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THE MYTHS OF JINNAH 
 

(Edited excerpts from Secular Jinnah & Pakistan) 
 

MYTH: In recent years the ‘establishment’ has transformed Jinnah’s image from 
that of a secularist to that of a deep-thinking Islamic scholar (Hoodbhoy 2007) 1 

 
In 2007, Prof. Hoodbhoy delivered a lecture in Karachi, and later turned parts 

of that lecture into at least two essays. In one of these essays, titled ‘Jinnah and the 
Islamic State: Setting the Record Straight’, he suggested that during the Zia ul-Haq 
administration of the 1980s, the government made conscious efforts to present 
Jinnah as ‘a deep-thinking Islamic scholar’. I have to admit I have never personally 
seen a Pakistani history textbook, which is where I assume such ideas may have 
been presented; but then I have also never come across any book of any kind which 
presents Jinnah as a scholar or a theologian. Even Prof. Sharif al Mujahid’s Studies 
in Interpretation (1981), which was published in the same period, does not make 
such a claim.  

Hoodbhoy’s underlying point is that any argument for a ‘Muslim Jinnah’ ought 
either to be discounted or at least be treated with suspicion. But even the implication 
that Jinnah was widely considered a ‘secularist’ amongst his own people from the 
beginning is misleading. Any academic book of history from the fifties and sixties 
will testify that it was the ‘secular Jinnah’ argument that was given little credence in 
the beginning. Thousands of letters sent to Jinnah from members of the public, 
academics, politicians and even religious scholars in and out of India, as well as 
countless articles and editorials written in Jinnah’s time confirm that for most 
people, Jinnah was neither a theocrat nor a secularist. He was seen simply as a great 
Muslim leader. 

What then, is a ‘good’ or a ‘great’ Muslim (correctly called momin in the 
Quran)? Prof. Hoodbhoy characterises a ‘good’ Muslim as a religious, ‘practising 
Muslim’; and by ‘scholar’ he means someone who has an extensive knowledge of 
Muslim history and theories of sharia law as well as the Quran. 

Before answering the question on what characterises a good Muslim, here I 
should also mention the position taken in the Munir Report. One of the most famous 
points in the Report is that during the investigations into the Punjab riots of 1953, a 
number of ulema representing a variety of sects were asked what a Muslim is and 
that they all gave different answers. ‘Keeping in view the several definitions given 
by the ulama,’ concluded its authors, ‘need we make any comment except that no 
two learned divines are agreed on this fundamental.’ 2 However, we find that whilst 
                                                 
1 P.A. Hoodbhoy, ‘Jinnah and the Islamic State: Setting the Record Straight’ in Economic 
and Political Weekly, (Mumbai) Vol. 42 No. 32, 11-17 August 2007, p.3300-3303. 
2 Munir Report p.218 
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there is truth to the statement it is somewhat exaggerated, and the evidence used to 
support the statement is misleading. A closer look at the answers of the ulema shows 
that whilst indeed they show some variance, they nevertheless do show some 
agreement as well. Of the ten sets of answers that were reproduced in the Report, all 
of them mentioned the Prophet or Finality of the Prophethood, most of them 
mentioned belief in either God or the Unity of God, and just over half referred to 
the ‘Day of Judgement’. 3  

There is also a second and bigger problem with the Q&A text. Before 
reproducing the answers of the ulema, the Report explicitly states:  

This definition was asked after it had been clearly explained to each 
witness that he was required to give the irreducible minimum conditions 
which a person must satisfy to be entitled to be called a Muslim and that the 
definition was to be on the principle on which a term in grammar is defined. 
4 
But if indeed this was done, and all that was required was a dictionary 

definition of what the word ‘muslim’ means, then all the ulema had misunderstood 
the question, for none of them actually answered it. There was in any case also some 
inconsistency with the questioning itself, as the questioners did not always ask for a 
‘definition’. In at least three cases, they simply asked: ‘Who is a Muslim?’, and in 
one case they even asked ‘Who is a Muslim according to you?’5 Consequently there 
is not one single dictionary definition of the word offered by these ulema, all of 
whom were concerned only with explaining what in either their personal or 
sectarian opinions characterises a Muslim. 

