

[image: Cover. Shah Waliyullah Dihlavi: Aspirations and Tensions of Islamic Cosmopolitanism by SherAli Tareen.]





PRAISE FOR SHAH WALIYULLAH DIHLAVI

‘This study of the eighteenth-century Muslim scholar and Sufi Shah Waliyullah Dihlavi describes in fascinating detail why his life and thought are relevant for the Islamic tradition today. Tareen argues that the central notion for understanding his legacy is what he calls “Islamic cosmopolitanism” – the specific ability to reconcile apparently opposed Islamic ideas and interpretations in a thoughtful, productive manner. This learned book should be read by everyone who is seriously concerned with the intellectual challenge that contemporary Islamic thought is encountering.’

Talal Asad, Distinguished Professor Emeritus of Anthropology and Middle Eastern Studies, City University of New York Graduate Center

‘Nimbly navigating a multi-lingual oeuvre of stunning complexity, Tareen offers an accessible introduction to one of Islamic history’s most influential and contested figures. His multi-dimensional portrait is relevant without being presentist, and gives both India and the eighteenth century the central place that they deserve.’

Marion Holmes Katz, Professor of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies, New York University

‘Shah Waliyullah was an intellectual and spiritual giant whose influence traverses the Middle East and South Asia alike. On the cusp of the colonial era, he both consolidated and critiqued previous centuries of Sunni tradition. In lucid, readable prose, SherAli Tareen surveys his key concerns, which continue to shape Muslim debates. This is an excellent introduction to Waliyullah’s life and thought.’

Nile Green, Ibn Khaldun Endowed Chair in World History, UCLA






TITLES IN THE MAKERS OF THE MUSLIM WORLD SERIES

Series Editors: Professor Khaled El-Rouayheb, Harvard University, and Professor Sabine Schmidtke, Institute for Advanced Study, Princeton

‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi, Samer Akkach

‘Abd al-Malik, Chase F. Robinson

‘Abd al-Mu’min, Maribel Fierro

‘Abd al-Rahman III, Maribel Fierro

‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Amr al-Awza‘i, Steven C. Judd

Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi, Itzchak Weismann

Abu Nuwas, Philip F. Kennedy

Ahmad al-Mansur, Mercedes García-Arenal

Ahmad ibn Hanbal, Christopher Melchert

Ahmad ibn Tulun, Matthew S. Gordon

Ahmad Riza Khan Barelwi, Usha Sanyal

Aisha al-Ba’uniyya, Th. Emil Homerin

Akbar, André Wink

Al Ma’mun, Michael Cooperson

Al-Mutanabbi, Margaret Larkin

Amir Khusraw, Sunil Sharma

Ashraf ‘Ali Thanawi, Muhammad Qasim Zaman

Beshir Agha, Jane Hathaway

Chinggis Khan, Michal Biran

Elijah Muhammad, Herbert Berg

Fazlallah Astarabadi and the Hurufis, Shahzad Bashir

Ghazali, Eric Ormsby

Hasan al-Banna, Gudrun Krämer

Husain Ahmad Madani, Barbara D. Metcalf

Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, Michael Crawford

Ibn ‘Arabi, William C. Chittick

Ibn ‘Asakir of Damascus, Suleiman A. Mourad

Ibn Hamdis the Sicilian, William Granara

Ibn Taymiyya, Jon Hoover

Ibn Tufayl, Taneli Kukkonen

Ikhwan al-Safa’, Godefroid de Callataÿ

Imam Shafi‘i, Kecia Ali

Karim Khan Zand, John R. Perry

Mehmed Ali, Khaled Fahmy

Mu‘awiya ibn Abi Sufyan, R. Stephen Humphreys

Muhammad Abduh, Mark Sedgwick

Mulla Sadra, Sayeh Meisami

Nasser, Joel Gordon

Nazira Zeineddine, Miriam Cooke

Sa‘di, Homa Katouzian

Shah ‘Abbas, Sholeh A. Quinn

Shaykh Mufid, Tamima Bayhom-Daou

‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan, Heather N. Keaney

Usama ibn Munqidh, Paul M. Cobb

For current information and details of other books in the series, please visit oneworld-publications.com/series/makers-of-the-muslim-world







[image: Shah Waliyullah Dihlavi: Aspirations and Tensions of Islamic Cosmopolitanism by SherAli Tareen. Published by Oneworld Academic.]









