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ABSTRACT

Deobandis are a reformist Sunni group from South Asia. They are a loosely
connected group that shares similar attitudes towards Islam and Shariah (Islamic
law). The early Deobandi masters who flourished at the end of nineteenth and the
beginning of twentieth century combined in themselves high spiritual achievements
with scholarly erudition. Since then, Deobandi attitudes towards tasawwuf have
evolved and diversified. Various scholars have studied different dimensions of the
Deobandi movement. However, to date there has been no comprehensive study of the
Deobandi understanding and practice of tasawwuf. Through analysis of Deobandi
works about tasawwuf, biographies of Deobandi masters, and field work amongst
contemporary Deobandi Sufis, this study investigates Deobandi understanding and
practice of tasawwuf, and its relationship with Shari‘ah. This thesis argues that two
Nagshbandi scholar Sufis, Ahmad Sirhindi (d. 1624) and Shah Wali Allah (d. 1762),
have been most instrumental in shaping Deobandi attitudes towards Islam as whole.
This Nagshbandi scholarship combined with Deobandis’ Chishti Sabiri heritage to
create the Deobandi school of thought. The two main planks of Deobandi Sufi
doctrine are tawhid and following the Sunnah. Furthermore, there are two main
characteristics of the Deobandi approach to tasawwuf. One, they were keen to avoid
those traditional practices, which invited criticism from externalist scholars. This,
they called, khurzj “an al-khilaf (leaving that which is differed upon). Second, they
were singularly focused on the goals of tasawwuf without a rigid beholding to
particular means. This study concludes that the early Deobandi masters had been
extremely successful in maintaining balance between the external and internal
dimensions of Islam. However, a majority of later Deobandis have moved away from
tasawwuf and towards externalist behavior, with only a minority upholding their
elders’ heritage of spirituality combined with scholarship.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The relationship between Shari‘ah (Islamic law) and tasawwuf (Islamic spirituality)
has been a point of contention throughout Islamic history. From the early centuries of
Islam until today it has led to intense debates and divisions that have yet to be healed.
There are those who assert that tasawwuf is an innovation. These are generally called
the ashab al-zahir (externalists). Others insist that tasawwuf is the very essence of
Islam. These are the ashab al-batin (esoterics). In the Arab world, the divisions are
primarily Sufi vs. Salafi. In the case of British India, this issue along with a range of
other issues led to the formation of three major groups of the Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-
Jama‘ah (Sunnis for short).) These are the Ahl-e-Hadis,?> the Barelvis,® and the
Deobandis. Amongst these, it is the Deobandis whose approach to tasawwuf we will

analyze in this dissertation.

BASIC TERMS
Before we get on with the task at hand, we must first clarify a few basic terms that
appear in our title. Having a clear idea of these terms will help in understanding the

analysis that follows.

! There are many Sunnis in the sub-continent who do not ascribe to any one of these three groups. In
fact, common Muslims cannot be easily categorized as belonging to any one of these groups.
Moreover, many Sufis and scholars have chosen to not associate themselves with any of them.
However, these non-affiliated people are not organized. Hence, most analysts and commentators focus
only on these three groups.

2 Literally, it means people of sadith. Many commentators regard the Ahl-e-Hadis as the South Asian
equivalent of the Salafis. Although, it is true in most respects but there are differences, hence the
different name.

® They are Hanafis like the Deobandis. The few areas in which they differ including certain matters of
‘agidah (creed), they follow the opinions of Ahmad Raza Khan Barelvi. Therefore, they are called
Barelvis.



Shari-at

Shari“at is the Urdu version of the Arabic word Shari‘ah and has the same meaning as
the Arabic term. Literally, Shari‘ah refers to “a watering place or a resort of drinkers
(both men and beast) or a way to the water.”® However, as a technical term, it refers
to the set of laws ordained by Allah for His slaves and that were conveyed to
humanity through any of the prophets of Allah.> The connection with its literal
meaning is that Shari‘ah is also “a way to the means to eternal life.”® In the present
context, it refers to the set of laws that were revealed to Prophet Muhammad (peace be
upon him). Thus, in its broad sense Shari‘ah refers to both the laws pertaining to
beliefs and internal states of the heart, as well as to external actions. However, many
times in common usage, it is understood to refer to the external dimension of Shari‘ah
only. Other Arabic synonyms of Shari‘ah in its original technical sense are din and
millah. For the rest of this dissertation, we will use Shari‘ah in its broad meaning

unless otherwise indicated.

Tarigat

It is the Urdu version of the Arabic word rarigah with the same meaning as the Arabic
term. Literally, it means “way.” However, as a technical term zarigah is contrasted
with Shari‘ah where the former is the way towards God while the latter is the way
towards Paradise. In this sense, rarigah is a part of Shari‘ah where the former is
particular while the latter is general because the way to paradise includes the way to

God.” In Urdu, rarigat is used interchangeably with tasawwuf. In a narrower sense

* Edward William Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon, (Beirut: Librairie du Liban, 1968), book 1, part 4,
1534.

® Mawsi ‘at kashshdf istilahat al-funin wa al-‘ulim, 1% edition, “al-Shar.” [Arb]

® Lane, book 1, part 4, 1534.

" Mawsii ‘at kashshdf iszilahat al-funin wa al-‘ulim, 1% edition, “al-Tarigah.” [Arb]



where Shari‘ah is taken to mean outward actions only, the relationship between
rarigah and Shari‘ah can be described as Shari‘ah being the zahir (outside) or the
shell and tasawwuf or rarigah as its core or barin (inside). We shall look at the
definition of tasawwuf and its various aspects in detail later in this dissertation.

We have chosen to use the word rarigat in our title instead of tasawwuf, which
would have been clearer in meaning. The reason is that in Urdu literature, Shari‘ah
and tasawwuf are generally contrasted using the words “shari‘at” and “zarigat.”
Moreover, these terms are also used in the titles of two important sources for our
analysis.  These are Shari‘at-o-fariqat ka talazum by Muhammad Zakariyya

Kandhlavi, and Shari“at-o-tarigat by Muhammad Din.

BACKGROUND

We have mentioned above that there are three major groups in the Indo-Pak sub-
continent who claim to be true Sunnis namely, Ahl-e-Hadis, Barelvis, and Deobandss.
Amongst these, the Ahl-e-Hadis are known for their tough stand vis-a-vis tasawwuf.
For many of them, tasawwuf is a bid‘ah (innovation), which leads to shirk
(polytheism). In many ways these are the ideological heirs of Muhammad ibn ‘Abd
al-Wahhab (d. 1792). The Barelvis are on the other extreme. They are known for
their whole-hearted espousal of tasawwuf. They also seem to legitimize the practices
associated with popular tasawwuf such as mawlid (celebrating the birth of the
Prophet), ‘urs (celebrating the death anniversary of a saint), seeking help from dead
saints, etc., which are the subject of intense debate between the scholars.? The

Deobandis, however, occupy a position between the two. They are mainly Sufi

8 We have used the words “seem to legitimize” because there are important nuances in the Barelvi
position on these issues. In popular imagination, they are regarded as supportive of these practices. We
will discuss their position in somewhat detail later in the dissertation.



‘ulama who are strongly anti-bidah. It is this attitude of theirs, which defines their
particular approach towards tasawwuf.

There are numerous issues that divide the Deobandis from other Sunnis.
These “Sunnis” include those who doubt tasawwuf altogether such as Ahl-e-Hadfs,
Jama‘at-e-Islami, etc.® These groups question the legitimacy of tasawwuf itself, as
well as that of many practices that are quite fundamental to it. Many rank and file
Deobandis of today have developed a similar distrust of tasawwuf. However, senior
Deobandis of today, as well as the elders of old have always been convinced of the
legitimacy of true tasawwuf. They have written numerous works to prove this. At the
same time, they acknowledge the innovations that have crept into tasawwuf and seek
to negate these like their non-Sufi opponents. This in turn sets them apart from other
Sufi groups such as gaddi nashin pirs (hereditary shaykhs) and Barelvis.

Many of the issues that divided the Barelvis and Deobandis had their roots in
the dispute between Ahmad Sirhindi (d. 1624), popularly known as Mujaddid Alf-e-
Sani (Renewer of the second millennium) and his opponents, and that between Shah
Wali Allah’s (d. 1762) family and its opponents. In the case of the former, the issues
did not last long. Eventually, they were resolved although both sides have different
accounts of the resolution.® In the case of the latter, the issues actually came to
prominence with Shah Isma‘il and Sayyid Ahmad of Rae Bareli. Amongst these
issues were the practices that we have mentioned regarding the Barelvi-Deobandi

divide such as mawlid, Fatihah, ‘urs, etc. Many of these were considered to be part of

° The issue of who defines Sunni orthodoxy is a contentious issue in the sub-continent. Amongst the
Ahl-e-Hadis, Barelvis, and Deobandis, members of each group have penned treatises detailing why they
are the only Sunnis and others are not. Moreover, many of them agree that Jama“at-e-Islami cannot be
termed a Sunni group. However, it is not our job to arbitrate between them. Therefore, we have used
Sunni in a broad sense including all of these groups which are considered Sunni in popular imagination.
10" See the footnote by the translator of Anfas al-“arifin in Shah Wali Allah, Anfds al-‘arifin, translated
by Sayyid Muhammad Faraq Qadiri from Persian into Urdu, (Delhi: Maktabat al-Falah, n.d.), 398. For
a more detailed analysis, see Shaykh Muhammad Ikram, Rud-e-Kausar, (Lahore: Idara Saqafat-e-
Islamia, 2001), 361-379. [Urd]



Islam in popular imagination. When these practices were opposed, a reaction took
place from those ‘ulama’ who regarded these to be permissible in themselves (ja’iz fi
nafsihd).!* These opponents felt that Shah Isma‘il and his colleagues were in league
with the “Wahhabi extremists” of Arabia and sought to destroy “traditional” Islam.
The controversy that ensued and a host of other factors led to the development of the
three distinct Sunni groups of South Asia namely, Ahl-e-Hadis, Deobandis and
Barelvis. All three were characterized by a strong sense of mission to protect true din
from what they considered to be innovations. For Barelvis, the other two “reformist”
groups were themselves innovators in trying to re-interpret and undermine traditional
understandings of Islam.

Numerous attempts have been made to bridge this divide. Almost all have
failed and backfired.*? From the Deobandi side, we can cite the example of Sifi Igbal
and his supporters who sought to find a common ground with the Barelvis. This
backfired and resulted in their own alienation from the wider Deobandi jamaat (Urdu
version of the Arabic word “jamd‘ah” meaning “community” or group”). From the
Barelvi side, Muhammad Tahir-ul-Qadir1 is a prominent example of someone who
tried to bridge this divide.*®* However, his attempts also led to his alienation from the
wider Barelvi community.

Before we proceed further, it would be appropriate for us to explain in detail

who the Deobandis are and how they got this name.

1 These were primarily the ‘ulama’ of Badaun and Khayrabad.

2 An interesting study of the differences between Deobandis and Barelvis is Kimig-e-Wahdat
[Alchemy of unity] by Mufti ‘Ata Allah. It seeks to prove that “there are no fundamental differences
between the two. Both agree on the basic understanding of the issues. Their differences are merely
semantic.” It remains to be seen what positive effect, if any, has this work produced. See Muhammad
‘Ata Allah, Kimig-e-Wahdat, (Karachi: n.p., 1993). [Urd]

3 See, for example, Muhammad Tahir-ul-Qadiri, Firga parasti ka khatma kiyan kar mumkin hai?,
(Lahore: Idara Minhaj-ul-Qur’an, 1987). [Urd]



Who are the Deobandis?

To know Deobandis, one has to know Deoband. Deoband is a mid-sized town located
about 80 miles north of Delhi. It is an old town whose name is a combination of two
words “devi” (Hindu goddess) and “ban” (jungle) which changed over time into
“Deviban” and due to excessive use finally became “Deoband” (sometimes
pronounced as Devband). It lies in Saharanpur district which in turn forms part of a
region called “Doaba” (pronounced Do Aba). Doaba (sometimes written as Doab) is a
Persian word which means two waters or rivers. The name is generally given to land
between two rivers.** In this case, it was given to the region between the rivers
Yamuna and Ganges in the northwestern part of present day Uttar Pradesh state in
Northern India.

It comprises the districts of Saharanpur, Muzaffarnagar, Meerut and Delhi.
Saharanpur district lies in the north. Within it are located the towns of Deoband,
Saharanpur, Nanauta, Gangoh and Ambahta which are important for our analysis.
These form a triangle with Saharanpur forming the northern corner, Deoband the
south-eastern corner and Gangoh the south-western corner. Nanauta is located on the
line between Deoband and Gangoh; and Ambahta is located on the line between
Gangoh and Saharanpur. In the central part of Doaba is located Muzaffarnagar
district. Within this are the towns of Jhinjhana, Kairana, Thana Bhawan and Kandhla.

In this region, on 15" Muharram, 1283 AH / 30" May, 1866 CE, a madrasah®
(traditional Islamic school) was set up at Deoband, which was later named Dar al-

‘Ulim. Six months later, another madrasah called Mazahir al-<Ulam was set up at

4 The same term “doab” is used for many such places. Consider, for example, Rachna Doab located in
Punjab, Pakistan.

> 1t should be noted that madrasah refers to an institute, which offers a comprehensive multi-year
course in Islamic studies. It is different from a maktab, which refers to part-time schools that offer
instruction in reading the Qur’an (without understanding), and basics of Islam.



Saharanpur. These two were the first ones to be set up and they are still the two most
important madrasahs in the whole of the Indo-Pak sub-continent.’® They still boast
top scholars and Sufis in their ranks.

The main founder of Dar al-‘Ulam was Mawlana Muhammad Qasim Nanautvi
(d. 1880). Other co-founders were Mawlana Zulfigar ‘Ali (d. 1904), Mawlana Rafi*-
ud-Din (d. 1890/1891), Mawlana Fazl-ur-Rahman ‘Usmani (d. 1907), Haji
Muhammad ‘Abid (d. 1912) and Mawlana Muhammad Ya‘qiib Nanautvi (d. 1886).
All of these were fairly young and in their thirties. The oldest was Mawlana Zulfigar
who was 45.

Muhammad Qasim Nanautvi was a visionary. His intention was not to set up
just one madrasah but he envisioned a chain of similar madrasahs spread all over
India catering to the Islamic educational needs of the Muslims of India. This is why
he did not stop at Deoband but within months he was laying the foundations of other
madrasahs in Saharanpur, Moradabad, Amroha, Delhi, and other cities and towns.
However, amongst all these, the madrasah at Deoband occupied a unique position. It
was the first and the greatest and had the most prominent people associated with it.
Pretty soon, all those scholars who were associated with these madrasahs came to be
known as Deobandss.

These ‘ulama’ did not choose this name for themselves and were at pains to
explain that they were not a new sect but the same Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-Jama‘ah.
However, the name stuck and after some time, these ‘ulama’ also tacitly accepted it as
indicating their particular approach to Islam within the overall framework of Ahl al-
Sunnah wa al-Jama‘ah. The term used for such sub-sects is maslak which literally

means “path” but is used to refer to “an approach within a single sect.” Thus,

' This is akin to the status of Oxford and Cambridge amongst British universities.



Deobandi, Barelvi and Ahl-e-Hadis are maslaks within Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-Jama‘ah
according to those who accept all three as being Sunni. In this sense, it is similar to
the term madhhab which also literally means path but is used to refer to figh (a legal
school of thought) such as Hanafi, Shafi‘1, Maliki, Hanbali and so on. The difference
is that madhhab is used only with reference to figh; while maslak transcends that. In
the case above, Deobandis and Barelvis are both Hanafis while Ahl-e-Hadis are like
Salafis. However, these three also have creedal differences. This has led some to say
that these three groups are sects and not just Sunni sub-groups. The reasoning goes
that a sect is defined on the basis of creedal differences and all three of these have
important creedal differences.

It will be useful to consider how the former rector of Dar al-‘Ulam, Qar1
Muhammad Tayyib (d. 1983), the grandson of Muhammad Qasim Nanautvi, defined
Deobandis. He writes:

As far as their religious orientation and particular outlook is concerned,
the ‘ulama’ of Deoband are fully Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-Jama‘ah. This is
not a new sect nor is it a group with new set of beliefs, which time and
circumstances may have created. Within and outside the country, this is
the group that has genuinely defended the beliefs, principles and laws of
the Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-Jama‘ah. It has taught these (to others)
because of which the Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-Jama‘ah continue to exist.
This is what the founders of Dar al-‘Ulum disseminated in its original
and classical form through their students and those trained directly or
indirectly by them. They made this universal.*’

In the same book, he has clarified:

In this treatise, (the term) “‘ulama’ of Deoband” does not only refer to
the people who are based in the Dar al-<Ulam at Deoband for teaching,
giving legal opinions, preaching, writing or for some other purposes.
Rather, it refers to all those ‘ulama’ whose mental outlook and thought
is connected to the thought of Mujaddid Alf-e-Sani Shaykh Ahmad
Sirhindt and that of Imam Shah Wali Allah of Delhi, and follows the
approach and methodology of the founders of Dar al-<Ulam, viz.,
Mawlana Muhammad Qasim Nanautvi, Mawlana Rashid Ahmad
Gangohi and Mawlana Muhammad Ya‘qab Nanautvi. It does not

7 Muhammad Tayyib, ‘Ulamad’ Deoband ka dini rukh aur maslaki mizdj, (Lahore: Idara-e-Islamiat,
1988), 23. [Urd]



matter whether these are the ‘ulama’ of Dar al-‘Ulam at Deoband, or
Mazahir al-‘Ulam at Saharanpur, or Madrasah Shahi at Moradabad or
Madrasah Kashif al--Ulim at Basti Nizam al-Din .... All the ‘ulama’ of
the hundreds of madrasahs in the (various) districts of India are
Deobandi whether they are engaged in teaching, or politics, or
preaching or writing. Furthermore, whether they are in Asia or Africa
or Eulrgpe or America; they are all ‘ulama’ of Deoband and are called as
such.

It is important to note here that Tayyib counted Rashid Ahmad Gangohi
(d. 1905) as one of the founders of the Dar al-‘Ulam even though he was not one of
the original founders. The reason is to be found in the very close relationship between
him and Muhammad Qasim. The two had studied together under the same teacher
Mawlana Mamlak ‘Ali Nanautvi (d. 1851) in Delhi. Later, they were the first
amongst the ‘ulama’ to do bay‘ah (Sufi pledge of allegiance) with Haji Imdad Allah
Muhajir Makki (d. 1899) who made them his principal successors (khalifahs). He is
reported to have said:

Furthermore, the person who loves me and has regard for me, should
consider Mawlawi Rashid Ahmad Sahib, may Allah preserve him, and
Mawlawi Muhammad Qasim Sahib, may Allah preserve him, who
combine in them outward and inward perfections in my place. Rather,
he should consider them superior to me, although, apparently the
situation is the other way around that they are in my place and | am in
their place. He should consider their company worthwhile because
people like them are not found in this age. He should seek fayd
(spiritual grace) through their blessed service. He should seek the
methods of sulik™ [that are in this book] from them. Allah willing, he
will not remain deprived. May Allah bless their age and bestow upon
them all the blessings of gnosis and the perfections of His proximity.
May He grant them high ranks and brighten the world with the light of
their guidance; and may He make their grace continue for the sake of
the Master of the world, Allah bless him and give him peace, until the
last day.*°

Moreover, in terms of stature the two were equal and no one else came close to

their rank. However, Muhammad Qasim passed away early at the age of 49 while

18 H
Ibid., 22.
9 Literally, it means spiritual journey. It is often used as a synonym for tasawwuf.
2 |mdad Allah, “Diya al-qulab” in Imdad Allah, Kulliyat-e-Imdadia, (Karachi: Dar-ul-Isha‘at, 1976),
72-73. [Urd]



Rashid Ahmad, based in his khangah?* in Gangoh, lived a long life. After the
former’s death, he became the chief patron of the Dar al-‘Ulam; and for the next
twenty-five years, he guided most Deobandis as Imdad Allah’s main successor in
India.

The second important thing to note in Tayyib’s lengthy quotation is the
intellectual and spiritual lineage of Deobandis. He has clearly identified Deobandis
with Sirhindi and Wali Allah. Thus, Deobandis consider themselves to belong to a
tradition of prominent personalities who were Sufis, as well as erudite scholars. This
chain extends down from Sirhindi to Wali Allah and through his descendents to the
early leaders of the Deobandi movement. This tradition represents the reformist
streak within the Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-Jama‘ah.

