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Paper Summary

Questioning ethnography as a method in political studies of sectarianism in Pakistan

Saleem Khan, Centre for Religion, Conflict and Cooperation, Department of governance and International relations, London Metropolitan University
Introduction
My PhD thesis is dealing with sectarianism or the Shia-Sunni conflict in Pakistan.  Sectarianism here is defined as conflict within a single religious tradition rather than better documented instances of communal conflict involving different religious traditions, such as those between Hindus and Moslems in India or Hindus and Buddhists in Sri Lanka. In 1947, British India was divided on religious lines and two nation-states emerged: Hindu Majority India and Muslim Majority Pakistan. The founding fathers of Pakistan were British educated Muslims from the both Shia and Sunni sects who believed that Pakistan should be a Muslim majority space where Muslims would be free from Hindu domination but they did not want Pakistan to be a religious state where the religious law of Islam (sharia) dominated. In the areas of British India that came together to form Pakistan, the main community conflict was between Muslims and Non-Muslims (Hindus and Sikhs). When these Non-Muslim communities were expelled, sectarian differences with the Muslim community gradually became more emphasised. 
My thesis is about three aspects of sectarianism in Pakistan: accommodation, competition and conflict which is being done largely in the domain of political science.  This limits the boundary of my research as this doctoral thesis, like many others dealing with community conflicts, can also be done in the academic social science disciplines of history, social anthropology, human geography, psychology, and religious studies as well.  Perhaps you can add to this list. The purpose of an advanced research degree is to produce specialists, not generalists, so there are limits on how much can be borrowed from another discipline.  So, I have to stay largely but not entirely within my disciplinary boundaries but cannot ignore the research output done on my topic by other social scientists. 
Social Anthropology and Political Science

In the last few decades ethnicity, nationalism and religious radicalism have become topics of special interest to many social scientists, especially those from the two disciplines of social anthropology and political science.  These two groups of social scientists have together produced much of the academic literature concerned with the global revival of identity politics and religion.  The research method most strongly associated with anthropology is ethnography which is increasingly being taken up by sociologists, so probably the distinctions between these two disciplines have lessened.  Ethnography is an underused methodology in political science; so underutilized is ethnography that, for instance, if we take two leading American journals, The American Journal of Political Science and the American Political Science review, in the period 1996 to 2005, almost a decade, of which of the 938 articles published, only one in 1999 had ethnography as its primary research method.  This is nearly 1 in a thousand! So why is there such a resistance towards ethnography in political science? 
Ethnography provides insights into the processes and meanings that sustain and enhance political power in communities.  The resistance to ethnography in political science is that it is regarded as being too limited to develop into generalisations, as it by definition involves a small sample size which is difficult to replicate.  Ethnography can reveal much that interviewing (the method most favoured by political scientists) fails to do, while it can also be argued that the mere presence of the anthropologist also distorts the behaviour of the community being studied.

During this period, Pakistan  -  the subject for this case study  - has been twice forced by the United States into becoming a front-line state, formerly in the Cold War and currently in the War against Terror.  Pakistan's state and society, due to various reasons both external - such as events in Afghanistan and the rivalry between Shia Iran and Wahhabi-Sunni  Saudi Arabia -  and internal - such as the challenge of ethno-nationalist movements against the dominant province of the Punjab -  have all contributed to a shift towards greater Islamisation. This was first endorsed by the state as a means of binding together the various ethnic regional groups of Pakistan with religion, which is a flawed quest in nation building as it brings into the question which version of Islam should the state endorse. This endorsement of a particular strand of Islam by the state alienates those who do not belong to it.  The growth of sectarianism is also considered as expression of religious fundamentalism which emphasises the cleavages between the majority Sunni Muslims and the minority Shia Moslems. Not all Islamic fundamentalists are sectarian as some of them see sectarianism as damaging their religious fight against westernised secular Muslims elites. 
However, doctrinal differences within the Muslim populace as in similar divided societies elsewhere are only one of an array of causes for this complex and violent conflict.  More political scientists prefer to consider studies of Sectarian conflict as a form of ethnic conflict in which they emphasise the ideology of political parties and the role of religio-political leaders in constructing sectarian boundaries for the purpose of political mobilisation, and the shifts in the alliances and rivalries between religious and mainstream political parties in Pakistan. What is happening here is that identity is constituted as the boundary or the difference. The difference becomes the identity. To make it more explicit:  both Shia and Sunni Islam share a common core but have relatively few differences, but the emphasis is placed on the differences which are much highlighted and magnified while the common core is neglected. This form of identity construction is described as instrumentalist in which the growth of sectarianism was possible as sectarian identities had been mobilized by religious and political elites. 
In contrast, anthropologists prefer to focus on the internal dynamics of sectarianism in their ethnographic studies - for instance, how religious elites actually interact with their followers especially in the performance of rituals which enhances identity formation.  Anthropologists understand better how sectarianism has spread to wider society in Pakistan while political scientists focus on the relationship between militant sectarian groups and the state.  
Conclusion 

Anthropologists think that political scientists may lack adequate sufficient training in ethnographic methods - which is probably true. For instance, in the United States only a few political studies departments such as the University of Chicago offer training in ethnographic methodology. I don’t know of any that do in the UK or elsewhere. So there is some sort of mild sectarianism between these two social science disciplines! This may change as in some area studies and combined degree courses both these disciplines are taught but there still appears to be no bridging units between anthropology and political science.  Increasingly there are some individual scholars who have multiple degrees in which both these disciplines are featured but few practice both equally. Political scientists and social anthropologists now more often than before co-author books together and also there are edited volumes with contributions from both political scientists and social anthropologists. There is perhaps scope for changes in the future.
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