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Abstract India’s and Pakistan’s governments, like most of the world’s govern-

ments, responded to the spread of the COVID-19 virus with lockdowns, which in 

principle also affected religious institutions and rituals. However, Sunni mosques 

in Pakistan were not closed, as the government has no authority over autonomous 

religious organizations. In contrast, the Islamic organizations and institutions in 

India complied with government orders, and tried to present themselves as a “re-

sponsible minority” during a period when relations with the Hindu nationalist gov-

ernment were strained, and because a convention of the Tablīghī Jamāʿat had 

contributed considerably to the spread of the disease in the country and abroad. 

In Pakistan, the role of the “responsible minority” was played by the Shiites, who 

closed their mosques. On the whole, Muslim religious leaders and organizations 

showed little interest in taking a stand on the pandemic. Those few who make ex-

tensive use of the internet tend to address the better-educated social strata, and 

tend view pandemic-related restrictions more favorably.

This paper was originally commissioned and planned as a sur-
vey article, and attempts to map Islamic organizations’, public 
figures’, and state agencies’ responses to the COVID-19 crisis in 
India and Pakistan. This includes not only responses to the ep-
idemic itself, but also measures taken or proposed by the two 
countries’ central or regional governments, therefore this paper 
must address the relationship between Islamic organizations 
and the state, and in the case of India, attitudes among the non-
Muslim majority, as well. Where pertinent, the activities of Mus-
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lims with South Asian backgrounds abroad are also mentioned. 
This documentary approach identified four specific research 
questions which will be addressed in this paper.

1. The differing attitudes of most religious authorities to 
canceling congregational prayers in India and Pakistan.

2. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on minority–ma-
jority relations, as early in the pandemic, the spread of the 
disease was accelerated by religious “super-spreader 
events” in both countries.

3. Legal (fiqh) and other religious arguments used to legitimize 
or to delegitimize anti-COVID-19 measures.

4. The surprisingly little attention paid to the pandemic by 
many religious actors (as reflected in their media). As the 
research was unavoidably dependent on material that was 
easily found on the Internet, it is necessary to consider 
how distorted the findings may be, as a result of this 
selection.1

The course of the COVID-19 pandemic in India 
and Pakistan 

In both India and Pakistan, individual cases of COVID-19 be-
gan to emerge in February 2020. In the following month, the 
disease could no longer be contained, and spread throughout 
the population. In both cases, religious meetings and pilgrim-
ages to other countries played decisive roles at this stage. In the 
following months, officially-published infection rates and the 
per capita death tolls remained below those of most Western and 
Latin American countries. Epidemiologists add caveats regard-
ing these numbers, as, among other things, India’s and Pakistan’s 
low official infection rates reflect the fact that far fewer people 
are tested than in Western countries. When it comes to the  
relatively low death toll per capita, the low average  
age is a factor to be considered, and frequent previous infections 
may have prepared the populations’ immune systems  
well.2 Nonetheless, when it comes to absolute numbers, India 
was the country with the third most deaths related to COV-
ID-19, behind the USA and Brazil at the time of writing (early 
December 2020). Moreover, it seems that the governments of 
both countries were not convinced that the relatively favorable 
numbers reflected the actual spread of the disease, as they opt-
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ed for harsh lockdown measures that resembled those of many 
Western and Middle Eastern countries, potentially leading to 
detrimental economic effects: The government of India esti-
mates that its GDP will contract by 8.9 percent in 2020, where-
as the World Bank forecasts a 1.9 percent economic contraction 
for Pakistan.3

As in other countries, citizens’ compliance with the govern-
ment mandates was presented in terms of responsibility, and re-
ligious leaders and organizations were also expected to contrib-
ute to the containment of the disease, although the measures 
implied considerable interference in religious practices.4 Before 
describing the responses of Islamic actors in India and Pakistan 
to the double challenge of COVID-19 and the counter-measures, 
it is necessary to describe the main groups in the heterogeneous 
landscape of South Asian Islam, which will be referred to fre-
quently, the relationships between Islamic institutions and or-
ganizations and the state, and finally, the political situation on 
the eve of the COVID-19 crisis, which was particularly decisive 
in India in terms of religion becoming a central issue in the pub-
lic response to the pandemic. 

Islam in South Asia: The institutional framework 
and the main currents

A characteristic difference between Islam in South Asia and Is-
lam in most Middle Eastern countries is the fact that religious 
life has not been organized by the state in the last centuries. As 
result there exists no state-controlled religious bureaucracy as 
in Turkey or most Arabic countries. This resulted in the devel-
opment of a heterogeneous religious landscape in what are to-
day India, Pakistan, and Bangla Desh. A number of religious 
currents representing specific religious and legal traditions or-
ganize religious education and mosques. Although in India they 
are still mostly privately financed, they profit from a state col-
lected zakat in Pakistan. Further sources of income are dona-
tions from other states, in particular the Gulf monarchies and 
Iran, whose importance should not be overrated. The religious 
sphere is not completely independent of state influence in either 
country. Although the average quarter or village mosque is not 
state controlled in Pakistan, Auqaf Departments of the provin-
cial governments administer the financial and practical matters 
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of many Sufi shrines and a number of representative, mostly his-
torical mosques. In India, the Central Waqf Council has a sim-
ilar role under the Ministry for Minority Affairs and its sub-
branches in the states and union territories.5 Politicians in Paki-
stan have continuously attempted to control the religious dis-
course, but with limited success. The Council of Islamic Ideol-
ogy, an institution intended to legitimize state policies in Islam-
ic terms, or to formulate Islamic doctrines suitable for suiting 
realpolitik, does not wield much authority, a matter that once 
again became apparent during the COVID-19 crisis.6

Three currents represent various traditions of Sunni Islam: 
the term “school of thought” (maktab-i fikr) is commonly used.7

Barelwis: Named after Ahmad Riza Khan Barelwi (1856–
1921), this school of thought represents the amalgamation of Su-
fism and the strict adherence to Ḥanafī law that characterized 
Islamic beliefs and practice in Northern India for centuries. Sufi 
rituals are performed at the traditional darbārs “courts” around 
the tomb of a saint under the supervision of a pīr, who usually 
is a descendent of the saint, and the government agencies men-
tioned above. Instead of playing a leading role in performing the 
traditional Sufi rituals, Barelwi scholars legitimize and defend 
the basis of their theology. Although Barelwis may be the larg-
est school of thought in terms of the number of adherents in Pa-
kistan (there are no statistics for any of the three South Asian 
countries), the Barelwis lag behind the Deobandis when it comes 
to its number of educational institutions and the media output.8 
Generally, Barelwi scholars have denounced secular education. 
This has contributed to their archetypal image of “backward” 
rural maulwī in the eyes of secularists, and also Islamists. Min-
haj ul-Qurʾan (“method of the Qurʾān”), an offshoot of the 
Barelwis that plays a important role in terms of responses to the 
COVID-19-crisis in Pakistan and in the diaspora, diverges 
markedly from this image. Since 1980 it been organized by Mu-
hammad Tahir ul-Qadri (b. 1951) and addresses more educated 
social strata, by presenting a variety of Sufi and Ḥanafī Islam that 
takes secularly-educated sensibilities into account.9