Ahmad Sirhindi (d. 1624) flourished during the eras of Mughal emperors
Akbar and Jahangir. He has been called Mujaddid Alf-e-Sani (the Renewer of the
second millennium). His celebrated collection of letters, which came to be known as
Maktizbat-e-lmam Rabbdni [Letters of Imam Rabbani], is hailed as a landmark in the
development of Islamic thought in India. It has been a near consensus among Muslim
historians that he brought about major changes in the development of Islam in India.
He reversed the heretical trends initiated by Akbar and inspired the religious reforms
of Awrangzeb.?

Shah Wali Allah (d. 1762) also occupies a crucial place at another important
juncture in the history of Islam in India. He straddles the medieval and the modern

worlds. He operated at a time of extreme political upheaval and deterioration for

21 A Persian word indicating a Sufi hospice. It is equivalent to zawiyah as used by Arab Sufis.

22 Yohannan Friedmann has disputed this view of his legacy. See Yohannan Friedmann, Shaykh
Ahmad Sirhindi: An outline of his thought and a study of his image in the eyes of posterity, (Montreal:
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1971). However, the evidence available suggests that the
predominant view of Sirhind1’s political role is quite plausible.
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Muslims. The Mughal Empire had begun its quick decline and Northern India lacked
stability. New players were emerging on the scene. Long-suppressed peoples and
movements were finding room to exact revenge. His place of residence, Delhi, which
was the royal capital was besieged by these aggressive hordes, which included
Muslim groups, Sikhs and Hindus. Sunni-Shi‘1 rivalry threatened to bring the Mughal
Empire down, sooner than later. In the middle of all this, he formulated his thought
and started a comprehensive movement for the regeneration of Islam and Muslims.
His ideas spawned various important intellectual and religious movements in India.
His biological and spiritual descendents are credited with the reform and renewal of
Islam in India that took place in the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

The nineteenth century was also a period of tremendous changes in India.
Muslims had only recently lost all political power and were also losing on the
economic front. The year 1857 was a watershed when the last Mughal King was
deposed by the British and the British crown formally took over India. Prior to this,
India especially its northern half had seen a major reform and revival movement led
by the descendents of Wali Allah. These were Sayyid Ahmad of Rae Bareli and Shah
Isma‘il of Delhi. While this movement had caused major positive changes; at the
same time their rhetoric had led to hardening of sectarian positions. In the beginning
it was the Hanafi ‘ulama’ of Badaun and Khayrabad who took issue with the reformist
ideas of this movement. This opposition later on crystallized in the form of the
Barelvi movement of Ahmad Raza Khan of Bareilly.?®

Moreover, after Sayyid Ahmad’s defeat on the military front, his movement

split into two factions. The leadership of the movement passed on to those who were

% Bareilly and Rae Bareli are two separate towns. The former is in the western part of Uttar Pradesh in
a region called Rohilkhand inhabited by a large Pashtun Muslim population. The latter is in the central
part of the state near the capital Lucknow.
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against taglid, i.e., following one madhhab (legal school of thought) and who wanted
to continue the jihad. These later came to be called the Ahl-e-Hadis.?* The other half
which was firmly in favour of following Hanafi madhhab but wanted reform in
popular Muslim practice finally crystallized in the form of the Deobandi movement.
Thus, the Deobandis occupy the middle position between the Ahl-e-Hadis and the

Barelvis.

Deobandis as Sufis

Almost all major figures of the Deobandi jama ‘at have been Sufis. They belong to
one of the four main rarigahs® that predominate in the Indo-Pak sub-continent,
namely, the Chishtiyyah, the Nagshbandiyyah, the Qadiriyyah and the
Suhrawardiyyah. Of these, the Chishtiyyah is the most popular and influential.
Among the Chishtis, there are two main branches, the Nizamiyyah and the Sabiriyyah.
For most of its history, until the 19" century, the Sabiriyyah branch had been
overshadowed by the Nizamiyyah branch with few exceptions.?® With the rise of the
Deobandis, whose main rarigah was Chishti Sabiri, the Sabiriyyah branch came to
prominence. Haji Imdad Allah Muhajir Makki (d. 1899), who was the Shaykh of
most early Deobandis, is referred to as Sayyid al-Ta’ifah (Leader of the group) in
Deobandi literature. His main rarigah was Chishti Sabiri but he also had ijazah
(permission) from his shaykh in the four main rarigahs, as well as the Kubrawiyyah.
Apparently, the practice of joining these four rarigahs simultaneously had been started

by some early shaykh with a view to minimizing inter-rarigah rivalry. Thus,

 There were other members of Ahl-e-Hadis who were not part of this jihad effort. Examples include
Nazir Husayn Dehlavi, the foremost sadith expert amongst them.

% In Urdu, mostly the word silsilah is used. It is equivalent to rariqah as used in Arabic for Sifi
orders. In Arabic, silsilah refers to a chain of Sufi masters. For the rest of this dissertation, we will use
rarigah for the Urdu silsilah so as to avoid confusion with the Arabic term.

% A prominent exception is Shaykh ‘Abd al-Quddas Gangohi (d. 1537).
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Chishtiyyah Sabiriyyah Imdadiyyah, as it came to be called after Imdad Allah,
combined in it all the four major rarigahs of the sub-continent.

As mentioned earlier, the early leading figures of the Deobandi movement
were two outstanding scholars, Muhammad Qasim and Rashid Ahmad. They had
studied together under the same teachers in Delhi and both were Imdad Allah’s
designated successors. Their relationship with their shaykh has been described above.
After the Indian war of independence in 1857, Imdad Allah moved to Makkah, hence
he came to be called Muhajir Makki (migrant to Makkah). Muhammad Qasim
founded the Dar al-‘Ulam at Deoband in 1866 and started a movement for the setting
up of other madrasahs on the same model. After he passed away in 1880, Rashid
Ahmad became the chief patron of the Dar al-‘Ulam and spiritual guide of most
Deobandis until his death. He was in many ways instrumental in providing the
Deoband1 jama-‘at with its particular blend of Shari‘ah and tasawwuf, which set it
apart from the traditional Sufis of the sub-continent.

These two along with the other leading figures of the early generations are
referred to as the akabir?’ (literally, elders) in Deobandi literature. This term is also
interchangeably used for all major figures of the Deobandi jama - at, whether of the
past or the present. In the current analysis, this term shall be used for the early figures

unless otherwise stated.

PROBLEM STATEMENT
The purpose of this research is to examine and analyze the Deobandis’ understanding

and practice of tasawwuf. It will look at the Deobandi articulation of tasawwuf, their

2" Other prominent figures include: Mawlanas Muhammad Ya‘qab Nanautvi, Mahmiad-ul-Hasan, ‘Abd
al-Rahim Raipuri, Khalil Ahmad Saharanpiri, Ashraf <Ali Thanvi, Muhammad llyas Kandhlavi, <Abd
al-Qadir Raipuri, Husayn Ahmad Madani and Muhammad Zakariyya Kandhlavi.
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identification of its goals, their methodology with respect to achieving these goals, and
their contributions towards the rejuvenation and reformulation of tasawwuf. The
period under study extends from the second half of the nineteenth century until the
present day.

In the beginning, the Deobandi movement started off as a unified group.
However, beginning in the early part of the twnetieth century, it started to diversify
and eventually came to represent several different, although not necessarily mutually
contradictory streams of religious and political orientations. Dr. Mumtaz Ahmad has
identified these diverse orientations as (1) the Sufi stream, (2) the reformist stream, (3)
the sectarian stream, (4) the anti-colonial Jihadist stream, (5) the Muslim nationalist
stream, (6) the socialist stream, and (7) the Tablighi stream.”® Some of these streams
have died out while others continue to be very important. Another way of looking at
the various branches of the Deobandi movement is to look at the leading figure that
inspired each of these various sub-movements. Thus, Mahmuad-ul-Hasan and Husain
Ahmad Madani inspired the anti-colonial jihadist stream. Muhammad Ilyas
Kandhlavi inspired the Tablighi stream. Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi and Muhammad
Zakariyya Kandhlavi inspired two main branches of the current Sufi stream. Even
though each one of these was a Sufi and a scholar, yet their emphasis on particular
aspects of religion led them to be identified with that. Thus, the last two because of
their special emphasis upon tasawwuf, came to be seen more as Sufis than anything
else.

Of all of these various branches of the Deobandi movement, the most relevant
from our perspective is the Sufi stream. It is here that we find the Sufi dimension of

the original elders of Deoband still thriving. As is to be expected, amongst the other

% Mumtaz Ahmad, Public lecture delivered at 11Ul, Islamabad, November 2007.
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streams, the Sufi element no longer occupies the primary position that it once did in

the early period of the movement. That is why the rank and file members of these

branches have become somewhat hostile to tasawwuf even though the vast majority of

the senior ‘ulamd’ of these streams are Sufis. This is further compounded by the

mixing that took place in Pakistan and Afghanistan between the Deobandis on the one

hand and Ahl-e-Hadis and Arab Salafis on the other hand during the Afghan Jihad

against the Soviets. Many of the Deobandis who took part in this came more and

more to resemble Salafis. The aspect of opposing innovation finally got to tasawwuf

itself.

In this study, we seek to answer the following questions:

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

8)

9)

What was the position of tasawwuf in the lives of the elders of the
movement?

Which personalities or schools of thought influenced the Deobandis the
most?

How are they connected to Shaykh Ahmad Sirhindi and Shah Wali Allah
and his descendents?

What were the main elements of Deobandi1 tasawwuf?

How did they define the goals of tasawwuf?

What were the main aspects of their methodology for achieving these
goals?

How was this particular form of tasawwuf different from other forms of
tasawwuf prevalent in the sub-continent?

What was the relationship between Shari“ah and tasawwuf? Was it one of
contradiction and competition or was it that of mutual reinforcement?

How has the role of tasawwuf amongst Deobandis changed over the years?
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SCOPE AND ORGANIZATION OF THE STUDY
This study is divided into five chapters.

This first chapter is the introductory chapter in which we have described in
some detail the subject matter under discussion and provided definitions of the key
terms. We have given an overview of the religious life of the Muslim society in South
Asia in general, and North India in particular, during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. In the rest of this chapter, we will establish a methodological context for
the remaining chapters. We will review the relevant literature, identify the key
sources and explain the methodology of investigation.

The second chapter starts out by exploring the concept of islah (reform) and
tajdid (renewal) as understood by mainstream Sunni scholarship. Then, we deal with
the legacy of Ahmad Sirhindi, Shah Wali Allah and Sayyid Ahmad of Rae Bareli.
These individuals and the movements that they spawned represent the bedrock of the
future Deobandi movement. We look into the connection of the early figures of the
Deobandi movement with these individuals especially with regards to the Tarigah
Muhammadiyyah, which Sayyid Ahmad put forth and which had its roots in
eighteenth century Nagshbandi masters of Delhi,” and which was also promoted by
Shaykh Ahmad Tijani in North Africa.*® We will also see the two main strands of
Chishti and Nagshbandi tasawwuf and scholarship coming together in the form of
Deobandis.

The third chapter provides the biographies of the elders of Deoband in more

detail, and traces the intellectual and spiritual sources of their learning. It focuses

% For a detailed discussion of this phenomenon, see Harlan Otto Pearson, “Islamic reform and revival
in nineteenth century India: The Tarigah-i-Muhammadiyah,” (Ph.D. dissertation, Duke University,
1979).

% For a discussion of the Tijanis, see Zachary Valentine Wright, On the path of the Prophet: Shaykh
Ahmad Tijani and the Tariga Muhammadiya, (Atlanta: The African-American Islamic Institute, 2005).
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more on four figures. These are Mawlanas Rashid Ahmad Gangohi, Ashraf <Ali
Thanvi, Muhammad Zakariyya Kandhlavi and Muhammad llyas Kandhlavi. The
tabligh work started by the last mentioned has important connections to tasawwuf
even though his Tablighi Jama‘at is no longer as supportive of tasawwuf as it used to
be. These four figures represent three distinct phases of the Deobandi movement,
namely, crystallization, articulation and expansion, and attempts at renewal. We look
at the relationship of these figures with one another, and how that helped to reinforce
their attitudes towards tasawwuf. We also examine their individual spiritual paths and
the spread of their teachings.

The fourth chapter begins by exploring the classical definitions and
descriptions of tasawwuf. A comparison of these with the definitions of tasawwuf put
forward by Deobandi masters is undertaken. We also outline the main features of the
Deoband1 understanding of tasawwuf. We examine the key doctrines enunciated by
Deoband1 Sufi masters, their understanding of the goals of tasawwuf and their stand
vis-a-vis the means to achieve these goals. The Deobandi view of the relationship
between Shari‘ah and tasawwuf is also explored. We will see how Deobandi
tasawwuf is firmly rooted in Shari‘ah (according to their understanding of Shari‘ah)
and how that affects their self-image.

The fifth chapter outlines the main aspects of Sufi practice among Deobandis.
The main figures for our analysis are Rashid Ahmad and Ashraf ‘Ali. Through their
works, and interview with contemporary Deobandi shaykhs and disciples, we explore
the main aspects of Deobandi Sufi life. We look at the relationship between masters
and disciples. The central role played by dhikr and the constant attempt to balance

Shari‘ah requirements with the goals of tasawwuf is also looked at. This brings into
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sharp focus the Deobandis’ understanding of tasawwuf’s goals, and deepens our
understanding of their stand vis-a-vis the means.

The sixth chapter concludes the dissertation summarizing its main points. It
highlights the main contributions of Deobandi Sufis and their works. It also looks at
the potential of the Deobandi system for serving as a bridge between the various

apparently irreconcilable segments of the Muslim ummah.

LITERATURE REVIEW
The way Deobandis have understood tasawwuf and practiced it is a still less-studied
area. Amongst Western scholars, Barbara D. Metcalf in her pioneering work Islamic
revival in British India: Deoband, 1860-1900, (New Delhi, 2005)%*" has dealt with it
to some extent. Her book was an outstanding piece of scholarship that sought to look
at the Deobandi movement as a movement of reformist ‘ulama’ and not from a
political perspective, which characterized the works of those before her: Z.H. Faruqi’s
The Deoband school and the demand for Pakistan (Bombay, 1963), and I.H.
Qureshi’s Ulema in politics (Karachi, 1972).>* Metcalf approached the Deobandis
with sympathy and understanding and devoted considerable attention to the Sufi
aspect of their lives. However, this was only as a part of the overall story. The
comprehensive nature of the work did not allow her to examine the tasawwuf aspect in
greater detail.

Carl Ernst and Bruce Lawrence have given some attention to Deobandis as
part of their account of Chishtis in Sufi martyrs of love: The Chishti order in South

Asia and beyond (New York: 2002). This account is dedicated to the Chishti farigah

%1 Barbara D. Metcalf, Islamic revival in British India: Deoband, 1860-1900, (New Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 2005).

%2 See Francis Robinson’s review of her book in Francis Robinson, Islam and Muslim history in South
Asia, (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2001), 254-264.
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and Deobandi Sufis do not receive full attention since they form only a small part of
the Chishti story. Moreover, the authors do not seem to have engaged in direct
research of the original works of Deobandis. Rather, they based their findings on the
works of others. Thus, they incorrectly characterize Deobandis as anti-Sufi. While this
might be true of some contemporary Deobandis but the fact remains that the early
elders wanted to reform popular tasawwuf and not reject it altogether. In certain
places, their description of the relationship between early Deobandis and their shaykh
Imdad Allah appears contradictory. On the one hand, they seem to suggest that the
Deobandis did not even examine Haji Imdad Allah’s metaphysical treatises and
consigned them to the flames. On the other hand, they acknowledge that Ashraf ‘Ali
actually reinterpreted Imdad Allah works.®*®* In any case, their discussion of the
Deobandi Sufis is short and leaves a lot to be desired.

Muhammad Qasim Zaman has written a short volume on Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi
titled Ashraf ‘Ali Thanawi: Islam in modern South Asia (Oneworld: 2008). It contains
valuable information and useful analysis. However, as the author has himself stated
(2008: 2), “a major focus of his study is on issues of religious authority, in intellectual,
social, as well as political contexts, and as illustrated by the career and discourses of a
preeminent religious scholar.”  This approach is not really helpful from the
perspective of our study. It tends to skew the analysis and presents Sufi shaykhs and
‘ulama’ as competing with others for authority. He has devoted a full chapter to
tasawwuf as understood and practiced by Ashraf ‘Ali. However, his analysis is
confined to just one prominent personality among the Deobandis. Thus, the full

picture of Deobandi tasawwuf does not emerge.

% Carl Ernst and Bruce Lawrence, Sufi martyrs of love: The Chishti order in South Asia and beyond,
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), 120.
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Barbara Metcalf has also written a small volume on Husayn Ahmad Madani
titled Husain Ahmad Madani: The jihad for Islam and India’s freedom (Oneworld:
2009). Like the previous volume on Ashraf ‘Al which belongs to the same series,
this work deals with the Sufi dimension of Husayn Ahmad’s life and personality only
as part of the overall analysis. Its main focus is the political struggle that Husayn
Ahmad undertook against the British. It is a useful analysis of the political dimension
of the Deobandi movement but it fails to fully engage the Sufi dimension.

Yoginder Sikand has devoted a full book to the Tablighi Jama“at, which is the
largest and one of the important Deobandi groups.** He has devoted a significant
section to its Sufi roots. Moreover, Dietrich Reetz has done considerable research on
Deobandis in general and Tablighi Jama‘at in particular. He has examined various
issues related to Deobandis, their transnational linkages, as well as the Sufi dimension
of some Deobandi groups. The July 2009 issue of “The Muslim World,” a journal
published by Hartford Seminary, was dedicated to studying different aspects of the
Deobandi movement including the Sufi aspect. Many of its articles were first
presented at the 2007 annual meeting of the American Academy of Religion (AAR).
Furthermore, Metcalf has written articles and small booklets analyzing the Tablighi
Jama‘at and Taliban and their connection to the Deobandi Movement in spite of their
apparent differences.®

To our knowledge, no one has so far devoted an entire book or dissertation to
the Deoband1 understanding and practice of tasawwuf. We propose to do just that.
The debate amongst the three groups of Sunnis identified above has a very current

relevance, not only to the situation in the sub-continent but also to the South Asian

% sikand, Yoginder, The origins and development of the Tablighi Jama ‘at (1920-2000), (Hyderabad:
Orient Longman Private Ltd., 2002).

% Amongst these is Barbara D. Metcalf, ‘Traditionalist’ Islamic activism: Deobandis, Tablighis, and
Talibs, (Leiden: ISIM, 2002).
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Diaspora living in North America, Europe, Africa and Asia. We hope that through
our research, we will help to foster a more rational debate, at least amongst the
English-speaking community, about this important issue which in many ways, defines

South Asian Muslim identity.

SOURCES AND METHODOLOGY

As mentioned above, we have identified four main personalities as embodying the
particular Deobandi approach to tasawwuf. Amongst these, Rashid Ahmad Gangohi,
Ashraf “Ali Thanvi, and Muhammad Zakariyya Kandhlavi are more important for our
analysis. These three form a continuous chain spanning a century and a quarter from
the start of the Deobandi movement until the beginning of the fifteenth Muslim
century. The periods in which these three lived overlap with each other. Rashid
Ahmad lived from 1827 — 1905; Ashraf “Ali lived from 1865 — 1943; and Muhammad
Zakariyya lived from 1898 — 1982.

