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THE ISMAILI SECT IN LONDON:

RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS
AND 50CIAL CHANGE

Peter B.Clarke

The Ismailis in London are a community attempting to adapt
the stock of lamaili theoretical concepts to the explana-
tion and control of events in a changed and changing social
gituation., This article is concerned with assessing the
role of Tamalll relfgious inuatitutions in this proccegss of

1t will Lo argued that because the luamalllt
bellef system emphasizes the irrelevant and transitory
nature of Ismaili religious institutions, the true role,
paradoxically, of thesc religious institutions is preserved,
and as a consequence they remain relevant to Ismallis,

adaptation,

.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND, INSTITUTIONS AND BELIEF SYSTEM

The main purpose of the following historical outline of
lsmailism is to emphasize the effects of two legal verdicts
on the structural development, community organization

and bellief system of the Ismailis,

The Ismailis today, it is estimated, number over
twenty million and are found in forty different countries,
Until rccently, fifty thousand lived in East Africa (1).
The Ismailis were, in fact, among the carlicst Asian immi-
grantsg to East Africa and many families there are now in
ciir fourth and fifth generation. 1In 1840, Aga llassan
Alf Shah, the flrst Aga Khan and forty-sixth Ismalll Imeun,
fled from Persia to India after an unsuccessful rebellicn
against the throne. He advised his followers to leave
India and go to Africa where they would be provided with
a better future (2), In East Africa, Ismailis such as
Tharia Topan, who became an overscer of Customs in Zanzibar,
and Allidina Visram, a very successful trader and known as
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the ‘uncrowned King of Uganda', soon made their mark.

In India, meanwhile, two events of great importance
for Ismailism took place., During the Second Afghan War,
the Imam of the Ismaills helped the British in the anncxa-
tion of Sind and by way of reward was given a pension and
more importantly the rank of hereditary prince (3). This
title has proved to be of great significance for the
Ismaili community in that it not only gives the Imam
status in the eyes of his followers but also enables the
community to regard itself vis-a-vis other organizations as
a distinctive, autonomous soclal group whose leader can
negotiate on equal terms with the leaders of other organiza-
tions and communities (4), The other event of even more
significance in the making of modern Ismallism was the
judgement of Mr Justice Arnocld in the High Court in Bombay
in 1866, which declared the above named Imam, Hassan Alfi
Shah, to be 'historically and in fact the acknowledged
Living Imam of tho Ismailis in Bombay and elgewhere (5).
The judgement, along with that given in the High Court in
Tanganyika in 1924 (6) played a vital role in the shaping
and structuring of modern Ismailism.

The significance of the Bombay judgement of 18606
lies not only in the fact that it gave legal recognition to
the then Imam's claim to be 'historically and in fact the
living Imawm of the Ismallis in Bombay and elsewhere', hut
also in the fact that all Ismaili communal property wa:
legally vested in the Imam for his own absolute use withiout
any responsibility of trusteeship (7). The court case nad
arisen over, among other things, the question of the
ownership of the community's property. The Imam's position
in Bombay was relatively weak, his authority being oftun
disregarded. Frequent disputes occurred over the payment
of the tithe (Zakat) to the Imam, the distribution of
funds, and claims by some members of the community to
own a share of the community property. The 1866 Arnold
verdict decided the above issues in favour of the Imam,
thus strengthening his authority considerably.

The 1866 judgement was important in two further
respects. It laid down that the Ismailis were in no way
Sunni, as some of the opponents of the Aga Khan clalmed,
and it also endorsed an organizational structure for the
Ismaili community. Chief Justice Arnold declared that the
Ismaili community had the following organizations;

(1) a Jamat, a 'Congregation of the People', an assembly
in Council of all the adult males of the Ismaili community
of that place; (2) a Jamat Khana, a Council orxr Cuildh:ll
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of the community. He then went on to name the officilals:
the Mukhi, steward of the Jamat, and the Kamadia {pronounced
Kamaria), an accountant of the Jamat, both of whom serve
diuquam bene gesserint’ (8).

The Arnold judgement thus clarified and gave legal
backing to the quasi-absolute r., jlous and political
authority of the Imam which a few years previously was
being challenged by a considerable number of more demo~
cratically and cgalitarian minded Ismailis in Bombay.
verdict, as has been indicated above, was reinforced by
that of the Chief Justice sitting in the High Court in
Tanganylka in 1924, The Ismailis, the judge declared, had
established a distinctive political and social organization
for themscelves under the leadership of the Aga Khan and had
never been absorbed into the gencral body of Muslims. This
verdict again went a long way in providing the legal
normative setting for the establishment of a 'benevolent
theocracy' and bqglstered what one authority has styled the
‘divine Kingship of the Aga Khan' (9).

