonisms (resulting from demanding 
that “religious subjects” have to shed that which keeps them attached to 
“stone-age practices” in order to enter secular time). I argued that the 
realm of the sacred has formed an interpretive ground and practical space 
for carving out alternative political utopias (such as an anti-racist, univer-
salist movement of Islamic revival in the Americas). Here, I continue my 
discussion on the emerging languages and practices of memory of the 
younger generation born after 1984—those who are still entangled with 
the everyday realities of cultural politics and racialized difference. Similar 
to their Sikh youth counterpart, young Ahmadis negotiate their sense 
of diasporic citizenship and their participation in local and transnational 
social networks and religious spaces through an explicit identifi cation 
with the stories of injustice against the Jamat that are evidenced by their 
parents’ and grandparents’ forced migrations. Contrary to the dissenting 
narratives and performances of young Sikhs however, young Ahmadis’ 
accounts are much more cohesively structured around the prophetic dis-
course that is fi rmly entrenched in the concepts of lived religiosity and 
spirituality practiced by this group. Moreover, what comes to the fore as 
a pressing concern in the narratives of the young members of the Jamat is 
a sense of vulnerability of belonging to a “sect that is hated.” Experiences 
of such vulnerability are clearly contingent on locality and one’s social and 
economic position and thus do not affect community members homog-
enously, especially in places such as Frankfurt or Toronto where they are 
now respected by the established political parties and many of the lead-
ing religious representatives. But precisely because this is such a highly 
organized transnational religious community—one actively integrating its 
many local and national sections within a single movement—it means that 
one is seldom in a position to distance oneself from the violence and suf-
fering happening elsewhere. For those who participate in mosque-based 
activities and groups, religious discourses that focus on the status of the 
Jamat as a persecuted sect penetrate every layer of community and fam-
ily life. By means of numerous organized activities, weekly educational 

234 M. NIJHAWAN

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-48854-1_2


programs, engagement with Ahmadi literature and all kinds of informal 
exchanges in the community, the younger generation gets actively involved 
in this subject. Moreover, given that most have family members in Pakistan 
and other parts of the world where the community is virtually outlawed, 
violence often affects them personally. This we shall see in the interviews 
below. In the main part of this chapter I will discuss how such violence is 
perceived by young Ahmadis after the 2010 Lahore mosque attacks. 

 Before taking us on that trajectory, let me further elaborate here what 
is specifi c about Ahmadi youths’ spatiotemporal practices of belonging 
as Canadian citizens and participants in the mosque-based organizations 
of the Jamat. My focus on spatiotemporal practices and the signifi cance 
of place does not imply that I dismiss the mobile, transnational memory 
discourse that connects this younger generation in the Jamat across dif-
ferent sites and activities. Indeed, it deserves mention here that the Jamat 
was among the fi rst religious organizations worldwide to operate a satel-
lite television channel to reach its global audience (Karim  1998 ) and it 
remains today a very active religious community on the Internet. Nor is 
my point to relapse into a position that would naturalize the impact of 
the nation-form on these young people’s social imaginaries. Yet, against 
the postmodern preoccupation with processes of mobility, deterritori-
alization, and decentralization that we see in some of the recent litera-
ture on memory, it needs to be emphasized that even when recognized 
as mobile memories, the stories and sentiments Ahmadi youth grow up 
with become embedded in the specifi c everyday life contexts in Canada 
in which they articulate their sense of belonging.  2   Lacroix and Fiddian- 
Qasmiyeh ( 2013 ) have captured this nicely when referring to diasporic 
memories that, on the one hand, travel across generations and different 
sociopolitical contexts (ibid. 686) and, on the other hand, are regulated 
by state and non-state actors.  3   Both political agents, state and community, 
“partak[e] in the (re) production of diasporic memories” (ibid. 688) and 
have a decisive infl uence over what a “group is willing to remember” and 
on “what the others (including states, citizens or other migrant groups) 
are ready to acknowledge” (ibid. 692). 

   A GIVE-AND-TAKE DISCOURSE OF BELONGING 
 In my evolving discussion on precarious diasporas in this book, I have 
examined the institutional sites of normative regulation and explained that 
social memories and ways of remembering are enunciated such that they 
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always carry something of the material and symbolic violence that marks 
the fi elds of migration, citizenship, and exclusion. When we think about 
how young Ahmadis of a transnational second generation are embedded 
in these state and non-state fi elds of power, we have to pay attention to the 
normative framework of Canadian multiculturalist discourse that comes 
across, offi cially, as being devoid of assimilationist pressure. This needs to 
be examined carefully, which I will do here with the voices of eight young 
women of the Toronto region who participated in the interviews for this 
research.  4   Ismat, Jameela, Khayal, Munira, Sameera, Taslima, Tarifa, and 
Zahab were among the twenty young Ahmadi women in Vaughan and 
Mississauga who we had the opportunity to meet for in-depth biographi-
cal interviews between 2010 and 2013. They are all educated young 
women (having undergraduate to graduate and professional degrees) and 
most have a middle-class economic background. Most of them are active 
in some way or another in the local branches of women’s auxiliary orga-
nizations. One half of this group was born in Canada (second generation) 
and the other half are the so-called “1.5 generation,” having lived here 
long enough to consider themselves Canadian; as such, our interlocutors 
do share certain perceptions of Canadian citizenship and multiculturalism. 
The idea that Ahmadis constitute a model minority in the Canadian land-
scape of multicultural citizenship—an idea pushed by both liberal and con-
servative governments and to a large extent embraced by the Ahmadiyya 
leadership—leads Jameela to explain the relationship between her com-
munity and the state as one of mutual recognition:  5   “We have our political 
support because we openly speak out against violence and terrorism and I 
guess a lot of other Muslim groups don’t, so the government knows that 
we are persecuted. We do have a lot of support luckily.”  6   This is probably 
the most commonly expressed view and affi rms what I have analyzed for 
the German context too as a normative discourse of social integration that 
hinges on the notion of a peace-loving Islam. The compliance with this 
norm is even more pronounced when it comes to highly controversial 
issues, such as veiling.  7   When asked about the restrictions on the hijab and 
niqab, almost all of our participants cite the khalifa’s dictum that “one 
should abide by the laws of the country in which one lives,” especially, as 
Jameela mentions, in times when national security is at stake.  8   Zahab, for 
instance, states that some “extremist and uncompromising groups” refuse 
to follow the rules and this “creates troubles for the rest of us [because 
they] create such a negative image of Islam that ends up making people 
hate us.”  9   Jameela and Zahab’s efforts to differentiate the Jamat from 
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other Muslim groups and depict their own community as a model minor-
ity that is fully integrated into the national body of Canada deserves special 
attention. Yet, while they reiterate the Jamat’s appraisal of Canada as a 
“welcoming society” that opens its doors to ethnic and religious diversity, 
they also respond to the way their religious bodies are publicly perceived 
as a problem category of cultural otherness (most recently evidenced in 
the 2015 election debate on the niqab).  10   

 I want to briefl y consider the sense of “give and take citizenship” (in 
the words of one interviewee) that comes to the fore in these accounts. As 
Maira ( 2009 ) has remarked among South Asian immigrant youth in the 
USA, citizenship is often seen in terms of a compromise and a “transaction 
in which they trade some rights for others” (ibid. 15). Despite signifi cant 
differences between Canada and the USA in these matters, it seems that 
when it comes to youth articulations of cultural citizenship, these are simi-
larly informed by such compromised positions. The offi cial Ahmadiyya 
position to endorse the image of the model citizen who embrace lib-
eral values like toleration, respect, non-violence and (most importantly) 
human rights, echoes the same national security concerns that pervade the 
public realm in the USA.  11   This is something the young women we have 
interviewed are well aware of. They insist that, in contrast to other Muslim 
groups who are less successful in assimilating into the wider Canadian 
society mainly because of their more “extremist” religious views, Ahmadis 
are “friends” or “allies” of the political establishment. Overall, the Jamat’s 
efforts to infuse itself into the national body and embrace the hegemonic 
national narrative of Canada as tolerant and welcoming to difference are 
indicative of a process that Sian ( 2013 ) refers to as “unmarking” religious 
identities. However, as Sian so eloquently argues, this process of “unmark-
ing” is paradoxically in tandem with “marking.” In other words, there 
is “the dialectic of marking and unmarking” ( 2013 , 43) to be observed 
in discourses that perpetuate the dominant regulative norm of integra-
tion into liberal multiculturalism (see also Dhamoon  2013 ). Along with 
its efforts to normalize itself as a community that is both able and will-
ing to assimilate into the Canadian mosaic, the Jamat also underlines its 
uniqueness as victim of religious persecution and, in a sense, demands 
special public attention and recognition. Such self-representation as a 
“persecuted sect” is at the forefront of our interlocutors’ memory narra-
tives. When this effort of “marking” is thought together with the process 
“unmarking” through the model minority discourse, it signals nothing 
less than a paradox. 
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 This paradox does not inhibit forms of self-expression of a hyphen-
ated identity of being both Canadian and Ahmadi. But it does get rather 
complicated when youth move back and forth between these dynamics of 
“marking” and “unmarking.” Although they often share the Jamat’s cele-
bratory approach to liberal multiculturalism, they quite frequently express 
a sense of unease, naming specifi c social experiences of being profi led as 
racialized religious subjects in Canada. These voices signal a diversion from 
the hegemonic perception that is offi cially endorsed. One reason for this 
sense of being discriminated against is what Jameela calls “the stigma,” 
or as Zahab puts it, “misconceptions” about Muslim women “not having 
enough rights, and not being free and being inferior and being oppressed 
and […] being subjugated and those types of general terms that we feel are 
affi liated with Muslim women.” For Zahab, it is in the mainstream media 
that she sees these misconceptions disseminated and perpetuated, whereas 
Ismat adds that university campuses and classrooms are not exempt from 
blatant racism and stereotyping. For Jameela, however, every sphere of life 
is marked by this “stigma” (shopping in the local grocery store is where 
she “gets the looks”) and this is why, she adds, there is a pervasive sense 
of how religious otherness and racial discrimination work hand in hand. 
Furthermore, Haleefa explains that there is “a lot of racism against us” 
mainly because “you know, most of us are from Pakistan and we are brown 
and stuff like that.”  12   In a similar vein, Tarifa adds, she has been always 
aware of the fact that she is “not white” and for her, “Canadian sort of 
equals white.”  13   

 The moving back and forth between these different assessments indi-
cates a tension in self-referencing practices. While trying to make sense of 
their otherness as Ahmadi Muslims and racialized subjects in the Canadian 
context, they are simultaneously confronted by the sense of heretic other-
ness that pervades Muslim diasporic politics. Haleefa talked about a feel-
ing of insecurity when she saw anti-Ahmadiyya leafl ets being distributed 
on her university campus by another Muslim student group and Tarifa 
recounts how she was told to her face that, as an Ahmadi, there would 
be no way she could take on an offi cial function in a Muslim student 
organization. Ahmadi students would not be permitted to use the same 
prayer mats and often face resistance when organizing events on campus. 
Posters that advertised political events organized by Ahmadiyya student 
groups mysteriously disappeared only a day after they were put up on York 
University campus. When it comes to reconcile these everyday experiences 
with the Jamat’s overarching discourse of citizenship as loyalty, young 
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community members are sometimes left with contradictions. As Zahab 
strikingly puts it, subscribing to normative ideals of being a loyal citizen 
leads her to endorse a “give and take” conception of citizenship, an idea 
that is further exemplifi ed in Ismat’s account. Again, when speaking about 
restrictions on veiling, she fi rst asserts the norm (abiding by the rules). She 
then adds that wearing the hijab is about universal human rights, and fur-
ther: “We have to be accepting more cultures, if we are doing something 
for your country, if we are in your country helping, you have a right for us 
too. Either you don’t make us your citizen, you know… So [the] French, 
I think they are trying to assimilate all the Muslims as in what they are 
doing with the indigenous people.” Ismat’s answer is more explicit on the 
actual power differentials between privileged and othered subjects. For a 
moment, her point of reference shifts to universal and unalienable human 
rights, before she quickly switches back to the “give and take” conception 
of citizenship. She explains that, “Canada is racist as well, what it does 
with the aboriginal people and with the other people, so I am not saying 
that it’s the perfect country,” yet she immediately clarifi es that she still 
feels indebted to Canada because “[it] has invited us and we stay here.” 
Thus, although she is aware that she is not “a white Canadian,” she still 
feels a “responsibility” to be “part of it” or “to do something for them,” 
mainly because “they (Canadians) let me live in their country.” 

