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The aspirations and problewms of contemporsry Muslims have been variously
formulated as, '‘the challenge of the Nodern Age to Islam®, a confifct between
ritihad end Taglid, or in cven broader terms as a teansion that is by no means

scullar to Xslam only. (1) Whercas the varigcl wse of terminolegy to express
properly the nature of the problem may be questioncu, we can agree in principle
that these has come about in the minde of conecrned Muslims a certain motivation,
since the onset of the so-called period of modernization.(2) Tais has led them
to consider and evaluate Islam- as they had come to belicve in {t, ond practise
it- in terms of its adsquacy to deal with an cnrerging exfistential situation. (3)

This paper then, is concerned largely with znalysing this motivation

. a8 it has been reflected within the Nizari Y¥owi'ili community of East Africa, (&)

snd relating this to the wider issue of the prccesses by which a specific

Muslim group has been able to affect change. :n order to faci{litate a discussion
within the framework of a short paper the issuves will be focussed in the

context of two specific developments. Oac concerns the censtitutional development
of the community, that is, the creation of institutidns and organizaticns that
have lcd to a corporate and individual identity. This in tuwn necegsltates an

. outline consideration of the structural changes that hzve taken place in the last

75 years or so and the factors that underlie this. The cther area of consideration,
revolves arcund the more contempsrary igsue of the community's attitude and
response to political changes in East Africa wi.th the onset of independence

for her three states. This highlights articularly the problem of how a
close-knit, highly centralised group like the ie1:&'3lis have attempted to
align themselves withic the complex of national policles snd cbjectives. The
issues have in a scnece been arbitrerily cirocen but L hope it will become clear
zs the discussion progresscs, whey tuey ane ceatbral to understanding the ways
in which the Isni'ilis see their rele .58 facing up to changing
circumsiaonces. Moweover the two issu t the mechanism by which the
community is able to vedeiine fts chjectives 1f-inage. '
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Feecntly, thore has been erowing iuncerest about the develeopment of the
11is wichin the wider ficlg of € “ciem in East Afrieca as well

~ of scciolcgiccl iike pluralism and mincrity
groups(5}. The e fU11e, themselves bhave been wiliing to cubmit thefr cwn
developmaont to analysis by fellow-mosiners and others and coaseauently there is
cnough mozevial to sarnit an outline discuesica, particularly <n the two
problems cel out sbove. Sources, for tils papsr are therafore based on the wain
on field vecearch carsicd out by others ond 130 on the basis of publications
by the comauaity. $his is further complemnnied by the availebility of
and specches made by the last two feims, vhich lay doun as it were the aims and

ouiding linzc for the community(5).
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he spehte of there belag wore. thon 700 tasn'il femilies in Zanzibar, being
cortinually oupmoaied by fmmigraats fron vdtc (7Y M the Sea faan Cane, ten




yéars previcusly, Justice Arnould mentioned the existence of 450 Ysma'ili
families then(8). Another official writing from Zonzibar in 1830 noted

that every vessel arriving from India to the E:st African Coast, contained
wany Isma'ill fmmigrants from India(3). Though it is difficult to pin-point
exactly when this wave of fubigration began, we know of certain factors that
encourdged this growiang trend. Asian traders verc known to have plied the
East African Coastal trade for a long time but with the establishment of the
Omani Sultanate on tue Fast African Coast in 10840 which encouraged Asian
settlement and trade, full-fledged immigration began(10). Secondly, adverse
conditions in ¥ndic cocupled with the advice of the lmams, encouraged the
Isma'ilic to seek newer pastures and it seems that even at this very early
stage one can discern some sort of a plamed careness on the rart of the
Imams to eacourage irmdigration and eventually thie development of a large
cormunity in East Africa.(ll) 1In torms of argunization, during this early

period of settlemeat ca the coast, the main feitures were the Jama'at-khAnahs,
vhi h acfed as the religious and sccial feecal 2oint, each administered by two
officiale- a linkhi and = Kamdiz (1Z) But cvewu from the earliest days emigration
and settlement into the iaterior tock place. 'The main lines of this move are not

i
o

cury on swd'ili trader, Allidina Visram had
servicas far inte the interfor aling with
vom the coast far inlénd. Before long he
ve than 30 hranches. These branches came to