This

Further constitutional and organizatlonal developments
took plaoce In East Africa (10). A conciliar gystem of
organization and administration is now operative which is
‘similar to that of Calvinism: local councils are represented
at the provincial, territorial and continental level. ‘Their
function is to carry out routine administration according
to the policy laid down by the Imam, to promote the welfare
of the community and to maintain uniformity in customs and
religlous practices. Tribunals at provinclal, territorial
and continental level deal in particular with violations
of the congtitution, The community's religlous affalrs are
handled by the Ismallia Assoclation which publishes
literature, especially the Imam's flrmans (authoritative and
binding statements), admits converts and undertakes the
religlous education of the community,

In addition to the above organizations there is a
Department of llealth, of Education, of llousing, and a
community insurance company. In 1966 the Industrial
Promotion Service {(IPS) was founded to oncourage Ismailis
to inveuat in industrial projects, especlally in Bast Africa.

The nature of the organization and administration of
the community tended to make of it in East Africa an auto-
nomous, independent, self-reliant and somewhat exclusive
body (l1l), albeit very successful in the spheres of
education, entrepreneurship, and generally speaking, in
all spheres of the middle sector of the economy (12).
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The Ismailis are completely westernized in terms of
dress. Women do not wear purdah, and young women wear the
most up-to-date clothes. There are no arranged marriages,
though marriage is usually endogamous. Exogamous marr:ages
are permitted by the constitution to avoid the 'break--p'
of the community and/or apostasy of the young by over-
rigid insistence on cndogamy. The majority of familic: are
nuclear, but parental moral pressure and influence on " he
children, even if married, is strong, One Ismaili, in iis
forties, a university lecturer, who has virtually abandoned
the practice of Ismailism, was very worried about what his
father thought of him and his habits, such as drinking
alcohol.

In terms of religious practices Ismailis are obliged,
L1f it 1s possible, to attend Jamat (the community centi.
and mosque) twice daily =~ carly in the morning and at :unset.
Ismallism, however, docs not stress the formal side of
worship or cmphasize ritual and symbolism to any great
extent.  Meditation is emphasized because Lt ig the perfect
prayer and leads to ‘contact' with the Imam. Ramadan s
such 18 not kept by Ismailis except for Leltul Kadar, the
twenty-£irst and twenty-third day of rhe Ramadan fast.
Agaln hajj to Mccca »M not an obligation but hajj to thu
Imam is,

The Qu'ran is of importance to Ismallis, but not
$0 important to them as it is to Sunnis, Ismailis havc
the word of God Incarnate in the Imam: 'It {s the word of
holy firman of Imam-i-Zaman which is the one, the only
and the whole basic principle of Ismailism® (13). The
authoritative statements of the Imam - the firmans - are
binding on Iamailis and take effect immediately. Ismatlis
are people of 'degrees', Rellgious practices, for example,
are graded according to their different values: ‘Prayuvr
said in congregation excels prayer said alone by twenty-
seven degrces' is an ten cited verse of the Qu'ran., The
ethical and religious ideal of Ismailism, however, is
absolute and unreserved obedience to the Imam and the
doctrine which he preaches. The worst faults are dis-
obedienco and tho shirking of one's duty. Fallure to
'recognize' and obey the Imam carries the penalty of
reincarnation,

The belief in reincarnation is very unusual among
Muslims and is possibly, in the Ismaili case, the result
both of the intensive 'mixing' between Ismailis and Hirdus
in India, and the attempt by Ismaili missionaries from
Persia to convert Indians to Ismailism by the use of the
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Pir Sadruddin,
+ fifteenth-century Ismalli missionary from Persia who

sorked in India, in his book Das Avatar attempted to

slarify the divine sanctity of the Ismaili Imams by

Jescribing the incarnations of the Hindu God, Vishnu.
wurther, he translatod the Qu'ran into Gujerati and helped
zo popularize the Ismaill faith by the composition of
religious hymns, again in Gujerati (14).

This belief in reincarnation is by no means dead
among Ismailis in London. Informants told me: 'Ismailis
strive for perfection of the soul and imperfect souls return
n human form until they can be united with Allah’ (15).
rsmaills read with interest accounts of reincarnation, and
Ismaili pamphlets such as 'Read and Know, No. 38,
published by the Ismailia Assoclation, carried an account
of a4 case of reincarnation, which many informants accepted
as authentle.  Though In origin the basic reasons for the
extstence of such a bellef among Lumailis may well have
Leen the ones indleated above, at present the belief in
retncarnat lon 1 adhered to bucauie ft is constdered to
e part of The tomat 1L boliol nystos in tta own right.
vaflure to belleve in tho Imam means that the Lumalll
after death must pass through a cycle of rebirth in animal
form before being reincarnated in the form of a man with
another chance to believe in the Imam (16).