 

 

For the staff at the Institute for Advanced Study, Princeton, NJ – a dedicated group of people who sustain the magical place that made this book possible.








CONTENTS

Acknowledgments

Note on Transliteration

INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS ISLAMIC COSMOPOLITANISM?

1 SHAH WALIYULLAH: A THEMATIC BIOGRAPHY

Early Life and Education

Travels to Arabia

The Visions of Haramayn: Waliyullah’s Sufi Psychology

Cosmopolitan Intellectual Networks

A Bosom Arabian Interlocutor

Other Hijazi Teachers

The Political Context and Convulsions

Waliyullah and the Mughal Political Elite

Death

2 THEOLOGY, MYSTICAL PHILOSOPHY, AND POLITICAL ECONOMY

The Secrets of Religion

The Prophetic Mandate

Negotiating Reason and Revelation

The Theology of Human Accountability

The Highest Council and Its Operations

The Holy Enclave

The Imaginal Realm

God, the Prophet, and Prophethood

Strategies and Stages of Human Development (the Irtifaqat)



Politics of the City

The Culminating Caliphate

3 AUTONOMY AND CONFORMITY IN ISLAMIC LAW

The Hierarchy of Religious Authority

Law and Embodied Intuition

The Prophetic Method of Jurisprudence

Remembering the Prophet

Disagreement as the Font of Normativity

The Authority of Intuition

Canonicity and Contingency

Distinguishing the Prophet and the Jurist

Competing Models of Islamic Law

The Coalescence of Reason and Revelation

Hadith as the Key to Jurisprudence

Maintaining Prophetic Privilege

4 LAW, HADITH, AND RELIGIOUS AUTHORITY

Hermeneutical Excesses and Their Perils

Juristic Extrapolation and Its Dangers

Hermeneutical Principles and Their Contradictions

The Fateful Consequences of Inter-Madhhab Competition

The Danger of Polemics

Preserving the Integrity of Human Relations

The Stratification of Religious Authority

Ijtihad as an Aspirational Labor

What Should the Common Person Do?

Waliyullah’s Self Imagination

5 POWER, POLITICS, AND THE CALIPHATE

What is the Caliphate?

Delaying the Prophet’s Burial

The Qualifications of a Caliph

How to Choose a Caliph?



The Prophetic Caliphate: The Rashidun as Reed Flute

The Cosmology of the Caliphate

Distinction and Superiority

History as the Fulfillment of Divine Promises

The Actualization of the Divine Promise of Power

Hierarchy of Prophetic Imitation

The Question of Bravery

Substantive Superiority or Favorable Conditions?

Provocations and Ambiguities

6 TRANSLATING THE QUR’AN

The Necessity of Qur’an Translation

How to Read the Qur’an in Translation

The Qur’anic Study Circle

The Method of Translation

Illustrative Examples

Revelation as Pedagogy

Preserving the Hierarchy of Religious Authority

7 A COVETED YET CONTESTED LEGACY

The Waliyullah Family

Ambiguities of the Deobandi Embrace

Critiques and Commendations

Prophethood and Politics

A Decolonial Attraction

A Concluding Word

 

Bibliography

Index








ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Every word of this book was written – and almost every word researched – in Office 204 of “B Building” at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, NJ, where I was a Patricia Crone Member in the School of Historical Studies during the academic year 2024–5. The completion of this book would have taken at least three more years were it not for the profound gift and fortune of the IAS experience.

Driven by an ethic of unconditional hospitality for scholars and their families, the staff across various parts of the Institute – including academic support, the library, technology, dining, events, residential facilities, the Crossroads Nursery, and the mailroom – make possible the magical place that helped bring this book to life. It is thus to the staff at the IAS that I dedicate this book.

Sabine Schmidtke, Professor of Near Eastern and Islamic Studies at the IAS and also co-editor of the Makers series, supported this book from its beginnings. Her fabulous question at the IAS Near East seminar was also critical in shaping the texture of Chapter Two. I would also like to thank Khaled El-Rouayheb, the other co-editor of the series, for his time, and the anonymous reviewers for their very specific and productive feedback and critiques.