Deobandis: Named after the town Deoband, north of Del-
hi, where the Dār ul-ʿUlūm, the “mother” madrasa based on 
their teachings was founded in 1867, the Deobandis follow the 
Ḥanafī school of law, but the reject most ritual aspects of Sufism. 
They are particularly active in the field of religious instruction. 
Daughter schools of the original seminary have been founded 
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all over South Asia. Before British rule ended in 1947, leading 
Deoband scholars supported cooperation with the Indian Na-
tional Congress, in contrast to the Muslim majority.10 As a re-
sult, the Dār ul-ʿUlūm is often considered the main Islamic au-
thority in the country, and fatwas issued by its Dār al-iftāʾ are 
often presented as the official Islamic view. Other leading schol-
ars opposed that line, and supported the formation of Pakistan 
as a separate state for the Muslims in British India, and subse-
quently moved to the new state and built up their own organi-
zations there. Under British rule, the Deoband school had al-
ready found many followers among the Pathans on the border 
of Afghanistan, therefore these areas, the capital, Peshawar, and 
Karachi, where most of the refugees and voluntary immigrants 
from India settled, became their centers in Pakistan. In Paki-
stan, their scholars often also enjoyed the special recognition of 
state authorities.11 

A particular subgroup of the Deobandis was to play play a 
decisive role during the COVID-19 crisis in South Asia. The 
Tablīghī Jamāʿat, the largest Muslim revivalist movement world-
wide, was founded to convince rural Muslims to perform their 
religious duties regularly through the missionary activities of 
groups of men who travel around preaching for some part of the 
year. Today it has one independent branch in India, in Pakistan 
and in Bangla Desh, and their annual conventions (ijtimāʿ) in 
these countries are among the largest Muslim gatherings after 
the ḥajj. The movement has also spread beyond South Asia, but 
nowhere else has it grown to a similar extent. Apart from en-
joining regular religious practice, this movement discourages 
involvement in “worldly matters,” that is politics and current af-
fairs in general.

Ahl-i Ḥadīth: This school of thought’s self-designation as 
“people of the hadith” stems from their identification with the 
hadith collectors of the early Islamic period who (in their eyes) 
opposed any introduction of human considerations in theolo-
gy and law. Like the Deobandis, the Ahl-i Ḥadīth denounce Sufi 
rituals, particularly those by graves, and the ascription of a spe-
cial ontological status to Muḥammad, and even more so the 
awliyāʾ (Sufi saints), and even reject the schools of law. Their 
outlook resembles that of the Wahhabis, with whom they have 
cooperated extensively since the 1920s. As a result they are well-
connected in international puritanical networks, whereas they 
have less followers than the Barelwis and Deobandis.12 
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A religio-political movement that is sometimes considered 
a fourth school of thought is the Jamaʿat-i islami, the organi-
zation founded in 1941 by the Islamist ideologist, Abu l-A’la 
Mawdudi (1903–1979). Regarding theological and ritual ques-
tions, they mostly agree with the Deoband schools, and this 
movement controls only very few mosques or madāris. But ac-
cording to the Mawdūdī they set the implementation of the 
“complete code of life” that Islam represents above the tradition-
al aspects of religious life. Conceived of as elite-cadre party that 
follows the Leninist model, today the Jamaʿat-i islami in Paki-
stan is still a top-down organized political party with a relative-
ly large number of members, but rather modest election results. 
But particularly owing to its activist student organization, which 
does not shy away from intimidation, the Jamāʿat-i islami has a 
disproportionally strong influence on public life in urban Paki-
stan.13 In India, the Jamāʿat-i islāmī turned into an organization 
of a very different sort, after 1947. As it was quite unlikely that 
an Islamic supremacist concept could be implemented in a so-
ciety in which Muslims comprise less than 15 percent of the pop-
ulation, the Jamāʿat-i islāmī focused on spreading reform ideas 
among Muslims, and by becoming increasingly irenic and ecu-
menical, it developed into the foremost Muslim agent in inter-
religious dialogue initiatives.14

In addition to Sunnis, Twelver Shiites live in many parts of 
Pakistan and India. In studies that address societal and organi-
zational aspects, they are often treated as representing another 
school of thought, as they have their own mosques and educa-
tional institutions. Because of differences regarding rituals, be-
liefs, and in particular, positions concerning the early history of 
Islam, it is impossible for them to find common ground with the 
Deobandis and Ahl-i Ḥadīth. Since the late colonial period, ten-
sions between Shiites and puritanical Sunnis, sometimes also 
Barelwis, occurred on the occasion of Muḥarram, though usu-
ally with a limited degree of violence.15 From 1979 onwards the 
conflicts between Sunnis and Shiites in Pakistan became charged 
due to the ideological cum geopolitical confrontation between 
Iran and Saudi Arabia. Violent Clashes and terrorist attacks be-
came a became the major threat to the public order, since the 
1990s thousands, most of all of Shiites have been killed in sec-
tarian attacks.16 This sectarian violence was formally denounced, 
but never systematically targeted by various governments, be-
cause the same Sunni organizations responsible for sectarian vi-

Martin Riexinger · Islamic Responses to the COVID-19 pandemic in India and Pakistan

Tidsskrift for islamforskning 14 (2) · 2021 · pp. 81-112

13 Nasr 1994, 1996; Hartung 2014.
14 Sikand 2004: 79–92.
15 Rieck 2016; Fuchs 2020.
16 In the 2002–2018 period, 4847 
(Ismailis included) https://www.satp.
org/satporgtp/countries/pakistan/
database/Shias_killed_Pakistan.htm.



87

olence also furthered Pakistan’s interests in Afghanistan and 
Kashmir. No Shiite scholar in South Asia has reached the rank 
of a marjaʿ-i taqlīd, whose legal judgments laymen and lesser 
scholars are supposed to follow, therefore believers follow au-
thorities at the scholarly centers in Iraq (the majority) or 
Khamneʾī in Iran (who can provide more resources). In Paki-
stan they are therefore denigrated as agents of hostile powers by 
Sunni sectarian agitators.

The Political Situation on the Eve of the COVID-19 
Crisis

India

In India, the rise of Hindu nationalism has been the decisive de-
velopment throughout the last three decades. The Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party superseded the Indian National Congress as the lead-
ing party. The latter has traditionally garnered a large share of 
votes from the Muslim minority, although there was never a 
“Muslim bloc vote.”17 This ensured that politicians paid attention 
to Muslim concerns, or more precisely, what community lead-
ers presented as such, as for example, the protection of the Mus-
lim Family Law against its replacement by a unified civil code 
which the Constitution in principle demands. This clientelist 
treatment led to resentment among many Hindus, which con-
tributed to the rise of Hindu nationalism. In the BJP attitudes to 
Muslims vary considerably. On the one hand, the party nomi-
nates Muslim candidates for parliamentary seats, on the other 
hand, it includes members of radical organizations that are in-
volved in violent anti-Muslim activities. With a few regional ex-
ceptions, very few Muslims consider voting for the BJP, but sys-
tematic, strategic voting by Muslims to support the candidate 
with the best prospects against the Hindu nationalists either 
cannot be observed either. Specifically, Muslim parties field 
sometimes-successful candidates from the few Muslim majori-
ty constituencies.18 The 2014 Lok Sabha election did result in the 
lowest representation of Muslims in 50 years (4 %), and for the 
first time, the ruling party had no Muslim Member of the Lok 
Sabha. In the April/May 2019 elections, the share of Muslim MPs 
rose slightly, but again, none belongs to the BJP, which won a 
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sweeping victory.19 However, the BJP’s power is constrained by 
the framework of the federal system, as the party governs only 
17 of 34 states and union territories.