Ismailis see themselves idealistically as followers
of the realistic advice of their Imam. 'The whole
mystery of our faith', a sccretary told me, 'is faith in,
and obedience to, the Imam.' In Ismaili homes, shops and
in the Jamat one will see a photograph or picture of the
Imam. At prayers, prostration is made at the mention of the
name of Allah and the Imam. It is to the Imam one turns
at prayer, not as in orthodox Islam, to Mecca. Ismailis,
further, regard themselves and their faith as ‘logical,
rational and founded on commonsense'. They are, they say,
vhe elite of Islam; other Muslims fail to progress
because they rogard the word of the Qu'ran and that of the
Prophet Muhammad as *static', Ismailis, on the other hand,
emphasize floxibility and adaptability. No Ismaili
institution is regarded as a permanent fixture, and every
€irman can be contradicted by another firman. The concept
of the Imamat and belief in the Imam alone are unchangeable.

The Ismaili community in London was established in
the 1950s. Between 1953 and 1963 it was in the main a
student body, in England to qualify and then in the
matority of cases return home. Immediately before inde-
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pendence Iin Kenya, Tanzania and Zambia the number of Asians
nc:onmpw<. including Ismailis, who came to Great Britain
increased (17). The threat of stricter immigration

control by Britain, the pending Immigration Act of 1968

and the expulsion of Ugandan Asians in August-November
1972, increased the number of Ismailis in Great Britain

to around 10,000.

These factors changed the nature and composition of
the Ismaili community in Great Britain. The student body
became less numerous than the 'business', professional and
semi-professional Ismailis. Further, from being simply a
place of transit, the London Jamat became a permanent
wcnnwmaosn. Two changes, therefore, occurred in the
1smaili community in the late 1960s and early 1970s:
diversification of occupation and permanency of settlement
As yot, the Ismaill community in London is only a noasc:pnw
h: ‘embryo', facing s lifferent landscape from that of bast
Alfrica, with Lty inst .ations and soclalization :cc:optL
c¢lther non-uxistent, impalred or simply in the wnooc;w mﬁ
bucoming, o

PHE ISMAILI BELIEF SYSTEM: BASIC VALUE ORIENTATIONS

Ismailism encourages, indeed implicitly commands and out-
~bccm as an 'article of faith', the pursuit of economic

gain. The Ismaill ethic 1s positively this-world orientated;
the 'tragedy of the idea' of Ismailism would be an intro- .
verted, God-orientated asceticism. In this context what

is meant by the Ismaili ethic is principally the duty to
work, and guilt about not working (18). Ismaili character
structure is based on literacy, self-improvement,

conscience, saving, thrift, paying one's way, preparing

for the future, personal control, honest dealing and
veracity. It is pragmatic and empirical to a point,
dedicated to practicality, utility and hard fact. An
Ismaili saying runs, 'Business is prayer, sleep is prayer,
everything is prayer.' It appeals to commonsense. The
London situation requires these virtues more than ever;

there is little risk in the new environment of them

becoming otiose with welfare and affluence.

Ismaills are an example of a status group in the
Weberian sense. Weber's idea of a soclety as ‘'an arena
Wm competing status groups, each with its own conflicting
interests, status, honour and orientation towards the
world and man' (19), together with the Weberian concepts
of varying rationalities provides a suitable context w:-hin



74" Patcy B. Clarke

Ismatlism does have some of the Weberian ‘'values'
assocliated with economic activity. There 1is the desire to
accumulate material goods rather than consume, and a desire
to maximize one's material prosperity. These desires and/or
tendencies would be categorized by Weber as acquisitive
rationalities: ‘'when the Limitation of consumption is
combined with the release of acquisitive activity, the
inevitable practical result is obvious: accumulation of
capital through the ascetic compulsion to save' (20).

The fore-mentioned two attitudes complement each other and
in combination result in financial rationality.

The third attitude towards work is the most obvious
similarity between Ismailism and the Protestant ethic.
Wweber wrote about the Protestant attitude towards work:
‘the evaluatlon of the fulfilment of the duty of worldly
affalrs as the highest form which the morality of the
individual could assume... gave everyday worldly activity
Q nmwpa»ocm significance’ (21). The result of thia bellef
for the Purltan was that mundano toll itseclf became a kind
of sacrament., And here one reverts LO a theme runnlng
through Ismallism and also noted by Weber au appertaining
to 'Puritans', nanmely, the belief that material work 18
intrinsically good. Perhaps as a consequence of this
belicf there is a blas towards ‘physical' work, that is,
buying and sclling. ‘fhe rationality of work, then, is an
Ismaili attitude.