 Being taught to be grateful and to reciprocate everything given to her 
with loyalty and submission, our interviewees’ notion of “give and take” 
citizenship can be linked to what I introduced earlier in the book as the 
process of “regulated inclusion” that “produce[s] and reinforce[s] par-
ticular kinds of normalized and Othered subjects as well as hegemonic 
conceptions of the nation” (Dhamoon  2013 , 8). As Dhamoon shows in 
her discussion of Sikh kirpan cases in Canada, one tactic is to render some 
subjects contingent insiders by defi ning the limits of their acceptable dif-
ference and conditioning their inclusion upon their performance of certain 
hegemonic norms. Similarly, in the case of the participants in this study, 
“give and take” citizenship signals such a contingency. Their inclusion as 
citizens depends on being loyal subjects whose difference, which is negoti-
ated through the dialectic of “marking” and “unmarking,” does not pose 
a threat to the hegemonic norms of belonging and nation-building. What 
is also intriguing here is that the “regulated inclusion” of Ahmadis is not 
just a matter of how the Canadian state governs religious minorities. As 
this discussion of model minority and “give and take” citizenship has dem-
onstrated, the Jamat (and particularly its leadership) is deeply entangled in 
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this process of regulative norm-setting. Its pronounced project of forming 
a rule-abiding and peaceful version of Islam along with its reaffi rmation 
of the perception of Canada as a welcoming and tolerant society attest 
to the Jamat’s involvement in the reproduction and reinforcement of the 
hegemonic norms of the nation. As a consequence of this, the Jamat’s 
offi cial discourse isolates and emphasizes one particular form of violence—
religious persecution and widespread discrimination—while often remain-
ing silent about other forms of violence that pervade Canadian society. 
Although most of the time our interlocutors seem to reaffi rm the offi cial 
endorsement of multiculturalism discourse, its static model of culture, and 
the us/them binary that pervades it, they have also found ways to effec-
tively unbalance it. Part of what enables such careful unbalancing acts is 
the fact that, as a younger generation and as participants in the public 
sphere in which they have learned about the legacies of past injustices like 
the residential schools in Canada, they have become increasingly aware of 
the role of memory discourses in shaping alternative modes of recognition. 
This process invokes a sense of obligation as Canadian citizens, but it also 
signals that languages of memory and past suffering form a productive 
idiom to secure a right to be different. Hence, they clearly understand 
that, as young and educated women, they are not simply duped into com-
pliance with a state-centered discourse and the offi cial culture of redress 
that establishes the dominant framework for what can count as collective 
injury.  14   

 Another key factor contributing to the ambivalent relationship with 
Canadian citizenship are experiences with the immigration system that 
affects the process of refugee admission and family reunion. As other 
researchers have shown, rules around the issue of dual and fl exible citizen-
ship have become much tighter in the last decade (e.g. Macklin and Crépeau 
 2010 ). These rules affect Ahmadis in their social transactions across bor-
ders. Ahmadis have among the most vibrant transnational family networks, 
a fact that has been documented in earlier studies (Ahmed-Ghoshi  2004 ; 
Balzani  2006 ). These studies illustrate the density of social networks and 
the patterned ways of practicing family and kinship across borders. All local 
chapters of the Jamat have offi ces that assist match making by actively pur-
suing the location of partners in the global Jamat on the basis of desir-
able criteria (“partner suitability”) and moral considerations of who needs 
the most protection. Hence it is often encouraged to seek out partners 
from Pakistan who face discriminations. Such match-making does not only 
occur in the context of transnational marriages, but also for converts and 

240 M. NIJHAWAN



newcomers who seek participation in activity-based membership groups. 
The Jamat thus has a highly sophisticated administrative system through 
which to place and track each individual member’s activities. For the young 
women we interviewed, the degree to which choices are exercised in fi nd-
ing suitable partners is an ongoing point of debate. For Tarifa and Samira, 
for instance, it meant that due to both the desirability of the Canadian des-
tination and their professional career opportunities, their families (in accor-
dance with local offi cials at their mosque) considered it natural that a male 
partner would move to Canada even though it is culturally expected that 
a woman will move to the country of her potential male partner. But oth-
ers also told us that these family arrangements become very complicated 
when partners or siblings are stuck in the bureaucratic mechanisms that 
restrict mobility. Citizenship status, affordable housing, travel costs, social 
pressures to assimilate, as well as health-care costs for dependent relatives 
all complicate this terrain of family relations for Ahmadi youth, especially 
if they are not from well-earning middle to upper-class families and are still 
struggling to secure their livelihood. 

 It seems that these hardships are particularly felt by young Ahmadi 
women who were born abroad. Importantly, many of these women had 
fi rst-hand experiences of living in the shadow of violence.  15   Samira, for 
example, reports that before she came to Toronto as a refugee, she grew 
up in a poor neighborhood in a major Pakistani town, an area “where a 
lot of violence took place or where a lot of the people who perpetuated 
violence, resided.” There were only two Ahmadi houses in this neighbor-
hood, Samira explains:

  S: “And it’s funny, because we never told anybody, they just knew we were 
Ahmadis. And that’s something I never understood. My best friend, she was 
Sunni Muslim, and I remember her parents telling her: ‘Don’t go to people 
who live beside us, they’re Qadianis, they will kill you’. […] They’ll kill you 
or they’ll kidnap you. And she came and told me and she is like, ‘Oh, don’t 
go to people who live beside us. They’re Qadiani, they’re gonna kill you.’ So 
I came home and I told my mom ( laughs ), ‘I don’t wanna go to the people 
who live beside us, because they’re Qadiani and they are going to kidnap me 
and kill me.’ And they’re referring to us.” 
 M: “Right, so you were not even aware of it?” 
 S: “No I wasn’t, I was really young. I did not know a lot of the difference 
between different religions and I thought everybody is the same because 
we have all the same skin color. I never even thought it has something 
to do with religion at all, right, but I have that memory and it is such a 
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funny moment for me, because that is when my mom told me, ‘No, you are 
Qadiani, your Ahmadi, you have a different religion, they’re Sunni Muslims. 
Other people in the world, they don’t like your religion, they say these type 
of things and attach negativity to it.’ And that’s what happened. But we 
were made best friends.”  16   

   Samira, whose family eventually had to leave that neighborhood after 
their identity became known to terrorist groups operating in the area, 
remembers these key moments in her life. She mentioned how impor-
tant it has been for her to be able to retain memories of friendship that 
subverted the climate of hostility and exclusion surrounding the everyday 
life of many families “back home.” It is precisely in the context of the 
family (not necessarily just the nuclear family, but also the extended kin-
ship that gathers in homes) where memory narratives become anchored 
in accounts of shared experiences that, despite the troubles one has gone 
through in later years, provide some sense of orientation and hope. It is 
within domestic spaces that such conversations happen and these both 
forge connections between family narratives of migration and community 
narratives of persecution and allow youth to fi nd opportunities in claim-
ing new roles and responsibilities. However, it is also in this domain where 
the vulnerabilities of being a refugee and becoming a citizen are located. 
Thus, Samira tells me that after the family had to fl ee from Pakistan, the 
family got separated. Her brother won in the American Greencard lot-
tery and her father was able to join him but Samira and her mother could 
not get any US visas and had to ask for asylum in Canada. In tears, she 
recounts leaving her father behind:

  S: “It’s sad. So it was my mom, me and my sister, and then we, I remember 
we’d walked on the Rainbow Bridge to Canada … What hurts me or what 
saddens me is that my dad was … not there. He didn’t come with us and I 
really wanted him to come. Because I really, really love my dad … He’s ok, 
he’s alive”. 
 M: “He went back to Pakistan?” 
 S: “No, he ended up coming to America, but after so many years, when I go 
back to that time I remember how scared I was. And I remember my dad 
… it was such a sad time for me. I don’t wanna leave my dad. I don’t know 
what is going to happen to him.” 
 M: “At least he stayed well?” 
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 S: “No, of course, my dad’s really strong. That’s where my braveness comes 
in; because he always taught me to be brave, like stand up for your rights, 
stand up for anything that you don’t like. I appreciate him so much. Yes, 
so remember it was just my sister and my mom and when we had to drag 
our suitcases across the Rainbow Bridge, and the people at the borders they 
were like ‘Why don’t you stay in America? Go there, ask them for asylum.’ 
They’re like ‘Go there’. And then, I didn’t know a lot of English. Like I 
knew couple of things like ‘May I go get a drink?’ Because that’s what we 
would learn in Pakistan. But my sister, I’m glad, she knew English, so she 
helped us and I remember we went during nighttime, so it was maybe at 9 
o’clock or 10 o’clock and it was wintertime with snow, and we don’t know 
what’s going to happen we just started walking.” 
 M: “So you had no plan?” 
 S: “No, we didn’t know where to go. We really didn’t. We brought a blan-
ket … I remember we brought a blanket with us thinking we might have to 
sleep on the streets. We didn’t know … so we went and then they checked 
our bags, making sure we didn’t have anything.” 

   The reason for ending this introduction with Samira’s experience of 
walking across the Rainbow Bridge into an unknown future and being 
met by the chilly welcome of Canada Immigration authorities, is two-
fold: First, her story reveals an experiential basis for contesting the model 
minority discourse explained above. Second, it illuminates how family 
migration has become a primary site of vulnerabilities that profoundly 
impact one’s life trajectory. This is important to have in mind when con-
sidering memories of displacement and loss as they circulate in commu-
nity narratives. Tarifa’s story below speaks of similar predicaments of loss, 
doubts, and becoming. Both Samira and Tarifa are young women who 
have been active community members and they share with their cohort 
the attempt to make their own stories resonate with both stories in the 
community and interpretations provided by their spiritual leader. In the 
remaining parts of this chapter I want to discuss this relationship, as I 
believe it marks the intersection of personal and collective memories and 
locates the signifi cant role of postmemory. Indeed, it is in reference to 
memories of past suffering (events one has not personally lived through) 
that prophetic language gives the memory discourse of the younger 
g eneration its particular shape.  
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   GENERATION POSTMEMORY 
 In a series of recent writings, Marianne Hirsch ( 2008 ;  2012 ) introduced 
the concept of postmemory to capture how memories of past violence and 
suffering are transmitted to the second generation, where they are felt and 
worked upon “at a generational remove” (Hirsch  2008 , 106). According 
to Hirsch, postmemory “describes the relationship of the second genera-
tion to powerful, often traumatic, experiences that preceded their births 
but that are nevertheless transmitted to them so deeply as to seem to con-
stitute memories in their own right” ( 2008 , 103).  17   In order to “consti-
tute memories in their own right,” the second generation (in her case the 
post-survivor generation of the Shoah) is invested in forming their own 
social imaginaries in reference to violent pasts that have not been lived, by 
which Hirsch means “literally” witnessed (107). Though it might seem 
Hirsch adopts the discourse of posttraumatic subject-effects when positing 
postmemory in terms of “traumatic recall […] at a generational remove,” 
she nevertheless explicitly differentiates postmemory (as social process and 
in its semiotic form) from the model of traumatic repetition and posttrau-
matic stress (106). The idea of a fundamental rupture or “unbridgeable 
gap” between the generations is certainly an integral part of how she sees 
the relationship between the social experiences of the fi rst generation and 
what can be intimately known by next generations. But that does not 
mean that her model replicates the idea of unresolved trauma that trigger 
compulsory subject-effects of displaced loss. Her approach welcomes a 
microsociological analysis, as she sets out to probe the socially and mor-
ally complicated terrain that defi nes the hinge between fi rst and second 
generations in the context of their everyday interactions and transactions. 
As a constitutive facet of such transactions, postmemory “is not identical 
to memory,” its “post-ness” only “approximates memory in its affective 
force” (109). 