The dictionary meaning of ‘muslim’ in Arabic is ‘one who has (freely) 
submitted’. 6 In the Quran, a person who ‘submits’ is a member of a community 
actively committed to upholding the universal principles of equality, liberty and 
justice, since these principles have been laid down in the Quran and were 
exemplified in the life and career of the Prophet. Hence in the Quranic context, to 
follow the deen of Islam means that a person or community is ‘submitting to God’. 7 
To put it another way, according to Dr. M. Iqbal, whose intellectual influence on 
Jinnah can be easily found in numerous speeches, a Muslim is not identified by his 
(or her) theological knowledge, or even religious piety, but his understanding of the 
‘ethical ideal’ of Islam, and more importantly, his ability to prove it in his deeds and 
actions. As the philosopher once said: 

                                                 
3 Munir Report p.215-8 
4 Munir Report p.215 
5 Ibid. (p.215-8). Emphasis mine. 
6 See entry سلم in Lane’s Lexicon Book I (Part 4), p.1412-14; the primary meanings of the root 
 .’are to become ‘safe’, ‘secure’, or ‘free’, and ‘make peace’, or ‘reconcile سلم
7 See Quran 2:112: ‘Nay,-whoever submits His whole self to Allah and is a doer of good’ 
(Ali’s translation). This verse makes it clear that the word ‘submit’ has been given a 
qualifier, which in this case is Allah. 
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Remember that Islam was born in the broad daylight of history. … There 

is absolutely nothing esoteric in his [the Prophet’s] teachings. Every word of 
the Quran is brimful of light and joy of existence. Far from justifying any 
gloomy, pessimistic Mysticism, it is an open assault on those religious 
teachings which have for centuries mystified mankind. … Do not listen to 
him who says there is a secret doctrine in Islam which cannot be revealed to 
the uninitiated. 8 
Dr. Iqbal is telling us that the principles of Islam are plain and easy to 

understand, and that they are profound precisely because all people are capable of 
comprehending them. There is no mysterious, esoteric or otherwise complicated 
teaching in Islam. To suggest otherwise would be to deny that the Quran contains a 
universal message addressed to all of humanity. Iqbal therefore refers to Islamic 
principles simply as ‘equality, solidarity, and freedom’. 9 As he has also said, the 
Quran emphasises deed rather than idea 10 – i.e. the observance of such principles 
through positive action, whether at an individual or collective/state level. What 
made Jinnah an example of a great Muslim leader therefore was not his technical 
knowledge of theology, but rather his ability to translate what he understood into 
his political actions. He not only said that Islam means action, 11 but he also led by 
example. 
MYTH: Jinnah called Pakistan a blunder 
Jinnah supposedly told an unnamed doctor on his deathbed that Pakistan was ‘the 

biggest blunder’ of his life. 
The original source (later cited in M.J. Akbar 12 and in Time magazine 13) is an 

article in the Peshawar newspaper Frontier Post. The article was written by M. 
Yahya Jan, the son-in-law of Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan of the NWFP (better 
known as ‘Frontier Gandhi’). 14 Qutubuddin Aziz, who protested against Time 
magazine’s article, has remarked: 

Yahya Jan was in his 80s when he wrote the mendacious quote in the 
Frontier Post of what he claimed had been told to him 35 years earlier i.e. in 
1952 by Jinnah’s physician. Why did Yahya Jan wait for that long [sic] to 

                                                 
8 Article, ‘Islam and Mysticism’ in The New Era, Lucknow, 28 July 1917.  
9 9 M. Iqbal (1971 reprint) Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, p.154. Javid Iqbal 
has made a similar point in his Ideology of Pakistan and has dedicated a section describing 
the ideals of equality, solidarity and freedom in turn, as well as the duty of the individual to 
the state. (See 2005 reprint, p.50-56) 
10 Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, v. 
11 See Jinnah’s broadcast from the All-India Radio, Bombay, Eid Day, 13 November 1939 
(K.A.K Yusufi (ed.) (1996) Speeches, Statements & Messages of the Quaid-e-Azam Vol. II, 
p.1060) 
12 M.J. Akbar (1988) Nehru: the Making of India, p.433 
13 See Carl Posey, ‘The Great Pleader for a Muslim State’, in Time, 23 December 1996 
14 Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan (founder of the ‘Red Shirts’) was vehemently opposed to 
Pakistan to the end. In the provincial elections of 1945, the Red Shirts and the Congress 
were accused of adopting underhand tactics – including vote-rigging – to try and secure the 
NWFP as a Congress province. 
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make this dubious anti-Pakistan disclosure? The physician, Colonel Ilahi 
Baksh, who had treated Jinnah with other doctors in the last few weeks of 
his life, never mentioned such a statement or quote in his book about his 
medical treatment of Jinnah. 15 
In fact Yahya Jan merely wrote a new version of a statement originally invented 