Innumerable firmans can be quoted which stress the
maximization of material prosperity, acquisitive rationality,
financial rationality and the rationality of work. One
firman runs thus, 'rhe good new way is to start as in
kast Africa...the capital should go lnto the pockets of
the lsmaili community with safety for their trade, commerce
and thelr own advancement' (22). *again, 'Insurance
is not a form of gambling as many people are perhaps inclined
to think. Indeced it is no more gambling than locking up an
tron safe at night in order to protect its contents.'
Constant advice is given on spending, saving, house
buying, investing, ectc. The Constitution lays down the
amount of moncy which can be gpent on weddings, including
the number of guests who can be invited and the quallity
of the food, There must be no ostentation, no
extravagance (23).

Extravagance and ostentation are only permissible on
‘religious' occasions as manifestations of belief in and
loyalty to the Imam, occasions such as the welghtings

P o e mew el e LYY s A Y A euech occasions
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Ismailils bear witnc:  to the 'Kingdom of Order' constructed
in the material world., One reason for the great valucv
placed on material goods is that increasing wealth is
u<ico~»n of an increasing glorification of the Imam. The
Nairobl Gazette indicates that business success is most
pleasing to and a way of emulating the Imam, Again,
another quasi-religious value which is congruent with the
accumulation rather than the consumption of material goods
is the idea of gaining and retaining wealth because past
wealth is seen as proof of one's spiritual fidelity (24).

Other firmans indicate the emphasis placed on the
fore-mentioned rationalities quite clearly:
On hearing a request from a man for an amulet of
prosperity Hazir Imam said, 'There cannot be an
amulet of prosperity but you should economize and
spend less on new shoes, clothes, etc,... Keep your
expenses lower than your income and surely Mowla will
glve you prosperity' (25).
This simplo, cloar advico i3 read out and meditated ujpon
dally in the Jamat or in the home., Ismailis are informed
by the fionan that 'cconomy in daily life as part of
rcliglon is necessary...that constant attention to
cconomy in life.,.not to spend more than necessary cven
if rich so as not to show superiority over others 1is
vital' (26). Three Ismaili businessmen, in their latc
fortiecs and early fifties, told me that they remembercd
the advice given them when they were members of the Ismaili
Youth League in Nairobi in 1937: 'We were told', they
sald, 'that we must learn three things: the beauty of

Ismailism, the means to good health and the principles
of sound cconomics.'

Alongside these commands to economize there is
constant cmphasis on health (27), welfare, hygiene and
education, on the spirit of adventure, on business -

'We are business pecople' ~ on individualism: 'Don't live in
a lump, spread out, leave home and town for the bush {f
xoc can be materially successful there.' Money, morcover
i3 sanctified, sacramentalized, made symbolic: 'The 50:0%
that I give is holy moncy and it must be spent with care

and if you spend Sh 1/-, Lt should derive the benefit
of Sh 2/-' (28).

There i3 maximum stress put on insurance, investment
and economic uplift; Ismailism itself is seen as a sound
financial investment. The Zakat, Dassondh and other
‘gifts' to the community are profitable investments. Most

Temailie in Io0ndon wil)l evelaim, 'Toaok vhat wve have 5. 9|
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from payment of the dassondh) look at what the poor
receive in return for thetr few shillings in terms of
nospitals, ctc.' Aga Khan IIT on the occasion of dpm
!tamond jubilee said that the amount he had been given
must not be scen solely in terms of his own glorification
but as a sound investment in the community, and, expenses
apart, it would be given as a gift to the Diamond Jubilee
ur<mwnao:n Trust to avoid a downward trend for all
Ismailis (29). He told Ismailis that the Platinum Jubilee
is only the name 'but really there lies your own interest.
I do not need to show it to the world but it is for all
your benefit' (30). The object of the Jubilee was to form
companies for mutual help for Ismailis, They are advised,
too, to place money in the Ismaili Tnyestment Trust
'because it will probably give you ~asler terms than those
You can get from the bank on fixed deposits' (31),

A recent Ismaili gazette of wide circulation carried
an article, 'About Insurance' (32). The first scction was
entitled, 'Protection of Your Dependents’,
with the questlon of estate duty and how best to cope with
lt.  Sccetion Two was concerned with *Saving and Taxatlon':
‘...on every Sh 20/- of premium paid, you will save
Sh 3/- in your tax liabilities on other incomes'., Section
“hree was about 'Saving on Estate Duty' and Section Four
was on 'A Plan of Assurance'. The article is prefaced by
«n encouragement to take out Life Assurance with a view to
avoiding 'fruitless expense', reducing costs, and the
“eceping of a family budget which will render the most
nrafitable returns on one's income. ‘The basic underlying
osrinciple which 1is repeatedly stressed with regard to
1ouseholders and buyers is that 'one's desirability of an

avoidable "want” counts more than the ability to pay' (33).