The last major political controversies that preoccupied In-
dia before the COVID-19 were related to the status of Muslims 
under Hindu nationalist rule. In August 2019, Jammu and Kash-
mir, the only Muslim majority state, was divided and deprived 
of its special status, which led to local protests, and was also re-
garded as an affront by many Muslims in other parts of India.20

On December 11 2019 the Lok Sabha passed the Citizenship 
Amendment Act, which grants Indian citizenship to Hindus, 
Jainas, Sikhs, Buddhists, Parsis, and Christians who left Paki-
stan, Bangla Desh, or Afghanistan before 2014, whereas Mus-
lims from these countries cannot make a similar claim. Many 
Muslims and secular opponents of the BJP denounced this as 
unconstitutional religious discrimination, claiming that the rea-
son was not protection from religious persecution, but the un-
derstanding of India as the natural home of Hindus (although 
the amendment also applies to Parsis and Christians). Wide-
spread dissatisfaction with the law among Muslims and in sec-
ularist circles led to demonstrations throughout India. The sit-
uation escalated in Delhi, where the campus of the Muslim uni-
versity, Jamia-i Millia, was a rallying ground for the protestors. 
In the course of the protests, over 60 persons, mostly opponents 
of the bill, but also policemen and government supporters, lost 
their lives.21 Therefore, relations between Muslims and the Indi-
an government and the large sections of the population that sup-
ported the amendment were tense when COVID-19 broke out.

Pakistan

The 2018 general election in Pakistan brought about a decisive 
change in the political landscape. By winning the most seats in 
the National Assembly (with only 31.8 % of the votes), the Paki-
stan Tehreek-i Insaaf (PTI) of former cricketer Imran Khan end-
ed the three-decade period of shifts between the Pakistan Mus-
lim League and the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP). However, as 
he won on an anti-corruption and “Islamic welfare” agenda, Im-
ran Khan had to form a coalition government with several re-
gional parties and Muslim League factions. The PTI  governs 
three of the four provinces; only Sindh is controlled by the PPP. 
The electoral coalition of religious parties, Muttahida Majlis-i 
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Amal, gained only 12 territorial seats, all in Pathan majority ar-
eas, whereas other religious parties gained none.22 Neither Im-
ran Khan’s victory nor the religious bloc’s meagre election re-
sults outside a specific region changed the relations between re-
ligious groups and the state in Pakistan. Their ability to mobi-
lize large crowds—despite their rather modest electoral back-
ing—to gather against “heretics” and “blasphemers,” is a further 
factor that accounts for the authorities’ timidity about confront-
ing them.23 

Religious responses to government measures

Unlike the highly centralized Middle Eastern countries, both 
India and Pakistan are federally organized, and state/provincial 
governments are largely responsible for public health and secu-
rity concerns. In both countries, these lower levels of authority 
took different approaches to reopening after the nationwide 
lockdowns.

India

In India, several state/union territory governments enforced 
prohibitions on gatherings, which also affected religious meet-
ings, before the federal government (henceforth, Centre) or-
dered a 14-hour curfew on March 22 2020, followed by a lock-
down that was ultimately extended to May 5. The rushed deci-
sion to lock down, including terminating train services, was se-
verely criticized as counterproductive, because the departure of 
many rural migrants from the big cities caused considerable 
congestion at major train and bus stations.24 From May onwards, 
the Center allowed specific sectors of the economy and society 
to reopen stepwise, whereas many states and territories opted to 
extend lockdown measures because of the local infection rates.
Some Muslim organizations took precautionary measures be-
fore the nationwide lockdown was imposed, but the prevailing 
attitude seems to have been that those who come to the mosque 
for Friday prayer must not be turned away.25 When the lock-
down finally made it impossible to hold congregational prayers, 
no (major) protests seem to have occurred in India, instead, re-
gional Islamic organizations and institutions expressed support 
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for the measures taken.26 Jamāʿat-i islāmī scholars argued that 
if the imam, the muezzin, and two servants were performing rit-
ual prayer in the mosque, the community had done its duty to 
uphold communal prayer; a similar solution was later proposed 
by Deoband and in two provinces of Pakistan.27 When mosques 
were, in principle, allowed to reopen in June, some institutions, 
such as the Sufi-oriented Firangi Mahall, Deoband, and region-
al Muslim councils urged caution, or even prolonged the clos-
ing period.28 In another fatwa on the occasion of the end of Ra-
madan, Deoband explained how the ʿīd prayer is to be per-
formed in absence of an official imam, and provided a sermon 
to be read aloud at home.29

Besides prayer in mosques, burials, and their preparation, 
other rituals were affected by government measures against the 
pandemic. Indian political authorities never attempted to pro-
hibit the burial of COVID-19 victims, unlike in Sri Lanka, where 
Muslims were required to cremate their coreligionists who had 
died of COVID-19, but mandated hygiene precautions conflict-
ed with traditional practices.30 The Dār ul-iftāʾ at Deoband re-
sponded to several questions regarding official regulations that 
affected Muslim rituals. For example, they allow the deceased of 
COVID-19 to be washed with a hose, and the body be packed in 
a plastic bag (as demanded by the Mumbai municipality).31 A 
similar rule was also passed by the head of the Firangi Mahall, 
Sufi-oriented madrasa in Lucknow with a certain influence in 
Northern India, who also emphasized that victims of COVID-19 
were to be buried in Muslim cemeteries after his precautions 
were taken. With this statement, he responded to protests 
against the burial of a victim of COVID-19 in the Muslim grave-
yard of Lucknow.32 
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Islamic organizations such as the Jamāʿat-i islāmī or the 
small Muslim political party, All-India Majlis-e-Ittehadul Mus-
limeen, engaged in various kinds of charitable activities that 
contributed to the fight against COVID-19, such as organizing 
test stations, donating plasma, and providing help to those rush-
ing home in the early phase of the lockdown.33 Muslims even 
cremated the bodies of Hindu COVID-19 victims that had been 
abandoned by their families owing to fear of infection.34 With-
out denying the honest motivation of the participants, the fact 
that these activities were centrally planned and widely adver-
tised in the media reflects how these Islamic organizations in-
tended to present the Muslims as responsible, committed, and 
reliable citizens at a time when they were frequently reviled as 
internal enemies. This also applies to the fatwas that urged com-
pliance with COVID-19 measures, and the very cautious ap-
proach to reopening the mosques. This reflects the circumstanc-
es of Muslims under Hindu nationalist rule after the Citizenship 
Amendment Act protests, on the one hand, and on the other 
hand, the fact that not all Muslim organizations had acted re-
sponsibly, so others saw a need to tidy up behind them, an as-
pect about which the leader of the Jamāʿat-i islāmī Syed Sadat-
ullah Husseini does not mince words.35

Pakistan

In Pakistan, a nationwide lockdown was imposed on April 1 
2020, but since mid-March the provincial governments had in-
creasingly restricted public events and finally imposed lock-
downs of their own.