At the IAS and otherwise, this project benefited immensely in different ways from conversations with (in no particular order): Joan Scott (who spearheaded a reading group on intellectual history that was formative for this book), Rajbir Singh Judge, Iymon Majid, Marisa Fuentes, Arnab De, David Nirenberg, Garrett Davidson, Rana Mikati, Maria Loh, Francesca Trivellato, Matthew Keegan, Robert Travers, Muntasir Zaman, Sohaira Siddiqui, Hafsa Kanjwal and Thomas Carlson. Many thanks as well to my wonderful IAS neighbors: Max, Rebecca, Hannah, Chris, and Luna.

Muhammad Qasim Zaman graciously shared insights from his own current monograph on Shah Waliyullah and offered some very useful corrections. My discussions about and readings of Waliyullah with Ebrahim Moosa over the years have deeply imprinted and enriched this book. The looming intellectual shadows of my other mentors from graduate school, Bruce Lawrence and Carl Ernst, also guide the pages of this work. Marcia Hermansen’s foundational and meticulous scholarship on Waliyullah greatly facilitated this volume. Jonathan Brown was always available and provided detailed, thoughtful answers to my barrage of Hadith questions.

Among the major pleasures and honors of researching the topic of South Asian Muslim intellectual traditions lies in being connected with the ‘ulama’ of the region. In Pakistan, Dr./Mawlana Ammar Khan Nasir has been a terrific interlocutor, as he was for this book, and Mawlana Abdul Khaliq Azad Raipuri in Lahore shared generously from his wealth of knowledge on Waliyullah. In India, Dr. Mawlana Waris Mazhari went out of his way to share from his research on Waliyullah and related matters; our exchange of long and copious WhatsApp voice notes on complex questions of Waliyullah’s theology and philosophy was perhaps the most rewarding part of writing this book.

John Modern, David McMahan, and Stephen Cooper – my colleagues in the Religious Studies Department at Franklin & Marshall College – have been a bulwark for my research life. I could not ask for a more chilled and stress-free workplace hallway.

On the family front, as always, I am grateful to my wife, Tehseen Thaver, for holding the fort, and to our now six-year-old son, Ajab Khan Tareen, whose fast and furious forays across the IAS campus on his yellow bicycle supply the image I will most associate with the passage of life corresponding with the writing of this book. I remain indebted to my fitness coach Sean Archer for keeping exercise connected to the writing process.

Finally, I am very thankful to the wonderful staff at Oneworld: my editor Jonathan Bentley-Smith, who is as punctilious as he is professional, and who steered this book toward publication with utmost care and timeliness; Tom Feltham for his superb and astonishingly efficient copyediting; Paul Nash and Laura McFarlane, who expertly oversaw the production process, and Nic Nicholas for preparing an excellent index.

I presented fragments of this book at the IAS Near Eastern Studies Seminar, Ebrahim College, London, and at the University of Pennsylvania South Asia Studies Colloquium. I thank all audience members at these venues for their questions and comments.






NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

For ease of access, diacritical marks have not been added except the customary ’ for hamza and ‘ for ‘ayn, except in one instance in chapter six where diacritics are added to show readers an aspect of Shah Waliyullah’s Persian Qur’an translation. All translations from the Qur’an are mine. As per the convention for this series, in text citations are only provided for direct quotations; some exceptions to this rule are made in the case of primary source citations where necessary and most useful for the reader.








INTRODUCTION

WHAT IS ISLAMIC COSMOPOLITANISM?

Sometime in the mid-eighteenth century, a scholar by the name of Muhammad Fakhir Ilahabadi (d. 1760) came to Delhi from his native town of Allahabad in Northern India to visit his friend and arguably the most well-known and influential early modern Indian Muslim scholar Shah Waliyullah (d. 1762). While offering prayers in Delhi’s famous Jami‘ Mosque, Ilahabadi engaged in what is known as raf‘ al-yadayn, or raising both hands during every cycle of prayers rather than just at the beginning – a subject of immense controversy and division among South Asian Muslims. Those from the Hanafi legal school that predominates South Asia vigorously oppose this practice. In contrast, the nonconformists (ghayr muqallidun), meaning people who don’t conform to any specific legal guild nor accord the Islamic legal tradition and canon the non-negotiable reverence as do the Hanafis, passionately endorse this practice. Ilahabadi was a non-conformist who in raising both hands during each cycle of prayer was simply rehearsing what for him was an intuitively sedimented bodily ritual. His ritual equanimity was soon disrupted when the congregation of Hanafis present at the mosque turned against him. As the furious mob encircled him and was on the verge of beating him up, Ilahabadi, in a last ditch effort to salvage his skin, reasoned with them: “violence will bring you no benefit; go inquire about this problem [raising both hands during prayers] from the biggest scholar of your city [obviously Waliyullah].”