 In Hirsch’s account, the sense of belatedness of postmemory further 
creates a productive tension between public memory discourses and the 
social spaces in which personal memories become embedded in every-
day interactions between the generations. For the young Ahmadi women 
we interviewed, this process is shaped by the religious languages through 
which a specifi c imaginary of suffering is created. My goal here is to cap-
ture how such imaginaries mediate between different realms and scales 
of social experience, how narratives about loss that circulate in families 
and communities intersect with present encounters with violence, and 
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how the transnational lives of these young women generate insights that 
demand a further fi ne-tuning of our discussion around precarious diaspo-
ras. Like Hirsch, I do not consider second generations as passive recipients 
of memories. Young Ahmadis are actively participating in the social and 
discursive fi elds through which collective histories are written and memo-
ries are socially and politically anchored. It is especially in the context of 
seeing themselves as members of the Jamat, and as part of an extended 
religious kin, where postmemory assumes its specifi c role. Remember that 
Hirsch’s focus on the family, as the center of everyday social interventions 
in the structures of intergenerational transmission is also quite central. 
Rather than considering the archival structures of memory discourse, she 
places the emphasis on everyday transactions—with stories and images 
that invest memory discourses with tactile dimensions and feeling-tones. 
But Hirsch sees the boundaries between the archival structures and the 
spheres of family as permeable. Therefore, even though it fi rst seems most 
plausible to speak of a kinship model of the second generation as simply 
the children of genocide survivors, Hirsch shows that postmemory—as a 
structure of feeling that is defi ned by a form of belatedness—is an affective 
disposition to the stories of violence that defi nes a more encompassing 
social sphere. What blurs the distinction between the literal second gener-
ation and what she calls the “post-generation” are the participatory forms 
through which social actors engage in memory discourse and by which 
they assume moral responsibility for an ongoing legacy of atrocities and 
lived suffering in the present. As Hirsch points out, “the frustrated need 
to know about a traumatic past” ( 2008 , 114) feeds into an active process 
“to  reactivate and reembody  more distant social/national and archival/
cultural memorial structures by reinvesting them with resonant individual 
and familial forms of mediation and aesthetic expression” (ibid. 111). 

 While emphasizing the belatedness of postmemory, we can still lean 
on sociological theories of generation and life course research where it 
is generally assumed that generations are defi ned by a shared sense of 
the world in terms of the particular historical predicaments one inherits 
(Edmunds and Turner  2002 , 4–7). At least since Karl Mannheim (1923) 
made the idea of a “generation location” viable for sociological analysis, 
it has captured both these mentioned dimensions: a refl exive stance with 
regard to how specifi c potentialities for social and political action are real-
ized and the idea of a pre-refl exive layering of social memory dependent 
on “fi rst impressions” and affective forms that are socially shared (Bude 
 2005 : 29). Hirsch considers both these aspects when pointing out the role 
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of pervasive affective modes and the self-refl exive work of the generation 
of postmemory as lending forms of re-imagining the past their specifi c 
dynamics.  18   Such re- imaginations are always contextualized within chang-
ing social and political landscapes of memory, specifi c spatial arrangements 
through which memory acquires its material form as artifacts or images, 
and the contested character of public archives, all of which are part and 
parcel of postmemory discourse. Moreover, it can be derived from Hirsch’s 
work that generations of postmemory are, to some extent, permeable and 
open-ended formations contingent on their specifi c engagements and cul-
tural practices.  19   They are necessarily tied to actual genealogies of inter-
generational transmission in families, but they also incorporate a broader 
generational consciousness. In the following section, I try to capture how 
such linkages between models and practices of the family and the broader 
generational location are understood for our young Ahmadi subjects. As 
this discussion unfolds, I also show the limitations of framing postmemory 
around the temporal gaps that Hirsch posits as constituting the rupture 
between prior and next generations.  

   THE FAMILY–JAMAT NEXUS 
 The theme of persecution that features in the narratives of the younger 
generation is informed by their own life stories inasmuch as it resonates 
with the commemorative practices in the community. Like others in the 
community, immigrant youth link narratives of persecution to an autho-
rizing discourse of spiritual truth and supremacy. Among the many fac-
tors that contribute to their stories of cultural belonging to a persecuted 
sect are their own memories of migration and, for those born in Canada, 
their parents’ and grandparents’ accounts of forced migration and specifi -
cally the events that occurred in the 1970s and 1980s. Stories about how 
the older generations were affected, including graphic details about the 
dire circumstances under which their relatives had to fl ee, are retold with 
considerable detail by the young women we interviewed. Anecdotes and 
stories about political mobilizations against Ahmadis in the public sphere, 
the implementation of the blasphemy laws in Pakistan in 1984, and Mirza 
Tahir Ahmad’s move to his London exile, all form part of a standardized 
narrative repertoire. They also form the basis of personalized memories 
through which youth are able to create meaningful connections to specifi c 
themes and images as they circulate more widely in the community. As 
previously mentioned, most of our interviewees have been active members 
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of the Jamat, many of them since they attended children’s programs and 
religious schools. Wherever it is possible and safe to do so, it is expected 
from families who have close ties to mosque-based organizations to regu-
larly attend the annual gatherings of the  jalsa salana .  20   Such meetings are 
opportunities for social networking among the global community, to meet 
family members visiting from other countries, and to personally encounter 
a spiritual leader. Participation in a pilgrimage to Qadian, the original site 
of Mirza Ghulam’s charismatic leadership, mark a spiritually auspicious 
time but also a socially special time to encounter the Jamat as extended 
kin and family. It is a time when many informal meetings and offi cial 
speeches are held. Ahmadi youths and young adults have the opportunity 
to acquire profi ciency and experience in public religious debates and Urdu 
poetry contests which are a regular part of the program. Many of the 
themes in these deliberations eventually refl ect upon the precarious status 
of Ahmadis. Hence, there is a certain routine and normative framework 
that sets the agenda of educational programs and occasions of this kind. 

 The role of these community-oriented practices and the expected par-
ticipation at different levels of community organizing around such events 
helps us understand why, for many young Ahmadis, it is common sense 
to refer to the Jamat as an extended (spiritual) family that spreads over 
the globe.  21   It is in these contexts where they hear their community lead-
ers speak about atrocities in Pakistan, Bangladesh, or Indonesia.  22   It is 
also here that theological debates take place, which render meaningful the 
Jamat’s status as persecuted sect. Before tackling the role of prophecies 
in that context, I want to fi rst note how interviewees forge a proximity 
to the Jamat in their biographical accounts, which they achieve by refer-
encing their own participation in community events and by highlighting 
the inheritance of such allegiance through their family stories. Ismat, for 
instance, proudly remembers that it was her own grandfather who designed 
the layout for the Ahmadiyya fl ag. Along similar lines, Tarifa explains her 
close links to the Jamat with reference to her great- grandfather’s compan-
ionship to Mirza Ghulam Ahmad. When Haleefa speaks about the legacy 
of her grandparents (in her case, a maternal grandfather who was killed), 
she links this to the particular moments of the 1974 riots that indeed were 
a critical turning point leading to the constitutional amendments under 
Zia ul’Haq in Pakistan a decade after. Further contemplating her kin rela-
tions, she tells us how her grandmother has become a source of personal 
memories for her: “(She) has a lot of stories about the anti-Ahmadiyya 
hate because she always tells me that there has been waves of hate, like, it’s 
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always present and there have been a couple of periods when it was really 
intense and right now is one of these periods.” 

 Such stories parallel and complement the offi cial historical narrative of 
the Jamat. In many instances, the young women have a detailed account 
of what happened to grandparents, uncles, aunts, and other relatives. 
Haleefa, for example, recalls an exchange with her grandmother:

  (She) tells me, I think it was 1970s, she said, that was another time when 
it was really high in Pakistan. And she tells me about these horrible stories, 
she says, Amir who is my mom’s eldest brother, he was born at that time 
and he was very young, she tells me stories about how my grandfather was 
away for work, she was alone at home and there would be people around her 
house with rocks, like, ready to throw rocks and I think, once they burned a 
stick of fi re and threw it in her house. So, there is a period of time when she 
feared for her life and for her children’s lives. 

   Some of the young women we interviewed expressed a sense of feel-
ing overpowered by the weight of this past. In fact, often resulting from 
a family member’s loss (when that family member had acquired a reputa-
tion and status in the Jamat) was a particular sense of responsibility and 
normative expectations regarding interviewees’ own personal demeanor 
in the community. Khayal, who was born in Rabwah, Pakistan, and came 
with her parents to Canada at the age of four, recounts incidents leading 
to the death of her maternal grandfather and great-grandfather who are 
remembered as martyrs and hold a revered status in the community:

  In the 1970s my grandfather, he had just come back from Kenya, he was 
actually an accountant there working for an American company, but then 
he came back to Pakistan with his two kids and his wife and he lived in a 
small place about two hours or one hour from where I was born, Rabwah. 
Basically, he was very active in the Jamat. He built a mosque there. It was 
very small, but non-Ahmadis they did not like the idea of Ahmadis building 
a mosque. They said that, ‘this is not the house of God because you’re not 
considered Muslims’. They planned a protest against my grandfather and a 
couple of other Ahmadis and they burned our house. They also burned the 
mosque and killed a lot of Ahmadis. They killed my mom’s grandfather and 
they killed my grandfather, they killed my mom’s uncle who was seventeen 
at that time. My mom was only two years of age at that time, so she doesn’t 
remember much, but what I hear from my grandmother is that they killed 
them in a very harsh manner. They threw rocks and basically it was very 
barbaric and they did not show my grandmother his face, they only showed 
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his feet because it was just too … unbearable and he wasn’t in a condition 
to be seen. … That’s basically what happened and that is when my grand-
mother, she shifted from that place to Rabwah, because Rabwah is heavily 
populated by Ahmadis, it’s more safe there. So she moved with her kids and 
with them she has been living since then. 

   When we asked Khayal how she learned about this family tragedy, she 
said that while her grandmother kept these things of the past hidden in a 
closet to protect her grandchild, there was still a discernable sense in the 
conversations of the family that, “they surely were prepared” not only in 
the sense that they were on guard but that they knew about the likelihood 
to become a target of violence. Khayal describes the relationship to her 
grandmother, who lives in Pakistan, as “very close.” She calls her every 
day and asks for advice, even if it is for an upcoming exam. Interestingly, 
Khayal actually discovered these stories about the past from the Jamat’s 
databases (she refers to   alislam.org    ), where she also found the picture of 
her grandfather among the revered martyrs of the community. It is this 
status that also places a special obligation on her and her siblings, of which 
she feels constantly reminded. She remembers a conversation that took 
place with her grandmother while visiting Pakistan, in which she was told 
“you know, you’re the next generation of a  shahid  (martyr), so you have 
a larger responsibility of carrying yourself well in society.” Leaving little 
room for ambiguity, Khayal describes the moral obligation and pious ori-
entation that was expected from her in order to live up to the family’s sta-
tus. Doing so was not always easy. As the saying goes, she notes, “in Islam 
it says that God has promised the shahid that I will take care of your next 
seven generations and I will not let them go astray from the path.” Such 
a norm entails expectations of being a role model for her peers and a con-
stant awareness of being evaluated in light of ancestors’ major sacrifi ces.  23   

 If we look closely, however, at how she addresses the diffi cult process 
of living in the aftermath of these losses at a generational remove, there is 
something in her narrative too that transcends those utterances through 
which the Jamat’s martyrology are offi cially reproduced. For Khayal, it 
seems that the personal connection to her grandmother enables her to 
actively shape her own social relations, rather than just being an addressee 
of a norm. As she speaks about her youth, her process of recovery involved 
a reactivation of the fond relationship with her grandmother—some-
one who took on a highly signifi cant role in her life. Khayal respects the 
grandmother’s silence as far as family conversations about the past are 
concerned. She sees this not as a heroic act of steadfastness, but as her way 
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to survive and take care of family relations after. Furthermore, when she 
talks about her own courage to “keep on going in life” she sees her grand-
father’s memory (although clearly normative) as personally meaningful: 

Whenever, for example, even in my everyday life when I go around, when 
I’m about to do something, I always think what my grandfather watching me 
would say, if he would approve of this … if I would make him happy, or if he 
would be disappointed. And because of that I try to do things that he would 
be proud of … you know, things he wouldn’t regret or he wouldn’t be like, 
so that his sacrifi ce went to waste, I would never want him to say that.

Khayal, seeing herself as imbued with a particular status within the 
Jamat and the direct addressee of clear expectations, emphasizes the pro-
found ways in which her relations to grandparents have become embed-
ded in her everyday life. She describes how this has shaped her personal 
character in the form of “a mature level of thinking”—one that has 
evolved from within familial relations and as a consequence of reworking 
specifi c relations across spatiotemporal divides. 