In contrast to India, Pakistan’s central government was not 
able to enforce the closure of most mosques. Scholars from the 
various Sunni currents opposed this move. Even the All Paki-
stan Ulama Council, from whom the government had expect-
ed support, did not concede to more than a shortening of the 
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sermon, an increased distance between the rows, and a recom-
mendation that the elderly remain home.36 In some cases, pro-
tests against the closings turned violent. Apparently out of fear 
of civic unrest, the government refrained from further initia-
tives to enforce the closure of mosques, and negotiated minor 
restrictions concerning hygiene and density.37 Apparently, a ma-
jor reason for this obstinacy of the religious leaders was the fear 
that the flow of donations would ebb.38 Not all mosques re-
mained open. A few highly visible historic mosques, such as the 
Badshahi Masjid in Lahore, are controlled by the provincial 
Auqaf Departments, and were closed.39 The Council of Islamic 
Ideology urged people to pray at home.40 Finally, the govern-
ment tried to convince the scholars to comply with its measures 
by asking for a fatwa from al-Azhar, but to no avail, as the Egypt’s 
highest religious institution wields no authority in South Asia.41 
Finally, the provincial governments of Sindh and Balochistan 
were able to convince religious leaders to hold Friday prayers 
with the mosque staff only.42

Furthermore, Pakistan’s Shiite leaders took a different ap-
proach from the Sunni scholars, led by Shāhinshāh Naqwī, they 
declared that their mosques should be closed to congregational 
prayer.43 Naqwī was trained in Iran, where in March 2021 the 
government was still in denial, but with this decision, Shiites ap-
peared to be a “responsible minority,” whereas the Ahl-i Ḥadīth 
ignored that mosques were closed and even the ḥajj suspended 
in Saudi Arabia, the country which they usually look as a mod-
el. This fits with a common pattern of religious groups’ respons-
es to COVID-19: local circumstances trump transnational ide-
ological orientations.44

Unlike in the situation related to the mosques, Pakistan’s 
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provincial governments had leverage when it came to closing 
most Sufi shrines, which they control through the Auqaf De-
partments. The severity of measures differed markedly from 
province to province. In the Punjab they were closed from 
March 18 to May 21 2020, in Sindh from March 14 until after ʿ īd 
al-aḍḥā in July/August.45 The closure in March necessitated can-
celling one of the most popular ʿurs celebration in Pakistan at 
the shrine of Lal Shahbaz Qalandar in Sehwan Sharif, Sindh, 
where in a normal year, about 1 million people gather. Only 
some officials and a few musicians circled and clad the graves. 
Despite the cancellation, parties of pilgrims travelled to the 
shrine, but they were dispersed.46 In this respect, it must be tak-
en into account that the effect of the closure hit local economies 
hard, as these shrines are surrounded by commercial areas with 
shops that sell items related to the rituals or religious books, and 
food stalls that serve the visitors.47 The longer closure of shrines 
in Sindh, in contrast to the Punjab, may reflect that the ruling 
PPP is least impressionable by religious sensibilities. 

By the end of August 2020 the lockdown was generally loos-
ened. As a result, Shiite Muharram processions, in which many 
of the Sufi-oriented in Pakistan also participate, were allowed 
with strict distancing regulations, in addition to the regulations 
which are supposed to prevent sectarian violence.48 Processions 
on Yawm-i ʿAlī, the anniversary of Ali’s martyrdom, on May 15, 
were banned, but at least in Rawalpindi, some Shiites defied the 
restrictions and celebrated with processions, flagellation, and 
chanting.49 The relaxation of the lockdown that began in August 
also meant that Pakistan’s other major ʿurs at the Data Ganj 
Bakhsh shrine in Lahore could take place from October 6 to 8. 
No special COVID-19 measures are mentioned, but access to 
the shrine is strictly controlled anyway, since the terrorist at-
tacks in 2010 and 2019.50 The laxer rules also made a third kind 
of event possible once again: large-scale sectarian rallies. On 
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September 11 to 13 and 20, large crowds in Karachi demanded 
that the anti-blasphemy law be extended to vilify the Compan-
ions, which would practically prohibit Shiite rituals and the pre-
sentation of the Shiite version of early Islamic history.51

If religious organizations were involved in charitable activi-
ties related to the COVID-19 crisis, this was not highly publi-
cized, with the particular exception of al-Khidmat, the charita-
ble organization of the Jamāʿat-i islami. In the initial stage of the 
epidemic, its volunteers provided food, hand sanitizers, and 
medical care to marginalized groups, particularly religious mi-
norities and transgender people; later, they organized ambu-
lance services, plasma donations, and testing facilities.52

Religion-related super-spreader events and  
religious scapegoating

Throughout history, epidemics have always been times when de-
viant religious groups have been singled out as scapegoats. Dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic this has been particularly evident, 
as religious gatherings and rituals that involve chanting and/or 
close contact with persons and objects in fact turned into “super-
spreader events” that drove up infection rates disproportionally 
rapidly. By ignoring the danger of the epidemic, intentionally or 
owing to ignorance, certain religious leaders provided fit occa-
sions for the agitation of sectarian or communalist entrepreneurs 
and made it difficult for politicians and authorities to balance es-
tablishing targeted strategies, holding responsible persons to ac-
count, and avoiding communal blaming.53 In South Asia, two re-
ligious currents are particularly associated with this problem.

In both Pakistan and India, the Tablīghī Jamāʿat held meetings 
in March 2020. Participants at the events were infected, and re-
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turned to their home regions, creating new centers of infection. 
The large meeting in Raiwind, Pakistan, was hastily ended on 
March 12, three days before a lockdown was imposed, neverthe-
less, many participants had to be quarantined. The town of Ra-
iwind was completely locked down, and so were centers of the 
Tablīghī Jamāʿat throughout the country.54 The Pakistani meeting 
led to some scathing Tweets from secularists, but had no  political 
repercussions.55 In contrast, the March 3 to 24 2020 meeting at the 
Delhi Markaz in the Nizamuddin borough of Delhi had a much 
larger political impact. Unlike the large ijtimāʿ in Raiwind it was 
only a minor meeting of regional leaders. Nevertheless, it appar-
ently violated the union territory government’s ban on religious 
gatherings of more that 50 persons, and moreover, persons from 
abroad participated. The Delhi police, which are under the super-
vision of the federal government, did not intervene, despite alerts. 
When the first cases of COVID-19 at the meeting were reported, 
the Union Territory government imposed quarantines, but by that 
time hundreds of participants had already left.56 On April 15 the 
Tablīghī leader Muḥammad Saʿd Khandalvi and six other office-
bearers were finally charged with “culpable homicide not amount-
ing to murder,” a charge that does not necessitate an arrest.57

Owing to the previously-mentioned communal tensions in 
India, reports on the outbreak fell on fertile ground in Hindu 
nationalist circles, and it took very little time for the hashtags 
#CoronaJihad and #TablighiVirus to trend on Twitter. A close 
investigation of these Tweets would be worthwhile, as many 
seem to contain concocted stories about scholars exhorting 
Muslims to disregard social distancing, to cough and sneeze or 
smear objects to spread the virus. Doctored videos and audio 
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tapes also flourished in social media. Even prominent TV hosts 
participated in the baiting.58

The Government of India sent mixed messages, both warn-
ing against giving the incident a “communal twist” and contin-
uously emphasizing its importance.59 Lower-ranking members 
of the ruling party did their best to fan the flames. In the state 
of Uttharkand, a member of the Legislative Assembly advised 
against shopping in Muslim shops, or patronizing barbers and 
shoemakers (jobs commonly associated with Muslims);60 a 
member in Karnataka even said that Tablighis who had been 
avoiding treatment should be killed.61 The strong negative re-
sponse to the incident was a major factor that motivated other 
Indian Muslim organizations to be extremely compliant with of-
ficial measures, as mentioned before.