Perhaps piqued by curiosity or perhaps as a concession to Ilahabadi’s status as the guest of the preeminent scholar of Delhi, the congregants shuttled him to Waliyullah’s house so that the latter might adjudicate on this matter. When they asked Waliyullah for his opinion and judgment, he tried to calm them, saying, “Relax! There exist Hadith [sayings of the Prophet Muhammad] that legitimate the practice of raf‘ al-yadayn. I too at times perform it.” On hearing this, the crowd dispersed, and the volatile situation stabilized. After they left, a greatly relieved Ilahabadi turned to Waliyullah and said with curious puzzlement: “I did not know you performed raf‘ al-yadayn.” Waliyullah’s reply was both witty and legendary. He said: “I actually don’t, but had I not said so, you would have been killed today!” He added, “A wise one [hakim] is not he who without rhyme or reason turns the masses against himself” (Sindhi Tahrik, 82; Nawshahrawi Tarajim, 22–3).

This narrative encapsulates and exemplifies the intellectual temperament of Shah Waliyullah, the protagonist of this book, who during a moment marked by the crisis and dwindling crescent of Muslim political sovereignty in South Asia, sought to reconcile and harmonize seemingly competing strands of Muslim intellectual thought and practice, and strove to provide a blueprint for societal prosperity grounded in Islamic normative sources of knowledge. At the heart of Waliyullah’s normative agenda was the goal of elucidating the foundational moral purposes that underlie major Islamic knowledge traditions. By delving into the key categories, methods, and modes of disagreement that have shaped important facets of the Muslim intellectual tradition, Waliyullah sought to provide a thickly textured outline of what one might call a “cosmopolitan Islam” that was marked by debate rather than dogmatism, hermeneutical flexibility rather than finality, and intra-Muslim bricolage rather than provincialism.

Yet Waliyullah’s aspiration in curating such a model of Islamic cosmopolitanism was not open-ended. It was also shrouded in considerable ambiguity, seen most clearly in his views on the Sunni caliphate and the Shi‘i Imamate (examined in chapter five) whereby he was explicit in demarcating the boundaries of political legitimacy and religious authority in no uncertain terms. This book argues that Shah Waliyullah’s intellectual life and thought was defined by the aspiration and tensions of Islamic cosmopolitanism.

I am employing the term cosmopolitanism here not in the liberal enlightenment sense of overcoming difference through the celebration of commonality that under the guise and through the ruse of universal belonging only reinscribes parochial Western conceptions of a good and moral life (as in Appiah 2006). Instead, by the terms Islamic cosmopolitanism and cosmopolitan Islam, I have in mind a conception of Islam founded on the assumption that the normativity and normative limits of the tradition cannot be settled through any conclusively singular, linear, or uncontested source of authority or process of interpretation. The internal coherence and integrity of such a vision of cosmopolitan Islam is secured through the recognition that the interpretive routes to realizing what counts as normative are marked by multiplicity of opinion, complexity of hermeneutics, and avid contestation of authority. At the core of Shah Waliyullah’s religious thought was the promise of offering a reading of Islam that synthesized its core disciplines of knowledge, elaborated the relations between them, and encouraged an understanding of them that was decisively cosmopolitan. Waliyullah’s self-imagination as a scholar also confirmed this purpose; as he once wrote, “God has granted me the gift of reconciling a field of knowledge with another [that it is at odds with]. Their apparent differences thus resolve and everything falls in its place. The goal of achieving reconciliation between seemingly contradictory discourses dominates my thought in all disciplines including law and jurisprudence, theology, and Sufism” (Sarwar 2003, 438).

For Waliyullah, during his eighteenth-century present of tremendous political flux and instability, preserving and fortifying the intellectual and moral infrastructure of Islam required an approach towards its knowledge resources and traditions that was intellectually dynamic rather than doctrinaire, and hermeneutically cosmopolitan rather than constrained. But it is in his attempt at articulating and detailing such a cosmopolitan vision of Islam that some of the most striking ambiguities and tensions of his religious thought are also most visible. This again is the central argument of this book, which I make through an intensive and hopefully accessible reading of a wide selection of Waliyullah’s central texts on a range of themes and topics concerning Islamic intellectual thought.