Ismailis, moreover, put a premium on education
because as they point out: 'It is a well recognized fact

that education holds the key to economic development' (34),

‘There is a close relation between the degree of literacy -
the numbers of school leavers and holders of higher
certificates as well as graduates - and the annual per
capita income of a nation, it is believed. Ismaills in
London schools are noted for their effort, industry,
competitiveness and desire to pass examinations (35).
Virtually every Ismaili involved in unskilled, skilled or

semi-professional work {s engaged in some type of part-time

cducation mainly in the fields of accountancy, business
studies, engineering or Islamic studies. Everyone is en-
couraged to study and girls are advised not to marry young
‘n order that they may have a chance to study (36).

[t was concerned
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The Imam's guidance is certainly one source of
motivation here: 'the problem of education i{s so very
serious and important that it is a question of life and
death for a Jamat' (37).
tion: success in business, an important role in the
community as adviser and/or expert on doctrinal, financial
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There are other sources of motiva-~

and economic matters. An educated Ismaili may have the good
fortune to travel widely in Africa, India and Pakistan,
lecturing in Ismaili schools, colleges and Jamats, Further,

the more practical forms of education are not overlooked;
"I am very pleased to know that girls are taught knitting,
sewing and cooking, I strongly commend the managing board
to give such type of education to girls so that they cun

bucome economically independent' (38),

Property is another major concern of Ismailis, . 4
deeply committed, practising Ismaill the question was
addressed, 'What is your most important concern and/or
ambition in life?' 1The reply was, 'To have my own homc
and to do the best I can for my family.' 'Do you think
very much about death and the after-14fo and your stacc
and condition then?' I asked. 'How do you separate this
Iife and the next? Surcly if one works hard to achieve
success in this life without harming others, this success
will be rewarded by Allah', the informant replied (39).
This is a typical Ismaili attitude. Many Ismailis have
their own homes in Wimbledon, Palmers Green, South
Kensington, Bayswater, Hendon, Earls Court, Chatham,
Chelmsford and Romford. Many live in relatively poor
arcas such as Balham, West Kensington and Turnpike Lane,
but intend to move into 'better' districts.

It was stated earlier that Ismailis are a status
group in the Weberian sense. In Ismailism, wealth counts
for a great deal, but persons of humble and lowly origins
are not despised nor is their background a barrier to high
rank, status or an influential role in the community. ‘The
concept of contested as opposed to sponsored mobility, if
the distinction has any value at all, is held by Ismailis
Positions of Councillor, religious official (Mukhi) and
Status such as Knight, are not ascribed but open to all.
Sir Eboo Pirbhai, Supreme Councillor and Knight, began as
a labourer in East Africa. In theory any Ismaili can rise
to any position or ran! in the community, In Practice,
however, it does happen chat the majority of the important
and influential in Ismailism are wealthy men who have the
time and money to look after the community's interests.
This results in the criticism frequently voiced that the
leadership is 'out of tanch? L .

LI RO ’
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of ordinary Ismailis, that 1t blocks the way to the Imam
and misinterprets his wishes (40).

Qfficlals, :m<mnnrmwmmm. are in theory appointed
by the Imam, can be dismissed by him and thelir offices are
supposed to rotate and change hands every two to threec
years. Consequently, for those Ismailis whose perspective
locks to Ismaillsm there is the belief that elite status
is open to all, With this belief goes the view that to
have time for community affailrs one must have wealth and
leisure. The spin-off from such attitudes is a stress
placed on material possessions as credentials for elite
status, important role, rank or position in the community.
The less well-off, the striving middle class, tend to
despise the top echelons of the Ismaill hierarchy. They
will refuse to attend Kushiall, describing it as an 'arena
where the wealthy, the snobs, go to parade their jewels,
ornaments and other paraphernalia...'. Conscquently,
status CnV:Cm arc a fact and often o divisive one in
lsmall tom,

FamlLlum (A1) Lo an fmportant themo in Iomalliom and
there Ls, it would appear, unlty and reupuect within the
nuclear and extended family. There is not, however, in
certain respects such as mobility, a tight rigidity and
control. One Iumalll whom I met, a student, has two
brothers in London whom he visits falrly frequently, on
average once a week. Both brothers are professional
pcople and work independently of one another. fowever,
this Ismaili lives with neither; his parents are in Canada
and he hopes after graduation to move there and establish
himself professionally if the opportunity arises, other-
wise he will stay in England.