by an Indian writer in 1951 and attributed to Jinnah: 
To a Hindu friend he [Jinnah] confided, “Look here, I never wanted this 

damned Partition! It was forced upon me by Sardar Patel. And now they 
want me to eat the humble pie and raise my hands in defeat.” That Hindu, 
needless-to-say a youthful capitalist of Pakistan, was Mr. Jinnah’s most 
favourite friend in those earlier days of chaos; and confusion. 16 
As with Yahya Jan’s story, the Hindu friend is not named, and the anecdote 

appears for the first time some time after Jinnah’s death. 
MYTH: Jinnah privately called Pakistan a ‘secular state’ 

It is a fact that Jinnah never called for Pakistan to be a secular state – not 
publicly, at least. Jinnah’s statements from the 1930s onwards do not contain 
a single occurrence of the word ‘secular’ … It is reputed that Jinnah 
privately pledged (to an American diplomat) that Pakistan would be a 
‘secular state’ (using these words). But, as a statesman and politician, he had 
a different line. 17 
The above passage is from Dr. Hoodbhoy’s 2007 lecture. Note that the 

‘American diplomat’ to whom Jinnah supposedly makes this revelation is not 
named. Also, this is the first instance I have ever seen of this story. If an earlier 
source indeed exists, I have not yet found it; and until we know who the mysterious 
diplomat is, we cannot even begin to check truthfulness of the account. Prof. 
Hoodbhoy provides no information whatsoever as to his source. But taking into 
account all that we have presented in this book showing that Jinnah was neither a 
secularist nor a secular-Muslim, we can safely assume that the claim is pure fiction. 
MYTH: The Raja of Mahmudabad testified that Jinnah was a secularist 

In 1970 an article by the Raja of Mahmudabad appeared in a well-known 
compilation volume on partition. A certain passage from this article has been 

reproduced by most pro-secularist commentators. It reads:  
My advocacy of an Islamic state brought me into conflict with Jinnah. He 

thoroughly disapproved of my ideas and dissuaded me from expressing them 
publicly from the League platform lest the people might be led to believe that 

                                                 
15 Q. Aziz (1997) Quaid-i-Azam Jinnah and the Battle for Pakistan, p.181. Spellings retained 
from original. 
16 H.K. Ramani (1951) Pakistan X-Rayed, p.11. Also cited (with slightly different words, 
substituting ‘partition’ for ‘Pakistan’) in Ajeet Jawed (1998) Secular and Nationalist Jinnah, 
p.281) 
17 P.A. Hoodbhoy 2007, p.3301 
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Jinnah shared my view and that he was asking me to convey such ideas to 
the public. As I was convinced that I was right and did not want to 
compromise Jinnah’s position, I decided to cut myself away and for nearly 
two years kept my distance from him, apart from seeing him during the 
working committee meetings and on other formal occasions. It was not easy 
to take this decision as my meetings with Jinnah had been very close in the 
past. Now that I look back I realise how wrong I had been.18 
The Raja goes on to suggest that the League leadership was secular minded 

(including Jinnah) and only used religion as a propaganda tool. 19 He was a well-
intentioned and genuine Leaguer but there is no doubt that he had a religious 
understanding of the Islamic state. Here is one example of his ‘advocacy of an 
Islamic state’ which makes the point clear. His speech is passionate and in places 
inspiring. He even cites Iqbal, but he also exposes the limits of his own 
understanding of Islam: 