In contrast to the ijtimāʿ, the preaching tour of the Sikh 
guru, Baldev Singh, who had in early March 2021 arrived from 
a trip to Europe including Italy, and thus contributed to the 
spread of the epidemic in the Punjab, or the outbreak at a tem-
ple in Tirumala (Andhra Pradesh) were not similarly politi-
cized.62 The fact that many members of the Tablighi Jamaat who 
recovered from COVID-19 donated plasma also received little 
attention.63 This biasis far from unique: Emphasizing the nega-
tive aspects of communal behavior and downplaying the posi-
tive effects of communal commitment has been a common pat-
tern when reporting on religious communities’ actions during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, as has been demonstrated with refer-
ence to the first super-spreader religious event in South Korea.64 
The Jamiat ul-Ulema-i Hind, the organization of Deobandi 
scholars, went to the Supreme court to bring action against the 
press and the social media in particular, which they claimed fo-
mented communal hatred. The Chief Justice rejected the case, 
as an action would have curbed the freedom of the press.65 

Many Shiites in South Asia make pilgrimages (ziyāra) to the 
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tombs of imams and their eminent descendants in Iraq, Syria, 
and Iran. Therefore, Shiites from both India and Pakistan were 
affected by the COVID-19 outbreak at the shrine of Fāṭemah-e 
Maʿṣūme in Qomm, perhaps the largest super-spreader reli-
gious event.66 It is unsurprising that the fact that some of the first 
COVID-19 infections in Pakistan were detected among Shiites 
who had visited Qomm led to their being scapegoated on social 
media.67 However, the whole country taken into consideration 
it is rather surprising that anti-Shiite agitation related to COV-
ID-19 remained limited, but this may be because Sunni sectari-
an organizations themselves were hostile to COVID-19-preven-
tion measures. However, there is one remarkable regional ex-
ception where the  spreading of COVID-19 by Shiite pilgrims 
secatarianized on a larger scale: In Balochistan, public employ-
ees belonging to the Hazara, a Farsi-speaking Shiite ethnic 
group whose members fled from Afghanistan in the 1980s, and 
are easily recognizable by their Central Asian facial features, 
were forced to take leave from their government jobs by the pro-
vincial government, which accused them of spreading COV-
ID-19, implying their close association with Iran. And although 
Hazara pilgrims returning from Iran were forced into quaran-
tine, other travelers were not subjected to such treatment.68

Initially, the presence of Indian pilgrims in Qomm and their 
return from Iran did not attract much attention. However, sev-
eral hundred Shiite pilgrims were stranded in Iran after flights 
from that country were cancelled. The fact that the Indian gov-
ernment took no initiative in bringing home these pilgrims un-
til a case was filed with the Supreme Court may be interpreted 
as indicating that the government does not consider itself re-
sponsible for its Muslim citizens abroad.69

Islamic actors in South Asia and the New Media 
during the COVID-19 crisis

The minor importance of COVID-19 and of Internet 
communication to South Asian Muslim groups
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In general, the Internet and social media play a minor role—if 
any—in the communication strategies of South Asian Muslim 
organizations. Many of them, even some political parties, do not 
even have websites, for example, the Jamia-e Ulema Pakistan, 
the party of the Barelwis in Pakistan. The Deobandi Jamiat-e Ul-
ema-e Islam Pakistan has an which provides pictures from the 
party’s rallies. The choice of language – exclusively Urdu – indi-
cates that the party targets a less Westernized segment of socie-
ty70 Two Twitter accounts, one related to the party, one to its 
leader Moulana Fazlur Rehman, serve similar purposes.71 COV-
ID-19 receives hardly any attention on these platforms, with the 
exception of a Tweet in which Falzur Rehman states that the Pa-
kistani government fails when it comes to combating COVID-19 
in the same way as it demonstrates its inability on other fields.72 
In March, another Deobandi scholar with a little-used Twitter 
account posted a prayer supposed to protect against infection 
by the Corona virus.73 

The Deobandi madrasa Jamia Binoria in Karachi has a blog 
that was reactivated in April 2020, after a five-year hiatus. The 
new entries are nashīds and videos from functions where the 
participants were apparently neither practicing physical dis-
tancing nor wearing face masks. The fatwa section includes no 
COVID-19-related items. This is particularly remarkable, as the 
director of the institution, Mufti Muhammad Naeem, died of 
this illness on June 20 2020, a fact that the Indian internet 
preacher Zakir Naik (s.b.) does not mention in the obituary.74 
Several videos on Binoria Media, its YouTube channel, which 
has a relatively large number of subscribers, show the funeral, 
but do not mention the circumstances of his death.75

The websites of most Islamic movements and organizations 
in Pakistan neglect Corona and its effects on society as well. The 
Markazi Jamiat-Ahli Hadith Pakistan website resembles that of 
the JUIP, and the organization also communicates through a Fa-
cebook page and a YouTube channel (with 428 subscribers as of 
September 28, 2020). On the website there is a gap between a 
statement—unrelated to COVID-19—by the leader, Sajid Mir, 
on March 7 2020, and pictures from the annual convention in 
mid-September 2020.76 The lacking interest in COVID-19 can 
even be observed on the Jamāʿat-i islāmī website, where one 
might expect more focus on public concerns. An exception to 
the rule is its volunteer organization, al-Khidmat, which publi-
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cizes its activities, as mentioned above. The low level of online 
activity is salient in the case of government-affiliated institu-
tions: As shown before the All Pakistan Council of Ulema and 
the Council for Islamic Ideology had jointly issued a fatwa ad-
vocating moderate distancing measures during prayer. The first 
organization ha no website at all, and on the website of the sec-
ond the fatwa is not published  (instead the latest update is the 
obituary of a former member).

Of the Indian religious organizations, the Ahl-i Ḥadīth have 
a website that primarily publishes photos from rallies. The last 
announcement before the lockdown, dated March 9 2020, is an 
obituary for a prominent scholar.77 The Islamic Centre of India, 
an organization connected to the Sufi-oriented madrasa Firan-
gi Maḥall in Lucknow, has a website that has not been updated 
since 2019. Thus, its guidelines for reopening the mosques, men-
tioned above, were communicated only through traditional me-
dia.78 The Dār ul-ʿUlūm on Deoband’s website includes a sec-
tion with fatwas, among them the above-mentioned ones ex-
horting compliance with official regulations, or describing how 
rituals are to be performed under lockdown conditions. The Na-
dwat ul-Ulema, allegedly committed to addressing current is-
sues, has a poorly-maintained website with organizational in-
formation only.79 In line with their thaumaturgic understanding 
of religion, Barelwis made extensive use of YouTube for one spe-
cific COVID-19-related purpose, when they posted duʿāt 
(prayers of invocation/ supplication) supposed to protect from 
COVID-19, some of which were originally broadcast on TV.80 