Other cxamples of Ismailis living apart from their
relatives in London instead of grouping together abound.
Their leader has told them not to 'lump together...it is
bad for hygicne and thwarts the spirit of independence
and adventure' {(42)., The influx from Uganda has altered
this trend, but only temporarily. Ismailis, it is said
by independent obscervers, are not too proud to take on
menial work, to live rough for a while. They will move
wherever thelr chances of success are greatest {(43).
Soma have moved to Edinburgh, away from kin in London.

The this-worldly emphasis in the Ismailil ethic is
not considered to constitute an excessive concern with
material gain or a negation of the transcendental since
Fhe aehievement of material prosperity signifies hard work,
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wcwm:mmonum»nm and dedication, and acknowledgement of the
transcendental consists almost exclusively in a firm bclief
in the 'Ever Living Guide',

ADAPTABILITY OF ISMAILI INSTITUTIONS

As an 'explanatory' system adjusted to a particular set of
social circumstances {n India, East Africa and in London
the Ismaili belief pattern has considerable adaptive .
potential, Ismailis, when faced with an interpretative
challenge of social change do not simply turn in on )
themselves, attempt to live in two worlds, splitting
themselves in half, nor cling more intensely to faltering
traditions, but try to re-work their belief system and
traditions into more effective forms, until they acquirce

the explanatory role they possessed in the 'pre-change’
period.
~.

The Ismailil bolief systom is ‘rational' and 'this
worldly'., It {s ratilonal, following Wecbuor, in tho genwc
that religious bolioefs arv ro-orderod {n a new and move
cohuront way in order that thoy bo wore in line with L::m
one knows and experiences (44). Successive Imams have
emphasized that 'truc ith 1is founded on intelligence'
that even their infallible firmans can be altered, n::f\
the purpose of the firman {s 'to give guidance which
¢nables followers to live out their religlon in a changing
world' (45). Firmans have stressed the tenuousness of m:c
wp:xm between religion and social organization: 'All
institutions are temporal, capable of being modified or
even eradicated' (46). All, that is, except the Imamat
The Imam has power to alter any ritual, form of £Onm7pv.
institution, or interpretation of the Qu'ran. Herein \
lies the potential for change and adaptation. The Imam's

role is to adapt positively the Ismaili belief system to
every situation,

Ismailism, further, unlike orthodox Islam and othur
Shi'ite groups such as the Daudi Bhoras and Hns:omron»um
who believe in a hidden Imam, emphasizes both the 'abstract'
and 'concrete' presence of God. ‘The 'theoretical® God is
present by a ray of his light in the Imam. Consequently
the 'this worldly' aspect of the Ismaili belief system mm
not only 'theoretical' in the sense of providing a recipe
m0ﬂ how the world really works, but is also 'emotional and/
or personal'; contact with the Imam is contact with a
person of divine stamp.
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It is partly on account of the doctrine of the
Imamat and other aspects of the Ismaili belief system
that very little emphasis is placed on the permanency of
institutions In se. Many Ismaili institutions which
existed in East Africa no longer exist in London, or if
they do, they exist only in embryo. This has involved a
weakening in the institutional control over the community -
along with institutional structural change on a large scale.
llowever, the cffects have not been traumatic. RAs indicated
above, the symbols, institutions and rituals of Ismallism
are less important than the values implicated in the
religious culture: all roles, forms, institutions, ritual,
traditions and commands are regarded as impermanent,
excluding the Imamat.

This relative lack of emphasis on the significance
and fmportance of religlous instltutions has important
consequences for Ismailism and helps one to understand
the real significance of ‘religion' /belief in an Ismaili's
1ife. By emphasizing 'religious culture' as opposed to
stressing the importance of religlous institutions and
structures, Ismallism Ls Laylng ifmportance on the indispens-
able in modern soclety. In the changing situation which
Ismailis are facing, the essence of the Ismaill message must
be explicit, clear and intelligible. This is so to such
an extent because the 'context' of the belief system has been
altered and cannot therefore provide of itself compre-
hension of that system. Consequently communication per
se of the message rather than reliance on institutional
structures and context to communicate its meaning becomes
vitally important. This is why Ismailis in London are
reminded so frequently that their hearts are the true temples
of worship, that institutions are ephemeral, transitory,
alterable, even capable of being demolished (47).