 Constructions of the social bonds and times that constitute the family 
lives of Ahmadi youth intersect with the specifi city of diasporic location, 
especially as they identify with a community that has both a living mem-
ory of the recent dramatic shifts in transnational migration and a living 
memory of the founding fi gures of the Jamat (especially the second and 
third khalifas). The close links between biographical constructions and 
narratives of the past as they circulate in the Jamat were expanded on by 
our interlocutors through genealogies of close proximity to the lineage of 
various khalifas. In the absence of such direct links, young women offered 
accounts of their acquired status in the organizational structure of the 
community, which is handed down from one generation to the next in the 
form of a moral yardstick and expectations on one’s religious devotion. 
In fact, the value placed on one’s personal dedication to the standards of 
Islamic piety (prayer, modesty, engagement in  halkas , etc.) and the aspira-
tion to take on a leadership role in the community are implicitly under-
stood as enhancing organic links as they have evolved over time. 

 This family–Jamat nexus can be traced to the early two generations of 
community consolidation of the Jamat in Punjab when the movement 
spread from urban to rural domains. The role of women, who often had a 
vicarious relationship to the Jamat due to the endogamous marriage sys-
tem and the focus on male converts to Ahmadiyyat, was soon to occupy 
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a key role for the movement to strengthen this family–Jamat nexus, with 
Mirza Ghulam Ahmad and his son Mahmood Ahmad to repeatedly address 
the role of women through their speeches, sermons, and writings (Powell 
 2000 ). As it was characteristic for the time, the focus then was on the vir-
tuous and pious bride in the domestic household and the overall attitude 
one of negating women the same status as men. But as Avril Powell shows, 
this began to change rapidly as schooling and education became central to 
an extent that by the 1940s the famous indologist Wilfred Cantwell Smith 
could remark that Qadiyan “appears to have been much the most literate 
town in India, with almost total feminine literacy” (quoted in Powell ibid. 
134). Today, at a time where it is widely accepted that educated women 
take on leading roles in the Jamat’s auxiliary organizations, the particular 
idea of belonging to an extended family structure of the Jamat still shapes 
the very ways in which young Ahmadi women understand themselves in 
generational terms when constructing their own family stories.  24   

 It affi rms Hirsch’s insight that the creation of such family stories, which 
make up familial postmemory, cannot be understood in isolation from 
affi liative postmemory. To reiterate what Hirsch postulated in this context: 
Postmemory is always “the result of contemporaneity and generational 
connection with the literal second generation combined with structures 
of mediation that would be broadly appropriable, available, and indeed, 
compelling enough to encompass a larger collective in an organic web of 
transmission” (Hirsch  2008 , 115).  25   In the following pages, I aim to show 
how these family stories and the social bonds affi rmed through such sto-
ries are framed within a prophetic narrative of the Jamat’s messianic future 
that, in Tarifa’s words, is currently experienced in its status of “a sect that 
is hated.” This adds to Haleefa’s account above, as a notion of difference 
and otherness is retained that bears signifi cantly on the processes by which 
certain pasts are mobilized as well as how existential doubts, uncertainties, 
and fears animate youth reorientations along messianic concepts of time 
and forms of spiritual practice. 

 Many of our interviewees depicted the Jamat as having endured “tri-
als and tribulations,” which frames collective migration history and the 
exiling of the leader of the khalifa. According to Zahab, despite enduring 
hardships, the Jamat has successfully kept its unity and identity intact, 
especially because of the khalifa’s strong leadership: “(The Jamat) keeps 
enduring it with steadfastness and with patience and with strength and 
with perseverance.” In other words, its social bonds are strengthened by 
its persecuted status and the members’ faith in the khalif as the ultimate 
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authority guiding them on the right path. Here, our respondents see their 
compliance with the khalifa’s authority as a requirement of their obedi-
ence to God as well as a source of security, solidarity, and unity. Jameela, 
for instance, describes the Jamat as a hierarchical structure, the key prin-
ciple of which is submission to God. Zahab uses a similar explanation:

  There is always the concept of one, like one god, one direction for prayer, 
everybody has to pray in one direction, when you are in a mosque and 
you’re praying in congregation, there is one imam, there is one leader that 
you follow […] So there is always that concept of being united. And I think 
that’s something that the Ahmadiyya Muslim Community, […] sort of 
achieves through the presence of a khalifa because it unites us. 

   As extended family, the Jamat is evidently portrayed in heteronormative 
terms.  26   Following our queries, Zahab felt the need to clarify this point 
for us:

  If you live in a house and you have your father as a little kid, to you your 
father always signifi es protection and security, […] you always feel like, you 
know, your dad goes out to work and because of him you’re able to get all 
those things, you’re able to get food and your mom stays home with you 
and she takes care of you; but really the reason you’re all here under this 
roof is because your dad is working hard and he is providing for you and you 
get your security from him, right? So, I feel like, um, for me, personally the 
khalifa is sort of like a spiritual father. 

 While we cannot ignore patriarchal structures that affect how things 
are run in the community, I do not mean to suggest that young Ahmadi 
women in the diaspora have a uniform and submissive attitude. My objec-
tive at this point of the discussion is somewhat different. I want to examine 
how such accounts of the khalifa’s spiritual authority, couched as they are 
in heteronormative frames, acquire their effi cacy by giving experiences of 
violence and suffering a prophetic dimension. Put differently, I want to 
draw attention to the ways in which our interviewees’ personal and famil-
ial memories of communal violence are shaped in relation to the offi cial 
commemorative discourse of the Jamat, which is mediated by the recourse 
to prophecy. As this prophetic discourse lies at the very heart of Ahmadi 
spiritual concepts and given that it has also instigated fi erce controversies 
throughout the Jamat’s political history (Khan  2015 ), we need to think 
carefully about its implications for how memories are formed and how 
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the belatedness of postmemory is to be understood in this context. The 
next section considers, in more detail, how the next generation endorses, 
relates to, or struggles with these religious discourses when making sense 
of suffering that impacts their everyday lives and practices of religiosity.  

   SERMONS FOR SUFFERERS 
 In May 2010, shortly before I began the research phase on Ahmadi youth, 
an incident in Pakistan sent shockwaves throughout the global Ahmadiyya 
community. Almost to the day of commemorating the 1953 disturbances 
(May 29) that challenged the status of Ahmadis for the fi rst time in the 
then newly formed state of Pakistan, members of the Tehrik-e Taliban 
Pakistan attacked two Ahmadi mosques in Lahore, killing eighty-six people 
and wounding more than hundred.  27   In the diaspora, this was perceived—
among the many atrocious acts of targeting civilians and especially mem-
bers of various religious minorities—as arguably the most spectacular (due 
to the scope and media coverage it received) and lethal single assault in a 
post-Partition history of social and political mobilizations against Ahmadis 
in Pakistan (Nijhawan  2010 ). Many of our participants took on an active 
role in organizing community responses to what happened in Lahore and 
to how Ahmadis were portrayed in the media.  28   Interviewees inserted this 
event into a genealogy of recurrent violence against religious minorities 
and sociolegal exclusions that the Jamat has faced in postcolonial times in 
Pakistan (Ahmed  2010 ; Iqtidar  2012 ; Saeed  2007 ). Yet, they all expressed 
a deep sense of shock. Some individuals, like Tarifa, lost several relatives 
and friends in the attacks.  29   

 Tarifa is a recent law school graduate in her mid-twenties. We came 
to know her as someone whose individual strivings for spirituality took a 
rather unconventional turn through several crisis moments that took her 
away and back again to the community. Her independence is revealed 
in the manner by which she reinterprets current scenarios of violence as 
impacting her life. Rather than foregrounding the recent events in Lahore 
head-on in our conversation, her voice emerged from an unexpected place, 
a place where—similar to the position Khayal took in responding to the 
lamented silence of her grandmother—the subject expresses the value and 
importance of concrete relations to others. Similar to Khayal too, it is a 
grandparent’s role that is paramount in the narrative. Tarifa’s  grandfather 
lived with her family since her parents arrived in Canada and he became 
precisely what Khayal missed most with her grandmother living in a faraway 
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place: a daily presence, companion and someone whose access to the com-
munity facilitated Tarifa’s own participation in it. Tarifa discussed the 
calamitous situation in which her grandfather’s funeral coincided with the 
Lahore attacks. Her personal grief was thus infused with a collective pro-
cess of mourning. Her fi rst response was similar to what other interview-
ees told us, albeit the extent to which her family was affected was beyond 
fathomable:

  I was so shocked, we were getting ready to go to the funeral, and then my 
grandmother was getting phone calls in the morning. She said so and so 
has died, few minutes later, she came and told us so and so uncle has died. 
In our family like maybe ten people died on that day. Then I went and 
turn on BBC and I was shocked to see on BBC ‘Ahmadi’ written explic-
itly, because people don’t really now. I was so shocked and we were all so 
shocked because it was the most monumental attack in our history. And it 
was an event that made a lot of the young generation to feel a lot closer to 
what it means to be a part of this sect that is hated. I think it was really a 
very powerful moment for young people especially, and because so much 
was going on in the media and online. 

   Tarifa is quite explicit about what she felt is the impact of this event 
on her generation. As her narrative unfolds, we get an acute sense of this 
immediacy and all the activities the youth began to organize around media 
reporting and consoling members in the community. Yet, in terms of recu-
perating loss, it is the fondness of the connections that she shared with 
her grandfather that enables her to relate different memories and feelings. 
The grandfather’s funeral triggered memories of another funeral, that of 
the fourth khalifa, Mirza Tahir Ahmad, to whom her granddad was a close 
companion and to whom she herself felt closely related.

When I was younger,  Tarifa recounts , I used to love meeting him (the 
khalifa) because he gave me chocolates […] and he was so easy to talk 
to. ( She went on to describe that it was a spontaneous decision to attend his 
funeral, which made her very emotional ) because I used to write him let-
ters all the time. Sometimes his secretary, sometimes he himself sent me a 
reply. When I was younger, I wrote to him about anything. I had a project; 
‘Can you pray for me’? It’s usually for prayers. ( The khalifa’s funeral, as 
she remembers, was an occasion in which everyone came together .) On that 
night,  she remembers , we were waiting; there were fi ve, six thousand people 
in the streets. Around the building: pure silence. Everyone was praying 
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just for the guidance for these people who were electing the new khalifa […] 
I think that was a very, really important time for my life, (it) reaffi rm(ed) 
my ties with […] my community. It was a very interesting moment.

Tarifa’s personal recollections thus emphasize moments of intimate 
connection, and it is the breaking apart of such bonds, which indicates the 
precarious balance between what she outlines as a reaffi rmation of com-
munity ties on the one hand, and a sense, or even anxiety, of losing such 
connections.  30   Tarifa recounts that, as she was returning from abroad to 
fi nd her grandfather dying,

it was like this very sad moment in my personal life, because my dad was not 
around and my grandfather was like my father and my teacher. He helped 
me to be so connected to the community, because he knew everyone, if I 
had to ask someone a question. He was always so well respected in the com-
munity; like when he died, I was very worried about my connection to the 
community. I didn’t want my connection to get weaker because I didn’t 
have my grandfather to go to the mosque with. 

 Tarifa illustrates why it is so important to consider the khalifa’s role and 
spirituality in the context of violence and suffering. His religious sermons 
have made an impact on how young men and women make sense of the 
violence (as revealed in our conversations). Like his predecessors, Hazrat 
Mirza Masroor Ahmad (the current head of Ahmadiyyat) addresses world-
wide congregations in his Friday sermons, which are broadcasted by MTA 
and made available as live streams to local mosques.  31   On the day of the 
Lahore attack, he only implicitly remarked on the still unfolding events, 
yet elaborated in his sermon on “satanic forces” which, as evidenced in 
Quranic verses, have posed (and continue to pose) challenges throughout 
the history of Islam. First citing the battle of the Prophet Mohammad and 
his followers, as well as the “resistance and arrogance by which Muslim 
leaders today prevent people from accepting Ahmadiyyat,” he continued 
with a longer explanation of “how God had sent angels to help the proph-
ets and inspire the pious in the ongoing battle against evil.” He also gave 
expression to the idea that the opposition to Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, as 
the founder of the Jamat (referred to as  mesih  or messiah), must be under-
stood as apostasy, thus reversing the accusation of blasphemy launched 
against the Jamat.  32   The status of Ghulam Ahmad as  mesih  in the shadow 
of the Prophet Mohammad was asserted through references to specifi c 
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revelations (or  tadhkirah ) and accounts of revelatory dreams through 
which Masroor Ahmad claims “the angels would continue to guide the 
pious on the path of righteousness.” 