These three represent the three distinct phases that the Deobandi tasawwuf
went through viz., crystallization, expansion, and revival. As for the current fourth
phase, there are a number of personalities who pretty much define the current practice
of tasawwuf but none of them is as towering as these three. Whereas Rashid Ahmad
laid the foundations for his particular brand of tasawwuf, Ashraf ‘Ali explained it and
produced a huge body of literature which helped to popularize it. Later, Muhammad
Zakariyya who sensed tasawwuf declining amongst Deobandis, attempted to revive it.
Between these three, we we can find a representation of Deobandi tasawwuf. To these
three can be added the name of Muhammad Ilyas Kandhlavi (1886 — 1944), the

founder of the Tablighi Jama‘at. His period overlaps that of Ashraf ‘Ali and he also
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helped expand Deoband1 tasawwuf by popularizing it in a very different manner. We
will be examining the relationship between his movement and Deobandi tasawwuf.
For our research, we have studied the works written by or about the akabir
with a view to gaining first hand understanding of their thoughts and ideas.
Secondary sources (Orientalist in particular) have been used minimally. All of the
Deoband1 works are in Urdu with occasional Persian and Arabic passages. We have
also looked into current writings on the subject and have supplemented these by
interviews with contemporary shaykhs and their disciples. Although the total number
of Deobandi works on tasawwuf runs into thousands, the main ones can be identified
as follows:
1. Imdad Allah, Kulliyat-e-Imdddia [Works of Imdad].
2. Muhammad Isma‘il Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid [Account of Rashid].
3. Rashid Ahmad Gangohi, Imddad al-sulik [Help for the spiritual journey].
4. Rashid Ahmad Gangohi, Talifat-e-Rashidia [Rashid’s works].
5. Rashid Ahmad Gangohi, Makatib-e-Rashidia [Letters of Rashid].
6. Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi, Imdad al-mushtaq ila ashraf al-akhlaq [Help for the
eager towards noble morals].
7. Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi, al-Takashshuf ‘an muhimmat al-tasawwuf [Unveiling
of the important matters of tasawwuf].
8. Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi, Tarbiyyat al-salik [Training of the wayfarer].
9. Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi, al-Tasharruf bi ahadith al-tasawwuf [Honour through
knowing the Aadiths of tasawwuf].
10. Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi, Malfizat-e-Hakim-ul-ummat [Utterances of the Sage
of the nation].

11. Muhammad Din, Shari at-o-rarigat [Shari‘ah and tasawwuf].
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12. <Abd al-Hayy “Arifi, Basa ir Hakim-ul-ummat [Insights of the Sage of the
Nation].

13. ‘Abd al-Hayy ‘Arifi, Ma asir Hakim-ul-ummat [Feats of the Sage of the
Nation].

14. Muhammad Zakariyya Kandhlavi, 4p biti [Autobiography].

15. Muhammad Zakariyya Kandhlavi, Shari‘at-o-rarigat ka talazum [The

inseparability of Shari‘ah and tasawwuf].

In addition to these, there are numerous small treatises written by various
people elucidating various points of Deobandi history and tasawwuf. Most useful
amongst these are the works of Safi Igbal. For the purpose of tracing the relationship
between Deobandis and Sirhindi, Wali Allah and Sayyid Ahmad, we have looked at
works by and about them. Furthermore, we have engaged in some general
comparison between the Deobandi approach and the approach of the classical masters
of tasawwuf such as al-Junayd, al-Hujwiri, al-Ghazali, etc. We cannot engage in an
in-depth comparison. That should be the focus of a separate study.

The practices of the Sufis have undergone changes throughout history and also
vary from place to place. The Deobandi practices appear, at first glance, to be quite
different from what is commonly known about the Sufis. That is why, from the
beginning, they have been accused by their Sufi opponents as being Wahhabis
disguising as Sufis. Interestingly, the Ahl-e-Hadis accuse them of outwardly claiming
to be following the Qur’an and Sunnah while harbouring secret innovative or even
pantheistic ideas. The reality is that Deobandis face a difficult task. They want to
uphold the truths of tasawwuf, yet they also seek to battle the innovations rampant in

Muslim society whose bases are claimed to be Sufistic.
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As will become clear in the following chapters, the akabir of Deoband were
heavily influenced by Sirhindi and Wali Allah. Muhammad Qasim and Rashid
Ahmad had both studied in Delhi with scholars who either belonged to Wali Allah’s
family or were trained by them. In tasawwuf, they had done bay‘ah with Imdad Allah
who was Chishti Sabiri. Thus, they combined in them the scholarly heritage of Wali
Allah’s family (which also happened to be mainly Nagshbandi Mujaddidi)* and the
Sufi heritage of the Chishti Sabiri branch. It was this combination which manifested
itself in the particular positions that Rashid Ahmad and other Deobandis took
regarding the various popular forms of tasawwuf prevalent in North India of their
time.

The Deobandi approach to tasawwuf is characterized by their strong emphasis
on taw/id and Sunnah. Moreover, they were keen to avoid those traditional practices,
which invited criticism from ‘ulamd’ al-zahir (externalist scholars) and were hard to
harmonize with the outward dictates of Shari‘ah. Moreover, they focused on the
magasid (ends) without a rigid beholding to particular wasa i/ (means). Therefore, we
find them doing away with a number of traditional Sufi practices which they felt had
become stagnated and were serving as a kijab (barrier) for the salik (traveler on the
spiritual path), rather than as an aid. The other Chishtis of today would find only a
few of the traditional Chishti practices amongst them. The most notable example is
sama“ (audition, with or without music) which is considered a standard Chishti
practice. Deobandis, on the other hand, never engaged in it and oppose it vehemently.

Most other practices have been replaced with practices that are more in line with the

% Mujaddidi refers to that branch of the Nagshbandiyyah which was started by Ahmad Sirhindi. His
title was “Mujaddid Alf-e-Sani.” It should be noted that in popular understanding, the Nagshbandi
rarigah is considered most conforming to the zahir (external aspect) of the shari‘ah.
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zahir of the Shariah. A typical example is that of congregational dhikr which has

been replaced with individual dhikr.

IMPLICATIONS OF OUR RESEARCH
There will be practical implications of our research for different groups located in

various parts of the world. This is set out in more detail below.

1.  Deobandis

As outlined above, Deobandi jama‘at has increased in numbers and has diversified
into many distinct groups. With this diversification and increase in numbers, a certain
degree of ambiguity has crept in amongst the Deobandis regarding their Sufi heritage.
The age-old suspicion that tasawwuf is an innovation and un-Islamic has begun to take
hold amongst Deobandis as well. More and more, Deobandis are becoming literalists,
which is extremely unlike their forebears. The immediate effect of our study will be
upon the English-speaking Deobandis in the Indo-Pak sub-continent, as well as those
who are part of the South Asian Muslim Diaspora spread across all continents but
especially in UK, North America and South Africa. Deobandis constitute the single
largest body of Islamic scholars in South Asia, as well as in the South Asian Muslim
Diaspora. They have the largest network of madrasahs in the West, and the number
of students enrolled in these madrasahs is the thousands. This new generation of
Deobandi madrasah graduates are prone to skepticism about their Deobandi heritage
and their place within the broader Sunni community. We hope that our research will

help clear up the confusion, and will contribute to a more rational discourse.
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2. Muslims in General and Their Sectarian Differences

The position of tasawwuf within the Sunni tradition and its proper bounds has been
debated continuously since the time this phenomenon became well-known as a
distinct discipline. The debates between the ‘ulamd’ of the outward sciences and the
inward sciences still continue. Since the time of Mansar al-Hallaj, Sufis have been
suspect. A certain degree of reconciliation was achieved during the time of al-
Ghazali. However, the debate continued. This became a constant feature because
amongst all the strands of Islamic practice, Sufis appeared to be the most vulnerable to
fall into innovations. Therefore, each succeeding generation of scholars battled the un-
Islamic tendencies amongst the Sufis.

The matter was further compounded by the forceful enunciation of “wakdat al-
wujizd” (unity of being) by ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240). He was vehemently opposed by ibn
Taymiyyah (d. 1328) and their respective followers are still at daggers drawn.
However, during this debate between two extremes there emerged the middle path
enunciated by Shaykh Ahmad Sirhindi. Deobandis are a recent manifestation of his
thought. Just as in the past, this thought and approach had the potential to bridge the
divide and bring the two extremes closer. Similarly, we feel that today a proper
scholarly examination of Deobandi thought can help to bridge the divide between the

followers of Shaykhs ibn “Arabi and ibn Taymiyyah.

3. Scholars and Researchers

Our study will help scholars in various fields: South Asian studies, tasawwuf, Islamic
reform and revival. A hitherto less-studied area will open up to them. Historically,
Deobandis have not been given the attention by research scholars that they deserve.

And even when attention is given to them, more often than not it has to do with
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political and counter-terrorism issues. Deobandis are a distinct group within Ahl-
Sunnah wa a-Jama‘ah whose contributions to their native societies of the Indo-Pak
sub-continent, as well as to the South Asian Muslim Diaspora communities are
immense. In many ways, Deobandis have been the main instrument of preserving din
in large parts of these communities. How do they understand Islam and how do they
seek to preserve and spread it should be of value to all unbiased scholars and
researchers. Deobandis represent a strong force for positive change and their energies
should be harnessed for this purpose. A proper study of Deobandi elders’ attitudes
towards tasawwuf will help to improve scholars’ analyses of their activities in other

fields as well.

TRANSLATION, TRANSLITERATION AND OTHER CONSIDERATIONS
We have extensively quoted Qur’anic verses and hadiths in this study. For these,
most of the time, we have done the translations ourselves. At times, we have also
made use of the existing English translations of Qur’an. The transliteration of Arabic
terms and phrases follows the IHIUM Thesis guide.

As for Urdu, we have had to play a delicate balancing act. There are Arabic
loan words in Urdu that are still used in their original meanings. For such words, we
have used the Arabic transliteration sequence. Thus, dhikr is used instead of zikr. For
other words that belong to Urdu only or are Arabic loan words with different
meanings, we have followed Urdu pronunciation. The same applies to names of
persons, places, books, etc. Thus, Zulfigar (a common Indo-Pakistani name) is used

instead of Dhu al-Fiqgar; Fazl-e-Rasul instead of Fadl-e-Rasul; Fazl-ur-Rahman instead
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of Fadl al-Rahman, Alf-e-Sani instead of Alf-e-Thani.*’ The same applies to
publishers whose names might have been Arabic in origin but are now used the Urdu
way. Thus, Dar-ul-Isha“at (a publisher) is used instead of Dar al-Isha‘at; and Maktaba
Rashidia is used instead of Maktabah Rashidiyyah.

Mentioning names was a difficult task. Many names are followed by last
names which are in the form of a nisbah (attribution) to a certain place such as
Gangohi, Nanautvi, Thanvi, etc. Moreover, honourific titles are abundantly used in
Deobandi literature. Writing all of these titles, along with the prayers that follow them
would have broken the flow of the narrative. We have used the following
methodology for mentioning names.

When a name first appears, we have mentioned it with its honourific title and
nisbah and without the prayers. In the first three chapters, there are a lot of new
names with overlapping last names and at times overlapping first names as well.
Here, we have used the first two names after first mentioning the full name. Thus,
Mawlana Rashid Ahmad Gangohi appears once and later Rashid Ahmad is used.
Similarly, Mawlana Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi appears once and later Ashraf ‘Ali is used.
This is the case in the first three chapters. In the fourth and fifth chapters, the task was
easier because there are few personalities mentioned. Using the first two names
would have hindered the flow. Therefore, we mention their full name minus the
honorific title once and then use their last names only except when there is
overlapping. Thus, Rashid Ahmad Gangohi is mentioned once and then Gangoht is

used, and Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi is mentioned once and then Thanvi is used. Muhammad

%7 The letters “th” are used to represent a different sound in Urdu than in Arabic. In Urdu, they denote
a single aspirared sound which is particular to South Asian languages. A typical example is Thanvi,
which starts with an aspirated sound that is not found in Arabic. These same letters when used for
Arabic, refer to a single letter which in Urdu pronounciation is reduced to ‘s’. Thus, contrast sabit and
thabit. The former is Urdu pronounciation of the latter which is Arabic.
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Zakariyya Kandhlavi’s and Muhammad Ilyas Kandhlavi’s full names are mentioned
once. Subsequently, Muhammad Zakariyya and Muhammad Ilyas are used,
respectively because of the overlapping in the last name.

For frequently occuring Arabic and Urdu words, we have not used their actual
plurals. Rather, we have made their plurals as if they were English words. However,
they are still italicized to reflect their non-English origin. Thus, fatwas is used as the
plural of fatwa and not fatawa, and hadiths is used as the plural of sadith and not
ahadith.

We have used variety of sources for our research. Some of these are in
English but most of them are in Arabic or Urdu. In order to identifiy the language of
these sources, we have used abbreviations when they first appear in the footnotes.
The abbreviations are [Urd] for Urdu, and [Arb] for Arabic. English works have not

been identified because their language was obvious.
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CHAPTER TWO
TAJDID AND DEOBANDIS’ FORERUNNERS:

AHMAD SIRHINDI, SHAH WALI ALLAH AND SAYYID AHMAD

ISLAH (REFORM) AND TAJDID (RENEWAL) IN THE SUNNI TRADITION
Amongst the innumerable bounties of Allah upon humanity is that He has not left it
without guidance. Throughout history, He has sent prophets to the world at periodic
intervals to guide humanity to the one true God. Muhammad (peace be upon him)
was the last in this long line of prophets. Allah says in the Qur’an:
Uke s2.3 7 4 055 52 g o Jp2s S5 2805 2 sl of 222
A40:21-3
Muhammad is not the father of any of your men, but he is the
Messenger of Allah and the last of the prophets; and Allah is cognizant
of all things. (Al-Ahzab: 40).
Since the Muhammadan message was to be the last one and there was to be no
messenger after him, Allah gave the responsibility of guiding this ummah after his
death to its scholars. In a hadith, it is mentioned that “scholars are heirs to the

1 While scholars of the ummah can and have helped guide the ummah on a

prophets.
continuous basis, decay is an in-built characteristic of any human society. After some
time, this decay reaches a level where it needs a major boost of spiritual energy. At
such moments, a mujaddid (renewer) appears on the scene and provides that needed
boost. In other words, the mujaddid is supposed to perform the duty of the Prophet

(pbuh) after his death in a way, which is much more pronounced than the activities of

other scholars.

! Aba ‘Isa Muhammad ibn “Isa al-Tirmidhi, al-Jami al-Sakih, ed. Kamal Yasuf al-Hat, (Beirut: Dar
al-Kutub al-<Ilmiyyah, 1987), 5:47. [Arb]
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The Prophet (pbuh) has mentioned this in a hadith:

ol Eaz b O iale 5 oo b Lo B g2 ne aBT W Sk oF e aale f 0

Togs sl ey e 6332 L g8 LG B e
Abu ‘Algamah reports from Aba Hurayrah according to what | [Aba
‘Algamah] know is from the Messenger of Allah (Allah bless him and
give him peace): “Every hundred years, Allah will send for this nation
someone who will renew for it, its religion.” Reported by Aba Dawud.
This hadith serves as the basis for the Sunni concept of tajdid (renewal). Its
popular understanding (amongst scholars and general Muslims) has been that the
mujaddid is a single individual who appears at the end or beginning of a century.

Most hadith commentators have taken the view that he should be a scholar who is

alive at the end of a century and is noted for his mujaddid-like qualities.> Other adith

commentators have stated that the word (:) in this kadith can refer to an individual,

as well as a group. These include ‘Al1 al-Qari in his Mirgat al-mafatiz [Ascent of
keys].* These scholars have not limited the idea of mujaddid to just an expert in figh.
Rather, they declare that kings, judges, reciters, muiaddiths (kadith experts), ascetics,
Sufis, etc. can be a part of this group as well.

Manzir Nu‘mani has gone further and said that the word () is an accidental

condition.> This means that the mujaddid may be one person or more and he (they)

may appear at the beginning or the middle or the end of the century. The reasoning

2 Aba Dawad Sulayman ibn al-Ash‘ath al-Sijistani, Sunan Abzi Dawid, ed. Muhammad Muhy al-Din
‘Abd al-Hamid, (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-<Arabi, n.d.), 4:109. [Arb]. This hadith has also been
reported by other hadith masters such as al-Hakim in his al-Mustadrak, and by al-Tabarani in his al-
Mu jam al-awsat, and by al-Bayhiqi in his Ma ‘rifat al-sunan wa al-athar through various chains, which
all converge on Aba Hurayrah (Allah be pleased with him). See Muhammad Manzir Nu‘mani, “Hadis-
e-tajdid ki sharh aur mujaddidiyyat ki haqiqat” in Tazkira Mujaddid Alf-e-Sani, edited by Muhammad
Manztr Nu‘mani, (Lucknow: Al-Furgan Book Depot, 1992), 12. [Urd]

® See the discussions by kadith commentators regarding this in the various commentaries: Shams al-
Haqq ‘Azim Abadi, ‘Awn al-Ma‘'bid bi shark Sunan Abi Dawid, (Madinah: al-Maktabah al-
Salafiyyah), 1968, 11:388-400. [Arb]. And Khalil Ahmad Saharanpari, Badhl al-majhad fi zall Sunan
Abi Dawid, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-1Imiyyah, n.d.), 17:201-203. [Arb]

* <Ali ibn Sultan al-Qari, Mirqat al-mafatih sharh Mishkat al-Masabih, (Multan: Maktaba Haqggania,
n.d.), 2:507. [Arb]

® Nu‘mani, 17-19.
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put forth by him is that the currently used Islamic calendar which is based upon the
migration (hijrah) of the Prophet (pbuh) was started by ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (Allah
be pleased with him) while the sadith was uttered by the Prophet (pbuh) before him.
The hijri calendar did not exist in his time.
In another hadith, it is mentioned:
i als 98 ol e a2 0 06 (o 5 ol d o b Ut e b o 22
Gd\,,u 3155 . Lkl 34;33 Slas) Jlsdls I wj; L D4iy

Narrated from Abu Hurayrah from the Prophet (Allah bless him and

give him peace) who said: “From every succeeding generation, its

upright folk shall carry this knowledge in turn. They shall repeal from it

the distortions of the extremists (takrif al-ghalin), the misinterpretations

of the ignorant (¢a 'wil al-jahilin), and the pretenses of the liars (intial

al-mubyilin).” Reproted by al-Tabarani.

Taken together, these two hadiths and the verses before them clearly indicate
that there will always be a group of scholars who will uphold the truth, and who will
keep the din pure. In other words, their duty will be continuous reform (islah).
Moreover, a prominent personality with extra-ordinary spiritual qualities, who will be
innately disposed to renewal, will periodically appear. His task will be reform (islah)
and renewal (tajdid).

Scholars have ventured to name the renewers of each century. As discussed
above, this may not be necessary. The main criterion is the renewal aspect of his or
their work. In any case, most scholars agree that the first mujaddid in the ummah was
the Umayyad caliph, ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz. Whether we accept the popular
understanding of the hadith of tajdid (renewal) or Nu‘mani’s contention, Ahmad
Sirhindi, Shah Wali Allah, and Sayyid Ahmad fit the profile of a mujaddid.

Deobandis make the same claim for themselves. It is beyond the scope of this

research to verify their claim. For our discussion, it may suffice that their activities do

® Narrated by al-Tabarani in Musnad al-Shamiyyin, cited in Gibril F. Haddad, Sunna Notes, (UK: al-
Agsa Publications, 2005), 1:60.

32



fall within the overall framework of tajdid even if individuals amongst them might not
be called mujaddids.

Abi al-Hasan ‘Ali Nadvi has mentioned in his account of Shah Wali Allah that
the first task of a mujaddid is “to prepare the ground for implanting the seed of faith
and to root out all traces of polytheism and infidelity (whether these are vestiges of
bygone cultures or products of local influences).”” Thus, things that might have been
permissible in themselves but are not proven from the Qur’an or the Sunnah and have
an admixture of un-Islamic elements; the mujaddid does away with them too. This is
embodied in Wali Allah’s famous statement “fakk kull al-nizam” (away with all
systems).

According to Wal1 Allah, Islam has two aspects, the external and the internal.
Just as mujaddids are sent after every hundred years to revive and renew the external
aspect of the din; similarly, mujaddids are sent after regular intervals to revive the
internal aspect of the din. This explains the multiplicity of Sufi rarigahs and their sub-
branches because these perform the role of the mujaddid as well. ®

Looking at Sirhindi, Wali Allah and Sayyid Ahmad from this perspective, one
can say that they considered themselves to be mujaddids of the external aspect of the
din as well as the internal one. Thus, their reform efforts were not confined to
Shari‘ah (understood as Islam’s external dimension) but also included tasawwuf. We
shall discuss these in greater detail below.