in the London socliety in which Ismailis now operate
religious institutions and roles cannot provide 'internal-
ized', cmotionally felt, unambiguously reccognizable signs
of identity as they did in East Africa. Thus Ismailis are
now obliged to carry their 'identity' and religious belicfs
with them, because it s not possible for a ‘society’
in rapid transition to locate these in religious institu-
tions and structures. DBecause of the frequent upheavals,
moves and changes which the Ismaill community has
cxperienced, there is the recognition by lsmatilis of the
importance of their religious culture rather than institu-
tions. lHence, perhaps, the decrease in the number of
out-marriages in recent ycars (48).
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As a result, however, Ismaili religious institutions,
paradoxically perhaps, perform what would appear to be the
proper function of such institutions. Though Ismailisnm is
frequently attacked because it 'compromises’ its institu-
tions and to an extent its doctrines by making them fi:
with fashionable trends, nevertheless both would appear
to perform a positive nd enabling role. As has been
indicated above, in L... section on the belief system,
I1smailis are encouraged to be independent and adventurous,
not to tie themselves to particular forms of ritual or to
believe in institutions per se. An Ismaill is advised to
cope with the challenge of life by relying on his ‘inner’
resources. He is autonomous and dependent on what he has
‘inside' him. He is also dependent on something 'outside'
himself - the Imam, who represents the existence and
presence of God. The Imam's role is not to encourage .
passive dependence but is rather a re-enabling role: he
will enable the belicver time and again to maintain or
regaln where necessary his self-sufficiency and indepcndence.
Iumaill religlous institutions have the same function. This
wliote process iy symbolized in the 'Nyaz' ritual, when
Ismailis drink 'holy' water blessed by the Imam. lere the
object of dependence is 'internalized', and thus the
believer is freed from dependence on 'external forces' or
‘institutions’'. :

Thus Ismailis are not, by and large, caught up in a
dependence on the Institution. Institutions are a starting
point for a new autonomy, being in themselves transitory
and subordinate to the essence of the belief system.
Ismaills, therefore, can put a distance between their
individuality and the religious institutions, and outgrow
the need for a specific type or types of institutions as
visible or invisible props. Institutlions are not irreclevant
in that they assist in the maintaining or regaining of
self-confidence and independence. They are, however,
considered to be irrelevant in the sense that they are not
meant to provide a place to hide in or an object of bellef,
Ismaillis, thercfore, are not soclalized into believing in
the 'Institution' nor are they enslaved to it and
dependent upon it.

Thus Ismaili teaching, worship and ritual concentratc.
on the esscnce of Ismailism: the unity between Imam ond
mo'min (follower). Through teaching, external symbol: and
rites there is created a belief in and an experience of
contact with the Father of this brotherhood. The Ismaill
{s somewhat surprised by the idea of someone being simply
a ‘church-qgoer' or at the notion of someone practisine
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nis faith by simply attending church or mosque. The

lsmalli goes to Jamat because it serves a variety of
purposes. It creates a xind of spatio-temporal frame in

a time of upheaval and rapid social change, it is a place
where worship is always a soclal activity. It is not
necessary, however, to go to Jamat in order to worship God;
as many Ismailis put it, 'We pray to God on the trains, on
the buses, anywhere' (49). Ismaills go to Jamat when they
can because as has been suggested they find ‘order' there
and arc enabled to cope better with 1ife. An Ismaili

will not cut himself off from the world nor seek refuge
anyone can become holy after

a fashion, Ismaills maintain, by living in isolation or
'within the walls of a mosque' but the real test of faith
and sanctity ls to be able to succeed in the world 'and
that's what our community and religion must help us to do' (50),
‘this approach way succlnctly expreased by the Imam in one of
Wiy firmana: ‘According to our faith, ono of tho greatost
services you can render tho cause of religion is to make
your worldly affalrs a success' (51).

The majority of Ismailis lnterviewed maintain that tho
community structure and religloys institutions have helped
them in this endeavour in the past, do so to a lesser extent
in the present London situation and will do so again in the
future, and conscquently accept them with the proviso that
they are transitory and capable of being changed or even
radically altered. It must be pointed out here, however,
that there is a small minority of Ismailis who do not hold
this view of the community and its institutions. One finds
among London lsmallis the complete ‘Trroeltschian mystic’
who has left the community and prays at home or anywhere
‘hbocause the heart is the true tomple of God' (52). Then
there are the 'dissenters' who protest that the Imam has
too much control, and that his authority has nothing to do
with the Qu'ran (53). This 'scripturalist’ trend found
among, but not exclusively among, Ismaill students is
combined with an attack on the idea that Ismaill institu-
tions arc transitory. There is a dislike of the case with
which everything can be altered to fit changed circumstances.
Others arc opposed to the restructuring of Ismailism on
the East African model because of the power this would give
to the Imam. Finally, a few others attach religion to
segregated areas of belief and behaviour, and do not
accept the global claims of Ismailism. They refuse to pay
Zakat on the grounds that there is no need to do so in a
welfare state. They object to Ismaill exclusivism,
denominational education and the interference of the Imam
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The above statements on divergent trends should not
be allowed to obscure the common value consensus upon which
these variants are based and out of which they have arown.
The majority of Ismaills show a concern for status, cmphasize
self-help, sec Ismailism as a rational and intellligent belief
system and many of the practices of Ismailism as cthico-
medical, as enabling one to be a better person., Willpower,
perserverance, resolution and self-rellance are values common
to the majority of Ismailis, These common values arc
promoted by the Ismaili belief system, every aspect of
which 1s regarded as transient except that of the Imamat,
and thus a regression towards dependency on religious
institutions as props during times of rapid social change
is avolded, and the ‘'raison d'étre' of religious institutions
maintained.