 In his subsequent sermon, Hazrat Masroor Ahmad was more explicit 
on the implications of the violence in Lahore. His sermon elaborated on 
the dreams people had and on the meanings of sacrifi ce. He linked spe-
cifi c incidents to revelations by Ghulam Ahmad, affi rming the elevated 
status of Jamat members who had lost their lives. In fact, in a number 
of following sermons, each victim of the shootings was remembered and 
revered as devout, patient, and even tranquil in his or her acceptance of 
martyrdom. In the context of narrating these specifi c biographies over a 
number of Friday sermons, Masroor Ahmad also commented on the many 
personal letters that were received by his offi ce. Quoting from these letters 
performed an important testimony to the relationship between  bayat  (the 
spiritual vow through which one acquires full status in the community) 
and one’s ability to display an emotive response of patience and selfl ess-
ness.  33   The khalifa acknowledged the anger that was initially expressed 
in many communications to his offi ce, yet it was precisely with regard 
to these personal letters that he sketched a picture of shifting affective 
responses among the Jamat. Anger, he said, had given way to contempla-
tive moods and prayer, thus reinforcing the idea of social bonds being 
reaffi rmed; members of the Jamat act like “they were connected by blood 
and were related to the victims.” In fact, he further asserted that, “it is 
through blood that the mourners could show their commitment to the 
Prophet Mohammad as the fi nal prophet and the chief of all prophets.” 

 As I pointed out earlier, these narratives of shared sacrifi ce and strong 
social bonds are conspicuous within Ahmadi youth narratives. Ismat, for 
example, mentions how she fi rst learned about the attacks through phone 
calls from her relatives, then watched MTA on the satellite channel and 
subsequently followed all the Friday sermons. She narrates how the khalifa,

gave an account of the family background about those killed, what his wife 
did, or how many kids they had, whether he was a businessman, or when he 
became an Ahmadi, like if he was born Ahmadi or a converted. Things like 
that and there are documentaries too that were going on, where they show 
the deceased ones and they showed all the family members. They would also 
show, you know, how that person lived and they interviewed the children, 
and wife and the family members and friends. And every time they portray 
one person, making a documentary on him, after the Friday sermon, so it’s 
become like a TV show now. 
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Becoming part of an affective community in suffering is greatly enhanced 
by such use of religious media. More so the idea that one belongs to a 
persecuted group that fi nds its destiny and righteousness precisely in the 
moment of being singled out as “heretics” becomes feasible and this is 
often recuperated in the conversations we had with our participants. Their 
narratives stipulate a normative script of how, as pious Muslims investing 
in personal prayer and charity work, they relate to the suffering of oth-
ers in the Jamat and thus reinforce bonds across spatiotemporal distance. 
Furthermore, they validate the social interactions with friends and family 
members who are in the process of recuperating a sense of bereavement 
and often express their personal feeling of how this event imploded into 
their everyday lives.  34   

 Zahab, for example, states that the prophets “suffered a lot for their 
faith and for their message” but still persevered. Thus, being persecuted 
becomes a sign of being chosen by God:

  This is similar to what’s happening to us and this was actually forecast by the 
holy Prophet Muhammad (p.b.u.h) and it was also forecast by the Promised 
Messiah (Mirza Ghulam Ahmad) that there will be many trials and trib-
ulations that will come upon this community and they will have to keep 
enduring it with steadfastness and with patience and with strength and with 
perseverance because that’s is the sign of […] the truth. 

   She takes this likeness further to make sense of the blasphemy ordinance 
(or Ordinance 20) that led to the expulsion of Ahmadis.  35   Reiterating the 
various discriminations Ahmadis currently face in Pakistan, she argues:

  (In) the same way […] this particular sect will be treated […] that’s how you 
will know that they are the right one.”  (She goes on to say how other denomi-
nations in Islam would somehow create the circumstances that Ahmadiyyat is 
distinguished as the true one. ) It will be signifi cant in some way, it could be in 
a negative way, but it will be signifi cant and it would be distinguishable, you 
can see it. And, that is one thing that when ‘Ordinance 20’ was passed that 
all the leaders of all the different Muslim communities within Pakistan are 
brought to the court, brought to the parliament on that day and if there was 
one thing they agreed on, [it] was that we agree that this ordinance should 
be passed declaring Ahmadi Muslims as non-Muslims. So they agreed upon 
it, and we say that is a sign of the fulfi llment of this prophesy that we were 
distinguished as the one single one. 
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   We can see in such accounts how an eschatological scheme of sacrifi ce 
gets affi rmed in youth accounts that is indicative of the specifi c connotations 
of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad’s prophethood—one that is interpreted to be in 
close spiritual proximity to that of the Prophet Mohammad. This is not to 
suggest inactivity or passivity on the part of our interviewees. However, as 
members of the local lajna organization, they do seem to have endorsed 
the Quranic interpretations and especially the specifi c revelations of Mirza 
Ghulam Ahmad. In this context, sacrifi ce is rendered as proof of the resil-
ience, righteousness and determination of the Jamat and its status as a cho-
sen Islamic sect that was prophesized to bring about the revitalization and 
unity of Islam. 

 While this interpretation is widely shared among our interlocutors, we 
also encountered young women who reconstruct personal memories in a 
manner that suggests the event has penetrated their imaginaries in more 
uncanny ways. This is slightly different from how Khayal cites her grand-
father’s transcendent voice as normative or how Tarifa recaptures the ways 
different memories of loss collide. Here it is in the realm of phantasm 
(dreams) that violence enters the life of youth. To illustrate this I want to 
consider how Munira recounts a particular dream she had the night before 
the Lahore attacks.  36   Ismat and Zahab too referred to dreams that people 
had around the time when the attacks occurred and we saw how the khalifa 
made similar reference to dream accounts. She thus speaks through a nar-
rative repertoire of the power of dreams that has long played a vital role in 
the religious discourses of the Jamat.  37   At the same time, Munira’s account 
reveals a sense of local signifi ers and the immediacy through which dia-
sporic subjects relate to spectacular violence. In her dream, Munira fi nds 
herself with a cousin and another friend in “some kind of MTA studio” 
when, all of a sudden, a white man walked in “who looked like a World 
War II veteran, his clothes worn-out and rounding everybody up with a 
big gun, asking no one to move.” Munira goes on to describe what hap-
pened next:

  I’m so panicking. What is going on here, right?! And he is, like, ‘no one 
move here or I’ll shoot you’. So I just sat there and then, I don’t know how, 
I escaped from that place. And then we went and then all of a sudden that 
building, that little studio turned into a big mosque or something, I don’t 
even know. And then we went to the ninth fl oor of that building and we’re 
all like, you know how, Vari Hall ( the main entrance of York University ), 
right, (with) a balcony like that. So, people were […] standing all together 
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and then I don’t know, I just remember somebody was like, in my dream, 
somebody was like ‘Oh, we’re gonna commemorate … the World War II 
veterans.’ And then I heard like the sound of a gunshot and I thought ‘What 
is going on here?’ and I was so confused, right. And then after I woke up, 
I heard that this had happened, and I (could) understand (that) those two 
veterans were actually Ahmadis, like, high offi cials; most of the people that 
were martyred, were executive members of the Jamat. And the people that 
were rounding them up represented outside forces that were obviously using 
guns and stuff. That’s literally what they used to kill the members. And what 
we had to do is, we had to commemorate their sacrifi ce, their sacrifi ce of life, 
and that’s what … that is the thing at the top on the ninth fl oor in my dream. 

   In the reference to the obligation of commemorating the sacrifi ce of 
revered persons of her community (high offi cials) and Canadian society 
(World War II veterans), Munira’s dream captures something of the nor-
mative structure of collective memory. Her narrative portrays a scene that 
blends images of religious gathering (the mosque) with student life on 
campus (Vari Hall is the central location on York University campus where 
the fl ag-raising ceremony and commemoration speeches of Remembrance 
Day are annually held with students in attendance). But the dream also 
conveys an uncanny foreshadowing of the event. Reference to such revela-
tory aspects of dreams is not at all uncommon in the community.  38   In a 
study on dream narratives in the Jamat, Marzia Balzani ( 2010 ) notes that 
there is a sophisticated discourse on dreams in the group that is socially 
pervasive and theologically signifi cant. The most popular text for many is 
the  Tadhkirah  (Memoirs) by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, a work that consists 
of a systematic list of various dreams that span across his entire life, from 
early youth to the years in which he founded Ahmadiyyat as a movement 
of Islam. Typical for such dreams, notes Balzani, is their visionary character 
regarding signifi cant events that will occur (ibid. 296) and the revelatory 
aspects of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad’s own aspirations to prophethood (ibid. 
297). As Powell ( 1995 ) and Friedman (1989) also note, Ahmad made 
frequent use to these revelatory dreams in the context of theological and 
political disputes. Both the revelatory and political aspect of dreams is gen-
erally widespread in the Islamic tradition. Dreams that are God-ordained 
and perform an authenticating role in the claim to prophecy are accounted 
for in most Islamic traditions and in many contexts—Sufi sm in particu-
lar—dream interpretations are embedded in people’s pious  practices and 
dialogues with learned religious guides who they consult. In the Jamat, 
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dreams also play an authenticating role in the context of deciding over spir-
itual succession of the khalifa. Balzani ( 2010 ) is correct to point out that 
it was precisely the reference to a dream that led the fourth khalifa, Mirza 
Tahir Ahmad (who was so fondly remembered in Tarifa’s narrative above) 
to institute the  waqf-e nau  institution.  39   Furthermore, the  Tadhkirah  is an 
immensely popular text among Ahmadi families. It provides the framework 
for how individuals evaluate their own experience and piety with regard to 
their spiritual growth and place in the community. Balzani notes that, in 
fact, “it is through dreams that ordinary members of Ahmadi Islam may 
come to a personal and unquestioned belief in life beyond this mortal one 
and also come to believe in divine predestination, aspects of which they 
may have a fl eeting glimpse through their own dreams. In dreams, they 
may see or converse with deceased members of the family or receive a 
divine message to guide them when making important decisions in their 
lives “ (ibid. 298). But the role attributed to dreams indicates, for many 
people, not only what kind of decisions they should take but also how 
specifi c life occurrences can hardly be infl uenced by one’s behavior and, 
as Amira Mittermaier points out in her study on dreams in Egypt, rather 
“befall the subject as a radically unexpected event” (Mittermaier  2011 : 
86).  40   Munira’s dream is obviously a testament to this sense of the radically 
unexpected. The foreshadowing of violence in her dream not only speaks 
to the general importance of dreams as generating an imaginary faculty 
and different temporality that projects the self outside of linear time, it is 
also an opportunity for youth to recognize how they encounter the spec-
trality of the violent event. At the same time, it keeps them tethered to the 
everyday lifeworlds in which these visions become manifest.  

   RECLAIMING VOICE AFTER CRISIS 
 Narratives on past violence are never so clear-cut as to reproduce a single 
normative discourse. We have seen in this chapter how young Ahmadi 
women often deal with a multiplicity of situations that involve internal 
ruptures and family losses, which again elicit specifi c constructions of how 
one’s family history comes to be related to events of collective impact. 
Accounts of the past and interpretations of loss as sacrifi ce refl ect impor-
tant moments in one’s biography and, at the same time, display an imagi-
native capacity through which grand-scale events are broken down and 
rebuilt through personalized narratives and specifi c localized meanings. 
The sense of shock, the burden of standing in a relationship of obligation, 
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or the assertiveness by which the language of prophecy informs youth 
accounts—all of this is mediated by a religious imaginary of suffering. Yet, 
I’d like to show that it also gives way to a voice that is more tentative in 
its attempt to come to terms with annihilating violence. I designed the 
interviews with Sikh and Ahmadi youth well in advance of the Lahore 
bombings in 2010 and expected conversations to evolve mainly around 
intergenerational transactions of memories. This event was both a shock 
and an opportunity to witness how young Ahmadis struggled with the 
immediacy and urgency of this violence and how it affected their very 
sense of religiosity and diasporicity. In terms of my discussion on memory 
in this chapter, it is now feasible that the specifi city of the family–Jamat 
nexus and the overarching role of prophetic language relativize the logic 
of belatedness as the constitutive element of postmemory. Belatedness is 
probably not the best metaphor through which to see oneself in a temporal 
frame that links sufferings of the prophets with those of grandparents and 
one’s own future destination. And yet, I don’t think that the complexity of 
these processes of intergenerational relations and the peculiarities of gen-
erational location warrant a rejection of the postmemory model. Despite 
the reservations that I have brought forward in this chapter around how 
to read messianic temporalities with regard to the affi liative structure of 
memories, I still affi rm that Hirsch’s model captures something of the cur-
rent sentiment and affective structures that are formative of how young 
Ahmadis in the diaspora situate themselves within a global discourse on 
violence, displacement, and migration. 