Amongst the main Sufi rarigahs of India, the Nagshbandis are known for their

more organized approach towards spirituality.” The Nagshbandi rarigah was

” Sayyid Abi al-Hasan ‘Ali Nadvi, Saviours of Islamic spirit, translated from Urdu by S. Mohiuddin
Ahmad, (Lucknow: Academy of Islamic Research and Publications, 1993), 4:94.
8 -

Ibid., 4:45.
° See Shah ‘Abd al-<Aziz’s comparison of the various Sufi orders in Nasim Ahmad Amrohi, Tazkira
Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Muhaddith Dehlavz, (Lucknow: Al-Furgan Book Depot, 1992), 60. [Urd]
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introduced in India by Khawajah Baqi Billah (d. 1603) who came to Delhi from Kabul
and established the first Nagshbandi khangah there. Although he died at the age of
40, he left a lasting impression upon the people there. His main disciple and successor
(khalifah) was Ahmad Sirhindi (d. 1624) who came to be known as “Mujaddid Alf-e-
Sani” (Renewer of the second millenium). He expanded the order so successfully that
according to the Mughal emperor Jahangir (d. 1627), his disciples reached every town

and city of India.*°

SHAYKH AHMAD SIRHINDI™ (1564-1624)
Ahmad Sirhindi is popularly known as “Mujaddid Alf-e-Sani” (Renewer of the second
millennium). He is the second most important personality in the chain of Nagshbandi
masters after Khawajah Nagshband (d. 1384) himself. His influence can be gauged
from the fact that his Mujaddidi branch has come to dominate all other branches of the
Nagshbandis and the appellation Mujaddidi is almost always used with Nagshbandi.*?
A descendant of the second caliph ‘Umar (Allah be pleased with him), he was
born in Sirhind in eastern Punjab in 1564. His ancestors had migrated from Kabul to
Sirhind. His father was ‘Abd al-Ahad, a prominent scholar who had been authorized
(to accept disciples) in both Chishtt and Qadiri rarigahs. He was an important
successor of Shaykh Rukn al-Din who was the son of Shaykh ‘Abd al-Quddas

Gangohi (himself a renewer of the Chishti Sabiri rarigah). He was Sirhindi’s first

1% Encyclopedia of Islam (New edition), First Edition, “Naqshbandiyya.”

! The important primary sources for his biography are Zubdat al-magamat and Hadarat al-Quds;
while important secondary sources are Rud-e-Kausar, ‘Ulama’-e-Hind ka shandar mazi, Tazkira
Mujaddid Alf-e-Sani, and Tarikh-e-da‘wat-o-‘azimat, vol. 4. Shaykh Muhammad Ikram of Rid-e-
Kausar considers the author of Rawgdat al-gayyzmiyah to be somewhat careless. See the discussion by
Shaykh Muhammad lkram regarding the authenticity or otherwise of his main biographical sources.
The analysis is spread throughout his discussion of Shaykh Ahmad Sirhindi. See Ikram, Rid-e-Kausar,
223-342.

2 Arthur F. Buehler, “Charisma and examplar: Nagshbandi spiritual authority in the Panjab, 1857-
1947,” (PhD dissertation, Harvard University, 1993), 47. Outside the sub-continent, the main
appellation used is Khalidiyyah, which itself is a sub-branch of the Mujaddidiyyah.
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shaykh, as well as the first teacher. Sirhindi received most of his education at the
hands of his father and from other scholars of Sirhind. These included Kamal al-Din
Kashmiri of Sialkot, Ya‘qab Sarfi Kashmirt and Qadi Bahlal Badakhshani from whom

he took most of his sadith.

Spiritual Training

He started out by joining the Chishti rarigah at the hands of his father and completed
sulik (spiritual journey) according to it. He was authorized (to take disciples) by his
father. Then he started sulizk according to the Qadir1 rarigah with him and completed
it. However, he received authorization in it from Shah Sikandar. He also acquired the
Kubrawi rarigah from his teacher Ya‘quab Sarfi.

Later, after his father’s death, he was initiated into the Naqgshbandi rarigah at
the hands of Baqi Billah in Delhi. Baqi Billah was a native of Kabul and had been
trained in the Nagshbandi way at the hands of Khawajagi Amkanaki. He had come to
India based on a dream, which suggested that he was destined to train someone who
would light up the whole world (meaning he would be a major source of guidance).™
This was proven true. Sirhindi became the most famous of Baqi Billah’s disciples.
The latter was all praise for him and compared himself to him as stars to the sun.**
The Nagshbandi rarigah that Sirhindi acquired from him eventually dominated his

other spiritual affiliations, which he had acquired earlier.

3 <Abd al-Shukir Lakhnavi, “Imam Rabbani,” in Tazkira Mujaddid Alf-e-Sani, ed. Manziar Nu‘mani
(Lucknow: Al-Furgan Book Depot, 1992), 233-234. [Urd]
™ Ibid., 279.
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The Political Dimension

Organized polities are an essential component of human civilization. They are an
expression of the collective will of a people, whether natural or forced. Thus, they
affect every aspect of human existence. This was true of medieval monarchies as it is
of modern nation-states; the difference being that in the case of the former, the person
of the King assumed immense importance. Sirhind1’s life spans the reigns of two
Mughal Emperors, Akbar (reigned 1556-1605) and Jahangir (reigned 1605-1627).
Like other Nagshbandi masters before him, * he did not believe in staying away from
the state and the ruler. The case of Mughal India was even more critical where
Muslims were a numerical minority and relied upon government support to maintain
their worldly and religious position of superiority. Sirhindi perceived that Akbar’s
experiments with religion would weaken Islam and Muslims in this country.'® He felt
that these would gradually lead to a fusion of Islam and Hinduism thereby diluting
Islam. Therefore, these had to be dealt with immediately. It is this focus of his which
has caused many Indian commentators to declare him to be the mujaddid for all
aspects of Islam.'” Thus, his being heir of the Prophet (pbuh) is considered complete
while that of other mujaddids is partial because they all dealt with only some aspects

of Islam.

Sirhindi and Tasawwuf
Nagshbandis have always been known for their strict adherence to Shari‘ah. Amongst
them, Sirhind1 appears as the most prominent figure that is credited with redefining

tasawwuf’s role vis-a-vis Shari‘ah. He firmly established the centrality of Sunnah to

5 Buehler, 38.

1% For an over-view of Sirhindi’s perspective, see the primary and secondary sources mentioned above.
They all reproduce Sirhindi’s portrayal of Akbar’s India.

7" Lakhnavi, 282.
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tasawwuf. This was especially true in the Indian milieu of his time. He broke away
from the earlier dominant tradition in Indian tasawwuf by opposing wa/idat al-wujzizd
(unity of existence/being or existential monism) and put forth his own theory of
wahdat al-shuhad (experiential unity or unity of witnessing). As lbn ‘Arabi’s
towering figure had sustained wakdat al-wujid, Sirhindi sharply criticized his views.
Later, however, Shah Wali Allah attempted to harmonize the two theories.

His prominent contemporary was Shaykh ‘Abd al-Haqq Muhaddith Dehlavi
who can be rightly regarded as the mujaddid of his time with respect to the science of
hadith. He was primarily a disciple of Shaykh ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Muttaqi and later,
on his return to India, became a disciple of Baqi Billah. He was very close to Sirhindi
and the two held each other in high esteem. However, later they developed some
differences regarding Sirhindi’s comments about the Prophet (pbuh) in one of his
letters and ‘Abd al-Haqq wrote a treatise in his refutation.

Generally, Nagshbandi Mujaddidi sources have mentioned that their mutual
differences were resolved or that ‘Abd al-Haqq retracted his objections. Some say he
even sought to benefit spiritually from Sirhindi.'® However, others claim that the
differences remained till their respective deaths.'® Their disagreement can be boiled
down to a difference of emphasis. Sirhindi’s focus was tawhid and ‘Abd al-Haqq’s
focus was the person of the Prophet (pbuh). Interestingly, these differences, which
were marked with mutual respect and scholarly etiquette, were to resurface in the
differences between the elders of Deoband and Ahmad Raza Khan Barelvi. However,

in the case of the latter, the differences went beyond scholarly debate and ended up in

'8 See the letters of Shah Ghulam “Ali cited in Ibid., 258-260.
9 See the extensive debate regarding these differences and their eventual retraction or not in Ikram,
Rid-e-Kausar, 361-379.
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Raza Khan’s declaring most of the Deobandi elders as either fasiq (evil-doer) or kafir

(disbeliever).?°

Scholarly Contributions
The main vehicle for the spread of Sirhindi’s thought was his letters. These were
written to different people, mostly his disciples that included notable officials of the
state, as well as scholars. Originally written in Persian, they were later compiled as
Maktibat-e-lmam Rabbani Mujaddid Alf-e-Sani [Letters of the Renewer of the second
millennium, Imam Rabbani] and translated into various languages.?* There are three
daftars (collections) of these letters. The first one is called “Dar-ul-Ma‘rifat.” It has
313 letters. The second is called “Nar al-Khala’iq.” It has 99 letters. The third one is
called “Ma‘rifat al-Haqa’iq.” It has 124 letters.

These are a prescribed course of reading for the followers of the Nagshbandi-
Mujaddidi rarigah. Most Deobandi shaykhs who may have Chishti as their primary
tarigah also show keen interest in these letters. These are read out in their Sufi

gatherings.

Sirhindi’s Identification of his role

While others have written about his being a mujaddid including his biographers, he
was also conscious of it himself. He identified his own purpose of existence in a letter
to his son Khawajah Muhammad Ma‘sam. This appears as letter number 6, in Daftar

2'22

% See the footnote by the translator of Anfas al- ‘arifin in Wali Allah, Anfds al- ‘arifin, 398.

2l The Urdu translation is published in two thick volumes. See Ahmad Sirhindi, Maktizbdt-e-Imam
Rabbani, translated from Persian into Urdu by ‘Alim al-Din Nagshbandi, (Lahore: Idara-e-Islamiat,
n.d.).

% 1bid., 2:41.
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In it, he asserts that he is the true heir of the prophets who focuses on the basic
task of their prophethood. Thus, his ambit goes well beyond regular master-disciple
relationships. He makes this clearer in another letter where he also declares himself to
be the renewer of the second millennium. He wrote in letter 4, Daftar 2:

My spiritual insights (ma‘arif) are beyond the reach of the people of

wilayat. Rather, they [ma‘arif] are directly derived from the lamp of

prophethood.... Mujaddid is the one that whoever receives spiritual grace

(fayd) in the ummah during his time, he has to receive it through him

whether that [other] person is [one] of the agrzab, awtad, abddl or

nujaba.?

Nevertheless, his being a mujaddid; in fact, even his being orthodox, was
contested during his time. The most prominent amongst these critics was Sayyid
Barzinji Madani who wrote a treatise against him. However, pretty soon all of this
opposition waned. Later, the great Farangi Mahalli** scholar ‘Abd al-Hayy al-

Lakhnawi wrote a refutation of Barzinji’s treatise titled al-Kalam al-munji [The

delivering speech].”®

Sunnah and Bid‘ah

Islamic scholars have maintained that the role of the mujaddid is to establish Sunnah
and to eliminate bid‘ah.?® That is why the definition of these two terms takes on more
significance. Moreover, the words Sunnah and /adith are often used interchangeably

which at times leads to some confusion. We start by looking at the definitions of

% bid., 2:39.

2 Farangi Mahall (palace of the European) was the name of a building in Lucknow, which had been
owned by Europeans, hence the name. Later, it was confiscated by the Mughal Emperor Awrangzeb
who gave it to Mulla Nizam al-Din Sihalvi’s family. This was an Ansari family well noted for its
scholarship. It continued to produce prominent scholars for more than two centuries. For an in-depth
account of Farangi Mahall and its line of scholars see Francis Robinson, The ulama of Farangi Mahall
and Islamic culture in South Asia, (London: Hurst & Co., 2001).

% Lakhnavi, 283.

% See the discussion of a mujaddid and his role in Nu‘mani, “Hadith-e-tajdid...,” 13-24. This theme is
also maintained in all the classical commentaries on the /adith of mujaddid. Also see ‘Azim Abadi,
11:388-400; and Saharanpiri, 17:201-203.
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Sunnah and hadith. For this purpose, we quote N. H. M. Keller at length on the
subject. He writes:

The word sunna has three separate meanings that are often mixed up by
Muslims when the term arises in discussions.

The first sense of sunna is in the context of shari‘a rulings, in which
sunna is synonymous with the mandib or “recommended,” meaning
something that one deserves a reward in the next life for doing—such as
using the miswak to clean one’s teeth before prayer—but is not punished
for not doing. It can be contrasted in this context with the “wajib” or
obligatory, meaning something that one is rewarded in the next life for
doing—such as performing the prescribed prayers—and deserves
punishment in the next life for not doing. The sunna in this sense is at
the second level of things Allah has asked of us, after the wajib or
obligatory.

A second sense of sunna is in the context of identifying textual sources,
as when the Kitab, meaning the Qur’an, is contrasted with the sunna,
meaning the hadith. In this sense, sunna is strictly synonymous with
hadith, and is used to distinguish one’s evidence from that of the
Qur’an. One should note that this is quite a different sense from the
above-mentioned meaning of the word sunna, though sometimes
people confuse the two, believing that the Qur’an determines the
obligatory, while the hadith determines what is merely sunna or
recommended-but in fact, rulings of both types are found in the
Qur’an, just as they are in the hadith.

A third sense of sunna is the way of the Prophet (Allah bless him and
give him peace), embodied in the things he said, did, and in his noble
states of heart; together with the things he approved of in others
(whether by explicit confirmation, or by allowing them to be done in
his presence without condemning them), and the things that he intended
to do but did not get the chance, such as fasting on the ninth of
Muharram (Tdsua). Here, sunna simply means the Prophet’s way
(Allah bless him and give him peace), and is not to be confused with
either of the two senses mentioned above. In contrast to the first sense,
his sunna or way (Allah bless him and give him peace) includes not just
the recommended, but rather the whole shari‘a, the entire spectrum of
its rulings, whether obligatory (wajib), recommended (sunna),
permissible (mubgah), or avoiding the offensive (makrizh) or unlawful
(haram).”’

2" N.H.M. Keller, “What is the distinction between Hadith and Sunna?,” Mas‘ad Ahmad Khan’s Home
Page, <http://www.masud.co.uk/ISLAM/nuh/hadith.htm> (accessed 26 July, 2009).
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The great Shafi‘i jurist ‘1zz al-Din ‘Abd al-Salam (d. 660 AH) has summarized
the various types of innovations in a comprehensive manner.”® He defines innovation
as “doing that which was not known during the time of the Messenger of Allah.” He
then goes on to divide innovations into five types: obligatory, prohibited, desirable,
undesirable, and permissible. The way to identify these is that an innovation should
be compared with the maxims of Shari‘ah. |If it falls under the category of the
maxims of obligation, then it is obligatory; and if falls under the category of the
maxims of prohibition, then it is prohibited; and so on for desirable, undesirable, and
permissible innovations. He then lists examples of each.®® At the end of his
discussion, he also acknowledges that:

Sometimes, some of these things are differed upon. Thus, some

scholars declare some of these to be undesirable innovations. Others

consider them to be Sunnahs practiced during and after the era of the

Prophet....And Allah knows best.*°

Generally, it is thought that Sirhindi even denied the existence of bid‘ah
hasanah (praiseworthy innovation). However, this is not true. On the contrary, in his
letter 54 of Daftar 2, he has elaborated the seven levels of following the Sunnah.
Here, at the fourth level he states there are two ways to achieve contentment of the

soul and to carry out the reality of good deeds. “One is of the path of wilayat; and the

other is that of following the Sunnah to such an extent that one avoids bid ‘ah hasanah

%8 <|zz al-Din ‘Abd al-Salam, al-Qawd ‘id al-kubra, eds. Nazih Kamal Hammad and ‘Uthman Jumu‘ah
Damiriyyah, (Damascus: Dar al-Qalam, 2000), 2:337-339. [Arb]. Keller quotes this same text at
length in his discussion of the subject in his Reliance of the traveller. See Nah Ha Mim Keller,
Reliance of the traveller, (Beltsville: Amana Publications, 2008), 916-917.

2 Below, we give some of the examples that ‘I1zz al-Din gave in his book in the section on innovations.
Examples of obligatory innovations include learning Arabic grammar through which the speech of
Allah and His Messenger (pbuh) is understood. This is obligatory because preservation of shari‘ah is
obligatory. Examples of prohibited innovations include the heretical schools of creed such as those of
the Qadariyyah and the Jabriyyah. Examples of desirable innovations include building of schools and
bridges; and all good things, which were unknown in the first era. Examples of undesirable innovations
include adorning mosques and embellishing copies of the Qur’an. Examples of permissible innovations
include shaking hands after fajr and ‘asr prayers. See lbid., 337-339.

% Ibid. 339.
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(praiseworthy innovation) as much as bid‘ak sayyi’ah (evil innovation).” He is
tactitly admitting the existence of bid‘ah hasanah but also states his preference to
even leave it. He goes on to assert that “this is specific to al-‘ulamd al-rasikhin
(well-grounded scholars).”*

An extension of the debate about Sunnah and bid‘ah is the conflict between
two paths of tasawwuf: the path of friendship (rariq al-wilayah) and the path of
prophethood (rariq al-nubuwwah). Although, Sirhindi, Wali Allah, Sayyid Ahmad
and the Deobandi elders were trained in traditional tasawwuf, which gives precedence
to the path of friendship; yet their practice indicated a desire to give precedence to the
path of prophethood. The result is a combination of the two. Here, they partially

overlap with the Salafis who insist on the sole validity of the path of prophethood and

completely deny the validity of the path of friendship.

Legacy
Sirhindi’s understanding of Sunnah, Shari‘ah, and tasawwuf gradually affected the
political elite and also changed the direction of the Mughal empire beginning with
Jahangir and culminating in Awrangzeb ‘Alamgir (d. 1707). Sirhindi’s successors
advised Mughal rulers and officials and were responsible for far-reaching changes in
the Mughal polity. His legacy did not end there; rather, it continues to influence
South Asian Islam until today.

‘Abd al-Shukir Lakhnavi writes:

In this millennium, Shaykh Ahmad Sirhindi is the means for divine

blessings. Perhaps, this is the reason why true followers of Haji Imdad

Allah Muhajir Makki have a special relationship with Imam Sirhind1

and his family, and mujaddidiyyat [being a follower of Sirhindi] is
dominant over all of them.*

31 Sirhindi, 2:186-191.
32" |Lakhnavi, 250.
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Initially, Jahangir was not well disposed towards Sirhindi. Those jealous of the
latter caused the King to grow in his dislike towards him which eventually led to his
incarceration. However, the King finally became enamoured with him. This took
place after his release from prison when the King forced him to stay in the royal camp.
This stay turned the tables. Jahangir developed a strong affinity towards him.

After Jahangir, his son Shah Jahan became the emperor and was more religious
than the former. After him, his son ‘Alamgir became emperor and was a well-trained
religious scholar and Sufi. He asked Sirhindi’s son Muhammad Ma‘sam to send
someone to the royal court for the Emperor’s spiritual training. He sent his son Sayf
al-Din. The results were positive. ‘Alamgir successfully completed sulizk at his hands
and received Nagshbandi nisbah.®

Sirhindi had a number of successors; most prominent amongst them were his
son Muhammad Ma‘sim (d. 1668) and Adam Binnori (d. 1643-44). However, with
regard to our objective, the next major personality who appears in the Nagshbandi-

Mujaddidi line is Shah Wali Allah. It is to him that we now turn.

SHAH WALI ALLAH (1703-1762)

Shah Wali Allah, the son of Shah ‘Abd al-Rahim al-‘Umari (d. 1718) was descended
from ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, the second caliph. On his mother’s side, he was
descended from “Ali ibn Abi Talib, the fourth caliph. His family had moved to India
during the period of Delhi Sultanate. They lived in different places until his father and

uncles settled down in Delhi.