Waliyullah was a scholar at once prolific and panoramic. He wrote foundational texts across multiple disciplines including Qur’an commentary and translation, Hadith, Islamic law and jurisprudence, Sufism, philosophy, and politics, in Arabic and Persian. His scholarly corpus includes both pedagogically oriented works aimed at aspiring scholars and non-scholars, and more specialized texts catered primarily for the scholarly elite. In addition to his towering scholarly stature during his own life, Waliyullah’s reception in the modern and contemporary periods has also featured copious and conflicting claims of successorship. Rival groups of later South Asian Muslim scholars in the colonial era through to the present have keenly vied for the mantle of his intellectual inheritance. Even beyond South Asia, especially in Arab contexts like Egypt and Lebanon, Waliyullah is fairly widely read, referenced, published, commended, and at times also critiqued. Some key examples of his reception in South Asia and elsewhere are discussed in the final chapter of this book.

Despite Waliyullah’s massive influence on the intellectual topography of South Asian Islam in particular and modern Islam more broadly, though his life and specialized aspects of his religious thought have been the subject of some excellent monographs, journal articles, book chapters, and translations (see bibliography), there is a surprising lack of a volume in Western scholarship that conducts and brings together a close reading of his key writings over a spectrum of the Muslim Humanities. This book attempts this task through a careful and elaborate analysis of crucial and hugely influential fragments of his scholarly oeuvre. Let us commence though with an account of his life as a student, scholar, and teacher.
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SHAH WALIYULLAH: A THEMATIC BIOGRAPHY

Early Life and Education

Shah Waliyullah was born in February 1703 in the town of Phulat in what is today the province of Uttar Pradesh in Northern India. Named ‘Azim al-Din at birth, some of the other childhood names that have been attached to him include Qutb al-Din, Ahmad, and ‘Abd Allah. Eventually and then throughout his adult life, he was known by the name Shah Waliyullah Dihlavi or Shah Waliyullah of Delhi. Waliyullah traced his maternal lineage to the Prophet’s close Companion and successor in Sunni Islam Abu Bakr (d. 634) and his paternal lineage to Abu Bakr’s successor ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (d. 644). His ancestors had settled in the town of Rohtak near Delhi in the early thirteenth century, right after the erection of the Delhi Sultanate. He came from a family of noted scholars who had maintained close though not always agreeable relations with the Mughal state and its political elite. His grandfather, Wajih al-Din, had served in the military of the Mughal emperors Shahjahan (d. 1666) and Aurangzeb ‘Alamgir (d. 1707). In his own Persian biographical account of his family, ancestors, and teachers called Souls of the Mystics (Anfas al-‘Arifin), Waliyullah depicts Wajih al-Din as a fearless military commander who had shown his mettle on various battlefields, including at the Battle of Khajuha in 1659 in which Aurangzeb defeated his younger brother Shah Shuja (d. 1661) to solidify his grip over the imperial throne.

Waliyullah’s father, Shah ‘Abd al-Rahim (d. 1719), was a prominent scholar of Hadith, a Naqshbandi Sufi master, and an official proofreader for the famous collection of legal opinions Fatawa ‘Alamgiri collected and published under the patronage of Aurangzeb ‘Alamgir in the late seventeenth century. Despite Shah ‘Abd al-Rahim’s connections with the Mughal court, the biographical literature on him makes a concerted effort to establish his detachment from the corridors of power. For example, once, despite multiple attempts by Aurangzeb via a mutually known intermediary, ‘Abd al-Rahim kept refusing to visit the emperor. Chagrined by this refusal, this intermediary asked ‘Abd al-Rahim to state his reasons for doing so in writing, so that he was saved from the emperor’s wrath. Shah ‘Abd al-Rahim obliged this request, and wrote the following on a thoroughly crumpled piece of paper he had picked up from the floor: “a [pious] mendicant despairs at the doorstep of the king (ya’asu al-faqir ‘ala bab al-amir); and as God says in the Qur’an, ‘of what significance to the afterworld are the pleasures of life in this world but insignificantly miniscule’” (Qur’an 9:38). Thoroughly taken and impressed by ‘Abd al-Rahim’s rejection of worldly power and wealth, Aurangzeb turned that piece of paper into an amulet that he would hang on his arm at all times. This narrative effort to simultaneously bind and separate religious authority from political power, as seen in Shah ‘Abd al-Rahim’s simultaneous investment in the composition of the Fatawa ‘Alamgiri and his refusal to meet the very emperor who had commissioned that project, found even greater force in the biographical literature and sources on Shah Waliyullah, as we will see towards the end of this chapter.