A few organizations and individual actors address the jurid-
ical, theological, and political implications of the COVID-19 cri-
sis on the Internet For them, the Internet plays an important role 
in communicating their message in general. But because of this, 
it is also necessary to be aware of risk of distortion due to a “new 
media bias.” Among these voices, positions that demonstrate 
awareness of the challenge COVID-19 to public health and pub-
lic security and that support restrictive government measures 
are probably overrepresented. In contrast to this, an important 
group such as the Tablīghī Jamāʿat, supposedly more influential 
than all actors to be dealt with below, flies under the radar, be-
cause it primarily uses the old fashioned medium of face-to-face 
communication.
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Tahir ul-Qadri

As mentioned above, Tahir ul-Qadri’s movement, Minhāj ul-
Qur’ān, is rooted in the Barelwi tradition, but he eliminated 
those aspects that earned the Barelwis the image of being par-
ticularly out of sync with the demands of the modern age. He 
discusses general religious questions, and he also addresses 
questions such as “Islam and science”. In addition to his religious 
activities, Tahir ul-Qadri also led a political party, the Pakistani 
Awami Tehreek, which was not based on a specifically Islamic 
platform. Because of the “first past the post” election system, it 
had no electoral success, therefore the party focused on march-
es for electoral reform, which escalated into a violent clash that 
led to 14 deaths in 2014. After this, he focused on religious mat-
ters. Although activities of many other Barelwis focus on do-
mestic matters, Tahir ul-Qadri seeks cooperation with Sufi-ori-
ented Islamic movements in other parts of the world, and takes 
an irenic stance to Shiism.81 In Western media he has attracted 
some attention with his statement condemning terrorism and 
suicide bombings.82 Women play a larger role in his movement 
than the usually do in other South Asian Islamic organizations, 
given their seclusion at home. The Danish branch of the Minhāj 
ul-Qur’ān even emerged out of a women’s study circle.83 These 
aspects of Tahir ul Qadri’s approach may also explain why the 
Minhaj’s the presence in communities of Pakistani descent 
abroad is particularly strong in countries where their education-
al level is high. Today, he communicates mainly through his 
YouTube channel (371 k subscribers March 25 2021), which he 
started in 2010. Currently, new clips are published at least once 
a day. Mostly, he addresses general religious issues, but on cer-
tain occasions, he presents series of lectures on a specific topic 
for example, in Muḥarram, when he exhorts Sunnis to demon-
strate their love for the Prophet’s family. However, public con-
cerns are rarely addressed. The videos published during the ini-
tial phase of the COVID-19 crisis are exceptions. Formally, apart 
from some clips from debates, Tahir ul-Qadri’s videos may be 
classified as frontal teaching, with the presenter sitting before 
his book shelves filled with the hadith collections and commen-
taries on the Qurʾān, sometimes fortifying himself with those 
volumes from which he is going to quote during the lecture.

Tahir ul-Qadri starts his contributions on COVID-19 by de-
scribing its symptoms and offering practical hygiene advice, 
such as hand-washing and disinfecting items,84 then he empha-

Martin Riexinger · Islamic Responses to the COVID-19 pandemic in India and Pakistan

Tidsskrift for islamforskning 14 (2) · 2021 · pp. 81-112

81 Philippon 2011: 230–256; 
Riexinger 2020 : 52.
82 https://www.minhaj.org/english/
oid/33357/BBC-News-Cle-
ric-launches-counter-terrorism-cur-
riculum.html 
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84 ”Corona Virus & Prophetic 
Teachings | Shaykh-ul-Islam Dr. 
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04:00–5:40, 08:10–08:20.
85 ”Corona Virus & Prophetic  
Teachings | Shaykh-ul-Islam Dr. 
Muhammad Tahir-ul-Qadri” 
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86 ”Corona Virus & Prophetic  
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07:00–08:00.
87 “Corona Virus & Prophetic  
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Muhammad Tahir-ul-Qadri” 
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sizes the necessity of avoiding gatherings,85 and it is only after 
this that the first religious reference appears, namely, that the 
Prophet advised against travelling during an epidemic.86 This is 
the starting point for an elaboration based on a variety of had-
iths and reports from the Companions, which exhort Muslims 
to avoid any behavior that could spread an epidemic, which 
means complying with social distancing rules. He asserts that 
people always used to do so in the case of tā’ūn (plague), which 
according to him was also caused by a virus, not a bacterium.87 
The outbreaks he references were of a kind that the WHO would 
declare a “pandemic” today.88 He then extensively discusses the 
hadith prohibiting travel to places where an epidemic is raging, 
and travel from one’s own area if it is struck by an epidemic.89 
Insights informed the behavior of the ṣahāba when the plague 
broke out in Kufa.90 Furthermore, he refers to another group of 
hadiths, according to which the “sick” should not be mixed with 
the “healthy” (lā yūridū l-mumriḍa ʿalā al-muṣiḥḥ), conceding 
that it refers primarily to livestock (mawāshī), but passing over 
the fact that some of these traditions deny the idea of infectious 
diseases (ʿadwā).91 He then refers to other traditions that urge 
the isolation of people infected with leprosy.92 Although Ṭahir 
ul-Qadri quotes extensively from Arabic sources, he uses a lot 
of anglicisms when explaining the objectives of the rulings, such 
as, “contagious disease,” “categorical,” “test positive, “isolation/
isolate” “quarantine,” “break up.” His use of this terminology 
bolsters his claim that modern responses to epidemics were al-
ready recommended by the Prophet.93 Thus, he implicitly con-
firms his opinion that Islam and science are in harmony. Nev-
ertheless, on another occasion he stresses the priority of medi-
cal concerns over religious ones. In contrast to the previously-
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93 “Corona Virus & Prophetic  
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mentioned resistance of Pakistani ʿulamāʾ to the closing of 
mosques for congregational prayer, Tahir ul-Qadri endorses the 
closing of mosques and abstaining from congregational prayer, 
arguing that Corona is a crisis that resembles a war. Such excep-
tional circumstances necessitate reconsidering rules concern-
ing fasting and prayer.94 He underlines the urgency of the situ-
ation when he mentions that people who asympromatic may 
also be infected.95 In the first video on this topic, he extend the 
argument in favor of the general lockdown, with reference to a 
hadith that one should wait out an outbreak of the plague where 
one is at that time, with patience and trust in God’s reward. Thus, 
Islam recommends a “lockdown although the “scientific knowl-
edge” was not “available” but in light of contemporary knowl-
edge, the reason for this recommendation may be understood.96 
In such cases, it is recommended that one maintain a distance 
of rumḥ aw rumhayn (“a lance or two”), which he identifies as 
three to six feet.97 As there is no verse in the Qurʾān or a ḥādīth 
with provisions for prayer under the circumstances of an epi-
demic, Tahir ul-Qadri draws an analogy (qiyās) by referring to 
the dispensation from the Friday prayer in the case of heavy 
rains and flooding. As religion is not supposed to be a burden 
to the believer, under such circumstances it is appropriate to 
pray at home.98 

Although Tahir ul-Qadri prioritizes medical approaches for 
combating the pandemic, he emphasizes that religion must also 
play a role, when it comes to the individual level. It provides a 
“spiritual vaccine” that empowers believers to cope with the ad-
verse effects of the social distancing measures. God’s “prescrip-
tion” is to be followed as diligently as that of a doctor.99 He elab-
orates for some time on the anʿamta ʿalayhim and the ghayri 
l-maghdūbi ʿalayhim in the Fātiḥa (1:7) as evidence of divine 
guidance that protects those who abstain from misdeeds, before 
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presenting concrete approaches to handling anxiety, stress, and 
depression.100 In the final section of the video, he says that the 
challenges must be overcome by withdrawing (khalwa) and the 
spirit of iʿtikāf (self-isolation with a focus on rituals). He hints 
at a sequel in which he will elaborate on this topic; however, this 
never appeared.101