very clear but by the ond of the ceor
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be steffed and rua by fe Loma' il fmaizreaic or relatives (13). Thus by
this tima .there were dev the C ©ad inland, peckeis of Ismd'flis

baced on the jama'ht-ibinmah
they probably ressmbled other Asian
had tended to cluster into groups a .
denominator of all these groups it cambored was their basically
entreprenerial orientatien and vhat tion they had could only have
beer the Caste or Cemrunal bonés thay | “avgat aiong wikh them, albeit

in a very loose fazhiza.(14) e 18 cuever the Tsma'ilis wvere
visited twice by their Indn apd roco Cirst censiitution., The
programme of constructing a comumify wigh a 1 aly individual end dynamic
fdentity had hesun.
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rencired. The coastitution was therefore meant to provide a framework that
would apply to the conmunity and act as safety-valve against seceders who nay
lay claim to communal property. Such a case was fought in 1305, in order to
resolve which the thea Aga Khan 'IIX executed a power of attorney, by which
three of his follovers would act os his agents in matters of land 2nd property
in Africa.(13) These earliest days of the community's development thus ,
focussed {ts attentica on centralizing the reins of organization in the Tmam's
hands and creating safety-valves for future development in case the authority's
legality was quectioned. Once this wag done, it becomes easier to underztand
how the Imam's could cxert their fnitiative in creating charge and trassforming
their followers who gave them ccueplete allegiance. Bovever, the individual
personalities of the In%m also rlayed a key role and the policies starzed by
Age Khan I in india wdre carried through with even more vigour by Aga Rhan ZII(17).

By 1124, therinterplay of these factors becume more evident as the conmunity
grew im number side by side with the ecopomic growth in the interior of Rast
africa. Zanziber 'had ceaced to be the contze of greatest importance and as
new centres of Terd'ill sctivity cowe into existeace, they had to be provided
with connecils zand administrative orcinizatien(18). In corder %o co-ordinate
the various ceatres, provinecial cxncils were set up in what had now become
the three East A riza: f Taugo ’

uganyika, Ugaada and Kenya. A new
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an Asiatic pattern of exisicnce, but they enccuatered a society in process

of developwent, which i§, if anything European-Afrécan. To have retatined

an Asiatic outlook in matters of language, habits and clothing, would

‘ave been for them a complication and socially a dead weight of archaism

in the Africa of the future'.(21) Toe changes thus reflected a preparation
for the comainity to pass into what was soon to be a new era, when the much
ackaneyed "vind of change’ was to create drastic change. §ince the accession
of Rarim Ag2 Khan to the Im3mat in 1957, the changes in the Constitution

have been clightly redefined and the clese~knit, highly orgenized system as it
is reflected in the latest 1’62 Censtitution appears as follows:~(22)

Ts, Under

1. Provincial Councils i
ic cciations,

them come the Econonm

» In charge of local affa
1 LAca
Youth Asscciations etc.

n each province
it 1fare Societies, Women's Ass

a
tltees,; Va2

2. Territorial Counciis, aae in each of the 3 stotes, members of which are
selected from vericus provinces.

3. A Suvnreme Council Ffor Africa with a chenging head-quarters, to supervise
and co-ordinate the vorious Fexritorial Councils.

Each of the above Councils has a respective Tribunal with .a Chajirman
and four meabers, Thelyr main = tien is to deal irith dispute arising
in marriage and divorce applications, inheritcace disputes etc. Cases of breach
of the Coastivution are also breought befere tha tribuncls, who 2lgso act as
courts of appeal(23). ’

*a whoee main function is to act a8 a

4-' . An E?;".CL'UJC ive (curnic ic
to the various Qrranizet ioneg.
<

i
financial body channeliug

5. I juricdiction of an Administrator
in eac ta b Zducation Isards that deal
directiy wich schools L2 swoen 6f ¢hese boards have ew-officioc stetus
in the Provineial Couneilz, ind the Léminisirators hold similas positions in
the Territorial Councilg.