% See the correspondence that took place between ‘Alamgir and Khawajah Muhammad Ma‘sam
regarding the former’s request for a spiritual teacher, as well as the letters sent by Sayf al-Din to his
father regarding “Alamgir’s spiritual states, cited in Ibid., 256-257.
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Education and Spiritual Training

He received almost all of his education at the hands of his father. His other prominent
teachers included Muhammad Fadil Sindhi and Muhammad Afdal Sialkoti. At the
age of 15, he had completed the prevalent course of studies, in both traditional and
rational sciences. It was at this time that he pledged allegiance (bay ‘ah) to his father
in the Nagshbandi rarigah. Two years later, when he was 17, his father fell ill and on
his deathbed, authorized him to guide others on the spiritual path of the Nagshbandis,
Qadiris, and Chishtis. He also succeeded his father as the principal of Madrasah
Rahimiyyah, which his father had founded in Delhi. Here, he taught for more than ten
years until he decided to go for the annual pilgrimage to Makkah in 1731. He spent
14 months in Hijaz, performed the pilgrimage twice and benefitted from the scholars
of the two blessed cities. While in Madinah, he furthered his fadith studies with the
foremost hadith scholar of that city Aba Tahir Muhammad ibn Ibrahim al-Kurdi
al-Madani. Wali Allah has himself acknowledged the extreme debt that he felt
towards this teacher of his. It is also important to note here that Aba Tahir’s father
Ibrahim al-Karani al-Kurdi, who was an erudite scholar himself, was “salafi in matters
of creed and used to defend Ibn Taymiyyah while also making allowance for the Sufis

whose statements could be taken to mean incarnation and physical union with God.”**

Wali Allah as a Mujaddid
To our knowledge, all Sunni groups in India agree that Wali Allah was the mujaddid

of the twelfth century.®® Wali Allah considered Ahmad Sirhindi to be his

¥ Sayyid Aba al-Hasan ‘Ali Nadvi, Tarikh-e-da‘wat-o-‘azimat, (Karachi: Majlis Nashriat-e-Islam,
n.d.), 5:111-112. [Urd]

% <Amid al-Zaman Qasmi Kiranvi, “Shah Wali Allh ki tajdidi khidmat: chand pehla,” in Imam Shah
Wali Allgh aur un kay afkar aur nazariat, edited by <Ata al-Rahman Qasmi, (Lahore: Maktaba Khalil,
2005), 90. [Urd]

44



forerunner.®*® In Tafhimat-e-llghia [Divine explanations], he asserts that he is the
gayyim (literally, custodian) of his time.3” Here, he is using a term coined by Sirhindi.

His reform efforts spanned the whole spectrum of Islamic faith and practice
beginning with matters of creed especially tawhid (oneness of Allah), and extending
to the Qur’an, hadith, figh, political theory, economic reform and his most original
contribution namely, ‘ilm al-asrar (knowledge of the secrets of Shari‘ah). His theory
of political economy was revolutionary for his time and place and was even more
surprising coming from a traditional scholar Sufi. For him, Islam was not confined to
those things, which were traditionally considered the preserve of the scholars. Rather,
it extended to all aspects of human existence.

Overall, there were two aspects to his tajdid effort. One was the establishment
of the outward khilafah (the political dimension), the other was the establishment and
renewal of internal khilafah (the social, spiritual and intellectual dimension).*® For the
external dimension, he made efforts to stabilize the Muslim government. He did
realize that this was a short-term solution to the political problem. The long-term
solution lay in the second dimension, which would lead to the formation of a popular
government firmly grounded in Islamic principles.

Wali Allah combined in him different streams of thought and was especially
disposed to harmonization (tarbiq). This extended from the intellectual domain into

the spiritual one. At the same time, his Nagshbandi heritage and Shafi‘1 teachers had

% He uses the term irhds, which means the one who clears the way. See ‘Ubayd Allah Sindhi, Shah
Wali Allgh ki siyasi tehrik, ed. Muhammad Sarwar, (Lahore: Sindh Sagar Academy, 2002), 71. [Urd].
This book was originally a treatise written by ‘Ubayd Allah Sindhi. His student Nur al-Haqq ‘Alvi
added his detailed commentary to it. Later, Muhammad Sarwar combined the two and simplified the
language. Therefore, it is difficult to ascertain how much of the final version is Sindhi’s and ‘Alvi’s
and how much of it is Sarwar’s interpretation. It is further complicated by the fact that the whole book
seems to have been written with a strong underlying current of Indian nationalism.

%" bid., 185-186.

% Kiranvi, 93.
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inspired in him a strong desire to engage in the kind of activities that a mujaddid

engages in viz., insistence on Sunnah and opposition to bid ‘ah.

Tawhid (Oneness of God)

The starting point for all of this was the re-invigoration of the concept of taw#id. Like
Sirhindi before him in India and Ibn Taymiyyah in Syria, Wali Allah’s time was
characterized by an over-indulgence in tasawwuf by the uneducated masses. This had
led to wide-spread anti-Shari‘ah or Shari‘ah-indifferent tendencies which
occasionally led to corruption in creed.*® Wali Allah sought to remedy this disease by
reconnecting Muslims to Qur’an and Sunnah. He translated the Qur’an into Persian,
which was the main language of the educated classes in his time. About fifty years
later, his son Shah ‘Abd al-Qadir took a step further and translated the Qur’an into
Urdu, which was gradually replacing Persian and was already the main language of
the general Muslim population in Northern India. Later, his brother Shah Rafi al-Din
did a literal translation of the Qur’an. These translations were supplemented by the
Qur’anic lessons delivered by their brother Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, which continued for

more than half a century.

‘Agidah (Creed)
Although Wali Allah was a Hanafi yet he had strong Salafi tendencies and this
showed in matters of creed as well. He wrote al-‘Agidah al-hasanah [Sound creed] in

which he emphasized that one should follow the pious predecessors in matters of

¥ In order to fully understand the environment in which Wali Allah was operating, it will be helpful to
take an overview of the prevalent creedal ideas and Sufi practices. See the relevant discussion in “Ali
Nadvi, Tarikh-e-da‘wat-o-‘azimat, 5:135-140; and Ikram, R:d-e-Kausar, 528-534 & 551-567; and
Sayyid Muhammad Mian, ‘Ulama Hind ka shandar mazi, (Karachi: Maktaba Rashidia, n.d.), 2:1-6.
[Urd]
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creed and should not follow speculative theology of the later mutakallimsan
(dialecticians).*® At the same time, he did not engage in the kind of
anthropomorphism, which extremist Hanbalis had gotten into. Here, we see a link
with the later Deobandi movement. Even though the Maturidi ‘agidah is taught in all
Deobandi institutions but this is merely an academic exercise. Similarly, even though
Ibn Taymiyyah is respected, however, in matters of ‘agidah, the Deobandis stick to
the safe approach of the pious predecessors, which was free of anthropomorphism of

the later Hanbalis.

Hadith and Figh

1 In fact,

Hadith is the main source of Sunnah (the Prophet’s way) after the Qur’an.
Qur’an tends to be quite general while kadiths go into specifics. Thus, sadith plays a
major role in defining the Prophet’s way. Any reform movement, which seeks to
bring Muslims close to the Prophet’s way, will have to popularize and bring closer to
the public the kadith of the Prophet (pbuh) as a way to make him accessible to
everyone.”? Therefore, Wali Allah focused on the propagation of sadith. His work
was continued, most notably, by his eldest son Shah Abd al-<Aziz who can rightly be

considered the greatest adith scholar of India of his time. He was instrumental in

propagating Aadith throughout the sub-continent.

0 <Ali Nadvi, Tarikh-e-da‘wat-o- ‘Azimat, 5:164-165. The same treatise appears as Tafhim 65 in Shah
Wali Allah, al-Tafhimat al-llahiyyah, translated from Persian into Arabic by Ghulam Mustafa Qasimi
(Hyderabad: Shah Wali Allah Academy, 1970), 196-202.

*1See the discussion above regarding the various meanings of Sunnah.

2 Wali Allah’s attitude towards hadith is easily visible from his introduction to his magnum opus
Hujjat Allah al-balighah, where he writes: “The pillar and the heart of the sciences of certainty, and the
foundation of religious sciences is the science of sadith in which whatever took place at the hands of
the Master of Messengers—may Allah send his mercy upon him and his family and all of his
companions—is mentioned viz., statements, actions, and approvals. Thus, these are the lights for a dark
night and beacons of guidance.” See Shah Wali Allah, Hujjat Allgh al-balighah, ed. Sa‘id Ahmad
Palanpuri, (Karachi: Zamzam Publishers, 2006), 1:29. [Arb]
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Wali Allah strongly felt the need for a well-grounded understanding of kadith
and figh for the mujaddid to perform his function effectively. Muhammad Sarwar has
explained his trip to Hijaz for studying kadith with the scholars of that area on this
basis.** Wali Allah did not stop at that but went further to bridge the apparent gap
between hadith and figh and attempted to harmonize them. This can be seen in his
commentaries on hadith works especially his two commentaries on Malik’s Muwatta,
al-Musawwa [The straightened] (in Arabic) and al-Musaffa [The purified] (in
Persian). These efforts of his finally matured in the form of the “Daura-e-Hadis”
started by the Deobandis, and the kadith commentaries penned by them and Ahl-e-

Hadis scholars.

Wali Allah and Tasawwuf

Wali Allah’s father Shah “Abd al-Rahim had benefited from a number of Sufi masters.
In the beginning, he sought to pledge allegiance to Baqi Billah’s son Khawajah
Khurd. However, the latter suggested that he should find one of the successors of
Adam Binnori and pledge allegiance to him. Thus, he pledged allegiance to Hafiz
Sayyid ‘Abd Allah who was a successor of Binnori. Binnori himself was one of the
principal successors of Sirhindi. Shah ‘Abd al-Rahim received authorization to take
disciples on the spiritual path from Sayyid ‘Abd Allah.

Later, after the latter’s death, he pledged allegiance to another Nagshbandi
shaykh Aba al-Qasim of Akbarabad, who had a spiritual chain going back to
Khawajah ‘Ubayd Allah Ahrar and Amir Nar al-<Ala of Akbarabad, which by-passed
Sirhindi and Bagqi Billah. Exposure and influence from these people had caused Shah

‘Abd al-Rahim to be swayed by wa/dat al-wujizd and he showed extreme deference to

* See Muhammad Sarwar’s introduction in Sindhi, 35. Also, see Ibid., 127-129.
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ibn ‘Arabi. However, it did not lead to his abandoning the Shari“ah or being lax in its
observance.

Wali Allah was the recipient of all of these influences. Tawhid wujudi (unity
of being) and shuhudi (unity of witnessing), as well as respect for ibn Taymiyyah
combined with his own penetrating insight and erudition resulted in a scholar who

sought to harmonize all the various manifestations of Shari‘ah and tasawwuf.

Tawhid and Tasawwuf

As we discussed above, his main reform effort was directed at clearly demarcating the
boundary between tawhid and polytheism. Over time, the Sufi-inspired Muslim
public had begun to lose sight of the difference between the two. People were falling
in the same trap in which the polytheists of Makkah had fallen. Shaykhs were being
given the respect and attention due to Allah. In his works such as al-Fawz al-kabir
[The great success] and Hujjat Allah al-balighah [Conclusive argument from God],
Wali Allah re-iterated the fact that the Qur’an declares the polytheists of Makkah to be
disbelievers even though they believed in Allah and regarded their semi-gods as
merely the chosen ones of Allah whom they had adopted saying “We do not serve
them save that they may make us nearer to Allah” (Qur’an, al-Zumar: 3). Wali Allah
compared this idea of the polytheists of Makkah to the similar notions propounded by

the pseudo-Sufis and the Sufi-inspired uneducated masses of his time.*

The Spiritual Path
Wali Allah displays originality of thought and depth of insight when he acknowledges

the existence of other means to achieve nisbah besides the prevalent Sufi methods. In

“ shah Wali Allah, al-Fawz al-kabir, translated from Persian into Arabic by Salman al-Husayni al-
Nadwi (Karachi: Majlis Nashriat-e-Islam, 1999), 26.
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the process, he also defines nisbah. It is relevant to quote him at length. In al-Qawl
al-jamil fi bayan sawa’ al-sabil [The beautiful word explaining the straight path], he
writes:

The goal of all of the methods/ways of the Sufi masters is to acquire a
certain condition in the rational soul (al-nafs al-narigah) of the seeker.
It is this state, which the Sufis call nisbah. The reason for calling it
nisbah is that it is a bond and a connection with Allah, the Exalted
through sakinah (tranquility) and light.*®

Then he goes on to say:

It should not be assumed that this nisbah cannot be achieved except
through these (Sufi) devotions. Rather, the truth is that this is just a
method of achieving these and is not the only one. | am inclined to
believe that the companions (Allah be pleased with them all) used to
acquire sakinah (or nisbah) through other means. Amongst these was
persevering in prayers (salawat) and invocations (tasbizat) in isolation
along with observing the requisites of humility (khushz?) and
consciousness (hudur). Amongst these [methods] was maintaining
constant purity (raharah) and constant remembrance of the destroyer of
enjoyments [death] and of the reward, which Allah has prepared for the
obedient, and of the punishment, which Allah has prepared for the
disobedient. This observance and remembrance led to their giving up
and withdrawing from sensual enjoyments. Another of these [methods]
is constant recitation of the Qur’an and pondering over it, and listening
to the speech of the admonisher, and those hadiths, which melt the
hearts. In short, they would persevere with these things for a long time
thereby acquiring the firm habitus (malakah rasikhah) and state of the
soul. Then they would [strive to] protect it for the rest of their lives.*°

His Main Sufi Works

Wali Allah’s magnum opus, of course, is Hujjat Allah al-balighah. As stated earlier,
this book deals with ‘ilm al-asrar (science of the secrets of Shari‘ah). However, the
theme of tasawwuf is interwoven throughout this book. Moreover, he has also
devoted a full section specifically to it. Interestingly, he has only rarely used the term

tasawwuf in this book. Mostly, he uses the terms iisan (God-consciousness) and

 Shah Wali Allah, al-Qawl al-jamil fi bayan sawa’ al-sabil, translated from Arabic into Urdu by
Khurram Ali, (Lahore: Islami Academy, n.d.), 115.
“ Ibid., 117-118.
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sulik (spiritual journey) both of which have their origins in the Qur’an and Aadith.
This indicates a conscious attempt to differentiate between Shari‘ah-ordained Islamic
spirituality and its popular understanding, which occasionally had admixtures of other
philosophies.

In Hujjat Allah al-balighah, he has identified four principal sets of opposing
human qualities.* These are rahdrah (purification) and hadath (impurity), ikhbat
(humility) and istikbar (arrogance), samahah (generosity) and ingiyad li al-dawa 7 al-
bahimiyyah (following one’s beastly impulses), and lastly ‘adalah (justice) and zulm
(oppression). The first ones amongst these pairs are the desirable qualities and their
opposites are the undesirable ones. This is different from the standard classification of
human qualities as explained by al-Ghazali and most other scholars.

Apart from Hujjat Allah al-balighah, he composed other treatises on different
aspects of tasawwuf. These include al-Qawl al-jamil fi bayan sawd’ al-sabil
(henceforth al-Qawl al-jamil), Sat‘at [Radiances], Alsaf al-Quds [Divine graces],
Ham‘at [Floods] and Lamahat [Glances]. Amongst these, al-Qawl al-jamil can be
termed as the first level in which he provides detailed account of the invocations,
devotions and etiquettes that a salik (a traveler on the Sufi path) needs to practice. In
this, he confines himself to the four main rarigahs of India viz. Chishtiyyah,
Nagshbandiyyah, Qadiriyyah, and Suhrawardiyyah. Then, in Sat‘at he has tried to
explain the high levels of tasawwuf which involves man’s establishing a bond with the
hazirat al-quds (the sacred court).”® In Alzf al-Quds, he has discussed the effects of

tasawwuf upon man’s internal faculties viz., intellect, will, and bodily management;

7 Wali Allah, Hujjat Allgh al-balighah, 2:183-187.

8 Wali Allah defines hazirat al-quds as the place where the lights (anwar) of exalted angels gather
with the Great Spirit and become one. His translator and commentator Sa‘id Ahmad Palanpari has
discussed it in further detail in his Urdu commentary on the said book. See Sa‘id Ahmad Palanpursi,
Ra/imat Allah al-wasi ‘ah, (Karachi: Zamzam Publishers, 2004), 1:209-211. [Urd]
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and how these faculties are inter-related. In Hamat, he has presented his philosophy
of the history of tasawwuf. He compares the methods of the classical masters, such as
al-Junayd and Bayazid with the later masters such as ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani, Mu‘in
al-Din Chishti and Baha’ al-Din Nagshband. Furthermore, he has tackled the concepts
of humanity according to the ancient Greeks and Indians and how these can be
incorporated into tasawwuf in a logical way.

Sindhi has suggested that al-‘Abaqat [Fragrances] written by Wali Allah’s
grandson Shah Isma“il serves as an introductory text to these five texts. He goes on to
say that, these five texts are primers, which are taught to the beginning level student of
Wali Allah’s philosophy.*

Wali Allah’s Salafi tendencies are visible here as well. For example, while
counseling the beginner level seeker in Ham‘at, he reminds him that he should stick to
the simple and straightforward understanding of creedal matters as done by the pious
predecessors. Furthermore, he reminds the seeker that if he can, he should directly
study the hadiths and athar (reports) and should avoid the unnecessary hair-splitting
of the jurists.®

He discusses the claim of the Nagshbandis regarding their path being the
closest to Sunnah. He says that this has to do with the fact that unlike other Sufi
orders, Baha’ al-Din Nagshband preferred those invocations that have basis in the
Qur’an and Sunnah to those which were devised by later Sufis. In this sense, he
claims there are no additional invocations amongst the Nagshbandis.™

He explains that all Sufi rarigahs agree on loud dhikr. The only exception is

the Nagshbandi rariqgah. Before Baha’ al-Din, his masters used to do loud dhikr.

9 See Sindhi’s preface to the Urdu translation of Ham‘at in Shah Wali Allah, Ham at, translated from
Persian into Urdu by Muhammad Sarwar, (Lahore: Sindh Sagar Academy, 2003), 7-8.

% bid., 56.

*! Ibid., 60.
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However, since it is undesirable (makrzh) in the Hanafi madhhab; therefore, Baha’ al-
Din forbade it. Moreover, his nisbah was so strong that loud dhikr was not needed.
He goes on to state that since times have changed and the nisbahs are not as strong;

therefore, loud dhikr should not be disallowed.>

Descendants: Spiritual and Physical

After his death, his sons took up the mantle of scholarship left vacant by their father.
Among them, Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz (d. 1823) was the most prominent and lived the
longest. He is rightfully credited with spreading his father’s knowledge especially
with regards to Aadith throughout the Indo-Pak sub-continent. However, his reform
movement found its fullest expression in the jihad effort of Sayyid Ahmad of Rae
Bareli and Shah Isma‘il, Wali Allah’s grandson. Sayyid Ahmad is also the vital link

between Wali Allah and the Deobandi elders.

SAYYID AHMAD OF RAE BARELI (1786 — 1831)

Sayyid Ahmad’s followers regard him as the mujaddid of the thirteenth century of
Islam. He was the leader of “Tehrik-e-Mujahidin” (the Mujahidin movement). His
reform effort was mainly directed at ridding Muslims’ lives of all un-Islamic
influences. For him, this included Hindu, Christian and Shi‘1 influences. The Hindus
were the dominant group in India and long periods of co-existence with them had had
its effect upon Muslims. The British were the emergent power in India and as Sayyid
Ahmad saw it, they had to be dealt with militarily, eventually. The Shi‘is were an
Islamic sect that was hard to battle since Sunnis had many things in common with

them and both staked a claim to Islamic orthodoxy. Since, the time of Humayan (d.

%2 \bid., 67.
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1556), the Shi‘is had always had influence in the Mughal Empire. Many states in
southern India had been ruled by Shi‘i dynasties until they were conquered by
Awrangzeb. Since, the end of the “Great Mughals,”®® the Shi‘is had been able to
carve out for themselves a strong state in Oudh in Eastern India.>* In the age of
overall Muslim political decline, this was perhaps the strongest Muslim state. Its
influence extended over a wide region. Sayyid Ahmad’s renewal effort focused on
removing what he perceived to be its influence from people’s lives and bringing them
back to the Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-Jama“ah.

Sayyid Ahmad combined in him the two important nisbahs (connections) of
Wali Allah and Sirhindi; the former through his teachers and shaykh, and the latter
through his own family. He was descended from Shah ‘Alam Allah (d. 1684) who
was the principal successor of Adam Binnori (himself a prominent successor of
Ahmad Sirhindi) in the eastern lands of India. Sayyid Ahmad’s maternal grandfather

Shah Abu Sa‘id was a successor of Shah Wali Allah.

Education and Spiritual Training

Not much is known about his early life. However, this much is established that he
was not inclined towards studies.”® He spent a few years in a maktab (local Qur’an
school) but did not gain much. By temperament he was more inclined towards
physical and martial sports. Simultaneously, he was inclined towards dhikr and other

Sufi practices. His father died when he was young. Poverty forced him to look for

%% «Great Mughals” is a term used to refer to the first six Mughal Emperors of India. These are, in
chronological order, Babar, Humayan, Akbar, Jahangir, Shah Jahan and Awrangzeb. These are the first
and the greatest of all Mughal Emperors. The empire reached its zenith with Awrangzeb, and after his
death began her decline, which ended with the capture of the last Mughal emperor Bahadur Shah Zafar
at the hands of the British in 1857.