The repertoire of Prophetic traditions to which Tahir ul-
Qadri refers is fairly common, as the same hadiths were already 
mentioned in the first fatwa issued in Singapore on February 18 
2020, which advocated closing the mosques, and were often cit-
ed in the Arab World.102 

Zakir Naik

Zakir Naik (b. 1965) is an “Islamic influencer” from Mumbai. He 
did not formally study to become a religious scholar, but a phy-
sician, but nevertheless he has been engaged in daʿwa activities 
since his teens, and turned this into his profession. The organi-
zational backbone of his preaching activitiesis the Islamic Re-
search Foundation, which he launched, and his most important 
propaganda tool the YouTube-channel, Peace TV. Sometimes la-
belled a Salafi, his religious standpoint is instead Deobandi. The 
main focus of his preaching reflects classical apologetic subjects, 
such as favorably comparing Islam to other religions, and dem-
onstrating that Islam is compatible with science (implying that 
the theory of evolution is not science). He occasionally preach-
es in Urdu, but primarily in English, which accounts for the au-
dience he has attracted outside of South Asia.103 In India and in 
Western countries he has been declared a supporter of terror-
ism, but no such claim have been substantiated, and his preach-
ing includes no incitement to violence. Nevertheless, India re-
voked his passport in 2017, and he is now settled in Malaysia. 

Unlike Tahir ul-Qadri, Zakir Naik did not immediately ad-
dress COVID-19, which he explained by noting that “every Tom, 
Dick, and Harry” felt entitled to say something about it, which 
led to a wave of “fake news.”104 Even worse, some persons not 
qualified as mujtahids arrogated to themselves to come forth 
with Islamic guidance.105 Even in the medical profession, a only 
small numbers of virologists is qualified to say something about 
the Corona virus. He then explains the history of its discovery, 
the harmless and dangerous variations of Corona viruses, and 
the specific challenges of Corona.106 Only then does he address-
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es COVID-19 from a Islamic point of view. Like Tahir ul-Qadri, 
he quotes the hadith that prohibits travel to and from places 
where the plague has broken, out and those with injunctions 
against physical contact with lepers.107 Finally, he cites a hadith 
that declares the plague a punishment for those who deserve it, 
whereas it is a blessing for the believer, as those who die of the 
epidemic are martyrs.108 Weeks later he reversed this position 
and stated that a doctor who dies because he was infected while 
helping patients who are infected with Corona will not receive 
the reward (thawāb) of a martyr in the hereafter, but only the 
reward for saving lives, as not every epidemic is the plague.109 

When it comes to closing mosques, he declares that this is 
acceptable in those cases that the government has consulted 
both medical experts and the fuqahāʾ, but he does not consid-
er it appropriate in countries where no cases of COVID-19 have 
been reported. However, infected persons should in any case 
stay home, and mosques should take measures to ensure the 
necessary distance between those who pray, and provide disin-
fectants. Moreover, the doing the washing and supererogatory 
prayers at home diminishes the danger of infection. Abstaining 
from prayer out of fear is not recommended.110 Stating that var-
ious scholars hold different opinions, he himself abstains form 
determining whether a congregational prayer will be counted 
as congregational prayer or just as individual prayer if a six foot 
distance is kept.111

Jamāʿat-i islāmī-i Hind

The Jamāʿat-I islāmī in India makes many of its public functions 
available on its Facebook page, and throughout the first half of 
2020 the organization dedicated much attention to COVID-19.
In a speech given at a seminar on COVID-19, the leader, Syed 
Sadatullah Husseini, complains that Muslims do not show 
enough interest in modern science, which is essential for cop-
ing with the pandemic, just as it has made life easier in many re-
spects. He emphasizes this by asserting that the Prophet encour-
aged finding out about technical advances in the military field.112 
After complaining about ethnic persecution and refugees, and 
about the increasing gap between rich and poor, he admits that  
the relation of these topics to COVID-19 is not “scientific”, but 
“ethical”, as the Qurʾān relates how people who indulged in self-
aggrandizing behavior were punished by floods or similar dis-
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asters.113 Furthermore, he argues that the Corona virus is a re-
sult of the “ecological imbalance” caused by abusing the plenty 
God has bestowed on mankind for the production of luxuries, 
and thereby threatening the last refuges of biodiversity. It is here 
that pathogens transgress the species boundary and infect hu-
mans. He also quotes “Ghandiji,” to emphasize that the Earth 
has resources enough for everybody, if used responsibly.114 
Therefore, one has to hope that the simpler life under the lock-
down will teach humanity a lesson, and convince people to lead 
more austere lives.115 Such ecological references are rarely found 
in Islamic discourses on COVID-19 in South Asia and else-
where, but are frequent in Hindu debates, hence such remarks 
reflect the influence of the Jamāʿat’s interaction with Hindu 
leaders.116 Like Tahir ul-Qadri’s, Urdu Husseini’s is highly angli-
cized, to suggest that the speaker is up to date on the medical 
and administrative aspects of the crisis. 

Raziul Islam Nadvi, the secretary of the Jamāʿat-I islāmī 
Hind, addresses the topic of Islamic rules for containing the 
pandemic. He starts with the ḥadiths that urge the separation of 
the sick and the healthy, but unlike Tahir ul-Qadri, he acknowl-
edges that there is a problem, as these traditions deny the con-
cept of infection. Nadvi circumvents this by asserting that in-
fections happen only because of God’s will.117 According to him, 
the correctness of the hadith advising against travel to or from 
a place stricken by the plague is proven by the of COVID-19 
spread from China by travelers.118 However, his arguments are 
not derived only from the early history of Islam. He also relates 
Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqallānī’s (1372–1449) observation that initially 
about 40 people per day were dying of the plague in Cairo, but 
after believers gathered in mosques to pray for help against the 
epidemic, the daily death toll rose to 1000.119 

Other speakers for Jamāʿat-i islāmi address questions such 
as the economic and environmental impact of the COVID-19 
crisis.120 Moreover, in line with its commitment to the interfaith 
dialogue it has developed in India, the Jamāʿat-i islāmi organ-
ized an online conference of religious leaders, to discuss how re-
ligions may help to combatthe Corona pandemic. No other Is-
lamic organization participated, and remarkably, the National 
Trustee of the Bahai in India—generally considered heretics 
among Muslims—was invited to contribute (the other contri-
butions came from Hindu, Sikh, Buddhist, and Spiritualist 
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scholars). The highly Sanskritized Hindi of many of the contri-
butions transcend the linguistic abilities of the author, therefore 
no analysis of these is provided here.121