Shah ‘Abd al-Rahim was already sixty when Waliyullah was born. During a visit to the shrine of the celebrated late twelfth-/early thirteenth-century Naqshbandi Sufi Qutbuddin Bakhtiar Kaki (d. 1235) in Delhi, Shah ‘Abd al-Rahim was told by Bakhtiar Kaki’s soul that very soon a son would be born to him. Bakhtiar Kaki’s prognosis left ‘Abd al-Rahim bemused, as his wife had long passed the age of childbearing. He presumed that Bakhtiar Kaki must have been referring to a future grandson rather than a son. However, the Sufi sage was proven right when Shah ‘Abd al-Rahim remarried and soon after his new wife gave birth to Waliyullah. Waliyullah’s mother, Fakhr al-Nisa’ (d. 1732), was herself a learned scholar of Hadith and Qur’an commentary. Waliyullah primarily studied under the tutelage of his father until the age of fourteen, and read key texts covering the breadth of the Muslim Humanities including canonical texts of Hadith, Qur’an commentary, jurisprudence, principles of jurisprudence, logic, Arabic grammar, and Sufism.

Waliyullah was sixteen when Shah ‘Abd al-Rahim passed away, catapulting him to take over his father’s research and teaching responsibilities. He continued his own immersion in varied Muslim knowledge traditions in the decade following his father’s passing, and through teaching he applied his normative vision of Islamic scholarship into pedagogical practice. Though it is a common cliché in both Western and South Asian scholarship that Waliyullah taught at an Islamic seminary or madrasa (originally established by his father) called Madrasa-yi Rahimiyya, recently Muhammad Qasim Zaman has shown that a specific institution called Madrasa-yi Rahimiyya is most likely apocryphal. As Zaman writes, “in marked contrast with the near ubiquity of the Madrasa-yi Rahimiyya in the scholarship on Wali Allah, it is remarkable that his own writings and those of his sons and associates are entirely silent on it” (Zaman 2021, 54). Zaman goes on to show that though part of Waliyullah’s house in Delhi was used for pedagogical purposes, attaching to that informal space the name of a specific institutionalized seminary called Madrasa-yi Rahmiyya was the much later work of Waliyullah’s great-great-grandson Zahir al-Din (d. unknown). In effect, Waliyullah’s home where he used to teach students was given the appearance of a formal madrasa during the modern colonial period marked more generally by the institutionalization of Islamic educational spaces in South Asia.

Travels to Arabia

Though spanning only two years, Waliyullah’s stay in the Hijaz (in Mecca and Madina), from October 1730 to the winter of 1732, cast a penetrating shadow over his intellectual life, and has fueled competing readings of his legacy, especially in the domain of Islamic law and jurisprudence. The twin set of desires that catalyzed Waliyullah’s travels to the Haramayn (Mecca and Madina) included the religious obligation of pilgrimage and the intellectual imperative of receiving further training and certification in the discipline of Hadith and its transmission. These were also the two primary activities that occupied Waliyullah during his two-year stay, during which he performed both the Hajj (twice) and the lesser ‘Umrah pilgrimage (multiple times), and studied Hadith with some major stalwarts of the tradition.

Waliyullah left Delhi for the Hijaz in late October 1730. Unbound by the shackling borders of the nation state, he traveled from Delhi to Panipat, Lahore, Multan and onwards to Thatta in Sindh, eventually reaching his port of departure in Surat (in the contemporary province of Gujarat in India). Along the way he stopped and paid his tribute at various Sufi shrines dotting the landscape of his route including the shrines of Bu ‘Ali Qalandar (d. 1324) in Panipat, Ahmad Sirhindi (d. 1624) in Sirhind, ‘Ali al-Hujwiri (d. 1077) in Lahore, and Bahauddin Zakariyya (d. 1262) and Shah Rukn-i ‘Alam (d. 1335) in Multan. He was accompanied on this journey by his elder maternal uncle Shaykh ‘Ubaydullah (d. unknown) and ‘Ubaydullah’s son: Waliyullah’s first cousin, confidante, close follower, scribe, and daughter’s father-in-law Muhammad ‘Ashiq Phulati (d. 1773).