 As I conclude this chapter, I want to return once more to Samira’s and 
Tarifa’s account of how they dealt with crises after the events in Lahore; 
that is, after they had the opportunity to look back “on what they went 
through.” Their in-depth accounts of the journeys that brought them to 
Canada tell us something more about the process of reclaiming voice in 
the context of violence. Memories, as it is often said, are constituted as 
deliberate efforts to make sense of past events in the light of the contem-
porary. But how should we understand the situation in which the contem-
porary is itself an unsettling terrain of vulnerability and risk: When, for 
example, the individual faces the illness of a mother in the absence of the 
father? When the memories of past separation extend into the present and 
fuse with yet unfulfi lled hopes for reunion? Or when the material condi-
tions of everyday life are such that they bleed over into a more pervasive 
sentiment of abandonment and longing for change? How do we then read 
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such accounts in relation to those memories that are enabled by forging 
links within a religious genealogy of past and present suffering? 

 As I mentioned in the initial parts of this chapter, Samira, as a refugee 
who had to leave half of her family behind, faced many barriers in her life 
and still managed to graduate from university and enter the labor market 
as a young professional. Her daily life, however, is still marked by the 
kind of displacement her family suffered. In our conversations this was 
no longer framed by reference to the threats of violence that led them 
to leave Pakistan. What became apparent was that the present conditions 
of living under one roof with her ailing mother kept a chronic sense of 
separation and loss alive. It was in a very emotional part of our interview, 
when Samira thought about what was to become of her mother, that she 
felt she was almost unable to express “what she has gone through” and 
“how she was able to make a connection” to those in the Jamat who got 
displaced in the past.

  M: “How is your mom doing now?” 
 S: “My mom … she is good. Even though, I don’t know, we don’t even talk 
about it, about what took place or why she was ill. But she is clearly sick […] 
She is forgetful. Yah, but I think she is traumatized or something. Or the 
fact that my dad hadn’t gone with us. That hurts us a lot.” 
 M: “Is she at home?” 
 S: “She is at home.” 
 M: “Is she volunteering in the community?” 
 S: “No, she went to school actually, she went to grade 12. Because they tell 
you, you should do school or something like that. So she did grade 12 here. 
She also did ECE” 
 M: “I don’t know it. You need to help me there.” 
 S: “Early Childcare Education.” 
 M: “OK, yes.” 
 S: “That’s what she did. She is good. I mean she can get a job if she wants.” 
 M: “Right, but she is physically not well right now?” 
 S: “She is … yes, it s hard for her to kinda like … she is very fragile … So, 
yeah. Last week or so, she fell on the kitchen fl oor and she bruised her knee. 
I don’t know, we had to go over an x-ray and everything. Yeah, I wish I 
could’ve helped my mom more. 
 M: “It’s very tough on everybody it seems to me.” 
 S: “So, it’s just if my dad, he can’t move here right now. I don’t know why 
he can’t. 
 M: “You said it’s the legal issue that makes it diffi cult?” 
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 S: “I think it’s the legal issue right now, because my mom is on disability. 
So, it’s the legal issue. I’m not involved in it because … I try hard, but I feel 
like I’m missing a lot. Because I don’t spend enough time with my mom. I 
want to be there all the time. Every time we think about what we’ve gone 
through … Oh my god! 
 M: “Yes, I understand.” 
 S: “It’s overwhelming, because at that time I didn’t know what I was going 
through. Now, when I am able to go back, it’s wow! I m able to make a 
connection, which is like: Wow! Is that what I went through?” 

   Samira’s sense of being overwhelmed resonates with what I discussed 
in the last chapter too when Jeevan felt a sense of guilt about not living 
up to her own expectations, but she also expresses in that conversation the 
ability of “making a connection” to a personal past which she is willing to 
see in a different light now, despite the fact that the consequences of living 
apart from her father and brother has left a mark on her. 

 For Tarifa, who left her family under very different circumstances to go 
study Arabic and Islamic Studies abroad, the realization of how past events 
have shaped her arrival in the present is differently articulated. She talks 
about how she went through an existential crisis as she lived in the USA 
and studied with both Shia and Sunni Muslims, who became friends. It 
led her to a point where she almost cut her ties to Ahmadiyyat. Having the 
resources and benefi tting from the openness of her family, Tarifa’s journey 
brought her to a point of immense self-doubt but it is also a journey that 
is narrated as one of spiritual Enlightenment that eventually brought her 
back “on the right path.”

  But fi rst crisis took root, because all my life I learned what it meant to be 
an Ahmadi Muslim. But I never learned (about) other sects of Islam and 
why these differences persist. I always knew we were different, but I didn’t 
know the extent of the division. I thought that what we believe, without 
some minor difference, is the same. Then I came back the fi rst year, in the 
summer, and told my family that, ‘Look, I am sorry but I might not be an 
Ahmadi tomorrow, because I am not sure, like, what I believe, and I don’t 
wanna believe in this because you believe it, or because my great grandfa-
ther was a companion of the promised Messiah.’ So I came home and I told 
them ‘I don’t know what I believe’. I broke down, the whole foundation of 
everything, and I said, ‘I am going to start from the beginning and re-learn 
a lot of stuff. 
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   What in the end brought her back to her faith “from a more enlight-
ened perspective,” is a journey that took her from the USA to the Middle 
East and back to Canada with many twists and turns. Rather than stay-
ing within the contexts of religious education established by the Jamat’s 
religious institutions, she wanted to further improve her language skills 
and also wanted to fi nd out what it meant for Ahmadi minorities to have 
to hide their identity in Muslim-majority countries. “I was really inter-
ested working with the people in the region (Middle East) and about the 
region,” she says, “rather than adopting a Western eye on that world […] 
Studying in Western institutions, you sometimes get the exoticized version 
of Islam or the Middle East.” During her journey, being all on her own, 
she eventually got in touch with a small minority of Ahmadis, who prac-
ticed their religion under cover. Tarifa speaks with great fondness of these 
times, especially with regard to one family she was acquainted with. In 
that context, she says, she learned a lot “about our privileges as Ahmadis 
living in Canada where we can have a huge mosque, where we can go pray 
in public, we can say we are Ahmadi in public. It was very interesting, as 
an Ahmadi with a lot of privileges, sometimes we feel that we don’t have 
a lot of privileges because we are a part of a persecuted community, but as 
an Ahmadi from Canada to go and see how (other) Ahmadis […] live was 
very, very enlightening for me.” 

 While she narrates this journey in the religious register of an enlight-
ened return to Ahmadiyyat after a period of crisis and probing her faith 
(which could be read as authorizing her story as one of enhanced piety), 
she clarifi es that, in terms of a sense of belonging to her own cohort, her 
experiences have led to complications.

So when I came back, I went and I talked to the girls and everyone was, like, 
really interested about it. But I got the sense that people from my generation 
here don’t really understand what persecution means. I think they understand 
it from the level that they have been told, they see it on television, they hear 
about it on the news. But to go and live, like I stayed with this family for some 
time and it was […] very different! It was well-received, what I was sharing, 
but I was also … it was also so distant to them … But when I went there, I felt 
really close to these people, you can even see that they have the same pictures 
we have in our houses, the promised Messiah, the same places in Qadian. 

 This is interesting because not only is Tarifa aware here of the gen-
erational predicaments that I opened this chapter with, she also validates 
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a form of transnational social practice that departs from established com-
munity practices, even those of a more mobile second generation. She 
argues, to a large extent, against heteronormative norms of a place-bound 
married existence, emphasizes the role of education and a cosmopolitan 
outlook that others might perceive as “weird” and “corrupted” (“A lot of 
people looked at me, sort of, like I am a more corrupted Muslim, because 
I’ve lived on my own; who knows what I was doing! So there was certainly 
a strong reaction from the people in the community”), and articulates a 
confi dence that is relatively indifferent to “social reputation” (“The girls 
I know in the community [were] saying that our reputation in the com-
munity would be ruined if we were to do that”). 

 The accounts of Samira and Tarifa, while articulating distinct jour-
neys, suggest that when broken down to a level of personalized mem-
ories and family narratives, loss and displacement have very different 
implications and assume different meanings. Being forced to migrate 
and having chosen to travel informed their respectively held ideas of 
what it means to be Ahmadi. It also shaped their sense of how to read 
and narrate the story of religious persecution of the Jamat and how 
this story reverberates in the conversations among the generations. The 
point of seeing these shifts in register that I have described is not to sug-
gest that some are able to step out of the boundaries of religious norms 
and imaginaries while others must remain entangled in them. Rather, 
my point is to show that if we listen carefully, we can observe how 
youth contextualize their own life narratives in relation to these broader 
imaginaries of suffering and the kinds of messianic temporalities that 
are engendered by them. As messianic times are pregnant with images 
of sacrifi ce, and genealogical times are shaped by the norm-setting pro-
cesses through which one’s place in the community is cemented, my 
analysis presents one way of recognizing the specifi c contours of the 
next generation’s postmemory discourse. 

 To come back to Samira’s and Tarifa’s narratives, we do see in them 
a movement from memories that tell us something about their posi-
tion in their respective families and communities to a painful process of 
self- discovery that brings to the fore the degree to which transnational 
social fi elds impact processes of recognition in substantially different 
ways. Hence, memory indeed requires  work  in the sense of a process 
through which social bonds are reactivated, new relationships to dif-
fi cult pasts are forged, and the embodied meanings of religious idioms 
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are reinterpreted to the extent that these continue to shape the everyday 
moral worlds of these young individuals. Institutional forces and social 
constraints mediate these young women’s specifi c generation location 
insofar as the attachment to the Jamat requires repeated acts of reaf-
fi rmation. We have just witnessed this in the young women’s narra-
tives of crisis, departure and re-integration. And yet, the conjunctures 
of personal loss and generation- specifi c entailments in the unfolding of 
violence against “a sect that is hated” always show in their accounts as 
“shadows,” as Veena Das ( 2007 , 4) would have it, of “the more abstract 
philosophical doubts about the reality of the world” that haunt us in the 
wake of violence and suffering.  

                                           NOTES 
     1.    Friedmann (1989) writes: “Prophetology undoubtedly constitutes the 

core of Ahmadi thought. It provides the general framework within which 
Ghulam Ahmad made his own claim to religious eminence. It was one of 
the main reasons why the Ahmadi community split into two sections in 
1914. Ghulam Ahmad’s ideas concerning the uninterrupted existence of 
certain types of prophetic experience have been at the root of the stormy 
relationship between the mainstream of Sunni Islam and the Ahmadi 
movement since its inception. Prophetology and topics related to it, must 
therefore occupy the central place in any analysis of Ghulam Ahmad’s 
thought” (ibid. 119).   

   2.    For a discussion on the changing use of place and location in the scholarly 
literature on transnational memories, see Amine and Beschea- Fache  2012 , 
Creet and Kitzmann  2011 , Radstone  2011 .   

   3.    This underscores the social entanglements of spatial practices or what 
Radstone ( 2011 ) called elsewhere “the locatedness of instances of trans-
mission” (ibid. 117).   

   4.    All names appear as pseudonyms. Specifi c dates and locations of the 
interviews will be referenced in footnotes. Half of this group was born 
in Canada, the other half came as children or youths (1.5 generation). 
Most of them pursued their bachelor’s degree, while one is completing 
her master’s degree, and two of them already hold their master’s. In 
terms of their marital status, four of these young women were  married 
at the time of our research and only one had children. Warranted by the 
gender-specifi c separation of organizational structures of the Jamat 
and, hence, issues of getting access to women-only spaces, we set up 
a research team made up of one female and one male interviewer. My 
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research assistant Duygu Gül led the interviews with seven of the eight 
women referenced here. I thank Duygu for her inputs to an earlier draft 
of this chapter.   

   5.    At the level of political representation, Canada has welcomed the Jamat as 
a “model minority” and representation of “moderate Islam” adopting the 
key ideas of the Canadian mosaic. When writing this article, Prime Minister 
Stephen Harper launched the new Offi ce of Religious Freedom with a 
speech from the Aihan Tahir Community Centre at the Ahmadiyya 
Muslim Mosque. For his speech, visit   http://www.pm.gc.ca/eng/media.
asp?category=2&id=5310    .   

   6.    Interview conducted in Maple, Ontario, on December 3, 2010. Interview 
transcripts have been left unaltered, except for occasional changes in punc-
tuation and few omissions of hesitation markers.   