Ilyās Qādrī

The leader of Daʿwat-i islāmī, a Barelwi missionary organiza-
tion modelled after the Tablīghī to counter its influence,122 ad-
dresses his followers’ questions in YouTube videos. Here, he also 
addressed questions regarding the COVID-19 several times in 
March and April 2020. His answers differ considerably from the 
statements of those discussed above as they reflect his very tra-
ditional religious outlook. Whereas the Tahir ul-Qadri, Naik, 
and the Jamāʿat-i islāmī Hind emphasize the importance of sci-
ence for combating COVID-19 and their grasp of the scientific 
approaches involved, Ilyās Qādrī declares that with the COV-
ID-19, which has brought the world to a standstill, God has 
taught the great powers, and also science, a lesson, demonstrat-
ing that everything is under his power.123 He does not address 
questions such as the closing of mosques, but takes the lock-
down for granted when he condemns hoarding, and urges that 
food be provided for the poor.124 His attitude to established med-
ical science remains unclear. On the one hand he promotes rem-
edies based on hearsay: To protect themselves, people should 
inhale steam, something he has heard from various sources, but 
hot tea also works as a preventive;125 on the other hand, he urg-
es his followers to donate blood, to prevent a shortage of blood 
needed by thalassemia patients.126 In another video he stresses 
that there is an illness that is worse than COVID-19—sin—
hence, one should be more concerned with this. Missing prayer 
once is enough to lead to Hellfire.127 Like other Barelwis, he has 
also published a duʿā against COVID-19 on YouTube.128

123 “Coronavirus Ka Challenge | 
Coronavirus Ne Science Ko Bhi 
Hara Diya | Duniya Me Coronavi-
rus Ka Khauf ”; “Coronavirus Pori 
Duniya Ke Liya Khatarnak | Aik 
Corona Ka Sab Ko Harana | Allah 
Ki Qaudrat Or Corona.”
124 “Coronavrius Or Gareebon Ka 
Haq | Garebon Ki Khidmat Karny 

Walon ko Maulana Ka Mashwara.”
125 “#Covid19 Se Bachne Ka 
Behtreen Tarika | Asan Nuskha 
Corona Sy Bachna Ka | Mualana 
Ilyas Qadri.”
126 “Thalassemia Ke Mareez ko 
Khoon Den | Lock Down Or 
Thalassemia Kay Mareez | Blood 
Donations Needed!”

127 “Aik Beemari Jo Corona Sey Bhi 
Bari Hai |Coronavirus Ki Waja Sey 
ALLAH Sey Daren | Coronavirus Or 
Hum” 03:55–end.
28 https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=q_DGito4eAQ. 
129 Ahmed 2020: 258; Boaz 2020: 
135.
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Final remarks

One common characteristic of South Asian Islamic responses 
to the COVID-19 pandemic is that the reality of the pandemic 
and its status as a transmissible disease are generally acknowl-
edged. At an early stage of the pandemic, some scholars doubt-
ed that it was a transmissible disease,129 but the systematic deni-
als uttered by conservative Christian groups in the West, Latin 
America, and Africa, or by esoteric/new religious circles were 
not found. In no source that has come to my attention has ref-
erence been made to humoral medicine (yūnānī ṭibb) promis-
ing relief, although in both India and Pakistan numerous 
ʿulamāʾ practice this, in addition to their religious activities. 
This contrasts with Ayurvedic remedies for COVID-19 being 
promised among Hindus.130 No actor whose statements have 
been analyzed clings to the traditional Sunni position that trans-
mission does not exist (a sub-aspect of the denial of natural 
causes).131 Apparently, modern science has much authority 
among South Asian Islamic actors, when its usefulness is appar-
ent, as in cases of biomedicine. Nevertheless, this does not ap-
ply to less practical, but theologically more charged questions: 
Both Tahir ul-Qadri and Naik are advocates of Islamic creation-
ism.132 The hadith material chosen is interpreted in a way that 
makes it appear to anticipate modern medical knowledge. 

Non-compliance with government imposed COVID-19 re-
lated measures occurred due to either a demonstrative lack of 
interest in current or “worldly” affairs, as in the case of the 
Tablīghī Jamāʿat, or they were justified by the argument that 
even a pandemic is not a sufficient reason to prohibit congrega-
tional prayer, as was the case of Pakistani Sunni leaders’ resist-
ance to closing the mosques. Furthermore, the latter only op-
posed the cancellation of Friday prayer, not the closure of pub-
lic life in general, including other religious meetings. No reli-
gious group or leader tried to assume the role of a spokesperson 
for those economically harmed by the lockdowns, as Pentecos-
tal churches did, with some success, in Latin America.133 Those 
who justified the closing of mosques did so based on analogies 
related to the hadiths; no references to the concept of maṣlaḥa 
and the five objectives of law – a minority position in pre-mod-
ern legal theory, which has become very influential since the late 
19th century – were to be found. In the framework of this legal 
approach danger to life trumps the necessity of rituals. This ar-
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gument played an important role legitimizing the closing of 
mosques in the Arab World, South East Asia, and Bosnia.134 

The opposing attitudes of Sunni scholars in India and Paki-
stan to the suspension of communal prayer highlights the com-
pletely different positions of Muslim leaders in these societies. As 
in other countries where Muslims are a minority that many re-
gard with suspicion, in India, most Islamic organizations, institu-
tions, and public figures tended to emphasize their willingness to 
follow instructions and often to do more than necessary, to pre-
sent Muslims as committed and responsible members of society.135

In Pakistan, a Muslim- and more precisely, Sunni-majority 
country, where religious scholars and most institutions are 
largely autonomous, the COVID-19 crisis was a welcome oppor-
tunity for the Sunni religious establishment to demonstrate their 
power vis-à-vis the government. And as on many previous oc-
casions, they succeeded. Hence, the situation also differs con-
siderably from that in most Arab countries, where the religious 
sphere is controlled by the state. Ahmed ignores this depen-
dence on the state in other countries, when he argues that the 
position of the Pakistani scholars reflects a distrust of the state 
nurtured by British rule.136 Actually the—admittedly not com-
pletely consequential—British policy of non-interference in the 
religious sphere was a precondition for the significant autono-
my of religious organizations in Pakistan.137 

Notably, of the prominent Pakistani Sunni scholars, the one 
who took a different approach was Tāhir ul-Qadri, who consid-
ers the sensibilities of more secular, better-educated groups, par-
ticularly abroad. Shiite religious leaders in Pakistan took on the 
“responsible minority” role, and thus followed a similar pattern 
to that of Muslim religious leaders in India, reflecting the fact 
that for Sunni sectarians in Pakistan, Shiites represent “the oth-
er,” undermining the nation, similar to the role Hindu commu-
nalists in India ascribe to Muslims . In both cases, the stance also 
reflects that the communities had become suspect because of 
super-spreader events. 

Finally, South Asian Islamic debates influenced develop-
ments abroad. Tahir ul-Qadri’s Minhaj ul Qur’an, which is 
strongly represented among Pakistani Muslims in Denmark, 
and has a special “health branch” with a medical doctor as its 
main contributor, very actively urged Muslims to comply with 
government rules.138 In contrast the opposition to the closing of 
mosques in Pakistan has apparently influenced the reluctant at-
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titude of South Asian linked organizations to in Great Britain, 
in particular those with a Deobandi background, to the closing 
of mosques,139 and in South Africa they even tried to sue for a 
repeal of the ban on communal prayers.140

Danish Abstract: 

Ligesom i verdens fleste lande reagerede Indiens og pakistans 
regeringer med nedlukninger på spredning af COVID-19 virus 
som i princippet skulle også inkludere religiøse institutioner og 
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