Four years older than Waliyullah whom he outlived by eleven years, Phulati is the author of a key and extensive Persian biographical text on Waliyullah’s life, thought, and visions called Luminous Speech in Remembrance of Waliyullah’s Thought (Al-Qawl Al-Jali fi Dhikr Athar al-Wali) that also forms an important source for this chapter. Though completed after Waliyullah’s death, it was Waliyullah himself who requested Phulati compose this text in February 1732, during their journey together in the Hijaz. Phulati also supervised the composition and completion of some of Waliyullah’s key texts, including his magnum opus God’s Conclusive Argument. Though hagiographic in several instances, Phulati’s Luminous Speech, which was discovered only very recently in the last fifty years or so, remains the “single most important source” on Waliyullah’s life and biography (Zaman 2021, 54). This is so in large part because of Phulati’s contemporaneity and his familial as well as intellectual proximity to Waliyullah which provided him an unparalleled ringside view of Waliyullah’s life.

Following a maritime journey of forty-five days from Surat to Jeddah, Waliyullah proceeded to Mecca where he performed the Hajj in the early summer of 1731. A couple of months later, Waliyullah and his retinue left Mecca for Madina where he would spend seven months. A large part of his stay in Madina was spent in attentive devotion to the Prophet’s tomb and pulpit at Al-Masjid Al-Nabawi, or the Prophet’s Mosque. He also devoted many hours of reverence at the graves of the Prophet’s family (ahl al-bayt) in the Jannat al-Baqi cemetery, graves that began ceasing to exist only a few decades after Waliyullah’s death in 1762 and were entirely demolished in 1925 by the Saudi-Wahhabi state.

The Visions of Haramayn: Waliyullah’s Sufi Psychology

While in Madina and also later in Mecca, Waliyullah is reported to have experienced powerful visions that arrested his mind and body. He later recorded some of these visions and dreams in a remarkable Persian text (presently mostly available in Arabic translation) called The Emanations of Mecca and Madina (Fuyud al-Haramayn) written in 1732–3 immediately after his return to India. For instance, once while saying his afternoon prayers in the space between the Prophet’s tomb and pulpit in Madina, he witnessed all Qur’anic verses and sayings of the Prophet (the Hadith) like waves in an ocean, as he found his body – both extremities like his hands and feet and internal organs like the heart – drenched in light from all directions. Similarly, when Waliyullah was lost in concentration on the Prophet’s tomb, the Prophet would appear before him in varied subtle forms: sometimes in the garb of royal majesty, at other times in a state of love and ecstasy, and yet other times in the form of a soul that had taken over air and ether in totality (Fuyud, 259).

“The Prophet taught me the Sufi path and nurtured me personally. I am his student in absentia (uwaysi), directly connected to him without any intermediary,” Waliyullah once boldly proclaimed, likening his discipleship with Prophet Muhammad to that of an Uwaysi Sufi who trains with his master without physical interaction, a form of discipleship named after Uways al-Qarani (d. 657), the famous Companion of the Prophet who had never physically met him (ibid., 316). Waliyullah clarified that his visions of and encounters with the Prophet did not take place in the material realm of physical bodies, but in the distinct yet closely connected and potent realm of analogical imagination (‘alam al-amthal). This did not render his experience of being coached by Prophet Muhammad on the spiritual path any less concrete though. Notice the specificity with which Waliyullah describes how the Prophet transferred his spiritual emanation (fayd) to Waliyullah’s body:


First the Prophet made me witness his revered soul because prior to receiving spiritual emanation one must get to know the essence of the being who is granting that emanation. During this [initial] process I came to know that the Prophet’s soul is well familiar with even the bodily senses…Then the Prophet bestowed on me a manifestation (tajalli) among the manifestations of divine truth. This was that very manifestation that came into existence when the Prophet’s hallowed being had come to exist in the Imaginal Realm [the realm in which all entities take particular forms before their descent to the material realm; see chapter two]. I henceforth embedded this manifestation into the substance (jawhar) of my soul. This manifestation erased my being. While immersed in it I attained the stage of annihilation (fana’). Consequently, I returned into my being with this manifestation and achieved the status of subsistence (baqa’), after having traversed the stage of annihilation (ibid., 317–19).