0. Heal:h Tastituticns ore “ha cencern of the Hoalth Administrazor in each

o c o
couneLy, with Frovine-ial

7. Jamati A€ . Ramadia for every
darafar hingh , = win functio: o pay fory P oificiate at all religious
anc social cercmoaies, ch as idek wfes attonaani vpon bivth, marrlage and

(z4)

death. “hey a

8. Tor purpsses of veligious oducatien, propoaation cud disseninatioa and
publicaticn of relininus literacere theylenist in cach state an ¥smailia
fisseciatien with wrovineist bedies at lezal lewvels. Tusze involved in the
work of the Associntion ser ly @5 crperonts of the faith ond are




5.

concerned mainly with the explication and precching of the Tslamic tradition
and values. (25)

Leving delinzated the present structural get up of the Ismd'ilis, the
next important step is to consider how itg escential components are related
to each other and how the whole system in fact operates. The Preliminaries
prefacing the Constigution establish two points. One that the Rules of
Coaduct have been ccnceived within the “opirit of ¥slam'" and secendly that
"nothing therein ccatained shall affect the Absolute Power and Sole Authority
of Mowlana Hazar Imawm to zalger, anend, modify, vary or ammul at any time
or to grant dispencation fron the Constitution or any part thereof.'(26)

In terms of the way, therefore, that the cemnunity sees this Consztitution
and Rules of Conduct, we note that the fdecolozical framework within which
these have been conceived, has its root in the historical ozrigins ond
development of Ism3'{1% ideas abous plity, a point to be examined further,
at the conclusion of thig study, when we analyze the factors and assumpticas
that motivate the systenm.

The various Councils and Orgenicati s a
emerge ac extensicas of the ITmim's acthority coad guidance, both of which, in
a sense, miwrror the commwmity's visioa of life. These extensions are co-~ordinated
to involve as many Ioni'Ilis o posoible at verving levels of organizatfion.
Henee though t €, comcs from the Imdm, it is in actuality,
the community which iz able to by its involverout in the day to day workings
of the system, keep it {s worth noting that the promulgation
of the Rules was net a sole cct of the m, bat the outcome of "Constituticnal

ative, that toured areas of Africa,

te a code that related the legal
J <ical fremework of the varicus
o 1iving.(27) When we ceonsider the
i0ld the various Bozlis, ve z2lso notice some Interesting
developments. Vhereas in fhe ecrlier days, it was the business-minded, more
influential members vho served in the councile, today there is conciderable
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iversificacion. The tribunal-merbers cre in most cases lawyers, the Educational
anc health Administrators are profecsional men and ao on. As the institutions
have becone more scphitsticated, zo ¢ c cducatiocnel ievel of the
3 riscn, i : the outcome of the early start
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vhat they are.

All of vhich leads us to our second najor concideration in the paper
the comzunity in an era of political change in East A7rica. Whereas in the
discussion of the prerious problem, the emphacis was on how the community
has achieved its pres:nt status, the second pcint illunminates the far more
complex issue of how it 2ims to contfnue the Frocesg in the future. The
prasent Imdm has enunciated the suiding lires to his followers in this way:

"As true IsmATlTs you must remember thar you will always have two
principal obligaticas. The first and paramourt of these is your religicus
obligation to Islam aad to your Fmom. Your cscecond obligation is a secular
one. You must alvzays be loyal to the country of your adoption and to whatever
Government is responsible for your Security and well-being. This is the
advice vwhich my belovad srandfather gotve to you. I believe it {g ag
wvise and true today.as it was when he was alive. It constitutes the surest
guarantce by vhich you can raintain your faich and your civic identity'.(34)

r to ecxamine the working of thi
3

e s
¥sma'ill attitudes scwords the problem. in pro-independence days. As we noted
1 i S

eariicr, they formnd pari of a wider Asicn c:tlement in East Africa. Horris,
in discussing the cveivtion of tha Asian commmity as a whole in i{ts earlfest
days states: “An ouicider night have pootulatnd that in these circumstances a
single indizn community would emerge, stratificd rossibly in terms of social
class, but net in terms of caste or Sectarian differences.''(35) Yet the

) ely to develop a Completely different

Tsi@' Ll conmunity zot about deliperar
ard corporate group. Al zha same, T
themselves with othar isling i
Muglims. Cne wer this wac dona wa
cultural traits, that carricd over ajs into Cthe religious sphere. The
ag changed from Cujarat

was a distinet attempt to align
ra2, in porticular the indigenous

deily proyer (salie): L o Archie, the Hindu inheritance

lews that governed the comnunity at ¢t were altered to that of Shi'a

law and Pndicn ceremonies atrendant 2z, birth ete, were curtailed. (36)