* For a detailed discussion of Shii states in Northern India, see Juan Cole, Roots of North Indian
Shi ‘ism: Religion and state in Awadh, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988).

*®* Muhammad Hamzah Hasani, Tazkira Sayyid Akmad Shahid, (Lucknow: Maktaba-e-Islam, 1995),
27. [Urd]
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employment in the nearest major city, Lucknow. Failing to secure employment, he
finally decided to go to Delhi to seek religious knowledge and fayd (spiritual blessing)
from Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz. His family had been constantly in touch with the Wali
Allahi family. Shah ‘Abd al-Aziz handed him over to his younger brother Shah <Abd
al-Qadir for education and training. He studied basic Arabic language, its grammar,
some books of hadith, and Urdu translation of the Qur’an but failed to make any
significant progress beyond these.

Shortly thereafter, at the age of twenty-two, he pledged allegiance to Shah
‘Abd al-‘Aziz in the Nagshbandi rarigah. This pledge was followed by his quick
spiritual rise. Shah Isma‘il refers to his experiences of that time and opines that he
was given nishah of rarig al-nubuwwah (the way of prophet hood).*® He spent four
years in Delhi with his shaykh and other teachers. Finally, he was given ijazah

(permission to teach disciples the Sufi way) and khilafah (successorship) by Shah

‘Abd al-<Aziz.

Sayyid Ahmad as Mujahid and Mujaddid

In 1811, Sayyid Ahmad joined a regional Pathan military force led by Amir Khan as a
fighter. During this time, he was exposed to European weaponry including artillery.
Sindht has asserted that Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz was the leader (Imam) of a movement
started by his father Wali Allah.>” He had seen the potential in Sayyid Ahmad and
was positioning him to eventually start the military and political struggle necessary for
establishing an Islamic government in India. Sayyid Ahmad left Amir Khan’s militia
after six years due to policy differences. The reason why he left Amir Khan’s militia

is important. Amir Khan had chosen to make peace with the British in return for a

56 R
Ibid., 30-31.
> This theme exists in many of Sindhi’s works especially in his Shah Wal7 Allah ki siyasi tehrik.
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small estate in the deserts of Rajputana. For Amir Khan, it was a wise tactical move.
From Sayyid Ahmad’s perspective, this was a strategic disaster, which amounted to
surrendering to the greatest threat that Muslims faced in India.

Sayyid Ahmad returned to Delhi. Here, he was warmly greeted by Shah ‘Abd
al-‘Aziz, and many of the graduates and students of Madrasah Rahimiyyah were
instructed to become his disciples. These included two important young scholars of
the Wali Allahi family, Mawlanas Shah Isma‘il and ‘Abd al-Hayy. They were later
followed by the grandson of Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz (from his daughter), Shah
Muhammad Ishag.

Sayyid Ahmad’s years in the militia had been useful. He had carried on his
work of da‘wah and reform while also fulfilling his martial duties. Amir Khan
himself was transformed but not enough to stop him from making peace with the

British. Even though Sayyid Ahmad strongly opposed this decision and finally left

the militia, Amir Khan still held him in high regard.

Tehrik-e-Mujahidin (Mujahidin Movement)

After his departure from the militia, the contours of Sayyid Ahmad’s eventual struggle
began to emerge. He started off by a number of missionary tours, the first of which is
most important from our point of view. This was to the region immediately north of
Delhi, Doaba. After the tours, he decided to go for Hajj. This was a high-profile
event and included an extensive tour of the eastern regions of Northern India. After
Hajj, final preparations for jihad began. Finally, in 1826, with his few hundred
followers, he undertook an arduous trek through the deserts of Rajputana, Sindh,
Balochistan and Afghanistan. Although, he considered the British to be his real

opponents, circumstances forced him to deal with the Sikhs first. Once, in the frontier
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regions of present-day Pakistan, he established a short-lived Islamic emirate and
engaged in a number of battles with the Sikhs, as well as the latter’s local allies. After
a number of ups and downs including many betrayals by his local allies,”® Sayyid
Ahmad was martyred in the famous battle of Balakot in 1831. With his death (or
disappearance as some of his followers came to believe),>® the movement essentially
ended, although a low-intensity conflict continued well into the twentieth century.
Although, the political and military dimensions of his movement also connect
Sayyid Ahmad to the Deobandsis, these are not directly relevant to our discussion. Itis
the fighi and tasawwuf aspect that concerns us. For that, we begin with his first

missionary tour.

First Missionary Tour: Doaba

On this first missionary tour, Sayyid Ahmad took Shah Isma‘il and ‘Abd al-Hayy with
him with the permission of Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz. His focus was the Doaba region in
the north of Delhi and other parts of North Western Uttar Pradesh. It was a successful
tour. He was received warmly wherever he went and thousands pledged allegiance to
him in the Sufi path. Hagiographical sources are filled with accounts of miraculous
transformations in people’s lives upon encounter with Sayyid Ahmad.

Here, in Nanauta, the three year old Imdad Allah (future shaykh of the elders of
Deoband) was put in Sayyid Ahmad’s lap and the latter accepted him in bayat al-
tabarruk (pledging allegiance to a shaykh for blessing). In Saharanpur, Sayyid
Ahmad was received by Shah ‘Abd al-Rahim Wilayati (d. 1831) (a Chishti Sabiri

shaykh), who was based there. More importantly, the latter pledged allegiance to

% For a balanced analysis of the reasons why his local allies turned against him, see Shaykh

Muhammad Ikram, Mauj-e-Kausar, (Lahore: Idara Sagafat-e-Islamia, 2000), 30-32. [Urd]
% Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi, Hekdyat-e-awliya, (Karachi: Dar-ul-Isha‘at, n.d.), 130. [Urd]
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Sayyid Ahmad and ordered his disciples to do the same. Amongst them was Mianji
Nar Muhammad (d. 1843) (the future shaykh of Haji Imdad Allah) who was
especially called from Lahori (a village in the same area) to come to Saharanpur for
this. In that same sitting, Sayyid Ahmad gave him ijazah in all the four tarigahs as
well. It will be pertinent for us to quote Wilayati regarding this event.

In reality, 1 do not find myself in need of pledging allegiance to anyone.

However, | see that the pleasure of the Prophet (Allah bless him and

give him peace) lies in this. That is why | am pledging allegiance.®

Later, the two met in private to benefit from one another. After a while, when
the two emerged from the meeting room, the Chishti nisbah showed upon Sayyid
Ahmad. He was overwhelmed with crying (a sign of the Chishtis); while the
Nagshbandi nisbah showed on Shah ‘Abd al-Rahim. He was calm (a sign of the
Nagshbandis).*

It is also interesting to note here that during his tour of Kandhla, Mufti Ilahi
Bakhsh (d. 1829/1830), forefather of the later Kandhlavi scholars (Isma‘il, his sons
Yahya and llyas, and his grandsons Zakariyya and Yisuf), who was a student and
successor of Shah ‘Abd al-<Aziz, and was quite aged at that time, welcomed Sayyid
Ahmad to Kandhla and pledged allegiance to him. He also composed hagiographic

poetry in the Sayyid’s honour.%

Jihad Supplants Sulik
After the first tour, Sayyid Ahmad returned to “Da’irah Shah ‘Alam Allah,” a

khangah established by his ancestor Shah ‘<Alam Allah near Rae Bareli. Here,

% sayyid Nafis al-Husayni, Sayyid Ahmad Shahid say Hadji Imdad Allgh kay rikani rishtay, (Lahore:
Sayyid Ahmad Shahid Academy, 2003), 59. [Urd]

% " bid., 59 and Sayyid Mahbib Rizvi, Tarikh Dar al-‘Ulum Deoband, (Deoband: Idara-e-lhtimam,
1992), 1:32-33. [Urd]. For aslightly different version, see Ashraf Thanvi, Hekayat-e-awliya, 149-150.
% Nar al-Hasan Rashidi, Hazrat Mufti Ilahi Bakhsh Kandhlavi, (Kandhla: Hazrat Mufti Ilahi Bakhsh
Kandhlavi Academy, 2001), 41. [Urd]
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gathered with him were prominent Sufis and scholars. These included ‘Abd al-Rahim
Wilayati, Shah Aba Sa‘id Mujaddidi®® (the main successor of Shah Ghulam ‘Ali** in
India), Muhammad Yasuf Phulti,*> Shah Isma‘il and ‘Abd al-Hayy. This period was
characterized by intensive jihad training and less focus on traditional Sufi activities.
When some of Sayyid Ahmad’s disciples complained to him of not being able to
continue with their Sufi activities, he replied:

These days we face a more virtuous task than that.®® Our heart is

engaged in it. It is preparing for jihad in the way of Allah. The spiritual

state (associated with Sufi practices) has no value compared to this.

Seeking the knowledge of sulik is subordinate to this (jihad).... That

work (suluk and tasawwuf) is for the time when one does not need to

prepare for jihad. The heightened spiritual anwar (lights) during

prayers and meditations that we have been perceiving for the past
couple of weeks are due to this activity (jihad).®’

Sirdr-e-mustagim [The straight path]®®

No known scholarly work of Sayyid Ahmad exists. The only one that has come down
to us has been put together by his two main disciples Shah Isma‘il and ‘Abd al-Hayy
who compiled his utterances and sayings in the form of a book and named it Sirdaz-e-

mustaqim [The straight path]. This book can be considered the primary exposition of

% He was a direct descendant of Ahmad Sirhindi. His son was Shah ‘Abd al-Ghani, the main hadith
teacher of many Deobandi elders.

% He was based in Delhi and many Nagshbandis consider him to be the mujaddid of the thirteenth
century. His successors were to be found in almost every city in India. Amongst his successors was
Khalid Shahrzari Kurdi (d. 1827) who represents another major figure in the growth of the
Nagshbandiyyah so much so that after him it came to be called Nagshbandiyyah Khalidiyyah. Like the
Mujaddidiyyah in the sub-continent, the Khalidiyyah over-shadowed all other Nagshabandi sub-orders
in the Middle East.

% He was the grandson of Shah Ahl Allih who was the brother of Shah Wali Allah. He was
considered a quzb (pole) of his time.

% The Urdu word in the original is “ham.” This normally means “we” or “us.” However, people
living in and around Lucknow also use it for the first person. In this passage, it is not clear which
meaning is intended. The context can accommodate both meanings. Therefore, we have retained the
generally used plural meaning.

®7 <Ali Nadvi, Tarikh-e-da ‘wat-o- ‘azimat, vol. 6, part 1, 237-238.

% The edition that we have before us has been attributed to Shah Isma‘il by the publisher. See Shah
Isma‘il, Sirat-e-Mustaqim, translated from Persian into Urdu by anonymous, (Lahore: Idara Nashriat-e-
Islam, n.d.).
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his thought. The book comprises an introduction and four chapters. The first and the
fourth chapters were compiled by Shah Isma‘il and the second and the third were
compiled by ‘Abd al-Hayy. The first chapter deals with the difference between the
path of prophet hood (rariq al-nubuwwah) and the path of friendship (rariq al-
wilayah). In the second one, innovations are dealt with in extensive detail. These
include the innovations that had crept in due to the influences of pseudo-Sufis, Shi‘is
and the Hindus. The third chapter deals with the methodology of the various Sufi

rarigahs. In the last one, “Tarigah Muhammadiyyah™ is presented. It is called the

sulik of the path of prophet hood.

Tarigah Muhammadiyyah (Muhammadi Order)
Although Nagshbandi by training, Sayyid Ahmad’s emphasis upon tawhid and
Sunnah led him to finally articulate his “Tarigah Muhammadiyyah” which was very
close to the external dimension of the Shari‘ah. The term “Tarigah Muhammadiyyah”
had its roots in eighteenth century Nagshbandi masters of Delhi and was also
promoted by Shaykh Ahmad Tijani in North Africa.®® From the beginning, Sayyid
Ahmad was more amenable to the path of prophet hood as opposed to the path of
friendship.”® He had been exposed to the latter and saw the problems associated with
it. The word tasawwuf was normally used for it. He was not against it per se but he
wanted to reform it and to bring about a rapprochement between it and Sharz‘ah (i.e.,
its external dimension).

As he saw it, Muslims had come far from the simplicity of the times of the

Companions of the Prophet (pbuh). Complex philosophical notions had crept into

89 zachary Wright has traced the use of the term “Tarigah Muhammadiyyah” in history by different
Sunni scholars. See his discussion of the subject in Wright, 39-44.

0 See the incident that took place between Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz and Sayyid Ahmad in Ashraf Thanvi,
Hekayat-e-awliya, 127.
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tasawwuf. People were disconnected from the Qur’an and Sunnah. Seeing this, Wali
Allah and Shah “Abd al-‘Aziz had sought to connect the common person to the Qur’an
and Sunnah. Sayyid Ahmad took this idea a step further. He gave it more concrete
shape by propagating his “Tarigah Muhammadiyyah.”

In this rarigah, Shari‘ah was dominant over tasawwuf. The focus was the
external aspects of the Shari‘ah with an emphasis upon purifying one’s intention.
Sayyid Ahmad was trying to re-create the atmosphere of the early generations when
the Companions and the Followers used to achieve nisbah and protected it through
acting upon the Shari‘ah while maintaining purity of intention.”" However, the
customary pledge of allegiance (bay‘ah) was retained. In fact, this helped in
organizing the members of Tehrik-e-Mujahidin.

He would take people’s pledge in the four main rarigahs viz. Chishti,
Nagshbandi, Suhrawardi, and Qadiri and then ask them to pledge allegiance in
Tarigah Muhammadiyyah. Thus, this name spread amongst the people. He himself
used to say that the other four rarigahs connect to the Prophet (pbuh) internally while
Tarigah Muhammadiyyah connects outwardly. Therefore, the external deeds should

be in conformity with the Shari‘ah of Muhammad.

REFORM CONTINUED: DEOBANDI LINKS WITH WALI ALLAH, SAYYID
AHMAD AND THEIR ASSOCIATES

Haji Imdad Allah
Imdad Allah (d. 1899) is the main shaykh of most early Deobandi figures. Initially, he
pledged allegiance to Sayyid Nasir al-Din Dehlavi (d. 1840) in the Nagshbandi

tarigah. Nasir al-Din was a member of the extended Wali Allahi family. He was also

™ See the quotation from Wali Allah’s book al-Qawl al-jamil above.
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the son-in-law of Shah Muhammad Ishag, who was the head of the jihad effort in
Delhi. Nasir al-Din was an active member of his war council. While the former
would be giving sermon inside the madrasah, the latter would be collecting funds
outside at the door. After the death of Sayyid Ahmad, Nasir al-Din was chosen to lead
the jihad effort in the Frontier region. He died there in 1840. Although, Imdad Allah
did not get to spend much time with Nasir al-Din because of his jihad activities;
nevertheless he got ijazah from him in the Nagshbandi rarigah.

Later, Imdad Allah turned to Mianji Nar Muhammad Jhinjhanvi for spiritual
guidance and eventually became his principal successor. Mianji was in turn the main
successor of ‘Abd al-Rahim Wilayati. The relationship between these two shaykhs
and Sayyid Ahmad has already been touched upon in the context of Sayyid Ahmad’s
first missionary tour, which took him to the Doaba region. Now, let us look at it in

more detail.

Sayyid Ahmad’s Influence on Shah ‘Abd al-Rahim Wilayati
‘Abd al-Rahim Wilayati was an established shaykh with hundreds of disciples. He
had had two shaykhs and had gotten ijazahs from both. The first was a Qadir1, Sayyid
Raham “Ali Shah (d. 1204 AH). The second was a Chishti Sabiri, Shah ‘Abd al-Bari
Amrohi (d. 1226 AH).

Wilayati pledged allegiance to Sayyid Ahmad during the latter’s first
missionary tour (1818 — 1819) in which he visited Saharanpur. After pledging

allegiance to him, Wilayati remained with him until his own death in the battle of

62



Mayar in 1831.”> His main successor Mianji Nar Muhammad also accompanied
Sayyid Ahmad to the frontier area and was later sent back to help with logistics.”

In the context of people complaining to Sayyid Ahmad that intensive jihad
training was limiting their Sufi activities, he instructed them to seek advice from
Wilayati. Upon their asking, Wilayati said:

When | had not pledged allegiance to Hazrat (Sayyid Ahmad), | was on
the way of my shaykhs. | engaged in chillas (forty-day retreats), ate
bread of barley, and wore coarse clothes. | had hundreds of disciples.
Whoever came to me seeking the path of darveshi (tasawwuf), I
instructed him. I did not seek anything from anyone. ... My nisbah was
such that if | applied spiritual attention to anyone from a distance of a
kaus (an Indian unit for distance equaling about 2.25 miles) or half-
kaus, he would achieve high spiritual state there and then. There were
other things in me superior to this. | was happy with my condition.
Some of my disciples were themselves people of effect (sahib-e-ta sir).
In spite of all this, when Allah caused this Sayyid Sahib (referring to
Sayyid Ahmad) to reach Saharanpur and made him meet me and gave
me the power to pledge allegiance to him and | saw his way; at that
time, 1 thought that if I had died in my previous state | would have died
a bad death. 1 said to all of my disciples that if you desire a good end
for yourselves then pledge allegiance to this Sayyid Sahib or pledge
allegiance to me with this idea. [After this], the one who does not do so,
that is his affair. | have already informed you. | will not be asked about
him on the day of judgement. Thus, everyone should pledge allegiance
again. | left all ease and luxury and fame and adopted the hard work
and hardship of Sayyid Sahib’s company. | make bricks, build walls,
peel grass, cut wood, and do all sorts of labour. However, the blessing
and grace that Allah has given me due to this work is more than ten
times the blessing and grace of my previous activities. Had it not been
for this, why would | have forsaken all ease for this hardship?
Therefore, my advice regarding this is that you should entrust
everything to Hazrat (Sayyid Ahmad). Whatever he considers good and
tells you to do, you should accept it and consider your well-being to lie
in this. Do not let your faulty opinion interfere in this.”"

"2 Nafis al-Husayni asserts that Wilayati died in the battle of Mayar and not in Balakot as some have
suggested. He goes into extensive detail to prove his contention. For details, see al-Husayni, Sayyid
Ahmad..., 70-74.

" 1bid., 91.

™ <Ali Nadvi, Tarikh-e-da ‘wat-o-‘azimat, vol. 6, part 1, 238-239.
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Someone asked Wilayati why he pledge allegiance to Sayyid Ahmad even
though he was himself accomplished spiritually and was at least his equal spiritually.
He answered:

All of this is true. However, we neither knew how to pray saladh nor fast.

With the blessing of Sayyid Sahib, we have learned to pray salah, as

well as to fast.”

Ashraf ‘Al comments on this by saying that the spiritual level of ihsan that

Wilayati possessed before was greatly enhanced after his pledging allegiance to

Sayyid Ahmad.™

Change of Strategy

Many scholars who had been trained in the Wali Allahi tradition and had been a part
of Sayyid Ahmad’s movement had remained in Delhi. After the death of Sayyid
Ahmad in the battle of Balakot in 1831, Shah Muhammad Ishaqg, the head of the Wali
Allahi movement in Delhi, re-organized it. He had spent considerable time pondering
over the mistakes made and the problems encountered. His solution was to remove
those elements from within the movement who did not fully comply with Shah Wali
Allah’s manifesto. Thus, he insisted on following the Hanafi madhhab and practicing
tasawwuf.”” This marks the break between the two main factions of the Wali Allahi
movement. The other group which was against taqlid (following one particular jurist
in matters of figh) and tasawwuf, also organized itself and decided to continue the
jihad movement started by Sayyid Ahmad.”® They were led by the ‘ulama of

Sadiqgpur. As for the first group, it is not clear how actively it was involved in the

® Ashraf Thanvi, Hekayat-e-awliya, 149.

"6 See the footnote, Ibid., 53.

" Those people and groups who called for a complete disavowal of tasawwuf came to be labeled as
little Rafidis (little Shi‘is). See Sindhi, 97.

® Not all those who subscribed to these ideas joined the jihad. However, the vast majority of those
who joined the jihad subscribed to these ideas, and thus, were Ahl-e-Hadis.
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jihad effort. Apparently, links were maintained with the jihadist group, but the focus
became peaceful activities. These two factions later crystallized into the Deobandi
and the Ahl-e-Hadfs respectively.