NO'T'LES

1 Sce E. Kjellberg, 'The Ismailis in Tanzania', Institute
of Public Administration, Unlvorsity College, Dav cs
Salawn, 1967,

2 See E. Kjellberg, op.clt., and J.U, Hollister, Tho Shia
of India, London, Luzac, 1953.

3 Sce J.H. lollister, op.cit., pp. J6Off.

4 See P.B. Clarke, 'The Ismailil Khojas: a sociolejtcal
study of an Islamic Sect', M.Phil. thesis, King's
College, University of London, 1974, p. 17.

5 J.N.D. Anderson, Islamic Law in Africa, HMSO, London,

1959, pp. 323ff.
6 1Ibid., p. 325.
7 Ibid., p. 328,
g 1bid., p. 328.

9 seec H.S. Morris, 'The Divine Kingship of the Aga Khan:
a study in Theocracy in East Africa', South West Journal
of Anthropology, No. 14, 1958,

10 See E. Kjellberg, op.cit., pp. lOff.

11 1bid., pp. 22ff.

12 Ibid., pp. 20ff,

13 Sce K., Hawami, Introduction of Ismallism, Beirut,
1970.

14 See J.N. Hollister, op.cit., pp. 369ff; E. Kjellberg,
op.cit., p.20 and P.B. Clarke, op.cit., p. 56.

15 See P.B. Clarke, op.cit., p. 55,

16 1Ibid., p. S6.

17 See C. Duncan, ‘'An Experiment in Non-Racilalism',
Institute of Public Administration, Dar es Salaam,
March, 1968.

10 Chan DN Yarkae o 1 . 190



-84

19

20

23
24
25

26

27

28
29

30
31
32

33
14
35
36
37
38
39
40
41

42
43
44
45
46
47

48
49
50
51
52

53
54

P2ter B. Clarke

See R. Bendix, Max Weber: an Intellectual Portrait,
London, Methuen, 1973, p. 2062, .

Sec Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic, trans. by Talcott
Parsons, New York; Scribner, 1958, pp. 13-17 and passim.
Ibid., pp. 13-17; p. 168 and p. 249.

Sce Precious Pearls, 'he Ismailia Association, Karachi,
1954, No. 128.

Ibid., No. 94.

Ibid., No. 98.

Ibid., Nos 104-123.

Ibid., No. 63.

Ibid., No. 127,

Ibid., No. 131,

Sece W. FPischauer, The Aga Khans, lLondon, Bodley Head,
1970.

See Precious Pearls, op.cit., No. 131,

Ibid., No. 82, .

Sce '"rhe Ismaili Literary Critique', Nailrobi, 1966,
Souvenir No. 1, pp. 21-3, and 'Africa Ismailia',
Nalrobi, PFcebruary 1972,

See '"Africa Ismaillia', op.cit., p. ix.

See P8, Clarke, op.cit,, pp. 176ff,

1bid.

Precious Pearls, op.cit., No. 55.

Ibid., No. 83,

1bid., No. 79. :

Sce P.B. Clarke, op.cit., p. 190.

Ibid.

See P.B. Clarke, 'The Ismailis: a study of community’,
British Journal of Sociology, December 1976.

Precious Pearls, No. 76.

See P.B, Clarke, M.Phil. thesls, op.cit., p. 200.

See R, Bendix, op.cit., pp. 50ff.

See Procious Pearls, op.cit., No. 109.

Ibid., Nos 89-100,

I discovered during my field work that this was a
frequent theme of lectures and sermons.

See P.B, Clarke, M.Phil. thesis, op.cit;, p. 193,

Sece ibid,, p. 124,

Sce ibid., pp. 139ff.

Precious Pearls, No. 136.

Sce E. Troeltsch, The Social Teaching of the Christian
Churches, trans. by O. Wyon, London, George Allen &
Unwin, 1931. .

See P.B., Clarke, M.Phil, thesls, op.cit., p. 36.
Ibid., especially Chapter 3 and Chapter 6.

.