Mueeh more borever than these shifts =2l and religious matters, was the
o i
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L2 pronaw from the (clenial te an independent era

was alco p re by the yublic speeches of the Ixfm,
fdentilying i el naticncl ones, and most important of ali
oreniy op Speetive national citizenship(33). The Astian in general,
faced with independeat. natioaal gevernoment fcund themselves caught in a dilemma
a3 their previovsly semmentod, onclusive apnd rreofevential pesition under the
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British was felt to be threatened. As a group the ¥s=a'ilis were the ozly

ones vho effectively declored a posltive stand, orther Asian groups lacked the
cochesiveress and though many individvals cast their dye for national status,

mcny wmore sat on the fence.(40) Since then, a lorg segment have left, The
reasons appear two~-fold. First, the "nationa lluatwon“ policies of the countries
necant that those who still held en to British Protected Status, fcund their
primary field of business- the vetall trade- threatcned. Secondly with the
varicus gevernments gradually anplying pressure these Agian felt squeezed out
for the very recson that they had not committed themselves in an way and
censequentiy had not emvicaged the oroblems they would face. ILventually this
resultec in the so-called Astan "exodus" from Keayz(41). The Tsmi'7ll by their
united ceclarations and by acting upon the fm>iications of independence for them,
hed ouce a2zain set liencelves apart. 45 a close~hknit group they had once more
affectecd a copstructive tr i » which othar g;on“" as a wihole lacking in
similar organization and lo could not ao except on the bzsis of
individual inftiative ty-valve for the traasition
peried vas that the conceatrating on retall trade

to industry, both ac a cerncrate group., 7This shift was

crowaed by the euts cu Mndustrial Promotion Service,

which began to wor e three Covernmeats(42). Thus,
1] Zau a;ional fields, tne

by virtue of a fL: : a and
Isha'ilis vere able :
have nad ¢o facec.

Lf cbove the crphasis has heoen on the pesitive copects of Isms 'ilY
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Muslim group has zchizved ia mzating ¢h 3l

Y

ts equilibrium and
2sion. £hat underlie
¢cn wider implicatiocns
18 Loyalty to the idea

» @nd¢ on the other a
50 when the deirands of
cday than befere in

2lons without a dre
hicirever not %o d

DR

+
2 . {tg retention of
traditional inst i
hemogene oy, T en
the attompi
in tha futu
of an Irim wiho haz
sccular ehadience
conmmittnont wade by ra;
developing cc;:;r\Z:.

1.

i
i
3y Y ot
.

3

the guccensful xicrgence of a community like

c
nust aslt {Tro bhas

t
fiyst cumcorns nes o iy
8¢, wvaat type of sonlotly thize chanoos bove I nd esuecially for

a2 luciin conmunity viat wmge &3 Muslins,
The cocond quostlon cuation in which
the group hos devaler el the group 8
pérticusar fentures ¢ iSTC:.Lul pe:ioe in wntch it moves.
To answer ths fiw one aceds “obkfwa a lictle inte Tsma'ili
history and thought. to the Sunvis in general, the zources of




law and development for the Isma'ilic did not stem exclusively on the

basis of the Four Usuls and their interplay(43). Modern Muslim thinkers
like Afghanl or 'Abdiih, to name two, in attempting to revive Islam felt

{t necessary to redefine current attitudes torards rhese sources, One
resultant feature was the neced that was felt to return to the tsTh: > Islam
of the Salaf.(4%) In the Ismid'ily fdeological framework, the Imamah existed
as an additicnal invariable, the impetus from the Imim coming by way of the
special position inherited by them after the death of the Prophet. The

work of tune Prophet thus in Ismda'ill hiictory came to be complemented by the
role of the Indm and ome of the remarkable festures of Ism2'111 history is
the way this Institucion has survived the mixed fortunes of the %sma'llis,
The ancestors of the present cowmmunity in East Africa, were ccnverted

in India and their form of igmda'ilism differed vastly from that of the

early Fatimids or the Hiziri Tswi'ilic of Percia(45). Flexibility,

o
therefore wos a hictorically conditionad, buiit~in tvait. This and the ideal
of the Fmanah mbde £ d