The State will conform to the laws as laid down in Islam. It will deal justly 
and fairly with every community and every section of its constituent 
members. The unchangeable laws of Islam will ipso facto be applied and 
enforced. There will be no fresh legislation in regard to them because Islam 
has already legislated them for ever and ever. 20 
This is the fatal flaw in the Raja’s thought, which explains why Jinnah asked 

him not to repeat his ideas from the League platform (and at any rate as shown 
earlier in this book, Jinnah had explicitly instructed Leaguers many times to not 
begin discussing the constitution until after Pakistan was won. The Raja had been 
disobeying a direct order). It seems that an Islamic state and a religious state were 
the same thing to the Raja. Jinnah’s opposition to his particular conception of an 
Islamic state led him to the erroneous conclusion that Jinnah was a secularist. By 
cutting himself off and keeping his distance from Jinnah (as he himself has 
testified), he failed to ever understand the actual point of Jinnah’s admonition. 
Years after Jinnah’s death the Raja reviewed his own position and, whilst he left 
behind his former rigid interpretation of Islam, he had still missed the point and so 
took on a secular-Muslim viewpoint. As the Raja’s son has written about him in 
recent years: 

[The Raja] went into self-imposed exile to Iraq in 1947 and spent nearly 
ten years living in Karbala and Baghdad. He became a Pakistani citizen in 
1957 … Raja Mohammad Amir Ahmad remained restless even after 
changing his citizenship and continued to question the politics of his past 
relentlessly and ruthlessly. From a person who had founded the Islami 
Jama’at in the early forties he changed to an ardent supporter of secularism in 

                                                 
18 Raja of Mahmudabad, ‘Some Memories’, in Philips & Wainright (ed) (1970) The Partition of 
India Massachusetts: MIT Press, p.388-9 
19 Ibid. (p.389) 
20 Raja of Mahmudabad’s address at Bombay Presidency ML Conference, Hubli, 24 May 
1940. (Indian Annual Register Vol. I (1940), p.319) 
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matters of politics and government and recalled with deep respect and 
affection the views of Jinnah in support of a secular approach to the political 
programme of Pakistan and especially in regard to the secular Constitution 
which Jinnah wanted for the republic. 21 
Meanwhile, Dr. M.R. Kazimi has in a journal article referred to another 

anecdotal story involving a conversation between the Raja and Jinnah, taken from 
an unpublished autobiography. 

The Raja started by saying that since the Lahore Resolution had been 
passed earlier that year, if and when Pakistan was formed, it was 
undoubtedly to be an Islamic State with the Sunna and Sharia as its bedrock. 
The Quaid’s face went red and he turned to ask Raja whether he had taken 
leave of his senses? Mr. Jinnah added: “Did you realize that there are over 
seventy sects and differences of opinion regarding the Islamic faith, and if 
what the Raja was suggesting was to be followed, the consequences would be 
a struggle of religious opinion from the very inception of the State leading to 
its very dissolution.” Mr. Jinnah banged his hands on the table and said: “we 
shall not be an Islamic State, but a liberal, democratic Muslim State.”22 
To Kazimi (who has also cited the Munir quote on the same page of the above 

article) this implies Jinnah’s preference for secularism. However we can actually 
draw one of two possible conclusions about the anecdote. One is to reject it as 
entirely fabricated. The other is that the account is essentially true but Jinnah has 
been misinterpreted. His criticism of the religious state – that is, of the Raja’s 
‘Islamic state’ – is clearly based on his aversion to sectarianism. The above 
statement about seventy sects fits the view of a non-sectarian Muslim. 
MYTH: Jinnah confessed after partition that he was still an Indian 
Ajeet Jawed summarises Jinnah’s psychological condition after partition as follows: 

He became a pathetic creature. He couldn’t undo his past. He wanted to 
come back to India. In fact, he considered himself to be an Indian. What a 
tragedy of a person like Jinnah. He is reported to have said in a meeting of 
the All India Muslim League at Karachi: I tell you that I still consider myself 
to be an Indian. For the moment I have accepted the Governor-Generalship 
of Pakistan. But I am looking forward to a time when I would return to India 
and take my place as a citizen of my country. In the interests of Pakistan I 
would appeal to Indian Muslims to be true to India, to be loyal to India even 
as I would tell Hindus here to be true to Pakistan and to be loyal to Pakistan. 
That is the only royal road to our mutual problems. 23 