Though Waliyullah claimed to have encountered the Prophet in the Imaginal Realm that precedes the physical world, he insisted that the physical body of the Prophet was yet always close to that realm, lurking in the background and appearing in the foreground every so often. As Waliyullah reports:


I also felt that the Prophet would time and again reveal to me his face that he had in this world. And he would show me his face during moments when my concentration was solely transfixed on his soul, not on his body. This shows that the Prophet’s soul is marked by the distinct quality that it can appear in the form of a physical body, as suggested by the Prophet when he said: “prophets don’t die like regular people; they are granted life in their graves and perform prayers and pilgrimage there” (ibid., 118).



In his preface to a 1993 Urdu translation of Fuyud al-Haramayn, the editor Jamil Naqvi Al-Hanafi cautioned readers against being scandalized by such visions reported by Waliyullah. He urged them to consider that the discursive style and sensibility of the eighteenth century, especially among Sufi mystics, were very different from what they might be used to in the contemporary moment. Scandalous or not, even these brief traces from an otherwise much more populous archive of Waliyullah’s accounts of his spiritual visions militate against a dominant contemporary view of him as an arch revivalist shorn of any traces of enchantment. Let us take a very brief exit from the Hijaz for an illustrative example of this point. Consider the case of Waliyullah’s narration of a vision of a visit to the grave of the famous Chishti Sufi master Nizam al-Din Awliya (d. 1325) in Delhi. During this visit, Nizam al-Din unveiled his shroud and revealed his face to Waliyullah, which was wheat-like in complexion and encircled with a white beard.

Nizam al-Din proceeded to ask Waliyullah to sing a ghazal for him. Waliyullah tried to excuse himself by saying, “my singing voice is not good enough.” Instead, he recited for Nizam al-Din the rhyming opening couplet (in Arabic and Persian) of the celebrated Persian poet Hafez’s (d. 1390) love poem Come O Wine-Pourer. The couplet reads: “Come, o wine-pourer, pass a cup and drink it; for love seems easy at first but then becomes difficult (ala ya ayyuha al-saqi adir ka’san wa nawil-ha; keh ‘ishq asan namud awwal wali uftad mushkilha).” Waliyullah’s recitation pleased Nizam al-Din no end (Phulati, 97). This and several other possible examples of Waliyullah’s visions and dreams scattered throughout his textual corpus show that a scholar can at once be a major exponent and proponent of normative knowledge traditions such as Hadith and Islamic jurisprudence, and yet be wedded to an imaginal and oneiric sensibility whereby dreams and visions are not only extensions of the empirical realm of physical reality, but also prized and reliable repositories of truth and evidence through which that empirical realm can be accessed, narrated, and documented. Back to the Hijaz.

Cosmopolitan Intellectual Networks

After a seven-month stay in Madina, in the early spring of 1732, Waliyullah returned to Mecca. He made the journey between the two holy cities on a camel that also seated his close associate Muhammad ‘Ashiq Phulati (Kazmi, 14). There he spent the rest of the year; in addition to performing another Hajj he also completed several ‘Umrah pilgrimages. During his stay in the Hijaz, Waliyullah devoted much of his time receiving training and certification (sanad) in the books and transmission of Hadith from a range of established scholars. He studied directly with or under the intellectual influence of a motley number of scholars from varied normative persuasions – Hanafi, Shafi‘i, and Maliki – many of whom themselves, like Waliyullah, had made their way to the two holy cities from far and wide. And often, these scholars were also closely linked with each other through shared intellectual and in some cases familial networks of belonging. Teeming with visiting scholars-cum-pilgrims, the arena of the Masjid al-Haram or the Great Mosque of Mecca surrounding the Ka‘ba was constantly populated with prayer areas and study circles connected with the different schools of law. Though on a slightly smaller scale, this cartography of religious pedagogy was also replicated in al-Masjid al-Nabawi in Madina.

While it would be a stretch to declare his two years in the Hijaz as determinative of his intellectual career and trajectory, they were nonetheless formative in catalyzing and anchoring the foundations of his normative outlook. More specifically, Waliyullah’s stint in the Hijaz solidified three prominent aspects of his intellectual orientation: a commitment to the Islamic legal canon that was yet not bound to any single school of law, the privileging of Hadith and Hadith transmission as indispensable fonts of religious normativity, and simultaneously following the discourse and precepts of varied Sufi orders and masters. The combination of these features
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