   7.    In our interviews, we asked questions around the hijab, as we were inter-
ested in how the recent restrictions and bans in Europe were perceived in 
the Canadian context. We also asked questions around the role hijab plays 
in our interlocutors’ self-formation as pious subjects. They extensively 
talked about its personal meaning and signifi cance for them, especially in 
relation to the notion of purdah. However, a detailed discussion on hijab 
and purdah is beyond the scope of this chapter and will be explored 
elsewhere.   

   8.    This is also posted on the home page of Lajna Ima’illah Canada website 
(  http://dev.lajna.ca    /): “All members are expected to always abide by the 
law of the country where they live.”   

   9.    Interview conducted in downtown Toronto on December 7, 2010.   
   10.    In the 2015 election campaign the Conservative party mobilized senti-

ments against the niqab during the last few weeks of their national cam-
paign. The background of this issue was a Federal Court of Appeal decision 
to grant a woman, Zunera Ishaq, who was in the process to receive her citi-
zenship papers to use her constitutional rights to wear a niqab in the oath-
swearing ceremony. For a discussion of these debates in the Canadian 
context, see Berger ( 2015 ).   

   11.    Although the shifts between offi cial endorsements and symbolic politics of 
difference is generally found in post 9/11 discourses on religion, as I have 
argued before, the shifter category of the model minority idea in Canada 
has a strong resonance in the discourses of the Jamat, as the community 
continues to struggle with how to respond to allegations of heterodoxy 
and heresy by their adversaries who perpetuate ideas that Ahmadis are 
engaged in a wrongful posing as Muslims.   

   12.    Interview with Haleefa conducted on January 13, 2011, in Toronto.   
   13.    Interview with Tarifa conducted on January 13, 2011, in Toronto.   
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   14.    See Henderson and Wakeham ( 2013 ) for a detailed account of the Canadian 
“culture of redress.” They argue: “As a range of cultural, political, and 
pedagogical practices enacted by heterogeneous agents, the culture of 
redress shapes particular notions of history and the political, establishes 
what counts as a group injury and indeed what it is that can be injured, 
solidifi es a sense of the ‘national state,’ and potentially naturalizes govern-
ment responses as well as the contingent identities of those groups forming 
themselves to make demands upon the state” (ibid. 10). Among the long 
list of issues covered in their edited volume are the federal government’s 
apology in 1988 for the Japanese internment during the World War II, the 
apology to Aboriginal peoples for the residential schools in June 2008, the 
apology in 2006 for the Chinese Head Tax, Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper’s mea culpa for the Komagata Maru in August 2008 (see also 
Dhamoon  2013 ), the establishment of the Community Historical 
Recognition Program in 2008 the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
on residential schools (see also Regan  2010 ).   

   15.    Almost all of our interviewees, independent of their migration status, 
have spent some time in Pakistan, lived in different countries and fre-
quently visit and continue to uphold family ties around the world.   

   16.    I led the interview with Samira on June 20, 2014 in Toronto. I assume that 
her phrase “were made best friends” resonates the passive voice in Urdu 
such as in  ham dost ban gayi .   

   17.    Rather than recapturing the debate on postmemory in memory studies, 
I primarily focus on Hirsch’s  2008  article, “A Generation of Postmemory.” 
For a detailed account of scholarly reactions to Hirsch’s notion of post-
memory, see Athanasios Anastasiadis ( 2012 ).   

   18.    Mannheim famously argued that, “the generation location always exists as 
a potentiality seeking realization—the medium of such realization, how-
ever, is not a unitary Zeitgeist, but rather one or the other of the concrete 
trends prevailing at a time” ( 1952  [1923]: 398). For a detailed discussion 
of Mannheim’s work on generation, see Jane Pilcher ( 1994 ). Edmunds 
and Turner ( 2002 ) point out that there are at least three distinct meanings 
of “generation” in Mannheim’s work, none of which is reducible to the 
meaning of cohort: “generational location as a cluster of opportunities of 
life chances […], ‘generation as actuality’ that shares a set of historical 
responses to its location […], [and] ‘generational units’ that which articu-
late […] a consciousness that express their particular location” (ibid. 4). 
For readers of German, there is a comprehensive discussion of the concept 
of generation that spans premodern and late modern uses, see Parnes, 
Vedder and Willer (2008).   
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   19.    Similar to other generational constellations, the generation of postmem-
ory is also structurally embedded in prevailing power relations and bears 
the cultural imprints specifi c to particular elites or minorities that come 
to be identifi ed as a particular generation (Lepsius  2005 : 51). Susan 
McDaniel ( 2002 : 91) points out that “generation in its sociological 
potentiality” is always also a gendered construct. The fi eld of intergen-
erational  transmission is nothing neutral, but it is a fi eld that is quite 
often “managed by the hegemonic generation” (such as the mid-life 
generation). We can fi nd a similar interest in the work of Hirsch, who 
examines the gendered aspects of postmemory work in the context of 
prevailing political discourses.   

   20.    The institution of the jalsa salana that is today considered as the annual 
Ahmadi pilgrimage dates back to the founder of Ahmadiyyat, Mirza 
Ghulam Ahmad. Whereas the jalsa in Qadian, the birthplace of Ahmad, is 
considered of specifi c spiritual importance, each national chapter organizes 
its annual jalsa as well.   

   21.    Spencer Lavan ( 1975 ) has long ago pointed out that the Ahmadiyya move-
ment is internally understood in terms of extended kin. Contemporary 
practices of transnational marriage further substantiate such claims 
(Ahmed-Ghoshi  2004 ).   

   22.    For a discussion of violence against Ahmadis in Indonesia, see Crouch 
( 2011 ).   

   23.    Interview with Khayal conducted on March 2, 2011 in Toronto.   
   24.    In this context, Hirsch’s notion of familial postmemory as “an intergen-

erational vertical identifi cation of child and parent occurring within 
the family” ( 2008 , 114) needs to be expanded to include the grandpar-
ents, who often have an equal or even more important role in memory 
transmission.   

   25.    Hirsch’s insistence that familial and affi liative postmemory are interpene-
trated shows in the accounts of Ahmadi youth, who resort to family idioms 
that function, like Hirsch suggested as “an accessible lingua franca” (ibid. 
115), through which it is possible for the post- generation to relate to a 
distant past and familiarize it.   

   26.    Hirsch has similarly insisted on the persistence of “pre-established” or “pre-
formed” gendered norms and images in family idioms (ibid. 120).   

   27.    Omar Waraich, “Sectarian attacks on Lahore Mosques kill more than 80,” 
Time Magazine, May 28, 2010. See:   http://www.time.com/time/print-
out/0    ,8816,1992630,00.html. Last accessed on the internet on October 
27, 2015.   
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   28.    After receiving a call from their national president, about twenty of the 
young women who went to university organized a ‘rapid response team’ 
that kept track with media reports and wrote articles.   

   29.    The killing of Mohammad Yousaf, a retired and respected schoolteacher in 
Ferozwala who died in January 2010 solely on grounds of being identifi ed 
as Ahmadi, is just one of similar occurrences that the public is kept unaware 
of. See: C.M.  Naim, “A killing in Ferozwala,”  Outlook India  (June 3, 
2010),   http://www.outlookindia.com/article.aspx?265684     Last accessed 
on the Internet on June 26, 2010. The permanent conditions of suscepti-
bility to violence by non-state groups that openly call Ahmadis “killable 
subjects” ( wajib ul-qatl ), following the Deobandi scholar Maulana Shabbir 
Ahmad ‘Usmani (1886–1949) who introduced this view (Khan  2015 : 
150). This has led many Ahmadis to leave and seek refuge abroad.   

   30.    As Tarifa talks about her grandfather as a “big fi gure in the community,” 
she links the signifi cance of the loss for her family with the loss for the 
Jamat and affi rms his role in “original offi ces of the second khalif” and as 
someone who “helped found the community in Canada.”   

   31.    For English summaries of these sermons visit:   http://www.alislam.org/
friday-sermon/2013-02-22.html    . My summary is based on a re- listening 
of the original address in Urdu language. I am grateful to Saad Sayyed for 
his help with translations.   

   32.    What informs such counter-claims is the strong belief among Ahmadis that 
Mirza Ghulam Ahmad had been commissioned by God to revive Islam and 
thus holds a superior place among contemporary movements of Islam. On 
a theological plane, accusations against him are therefore often turned 
around to call out the accusers of committing acts of apostasy.   

   33.    In the context of specifying the generation location of Ahmadi youth, we 
should note that bayat, as integral to the institutionalization process of the 
Jamat as a religious organization, has had an important role in the transfer 
of formal declarations of allegiance between new- born members and the 
spiritual head of Ahmadiyyat.   

   34.    Jameela, for instance, embraces the mode of perseverance that Mirza 
Masroor Ahmad elucidated as she says that “[…] here is nothing we can 
do, we can’t fi ght back, we can’t start protest or anything, but we can pray; 
prayer and patience and praying for the families of those who died […]. 
But it really […] shook everybody in the community, you know, it really 
brought everyone together and […] it makes you to go back to your roots 
[…].”   

   35.    See my discussion in the introduction and Chap. 4.   
   36.    Interview with Munira conducted on February 7, 2011, in Toronto.   
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   37.    Powell ( 2000 ) too notes that one of the most esteemed female fi gures in 
the Jamat, Husain Bibi, the mother of Zafarullah Khan who among his 
many achievements was Foreign Minister in Pakistan (1947) and President 
of the General Assembly of the United Nations (1947) (ibid. 148), 
achieved her status in the Jamat “in spite of her lack of ‘book learning’, 
because of the effi cacy of her ‘dream power’ in infl uencing those around 
her to esteem her as one possessing special spiritual attributes” (ibid. 149).   

   38.    Reinhart Koselleck ( 1979 ) makes reference to dreams foreshadowing the 
violence against Jews in Nazi Germany. Veena Das (2007, 211–12) has 
referred to Koselleck’s work as offering methodological access to the fantas-
tic and as expanding our conceptual language of temporality in the wake of 
critical events.   

   39.    Balzani (2010) reports how two women in the Jamat reiterated how “the 
Khalifa saw an army of young Ahmadis who had gone throughout the 
world. This was an army of boys and girls who were changing the world, 
not through violence, but through peaceful ways. The Khalifa interpreted 
his own dream in a series of Friday sermons where he said that unborn 
children were to be dedicated to this cause and to become this peaceful 
army” (ibid. 300).   

   40.    It is this idea that certain experiences might “befall the subject as a radi-
cally unexpected event” that Amira Mittermaier ( 2010 ) in her work on 
dreams uses to demand a different approach to study of Muslim pious 
practices “beyond the paradigm of self-cultivation [which] assumes a 
more open and dialogically constituted subject, one how is not only an 
agent but also a patient who is acted upon” (ibid. 86). Her insight is not 
restricted to the anthropological study of dreams in Islam, but has been a 
recurrent issue in the anthropology of violence too, where the revisiting 
of sites of violence (e.g. by survivors) has not only produced insights that 
lean on the imaginary space of other worldly realities through dream-like 
scenes, but also, have problematized the limits of self-creation through a 
purely agentive lens.          

   REFERENCES 
   Ahmed, Asad A. 2010. The Paradoxes of Ahmadiyya Identity: Legal Appropriation 

of Muslim-ness and the Construction of Ahmadiyya Difference. In  Beyond 
Crisis :  Re-evaluating Pakistan , ed. N. Khan, 273–313 .  London: Routledge.  

     Ahmed-Ghoshi, Huma. 2004. Portraits of Believers: Ahmadi Women Performing 
Faith in the Diaspora.  Journal of International Women’s Studies  6(1): 73.  

    Amine, Laila, and Caroline Beschea-Fache. 2012. Crossroads of Memory: Contexts, 
Agents, and Processes in a Global Age.  Culture, Theory and Critique  53(2): 99–109.  

THE ORDINARY AND PROPHETIC VOICE OF POSTMEMORY WORK 271



   Anastasiadis, Athanasios. 2012. Transgenerational Communication of Traumatic 
Experiences. Narrating the Past from a Postmemorial Position.  Journal of 
Literary Theory Articles  6(1): 1–24  

    Balzani, Marzia. 2006. Transnational Marriage Among Ahmadi Muslims in the 
UK.  Global Networks: A Journal of Transnational Affairs  6(4): 345–355.  

    Balzani, Marzia. 2010. Dreaming, Islam and the Ahmadiyya Muslims in the UK. 
 History and Anthropology  21(3): 293–305.  