                                                 
21 Raja M.A.M. Khan Sulaiman, ‘My Family and the Independence Movement’ in Dawn, 30 
December 2006 
22 Isha’at Habibullah’s autobiography (undated / not published) p.108-9, as cited in 
M.R. Kazimi ‘Pakistan: The Founder’s View’ in Journal of Management and Social 

Sciences Vol. 4, No. 1, (Spring 2008), p.48 
23 A. Jawed (1998) Secular and Nationalist Jinnah, p.295 
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This story originates in India, in M.S. Mantreshwar Sharma’s Peeps into 

Pakistan; 24 and again the author provides no source for Jinnah’s ‘reported’ 
statement that he still considered himself to be an Indian (and that too after the 
announcement of partition). In fact Sharma (himself a newspaper editor) has taken 
his claim from an article that appeared in Morning News in August 1947. It quotes 
Jinnah as having said:  

Replying to another question Mr. Jinnah said: “I am going to Pakistan as 
a citizen of Hindustan. I am going because the people of Pakistan have given 
me the opportunity to serve them. But this does not imply I cease to be a 
citizen of Hindustan ...” 25 
This report was exposed as a fabrication just a couple of days later, when 

Jinnah released the following press statement: 
My attention has been drawn to a report appearing in certain sections of 

the press purporting to give summary of my address to the Muslim League 
Members of the Indian Constituent Assembly. I wish to say that the report is 
a piece of concoction and I regret that a report of this kind should have been 
given publicity which is purely misleading and mischievous. 26 
It goes without saying that the records of the League meetings in 1947 (or any 

time) show nothing to indicate that he said anything to the effect that he was still an 
Indian. To the contrary, he had actually said on record in 1946: ‘I don’t regard 
myself as an Indian’. 27 After partition he continually said that Pakistan would not 
rejoin India. For one example, here is an excerpt from his interview to Reuters in 
October 1947: 

I want to make it quite clear that Pakistan will never surrender and never 
agree in any shape or form to any constitutional union between the two 
sovereign states with one common centre. … We must try to stop any effort 
or attempt which is intended to bring about a forced union of the two 
Dominions. The methods advocated for the achievement of this end are: 

1. Bring about a revolt by Muslims against the Muslim League and 
the Pakistan government. 

2. Failing that making the leaders of Pakistan realise the folly of the 
two nation theory and change their ways and force them once 

                                                 
24 See M.S.M. Sharma (1954) Peeps into Pakistan, p.18. Sharma, best known as the editor of 
Karachi’s Daily Gazette, had remained in Pakistan post-partition but returned to India 
shortly after Jinnah’s death. Though he expressed his high regard for Jinnah in his book, he 
took a dim view of Pakistan which he believed was developing as ‘medieval State with an 
impossible, theocratic conception’ (op. cit. p.199) 
25 See news report, Morning News, 1 August 1947 and Star of India, 2 August 1947. (Nation’s 
Voice Vol. VI, p.339-40 fn) 
26 Press statement, New Delhi, 7 August (in Dawn, 8 August). (Op. cit. p.339-40). 
27 Interview to foreign editor, News Chronicle (London); Delhi, 12 April 1946. (Nation’s Voice 
Vol. IV, p.624) 
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again to agree to join the Union and thereby create a single India 
by war. 28 

It could be said that this statement is prophetic. 
------------------------------ 

Excerpted from Secular Jinnah & Pakistan: What the Nation Doesn’t Know by 
Saleena Karim (pp.133-6; 228-31; 232-3). Published in Pakistan by Paramount 

Books, Karachi & internationally by CheckPoint Press, Ireland. 
More about the author including contact details: http://www.secularjinnah.co.uk 
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28 Interview with Duncan Hooper, Reuters’ special correspondent, Karachi, 23 October 1947 
(NV Vol.  VII, p.73-5). For another example, see Jinnah’s address at Karachi Chamber of 
Commerce, 27 April 1948 (NV Vol. VII, p.377) 


