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One of the important assumptions underpinning Partition historiography is that the ulama - especially the Decbandi ulama- were steadfast in their opposition to the
Muslim League (ML) and their goal of Pakistan. It is further assumed that a few of these ulama who may finally have come over to the ML'’s side did so rather late in
the day when Pakistan was almost achieved. This paper challenges these premises by charting a longer engagement and developing relationship between a
significant section of the Deobandi ulama and the ML elite, which began before the 1940 Lahore Resolution and continued into Pakistan’s early days. Accordingly, it
explores this convergence in the aftermath of the Congress success in the 1937 elections when Maulana Ashraf Ali Thanawi supported ML candidates during the by-
elections for Muslim seats in the UP, sent delegations of ulama to ML sessions to foster greater understanding between the two sides, and inaugurated a protracted
conflict with Maulana Husain Ahmad Madani and his followers at Deoband. This ultimately led to a formal split in the ranks of the Deobandi ulama and their Jamiatu/
Ulama-i-Hindthat was engineered by Thanawi's murid Maulana Shabbir Ahmad Usmani on the eve of the 1945-46 elections. In this referendum, Usmani and
his Jamiatul Ulama-i-Islam openly came out in support of partitioning India and creating Pakistan as an Islamic State that would recreate the Prophet Medinian utopia,
provide the locus for the reunification of the Islamic world, and lead it to its eventual triumph in the modern world. The run up to the Partition saw a developing
consensus between the ulama and the ML elite that an Islamic Pakistan would emerge only gradually, on the basis of their mutual dialogue and negotiations. The

paper concludes that it is the deferral of the resolution of this question that explains the continuing struggles over the definition of Pakistan’s identity.
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