   Berger, Benjamin L. 2015. Belonging to Law. Religious Difference, Secularism, 
and the Conditions of Civic Inclusion.  Social  &  Legal Studies  24(1): 47–64.  

   Bude, Heinz. 2005. Generation im Kontext. In  Generationen :  Zur Relevanz eines 
wissenschaftlichen Grundbegriffs , ed. Jureit, Ulrike and Michael Wildt (Hrsg.), 
28–44. Hamburg: Hamburger Edition.  

   Creet, Julia, and Andreas Kitzmann, eds. 2011.  Memory and Migration: Multidis-
ciplinary Approaches to Memory Studies . Toronto: University of Toronto Press.  

   Crouch, Melissa. 2011. Ahmadiyah in Indonesia: a History of Religious Tolerance 
Under Threat?  Alternative Law Journal  36(1): 56–57.  

    Das, Veena. 2007.  Life and Words: Violence and the Descent into the Ordinary . 
Berkeley: University of California Press.  

   Derrida, Jacques. 1997. “The Villanova Roundtable” in:  Deconstruction in a 
Nutshell. A Conversation with Jacques Derrida , ed. Derrida, Jacques, and John 
D. Caputo, 1–30. New York: Fordham University Press.  

     Dhamoon, Rita Kaur. 2013. Exclusion and Regulated Inclusion: The Case of the 
Sikh Kirpan in Canada.  Sikh Formations  9(1): 7–28.  

    Edmunds, June, and Bryan S.  Turner. 2002. Introduction: Generational 
Consciousness, Narrative, and Politics. In  Generational Consciousness , 
 Narrative ,  and Politics , ed. ibid, 4–7 .  Lanham: Rowman & Littlefi eld Publishers.  

   Eisenlohr, Patrick. 2006.  Little India: Diaspora, Time, and Ethnolinguistic 
Belonging in Hindu Mauritius . Berkeley: University of California Press.  

   Friedmann, Yohanan. 1989.  Prophecy Continuous: Aspects of Aḥmadī Religious 
Thought and Its Medieval Background . Berkeley: University of California Press.  

    Henderson, Jennifer, and Pauline Wakeham. 2013.  Reconciling Canada: Critical 
Perspectives on the Culture of Redress . Toronto: University of Toronto Press.  

          Hirsch, Marianne. 2008. The Generation of Postmemory.  Poetics Today  29(1): 
103–128.  

   ———. 2012.  The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture after the 
Holocaust.  New York: Columbia University Press.  

    Iqtidar, Humeira. 2012. State Management of Religion in Pakistan and Dilemmas 
of Citizenship.  Citizenship Studies  16(8): 1013–1028.  

   Karim, Karim H. 1998.  From Ethnic Media to Global Media: Transnational 
Communication Networks Among Diasporic Communities.  Working Paper 
Series, University of Oxford. Transnational Communities Programme.   http://
www.transcomm.ox.ac.uk/working%20papers/karim.pdf     Last accessed on the 
Internet October 31, 2015.  

272 M. NIJHAWAN

http://www.transcomm.ox.ac.uk/working papers/karim.pdf
http://www.transcomm.ox.ac.uk/working papers/karim.pdf


      Khan, Adil Hussain. 2015.  From Sufi sm to Ahmadiyya: A Muslim Minority 
Movement in South Asia . Bloomington: Indiana University Press.  

   Koselleck, Reinhart. 1979. Terror und Traum. Methodologische Anmerkungen 
zu Zeiterfahrungen im Dritten Reich. In  Vergangene Zukunft :  Zur Semantik 
geschichtlicher Zeiten , ed. Ibid, 278–299. Frankfurt: Surhkamp Verlag.  

   Lacroix, Thomas, and Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh. 2013. Refugee and Diaspora 
Memories: The Politics of Remembering and Forgetting.  Journal of 
Intercultural Studies  34(6): 684–696.  

   Lavan, Spencer. 1975. The Ahmadiyah Movement: Ahmadiya History: A Muslim 
Reform Tradition in the Punjab. In  Sources on Punjab History :  A Study Sponsored 
by the Research Committee on the Punjab , ed. Gustafson, W. Eric, and Kenneth 
W. Jones, 87–129. Manohar Book Service.  

   Lepsius, M. Rainer. 2005. Kritische Anmerkungen zur Generationenforschung. In 
 Generationen. Zur Relevanz eines Wissenschaftlichen Grundbegriffs , Jureit, 
Ulrike und Michael Wildt (Hrsg.), 45–52 .  Hamburg: Hamburger Edition.  

   Macklin, Audrey, and Franç ois Cré peau. 2010. Multiple Citizenship, Identity and 
Entitlement in Canada. IRPP Study No. 6. 1–32.   www.irpp.org      

    Maira, Sunaina. 2009.  Missing: Youth, Citizenship, and Empire After 9/11 . 
Durham: Duke University Press.  

   Mannheim, Karl. 1952 (1923). The Sociological Problem of Generations.  In his 
Essays on the Sociology of Knowledge. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul  1923: 
276–322.  

  Mas, Ruth. 2011. On the Apocalyptic Tones of Islam in Secular Time. In  Secularism 
and Religion-Making , ed. Dressler, Markus and Arvind Mandair, 87–103. 
New York: Oxford University Press.  

   McDaniel, Susan. 2002. Generational Consciousness of and for Women. In 
 Generational Consciousness, Narrative, and Politics , ed. June Edmunds and 
Bryan S. Turner, 89–110. Oxford: Rowman & Littlefi eld Publishers.  

     Mittermaier, Amira. 2010.  Dreams that Matter: Egyptian Landscapes of the 
Imagination . Berkeley: University of California Press.  

   Nijhawan, Michael. 2010. ‘Today, We Are All Ahmadi’: Confi gurations of Heretic 
Otherness between Lahore and Berlin.  British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies  
37(3): 429–447.  

    Pilcher, Jane. 1994. Mannheim’s Sociology of Generations: An Undervalued 
Legacy.  British Journal of Sociology  45: 481–495.  

    Powell, Avril. 1995. Contested Gods and Prophets: Discourse Among Minorities 
in Late Nineteenth-Century Punjab.  Culture, Theory and Critique  38(1): 
38–59.  

    ———. 2000. Duties of Ahmadi Women: Educative Processes in the Early Stages 
of the Ahmadiyya Movement. In  Gurus and their Followers:   New Religious 
Reform Movements in Colonial India , ed. A.R.H. Copley, 128–156. New York: 
Oxford University Press.  

THE ORDINARY AND PROPHETIC VOICE OF POSTMEMORY WORK 273

www.irpp.org


     Radstone, Susannah. 2011. What Place Is This? Transcultural Memory and the 
Locations of Memory Studies.  Parallax  17(4): 109–123.  

    Regan, Paulette. 2010.  Unsettling the Settler Within: Indian Residential Schools, 
Truth Telling, and Reconciliation in Canada . Vancouver: UBC Press.  

    Saeed, Sadia. 2007. Pakistani Nationalism and the State Marginalisation of the 
Ahmadiyya Community in Pakistan.  Studies in Ethnicity and Nationalism  7(3): 
132–152.  

    Sian, Katy Pal. 2013. Losing My Religion: Sikhs in the UK.  Sikh Formations  9(1): 
39–50.    

274 M. NIJHAWAN



275© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s) 2016
M. Nijhawan, The Precarious Diasporas of Sikh and 
Ahmadiyya Generations, Religion and Global Migrations, 
DOI 10.1057/978-1-137-48854-1

   MEMORIES OF A BIRD 
 It was early November, and Koel, the bird, hovered like a ghost between 
the small branches of a German oak tree and remembered. Koel saw his 
mother with her head lowered and her eyes expressing a discomforting 
anguish between silent lips. She wore one of her cotton salwar kameez with 
nuanced embroidery around the borders, her chunni she had removed, 
but the dark lines beneath her eyes were still visible to his sharp eye. She 
kneeled next to an empty crib, moving it gently back and forth. In her lap 
she held a dictionary and next to her a few scribbled notes, one of them 
a doctor’s note, the others were lists of errands that she had neatly orga-
nized and that now seemed at odds with her inner state of unrest and all 
the unfi nished thoughts scattered before her eyes. The father’s trembling 
shadow stood in a doorframe. No words were spoken. His face was invis-
ible, but even his shadowy contours spoke of a retreat of composure in 
which his mind had found an impasse. 

 Hesitant gusts of a gentle evening breeze lifted the veil over the tap-
estry of acidity in the air. It was a mix of elephant dung, wasted fries, 
and strings of smog resulting from the evening commute, that made Koel 
think of how strangely remote he was from the dreamscape of its forefa-
thers’ lands that he never traveled, too small were his wings to be carried 
over the oceans, and too strong its habit of staying close to him, who 
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begot him, and see him suffer, as if his father just became that sunk-in 
shadow of himself. 

 Koel bent his feathered head and looked down on the curved sandy 
pathways that by now were almost empty of visitors. This terrain was his 
favorite playground. He pitied all those encaged animals that would glance 
at him morosely for his ability to slip right through the little holes and 
cracks in the fences, chirping at them sheepishly in his unbound moves. 
What added to their malaise was that the bird, free as it was to dive the 
skies, never felt compelled to leave the place. Koel stretched his wings and 
with his thin beak ran each feather for dusty particles and maybe some 
bugs that nested in between. 

 He didn’t mind chewing them. He had an appetite that was dispro-
portionate to his small body size, to say the least. That was his fate, as far 
as he could understand. It pained him to hear the echoes of voices in his 
dreams that spoke of a bird, much more refi ned than him as it posed on 
the shoulder of a mightier soldier, while his karma consisted in witnessing 
the unfolding of the little dramas of birth and death in his family. “My 
family has been my safe place and spiritual harbor.” How much did he 
wish to have uttered these words, once at least. His ghostly state kept him 
lurking for more, out of vengeance maybe, but it seemed that even this 
was too banal a desire. 

 At some point, he wanted them to see him, to recognize his state of 
exile under the deceptive radiance produced by his shiny feathers. To 
allow his father to pierce through the clouds of haze that had engulfed 
his thoughts, and his mother to wipe away the stream of tears that had 
blocked her vision. He wanted to be able to tell them, “Here I am. I have 
done what has been asked of me. I have done it in your name, and you 
have suffered enough. You will be free to go now. You pain is your medi-
cine, your pleasure is your state of misfortune.” 

 Sitting on his branch, he watched the zookeepers close the gates and 
hose the artifi cial mountain of rocks, where moments ago the sea lions 
crept up howling for some of the fi sh in the buckets, falling sideways off 
with a splash that turned the assembled children into a cheering horde. 
Sometimes Koel could attract them with his piercing cry, but for the most 
part he remained invisible to human eyes. 

 Moments later, he fathomed their coming. He imagined a caravan of 
refugees in the far distance, the signal of a steamer that reached shore, 
and a train arrival that disseminated sounds that hurt like a key that went 
a pitch too high, as if an arrow had strayed from its target. The image 
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though was much more mundane. Something pulsated through his body 
that made his wings shiver. As they came closer, dressed in suits and sal-
war kameez, seemingly fragile and walking with arthritic bones, he felt 
how his body transformed, again, into a confi guration of foreign syllables, 
each feather an undecipherable sign. Even as he tried to recompose each 
syllable to a word, the words to a line, the hymn felt forever incomplete, 
unable to touch them, one by one, as they passed by; poetic lines of a 
lament disintegrated into pitiful sounds.

  Ask him about what it is like to feel abandoned, 
 Scars in his gut bleeding time 
 See the householder who has been washed away 
 From his beloved shores, the fortunes of life. 

 And so it happened again. His father stood right next to him, without 
noticing, and as he moved on, that same feeling of being overturned. 

   In the last moment Koel took off and went right behind them to slip 
through a gap in the side entrance, sneaking his way into the building 
where they gathered for the anniversary. It was his father’s anniversary; an 
anniversary of exile celebrated as a homecoming. All the preparations had 
but one goal: to keep memories clean of disturbing fragments such as him. 

 Koel foresaw it and made sure to imprint his unthought thoughts on 
the script, so that each declaration became a question, and behind each 
question lurked the rough waters of oceans of the mind too challenging to 
cross, fi lled with the corpses of memory that the bird dived for and upon 
breaking through the water’s surface again, gasping for air, held like pieces 
of garment into the sky, stretched along a straight line that immersed in 
the gloomy horizon. 

 No one would be able to tell how it began and how it would continue 
from thereon.    
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