Sindhi asserts that when Muhammad Ishaq moved to Makkah with his brother
and second-in-command Muhammad Ya‘qab, he made Mamlik ‘Ali Nanautvi the
head of the Wali Allahi movement in India.” The latter presided over a board, which
comprised of Qutb al-Din Dehlavi,?® Muzaffar Husayn Kandhlavi and Shah <Abd al-
Ghani. There is not enough information to confirm Sindhi’s claims. At the same
time, there is no reason to doubt him. Circumstances seem to support his contention.
These people were operating against the British under their very eyes. The need for
secrecy is understandable and that can explain the lack of sufficient information other
than the claims of a few individuals.

In any case, all of these individuals are important. Each one of them has
important links to the Deobandis. Mamlik ‘Ali was the main teacher of the two main
elders of Deobandis, viz., Muhammad Qasim Nanautvi and Rashid Ahmad Gangohi.
The other three were also their teachers and elders. Amongst them, the last
mentioned, was their main hadith teacher and was the son of the afore-mentioned
Shah Abu Sa‘id (the main successor of Shah Ghulam ‘Al1) who had accompanied
Sayyid Ahmad in his jihad.

After Shah Muhammad Ishaq’s death in 1846, his brother Muhammad Ya“‘qub
became the head of the movement at the international level until his own death in
1865/1866. In India, upon Mamlik ‘Ali’s death in 1851, Imdad Allah was made the

head of the Indian branch. The sequence that we have mentioned above is the one

" He was the student of Rashid al-Din who in turn was a student of Shah <Abd al-Aziz.
8 He was a successor of Shah Muhammad Ishag. He died in Madinah in 1289 AH.
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provided by Sindhi in his Shah Wali Allah ki siyasi tehrik [Shah Walt Allah’s political

movement].*! Other sources seem to confirm this albeit ambiguously.®

CONCLUSION

The shaykhs of Deobandis namely, Haji Imdad Allah himself, his first shaykh Sayyid
Nasir al-Din Dehlavi, his second shaykh, Mianji Nar Muhammad Jhinjhanvi and his
grand-shaykh Shah ‘Abd al-Rahim Wilayati are all directly linked with Sayyid
Ahmad.® The first one was Nagshbandi while the latter two were Chishti.
Furthermore, all of the teachers of the elders of Deoband were affiliated directly or
indirectly with the Wali Allahi family and Sayyid Ahmad’s movement.** Sayyid
Ahmad and his movement serve as the main link between the spiritual shaykhs of the
elders of Deoband and Wali Allah. Thus, we find the two strands of Chishti and
Nagshbandi tasawwuf and scholarship coming together in these individuals where the
Nagshbandi element dominates the Chishti one.

Here we also see a gradual change. Shah Wali Allah was a philosopher and the
same can be said about Sirhindi. Their works on tasawwuf are fused with
philosophical and metaphysical details. However, in the elders of Deoband, we find a
new trend. These scholars had no taste for speculative thought. Their focus was
solely the practical aspect of tasawwuf. They deemed theoretical discussions without
apparently practical implications useless and unnecessary. Rashid Ahmad Gangohi

ordered the removal of books of logic and philosophy from the curriculum in Dar

®1 Sindhi, 98.

8 Another useful source is al-Husayni, Sayyid Akmad.... However, the author focuses only on the
spiritual links between Sayyid Ahmad and Imdad Allah.

% See Ibid., 73.

8 Imdad Allah’s actual name was Imdad Husayn. It was changed to Imdad Allah by Shah Muhammad
Ishag.
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al-‘Ulam Deoband® and Ashraf Ali Thanvi acknowledged that he had no affinity for
the sciences of kashf (spiritual unveiling).2® Although, the origins of this shift can be
traced back to Wali Allah himself, but Sayyid Ahmad’s “Tarigah Muhammadiyyah”

signaled the shift in a more pronounced way. Deobandis enhanced it further.

8 Metcalf, Islamic Revival...,101. To get an idea of Gangohi’s distaste for philosophy, see the incident
mentioned in “Ashiq 1lahi Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, (Lahore: ldara-e-Islamiat, 1986), 1:94. [Urd]
8 Ashraf ‘Al Thanvi, Al-Tanbih al-rarabi f7 tanzih Ibn al-Arabi, (Thana Bhavan: Matba‘ah Ashraf al-
Matabi‘, 1346 AH), 1. [Urd]
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CHAPTER THREE
HISTORICAL STAGES OF THE DEOBANDI MOVEMENT:

CRYSTALLIZATION, EXPANSION AND REVIVAL

DOABA AND ITS SCHOLARLY FAMILIES

The birthplace of the Deobandi jama at and their headquarters if any are the Doaba
region of Northwestern Uttar Pradesh. As discussed before, it comprises the districts
of Meerut, Muzaffarnagar and Saharanpur. Within these are located the towns of
Deoband, Saharanpur, Nanauta, Gangoh, Ambahta, Jhinjhana, Kairana, Thana
Bhawan and Kandhla. Amongst these towns, the two main Islamic madrasahs in
India, Dar al-‘Ulam at Deoband and Mazahir al-‘Ulam at Saharanpur were set up.
These two were the first ones to be established, and they are still the two most
important madrasahs in the whole Indo-Pak sub-continent.

Historically, a large number of Muslim families of noble origin including the
Sayyids,' Siddiqis,® Faraqis,® ‘Usmanis* and Ansaris inhabited this region.> The last
four are also referred to as Shaykhs. These families had also inter-married amongst
themselves extensively. Amongst these, the families that are significant for our
analysis are the Siddigis of Nanauta, Jhinjhana and Kandhla; Ansaris of Gangoh,
Saharanpur and Ambahta; Sayyids and ‘Usmanis of Deoband; and Faraqgis of Thana

Bhawan.

Descendants of the Prophet (Allah bless him and give him peace).

Descendants of the first caliph Abu Bakr al-Siddiq (Allah be pleased with him).

Descendants of the second caliph ‘Umar al-Farag (Allah be pleased with him).

Descendants of the third caliph ‘Uthman ibn <Affan (Allah be pleased with him). The appellation is
‘Uthmani in the original Arabic. We have used the Urdu pronunciation.

® Descendants of the companion Aba Ayyib al-Ansari (Allah be pleased with him).

B W N
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The main figures in the Deobandi movement came from these towns. The
family links that many had amongst themselves were reinforced through their
common teachers and shaykhs. The Deobandi jamd ‘at had its origins in the scholarly
and spiritual tradition coming from Ahmad Sirhindi, the Wali Allahi family and
Sayyid Ahmad’s movement. However, it is with the founding of the Dar al-‘Ulam at
Deoband that the Deobandi jama ‘at began to emerge as a distinct group. This process
was further accelerated by the numerous debates that ensued between Deobandis and
their Barelvi and Ahl-e-Hadis detractors.

We have chosen four major Deobandi Sufis for detailed analysis. These are
Mawlanas Rashid Ahmad Gangohi, Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi, Muhammad Ilyas Kandhlavi
and Muhammad Zakariyya Kandhlavi. These represent three distinct stages of
Deobandi tasawwuf.® These are “crystallization of Deobandi thought,” “expansion of
the movement,” and “revival of Deobandi tasawwuf.” During each of these periods,
other important Deobandi Sufi figures also existed but their impact vis-a-vis Deobandi
tasawwuf was not as great as that of these four.

During the first phase, which lasted from before 1866 (the year of Dar al-
‘Ulim’s founding) until 1905, the year of Rashid Ahmad’s death, Imdad Allah, Shah
‘Abd al-Ghani, Muhammad Qasim Nanautvi, Muhammad Ya‘qab Nanautvi, and

Muhammad Mazhar Nanautvi were also active. The second phase began in 1905 and

® A somewhat different categorization of the Deobandi akabir (elders) has been done by Sayyid

Muhammad Mian in his ‘Ulamg-e-haq kay mujahidana karnamay [The heroic achievements of
righteous scholars]. However, his approach is primarily political and the categorization reflects that.
Thus, some important Sufis are left out while prominent political figures are included. Interestingly, all
of the political figures that are included were also prominent Sufis. He has divided the akabir of
Deoband into four categories. He declares the first phase to be from 1857 until the founding of the Dar
al-‘Ulam at Deoband in 1866. In this period, the akabir were Imdad Allah, Shah ‘Abd al-Ghani,
Muhammad Qasim and Rashid Ahmad. The second period is from 1866 till 1880, the year of
Muhammad Qasim’s death. The akabir during this period are Muhammad Qasim, Rashid Ahmad,
Muhammad Ya‘qib Nanautvi, Haji ‘Abid, Rafi‘-ud-Din, Zulfigar ‘Ali and others. The third period is
from 1880 until 1920, the year of Mahmud-ul-Hasan’s death. During this period, the akabir are Rashid
Ahmad, Mahmud-ul-Hasan, Ahmad Hasan Amrohi and ‘Abd al-Rahim Raipari. See Sayyid
Muhammad Mian, ‘Ulamd-e-haq kay mujahidana karnamay, ed. Aba Salman Shahjahanpari, (Lahore:
Jami‘at Publications, 2005), 102. [Urd]
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lasted until Ashraf ‘Ali’s and Muhammad Ilyas’s deaths in 1943 and 1944
respectively. During this period, other important figures were Mawlanas Khalil
Ahmad Saharanpari, ‘Abd al-Rahim Raipiari, Mahmuad-ul-Hasan, ‘Abd al-Qadir
Raipuri, and Husayn Ahmad Madani. During this phase, Muhammad llyas’s Tablighi
Jama‘at popularized Sufi principles and expanded the Deobandi movement
enormously. Similarly, the khangah at Raipar, firstly with ‘Abd al-Rahim and later
with ‘Abd al-Qadir was a major center of Sufi activity. Although, the second phase
ended in 1943, the process that it had set in motion continued especially through ‘Abd
al-Qadir Raipari, Husayn Ahmad Madani and the Tablighi Jama“at. These individuals
and their associates did not allow Deobandi tasawwuf to decline. The third phase of
revival did not begin until the early 1970s when Deobandi tasawwuf faced significant
decline. By that time, Muhammad Zakariyya had become the undisputed leader of
Deoband1 tasawwuf. Other prominent personalities of this period included Sayyid
Abt al-Hasan “Ali Nadvi (d. 1999) and Muftt Mahmuad Hasan Gangohi (d. 1996), a
prominent successor of Muhammad Zakariyya.

It is an interesting fact of history that all the main Sufis amongst the Deobandis
were also great scholars and they excelled in all the main branches of Islamic learning.
The four that we have chosen for our detailed analysis are typical examples of this
pattern. Each one of these was a mufassir (Qur’anic exegete), a mukaddith (kadith
expert), a fagih (jurist) and an insightful Sufi master.

In order to maintain the flow of the historical narrative, we will begin our
analysis by presenting a brief account of the two main teachers of Deobandsis, their
main shaykh and then the prominent Sufi figures amongst them while focusing on the
four who represent the three distinct phases of Deoband1 tasawwuf. We will look at

their relationship with one another and how that helped to reinforce their attitudes
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towards tasawwuf. We will also examine their individual spiritual paths and the

spread of their teachings.

THE TEACHERS & THE SHAYKH
Deobandis have produced a huge body of literature regarding almost all Islamic
sciences. Much of this is in Urdu. A significant portion of this belongs to the
hagiography genre. Here, we can find detailed biographies of most Deobandi elders.
Similarly, a large body of literature exists about Sayyid Ahmad, Shah Wali Allah and
Ahmad Sirhind1 written by Deobandis and others. What is not as extensive is the
literature about their two main teachers and their shaykh. There are only a few slim
volumes on Imdad Allah including biographies Imdad al-mushtaq ila ashraf al-akhlaq
[Help for the eager towards noble morals] by Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi and Hayat-e-
Imddadia [Life of Imdad] by Anwar-ul-Hasan Shayrkoti. As for Mamlak ‘Alj, there is
a work titled Sirat-e-Ya ‘qub-0-Mamlak [Biography of Ya‘qub and Mamlak], also by
Anwar-ul-Hasan Shayrkoti. However, only a small portion of it deals with Mamlak
‘Ali while the main part of the book is dedicated to his son Muhammad Ya‘qab
Nanautvi. The information regarding Shah ‘Abd al-Ghani is similarly less. To be
sure, there are references to these personalities in the biographies of Rashid Ahmad
and Muhammad Qasim, as well as in other compilations. However, these do not seem
to do justice to them and to their role as the main bridge between the Deobandi elders
and their intellectual and spiritual forebears, namely, Sirhindi, Wali Allah, and Sayyid
Ahmad.

This poses a tough question. Is this merely a case of unintended oversight or is
there more to it? We do not have enough information to determine why the two

teachers were ignored. However, we can speculate why the shaykh was partially
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ignored. From the information that we have, it is obvious that there were aspects to
Imdad Allah’s orientation and practice, which the Deobandis did not approve of, or at
least thought that they were not suited for the general public. They did not censure
him publicly but made sure that this part of his biography was not highlighted. Thus,
the references to him generally focus on his spiritual greatness and insights, and
downplay his positions on legal issues.

Based upon the information that we have, we will now look at each of these

personalities. We begin with the teachers.

Mawlana Mamluak ‘Ali Nanautvi (1789-1851)
Mamlik “Ali was a Siddigi from Nanauta. He was the student of Rashid al-Din who
was himself one of the prominent students of Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz. He was a respected
scholar of Arabic in Delhi. This was mentioned by Sayyid Ahmad Khan in his Athar
al-sanadid [Imprints of the valiant], as well as by the British visitors to the city.’
Eventually, he became the head of the Oriental Studies department of Delhi College
where he had been teaching since 1825.%2 He remained in this position until his death
in 1851.

Manazir Ahsan Gilani credits him with opening the way for the students of
Doaba towns to come to Delhi and study.® This appears to be an exaggeration.
Before him, others had been studying in Delhi and had made a name for themselves

there. These include Mufti llahi Baksh of Kandhla. Nevertheless, this much should

" Anwar-ul-Hasan Shayrkoti, Sirat-e-Ya qizb-o-Mamlizk, (Karachi: Maktabat Dar al-‘Ulam Karachi,
2007), 30. [Urd]

& Delhi College was initially a madrasah, which was established by Nawab Ghazi al-Din Khan in 1792
as Madrasah Ghazi al-Din. In 1825, it was renamed Delhi College under British control. It was the
first major institution in India, which simultaneously had departments for traditional Arabic and Persian
Studies, as well as Modern Studies. The college was shut down in 1877 under orders of the British.
After India’s independence, it was reconstituted as Zakir Hussain College.

® Sayyid Manazir Ahsan Gilani, Sawanik Qasmi, (Lahore: Maktaba Rahmania, n.d.), 1:210. [Urd]
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be acknowledged that his being in Delhi College and being the head of department
made it easy for many boys from Doaba towns to feel comfortable in a big city like
Delhi.
He would teach at Delhi College, as well as privately. The texts that he taught
dealt with almost all Islamic sciences including Arabic language, literature, rhetoric,
figh, usul al-figh, tafsir, kalam, etc. However, there is no clear reference to his
teaching hadith. During his stay at Delhi College, a large number of students studied
from him, both in the college and privately. Many of these were destined to become
major leaders of the Indian Muslim community in the nineteenth century. These
included on the one extreme, the afore-mentioned modernist Sayyid Ahmad Khan, the
founder of the Muslim University at Aligarh; and on the other extreme, Rashid Ahmad
Gangohi and Muhammad Qasim Nanautvi, the founder of the Dar al-‘Ulum at
Deoband. His other students included:
1. Ahmad ‘Ali Saharanpiri, a prominent muiaddith of his time. He was also
a student of Shah Muhammad Ishag, the grandson of Shah ‘Abd al-Aziz.
In 1867, he joined Mazahir al-‘Ulam in his native Saharanpur and began
teaching hadith there, which continued until his death in 1880.

2. Shaykh Muhammad Thanvi, one of the three shaykhs at the khangah at
Thana Bhawan.

3. Muhammad Mazhar Nanautvi, the first head teacher'® of Mazahir al-
‘Ulam. His two brothers, Muhammad Ahsan and Muhammad Munir were

also Mamluk <Ali’s students.

1% The actual Urdu term is sadar mudarris. It means “head teacher.” This is the top academic position
in Dar al-‘Ulam, Deoband. The top administrative position is variably the muhtamim or nazim. Both
mean “administrator.”
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4. Zulfigar ‘Ali of Deoband, who in turn was the father of Mahmud-ul-
Hasan, the future Shaykh al-Hind.

5. Mamlik ‘Ali’s own son Muhammad Ya‘qab Nanautvi, who became the

first head teacher of Dar al-‘Ulum, Deoband.

Many of these later became great scholars in their own right. Nevertheless,
they regarded their teacher with extreme respect and acknowledged his erudition.
Rashid Ahmad is reported to have said:

In the beginning, we studied with other teachers in Delhi but were not

satisfied....When we reached Mawlana Mamluk Ali, we were satisfied.

[With him], we completed the books in a very short period of time.**

As for Mamluk ‘Al1’s spiritual connections, there is not much information. He
is mentioned as a pious individual who strictly adhered to the Shari‘ah. There are also
references to his close personal ties with Mufti Muzaffar Husayn Kandhlavi (d. 1866)
and Imdad Allah, who were major spiritual figures of the Wali Allahi jama“at. But
that is it. His accounts generally focus only on his academic excellence and erudition.
However, from this we do get an important clue. His teacher was Rashid al-Din, a
student of Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz. This establishes his close links with the Wali Allahi
family. This is further strengthened by what Sindhi has mentioned regarding him.
Sindht asserts that that he became the head of the Wali Allaht jama‘at in Delhi after

Shah Muhammad Ishaq and Shah Muhammad Ya‘qib moved to Hijaz in 1841.*2 As

we discussed earlier, Sindhi’s claims cannot be verified independently.

Shah ‘Abd al-Ghani Dehlavi (1820-1878)
He was a descendant of Ahmad Sirhindi through his son Muhammad Ma‘sum. His

father was Shah Abu Sa‘id who was a student of Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, and also a

1 Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 1:30.
12 Sindhr, 98.
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member of Sayyid Ahmad’s jama‘at.*® <Abd al-Ghani studied most of the books of
hadith with him and studied Sakih al-Bukhari with Shah Muhammad Ishag and
Mishkat al-masabih with Makhsiis Allah, Wali Allah’s grandson through his son Rafi
al-Din. He also studied with Muhammad ‘Abid Sindhi in Madinah. In tasawwuf, he
did bay ‘ah with his father and got ijazah from him. He migrated to Madinah after the
war of 1857 and died there in 1878.

He was the foremost Aadith teacher of his time in Delhi. A list of his students
includes the who’s who of all prominent scholars of that time. His prominent students
include: Rashid Ahmad Gangohi, Muhammad Qasim Nanautvi, Muhammad Mazhar
Nanautvi and his brothers, and Muhammad Ya‘qab Nanautvi. It is mentioned that
Rashid Ahmad had also studied a few books with ‘Abd al-Ghani’s older brother, Shah
Ahmad Sa‘id."

Both “‘Abd al-Ghani and Ahmad Sa‘id were on the way of their ancestor
Ahmad Sirhindi. However, the older one was generally overwhelmed with different
spiritual states (the Sufi term is istighrag, which means drowned). Moreover, he was
extremely accommodating. As a result, different groups thought he approved of them.
On the other hand, ‘Abd al-Ghani was sober and in control of his spiritual states. He
was strictly opposed to all that he considered to be bidah. It is reported that he was
so strict that he did not give ijazah for hadith to one of his students who had
completed the books with him but used to participate in ‘urs (celebrating the death
anniversary of a saint) and gawwali (musical audition).”™ Similarly, at times he would
avoid the majlis (assembly) of his older brother when he felt that some bid ‘ah was

being committed there. These differing qualities of the two brothers are mentioned by

13 Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 1:29.
4 1bid., 1:30.
> Ashraf Thanvi, Hekayat-e-awliyd, 136.
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Rashid Ahmad’s biographer and he indicates that Rashid Ahmad was more inclined

towards ‘Abd al-Ghani because of his self-control and strict adherence to Shari‘ah.*®

The Shaykh: Haji Imdad Allah Muhajir Makki (1817/1818-1899)

Haj1i Imdad Allah Muhajir Makki or Hazrat Haji Sahib as he is referred to in Deobandi
circles is the shaykh or pir of most Deobandi elders. He belonged to a Fartqgi family
of Thana Bhawan and his mother belonged to the same Siddigi family of Nanauta as
Mamlik ‘Ali’s. It is there that he was born in 1817/1818. Due to his family
circumstances, his education was delayed. It eventually started when he traveled to
Delhi with Mamliak ‘Ali. Mamlak ‘Al was 30 years his senior and was already an
established scholar. It is not clear whether he studied anything with Mamluk “Ali.
However, this much is clear that he studied Arabic and Persian with various teachers
in Delhi and proceeded to the level of Mishkat al-masabik (a major work of kadith).
He also studied other books on tasawwuf and kalam with different scholars. However,
he did not complete the then prevalent curriculum and is therefore, not regarded as a
scholar by Deobandi writers. In fact, his not being scholar is something which was
cited by Rashid Ahmad as the reason for disregarding Imdad Allah’s opinions on the
legal issues that divided Indian Muslims of that time.*’

Even though he was not recognized as a formally trained scholar, his high
spiritual rank was acknowledged by everyone. As mentioned in the previous chapter,
his first shaykh was the Nagshbandi Sayyid Nasir al-Din who was a follower of
Sayyid Ahmad. Later, he did bay‘ah with Mianji Nar Muhammad and the latter’s
Chishti rarigah became his main rarigah. Biographers have debated whether he was

himself a great shaykh or was it his famous successors (khalifahs) who made him

16 Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 1:32-35.
7 <Abd al-Ra’af Rahimi, Irshadat-e-Gangohi, (Multan: Idara Talifat-e-Ashrafia, 2002), 119. [Urd]
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famous. In this context, it is important to see what opinion his two main successors,
Muhammad Qasim and Rashid Ahmad had of him.