t easicr for the Tsm¥'Ilis to scecept change initiated
hea a pessibly dichotony, bLetwoen sacularization and an
already develecped syctem of Shaviian did not exist, because the InZnm
himself chznneled new institutions into tae community, thus giving them
their specific acceptabiliiy. Another importcnt distinetion lay in. the way
they defined the '"spirit of ¥slam''~ "islam me=ns not only faith busx it
means work; it means craating the world in which you can practise your
faith to the best of your abilicy and to practise yecur faith you must
be able to do this; to create the worid in which you can practise.''(46)
This concept brea o2 basis oa wvhich the ¥503'11%5 buklt their systen,
by giving Islim & wider implication and relating it to historical factors. The
"worldly' er secular azpect was thus given emphasis for it was necesgary
to create a viable caviroament in which the values could be practised. If
we look at the community's davelonment vith this concept of Islam in mind,
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© to uaderstand why they felt it necessary to adjust end

b
adapt to the historical milicu in which tiicy lived. This fluidity however is
o

ccatrolled so te speck by the Tndm and the preblem has been raised in
soziological terms of thether this single varicbie can maintain its
self-reneving capacity while the other seructures are constantly being
Teaznaped. (47) So Sar this threat has not materiaiisced, because as we have
2o0ted, ia every generation the Jollowers have becn able to identify with
the leadership cud czavarsely their faith in ihe imimat, has been fortified
by the zctual dynanisa of tho irdims, ond this iatevoction ci two factors
can be ra2gardad as cuz sinzle most contributo y {actar in providing its zources
of vitalicy

whe particulor, aistovical Frsters asafu.e which the Temailli davelopment
can be zoen, have oisz2 »loved ¢ ‘wtommining vole. This i3 amply illustrated
whan ve cuvnay ¥ 1115 to those in other pects of the
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world., hoen cances have not obtoined.  The communities in

Sywia, Ching, an oo a {cx cuarple reficct complete contrasts in BIRY
ways. Thae oaly fector thal i cemmsn £0 all S their continuing aliegisnce to
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the Iuam, while thejr social and economic conditions differ greatly, The

vact changes in the community from {ts original secretive, clesed and almost
caste-like status to itg energence under the relatively freer and benign
3ritish administration in India as well as Bast Africa, were Strongly affected
by the alteraticn of the polétical climate. The British Rule in a sense
provided the indifferont unbrella under which the ¥smZ'tiis had mich greater
frecedom of movement and action.(42) The favouvrable political conditiong have
continued in Base Africa, and the ¥onia'ilis as we have seen are participating
In the n=w national objeciives with Perhaps & greater sense of belenging to the
young, plural sozicty of Eage Africa. At this stage, then, discounting

any drastic political change, the future bedeg 1O meversal of fortunes for the
Ism3a'ilis. gr they can ceniinue to participate fully and ot every level in

the process of nction-building and becoze part of the new multi-racial African
image that Ease Zriean nations are trying to premote and formulate, then there
is no rezson waey their portlcelay ¢eality of Vigour cannot be integrated

into the natisaal effory thae ray aid the tack of all those concerned in
building stable, and coual luzal societies. (50) ' :

word of caution on the
iz dealing with = group
studying Fndian irmigrant

Finally, to round
methodologicai problosn
such &3 the Ismi'ilis.

communities cver the vo s Lficaticn of degrees of chaage

: ) ~ . . . *

In terme of factors thest favor elzvd chizuge.  Falg classi€idation sets
forth four sets orf veristie by which one e jauvge chonge, narcely:
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a) Immigretica as SYeups in tiha coce of Ease Lfrice ie considered a factor
retarding channe.

b) The sarc “ppiice €5 zrouns thae maiatain ties with the homoland,

c) Immigration as LI0lers o Dost Afrien os :cnsidcr;u£>-as'a -3¢tor retavrding
changa.

d) Scparation frca tie Post S¢cizty ic also o factor retarding change. (51)
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Medicval Islam. The ¥sma'ili religion evolved over a long period and

a wide area and meant different things in different places-~--'(52) Though-
the comment refers to a specific period of Isma'ili history, its implications
have ?ar greater validity in our times where the flux, cemplexity and human
varle-(,j are so much rore evident.
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