Muhammad Qasim was asked whether Imdad Allah was a scholar or not. He
replied: “He was not a scholar but a scholar-maker.”™® When Rashid Ahmad was
asked that why did he do bay ‘ah with Imdad Allah while the latter was not a scholar,
he replied: “We had knowledge but we did not have that fire which he had. We went
to him to get that fire.”*® Imdad Allah’s opinion of these two successors of his has
already been documented in chapter one.

These quotations illustrate that he was a great shaykh and was also lucky to
have great scholars as his disciples who in turn became great shaykhs. That is why
Khalig Ahmad Nizami in his history of the shaykhs of the Chishti rarigah has declared
that the rise of the Deoband1 jama ‘at was in fact, the renaissance of the Chisht1 Sabiri
rariqah.?® There is no doubt that Imdad Allah was aided by his illustrious successors
who were great scholars and attracted many more scholars to the fold. According to
one source, apart from the general Muslim public, approximately 500 scholars were
his disciples.?! His main successors include Muhammad Qasim, Rashid Ahmad, Haji
‘Abid, Muhammad Ya‘qib Nanautvi, Ahmad Hasan Amrohi, Fayz-ul-Hasan
Saharanpuri, and Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi. Amongst these Rashid Ahmad and Muhammad
Qasim stood out. In later years, Ashraf ‘Ali was acknowledged by Imdad Allah as
having surpassed them both.?? Rashid Ahmad had hundreds of followers. Most of

these were scholars. Later, Ashraf ‘Ali expanded the rarigah enormously. His

8 Ashraf Thanvi, Hekayat-e-awliya, 166.

9 Muhammad Igbal Qurayshi, Ma‘arif al-akabir, (Saharanpur: Kutub Khana Yahyawi, n.d.), 37.
[Urd]

% Khaliq Ahmad Nizami, Tarikh masha 'ikh-e-Chisht, (Lahore: Oxford University Press, 2007), 1:275-
276. [Urd]

21 Shayrkoti, 91.

2 sayyid Mahmad Hasan, Hakim-ul-ummat: akabir aur mu‘asirin ki nazar main, (Karachi: Kutub
Khana Mazhari, 1976), 23. [Urd]
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disciples numbered in thousands. As for those who were connected to him indirectly,
their number is even greater. Rashid Ahmad’s impact had been confined to the elect
while Ashraf ‘Al1 affected the common Muslims as well. Because of this, the latter
was considered the mujaddid of his time.?

Imdad Allah was a known figure for the people of Nanauta. He was born there
and his maternal side of the family belonged to Nanauta. Moreover, his sister was
married there. Thus, he was a frequent visitor to Nanauta and Muhammad Qasim was
already familiar with him and regarded him as a bazurg (a saint-like person). On the
other hand, Rashid Ahmad did not know him from before and came to know his status
through Muhammad Qasim in Delhi. In the beginning, Rashid Ahmad was not sure
whether he should do bay‘ah with Imdad Allah. However, later, he became firm in
his resolve and did bay ‘ah with him after the completion of his studies.

Imdad Allah is a complex figure, someone who cannot be termed as Deobandi
or Barelvi. Rather, he was a plain Sunni. He is himself reported to have said, “People
think 1 am like them. [The truth is] | am different from everyone. It is as if you fill a
coloured bottle with water. The water appears to be of the same colour [as the bottle]
even though it is colourless.”* Ashraf ‘Al said of him:

We have never seen anyone with the propensity to giving people the

benefit of the doubt as in Hazrat Haji Sahib. Hazrat [Imdad Allah]

would declare those whom we thought were disbelievers as sahib-e-

batin (people of inner states)....Our Hazrat used to say the more one’s

horizon broadens the more his objections decrease. ‘Abd al-Wahhab

Sha‘rani has written regarding Zamakhshari, “Do you think Allah will

punish Zamakhshari? As for this belief of his regarding [man’s]

creation of [his own] actions, its only purpose is purification of Allah;
although, he made a mistake in this.”®

2 This is especially true of his followers. All of his followers and their followers use the title

“Mujaddid al-millah” (renewer of the nation) for him.
# Qurayshi, Ma‘arif al-akabir, 65.
% Ashraf Thanvi, Hekayat-e-awliya, 172.
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The truth is that Imdad Allah had the kind of comprehensiveness (jami ‘iyyat),
which allowed all of the various Sunni groups to consider him as their elder. Thus,
the relationship between Imdad Allah and his Deobandi disciples became an
interesting one. They extolled their shaykh’s virtues and downplayed his differences
with them. We will touch upon it in the account of Rashid Ahmad and will have

opportunity to discuss this in detail in the later chapters.

LEADING LIGHTS OF THE DEOBANDI MOVEMENT

Mawlana Muhammad Qasim Nanautvi (1832-1880)

The founder of the greatest Islamic seminary in India, Dar al-‘Ulim Deoband,
Muhammad Qasim was born in 1832 in a Siddigi family of Nanauta. He was a distant
relative of Mamlak “Ali. After his basic education in Nanauta and adjoining towns, he
went to Delhi in 1844 for further studies and started his studies with Mamlak ‘Ali.
Here, a year later, he was joined by Rashid Ahmad who had also arrived in Delhi for
further studies. The two were the most outstanding students of their class and bonded
well together. From then on, the two became close friends and later on came to be
known as the two main elders of the Deoband1 jama“at. The two studied most of the
then prevalent curriculum with Mamlak “Ali. Later, the two learned kadith from the
above-mentioned Shah ‘Abd al-Ghani. Later still, the two did bay‘ah with Imdad
Allah who made them his principal successors.

Under the leadership of his shaykh, Imdad Allah, Muhammad Qasim fought
against the British in 1857. He was the military chief of this small group while Rashid
Ahmad was the qddi (judge). This episode is known as the “Jihad of Shamli” (Shamli
is a small town near Thana Bhawan). After Muslims lost to the British on the political

and military front in this war, Muhammad Qasim sought to preserve their religion
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through preservation of Islamic knowledge. He envisioned a chain of madrasahs
throughout India that would provide Muslim children with the necessary Islamic
learning which they needed to survive in the new colonial environment.”® He began
by the madrasah at Deoband, which was established in 1866. Soon thereafter,
inspired by his example, other madrasahs were set up including one at Saharanpur and
another (Madrasah Shahi) at Moradabad. The one in Saharanpur (Mazahir al-<Ulam)
was founded by Sa‘adat ‘Ali Saharanpiri,?” who was a well-known jurist (fagih),a
participant of the 1857 jihad and a devoted follower of Sayyid Ahmad.

Muhammad Qasim did not stay in one place for too long. By temperament, he
sought to avoid prominence. Even though he was the main founder of Dar al-‘Ulam,
Deoband; he was not formally attached to it.”® Others handled administrative affairs.
He did not even teach there. Others were appointed to teach there. Moreover, his
mission of setting up madrasahs required that he keep moving around. However, a
select group of students studied with him in different places. Only the best of the best
could study with him. One of these was Mahmud-ul-Hasan, the future Shaykh
al-Hind, who was formally a student at Dar al-‘Ulam but still managed to find time to

study with him in Deoband and in other cities.?

Muhammad Qasim’s main area was
kalam and the rational sciences, although he excelled in all the other Islamic sciences
as well. In tasawwuf, a number of people became his disciples. However, he was not

destined to live a long life. He passed away in 1880. Before his passing away, he

% gee Gilant’s analysis of this aspect of his life in Gilani, Sawaniz Qasmi, 1:3-6. Gilani has also dealt
with alternative viewpoints, which claim that Muhammad Qasim was not the founder of the madrasah.
See Ibid., 2:242-260.

27 Muhammad Zakariyya Kandhlavi, Tarikh-e-Mazahir, (Saharanpur: Kutub Khana Isha‘at al-<Ulam,
1972), 1:5. [Urd]

% Gilani, Sawanik Qasmi, 2:273.

# sayyid Asghar Husayn, Hayat Shaykh al-Hind, (Lahore: Idara-e-Islamiat, 1977), 19. [Urd]
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instructed his disciples to take Rashid Ahmad as their shaykh. Rashid Ahmad also

regarded his disciples as his own.

Mawlana Ahmad ‘Ali Muhaddith Saharanpuri (1810-1880)

Ahmad “Ali was born in an Ansari family in Saharanpur. After memorization of the
Qur’an he began studying kadith with Sa‘adat ‘Ali of Saharanpur. Later, he traveled
to Delhi and studied most books with Mamlik “Ali. His other teacher in Delhi was
Wajih al-Din Saharanpiri and Mufti llahi Baksh Kandhlavi. Afterwards, he traveled
to Makkah and studied kadith with Shah Muhammad Ishag. He was one of the top
scholars of hadith in his time and was senior to both Muhammad Qasim and Rashid
Ahmad. After completing his studies, he started teaching. Later, he set up a printing
press in Delhi called “Matba‘ Ahmadi” and started publishing books of hadith. He
spent eight years verifying the manuscripts of Sakih al-Bukhari and wrote a detailed
marginalia on it. For the last portion of this marginalia, he contracted Muhammad
Qasim who was a fresh graduate at that time and was little known. Most editions of
Sahih al-Bukhari in the sub-continent are based upon this original edition with its then
prepared marginalia. In 1867, Ahmad Al joined Mazahir al-‘Ulam in Saharanpur as
the main hadith teacher there. He continued in this position until his death at the age

of 72 in 1880.

Mawlana Muhammad Mazhar Nanautvi (1821/1822-1886) and His Brothers

Muhammad Mazhar was amongst the leading scholars of figh and Aadith in his time.
Born and raised in Nanauta, he had two younger brothers Muhammad Ahsan and
Muhammad Munir, each of whom was also an accomplished scholar. They received

their education in Delhi College at the hands of the afore-mentioned Mamlak “Ali.
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Their other teachers in Delhi included Sadr al-Din Dehlavi, Rashid al-Din, Ahmad
‘Ali Saharanpari, Shah ‘Abd al-Ghani and Shah Muhammad Ishag. Muhammad
Mazhar and Muhammad Munir participated in the Jihad of Shamli in 1857 against the
British under the leadership of Imdad Allah, and alongside other scholars such as
Rashid Ahmad and Muhammad Qasim. However, Muhammad Ahsan actively
opposed it and was forced to leave Bareilly, his town of residence, because of the
public opposition to his stance.

In February 1867, Muhammad Mazhar was appointed head teacher at Mazahir
al-‘Ulam. When this madrasah progressed and an exclusive building was established
for it, it was named Mazahir al-‘Ulam in his honour. During his stay there, he had
many outstanding students; most prominent amongst them were Khalil Ahmad
Saharanpuri, ‘Abd al-Haqq Haggani, ‘Abdullah Tonki, Mahar ‘Al Shah, Tajammul
Husayn Dasnawi, and Pir Jama‘at “‘Ali Shah. It is reported that Muhammad Qasim
had also studied some books with him while Muhammad Mazhar was still a student.
Although he was older than Rashid Ahmad, he did bay ‘ah with the latter. The latter
respected him because of his seniority in age and high rank as a scholar but
Muhammad Mazhar’s attitude was that of a humble disciple’s to his shaykh.
Although, his busy schedule did not allow him to engage in Sufi practices intensively,
yet he progressed on the spiritual path and was given ijazah by Rashid Ahmad, as well
as by Imdad Allah.

Muhammad Ahsan and Muhammad Munir were actively involved in
translations of classical works from Arabic into Urdu. Of these, Muhammad Ahsan
was more active. After the war of 1857, he established a publishing house called

Matba“ Siddigia in Bareilly with the help of his brothers. His translations include al-
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Ghazal’s lhya’ ‘ulam al-din [Revival of the religious sciences],® as well as the
translation and annotation of al-Nasafi’s Kanz al-daqa ig [Treasure of subtleties] and
Shah Wali Allah’s lzalat al-khifa’ ‘an khilafat al-khulafa’ [Removing the ambiguity
regarding the caliphate of the caliphs] and Hujjat Allah al-balighah [Conclusive
argument from God]. Muhammad Munir translated al-Ghazali’s Minhgj al-‘abidin
[Methodology of the worshippers]. These were all first published by Matba“ Siddigia.
Muhammad Ahsan had done bay ‘ah with Shah ‘Abd al-Ghani.** Muhammad Munir
had a very close relationship with Muhammad Qasim and was particularly known for
his knowledge, piety, honesty and integrity. He was also appointed as the muhtamim

of Dar al-‘Ulim, Deoband for some time.*?

Mawlana Muhammad Ya‘qab Nanautvi (1833-1886)
He was the son of Mamlak ‘Ali and was only a few months younger than Muhammad
Qasim. He also studied most of the curriculum with his father Mamlak Ali in Delhi;
and studied Aadith books with Shah ‘Abd al-Ghani and Ahmad ‘Ali Saharanpari. He
also mentions in the biography of Muhammad Qasim that after the war of 1857, he
studied a portion of Sakih al-Bukhari and Sakiz Muslim with Muhammad Qasim.®
Initially, he worked for the British government in the Department of Education. As
for the war of 1857, there is no mention of his participation in it. At the same time,
there is no evidence of his opposing it.

Sometime after the war and prior to the setting up of Dar al-‘Ulam at Deoband,
he left his high-paying government job and began doing private jobs. A few months

after Dar al-‘Ulam opened, Muhammad Qasim approached him and appointed him the

% Henceforth called 1aya’ only.

! Shayrkoti, 91.
2 Ashraf Thanvi, Hekayat-e-awliyd, 399.
¥ Muhammad Ya‘qab Nanautvi, “Sawanih ‘umari,” in Gilani, Sawanis Qasmi, 1:24. [Urd]

w w
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head teacher (sadar mudarris) of Dar al-‘Ulam. He remained in this position until his
death in 1884. He was the main teacher of all the second generation of Deobandi
scholars. These include Mahmud-ul-Hasan, the later Shaykh al-Hind; Ahmad Hasan
Amrohi; Fakhr-ul-Hasan Gangohi; ‘Aziz-ur-Rahman, the later Mufti of Dar al-‘Ulam;
and Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi. Ashraf “Ali was especially devoted to him.

Muhammad Ya‘qab was a major pillar of the Deobandi jamd ‘at. Apart from
his role as the main teacher at Dar al-‘Ulam, his spiritual rank was also well noted.
Like other Deobandis, he had done also bay‘ah with Imdad Allah who eventually
made him his successor.** All Deobandi biographers speak highly of his kashf
(spiritual unveiling) powers. The main source of his views on tasawwuf is his afore-
mentioned biography Sirat-e-Ya‘qub-o-Mamlak and the compilation of his
correspondence with one of his disciples Muhammad Qasim Niyanagri titled

Maktibat-e-Ya ‘qubi [Letters of Ya“qab].

Deoband Families

According to the official history of Dar al-‘Ulam Deoband compiled by Sayyid
Mahbab Rizvi at the behest of Muhammad Tayyib, the then muhtamim (rector) of Dar
al-‘Ulam; besides Muhammad Qasim, the other founders of the Dar al-‘Ulam at
Deoband were Zulfigar ‘Al1 (d. 1904), Rafi‘-ud-Din (d. 1890/1891), Fazl-ur-Rahman
‘Usmani (d. 1907), Haji Sayyid Muhammad ‘Abid (d. 1912) and Muhammad Ya‘qib
Nanautvi (d. 1886). Except for the last, all of these were from Deoband. Some of

these we have already dealt with above; others we shall deal with now.

% Anwar-ul-Hasan Shayrkoti has speculated that this took place in 1282 AH (1865/1866). This is the
year of the writing of Imdad Allah’s book Diya al-qulib [Light of the hearts]. At the end of this book,
Imdad Allah has declared Rashid Ahmad and Muhammad Qasim to be his main successors in India.
Shayrkoti speaks of a footnote to this text in which Muhammad Ya‘qab is mentioned as one of the
successors. However, the edition of Diya al-qulib that we have before us does not contain this. See
Shayrkoti, 94-95; and Imdad Allah, “Diya al-qulab,” 72-73.
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Zulfigar ‘Al was a student of Mamlak ‘Ali. He was known for his extra-
ordinary expertise in Arabic language and literature. He was also the father of
Mahmuad-ul-Hasan, the future Shaykh al-Hind.*

Fazl-ur-Rahman was also a student of Mamlak ‘Ali. He was known for his
poetry skills in Urdu and Persian. He remained a member of Dar al-‘Ulim’s majlis
al-shira (board of trustees) until his death.®® His sons include three outstanding
scholars who also held important administrative positions in Dar al-‘Ulam. These
were: Mufti ‘Aziz-ur-Rahman, who became the Grand Mufti of Dar al-‘Ulum; Habib-
ur-Rahman ‘Usmani who became the muhtamim (rector) of Dar al-‘Ulam, and Shabbir
Ahmad ‘Usmani who was appointed as sadar muhtamim (president) of Dar al-‘Ulam.

Rafi‘-ud-Din was also an ‘Usmani and twice became muhtamim (1868-1869 &
1872-1889) of Dar al-‘Ulam. He had done bay‘ah with Shah ‘Abd al-Ghani in the
Nagshbandi rarigah and had been designated by him as a successor. Ihtisham-ul-
Hasan has also counted him amongst the successors of Mufti Muzaffar Husayn
Kandhlavi.*  The above-mentioned Mufti ‘Aziz-ur-Rahman was his principal
successor.

Haji ‘Abid was a Sayyid notable from Deoband. He was not a scholar but had
done bay ‘ah with Imdad Allah who made him his successor. Enough information is
not available regarding his life. Mostly he is mentioned in the context of the founding
of Dar al-‘Ulam and regarding the difference of opinion that developed between him
and Muhammad Qasim. The former regarded Dar al-‘Ulam as just a local madrasah

while the latter envisioned it as the main madrasah of India. Initially, these

® Rizvi, 1:123.

* bid., 1:125.

3 |ntisham-ul-Hasan Kandhlavi, Halat masha 'ikh Kandhla, (Karachi: Maktabat al-Shaykh, n.d.), 111.
[Urd]
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differences threatened to disrupt the madrasah but were soon resolved in Muhammad

- 38
Qasim’s favour.

Kandhla Families

In Kandhla, the important family was also that of Siddigis. These were descended
from scholar Sufis who had settled in the area hundreds of years ago. It had two
branches, one in Kandhla and the other in Jhinjhana. Over the centuries, it had been
known for the large number of prominent scholars and Sufis that were born in it. The
family was also known for its piety and close links to the Wali Allahi jama“at. Of the
two branches mentioned above, the former became famous because of the likes of
Mufti llahi Bakhsh (d. 1829/1830) and his nephew Mufti Muzaffar Husayn (d. 1866)
and later because of In‘am-ul-Hasan (d. 1996) (third amir (leader) of the Tablight
Jama‘at). llahi Baksh was a student and successor of Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz; and later,
did bay‘ah with his shaykh’s young successor, Sayyid Ahmad when he was himself
seventy-one.*® Other members of his family also did bay‘ah with Sayyid Ahmad and
joined his militia some of whom eventually died in the jihad against the Sikhs. These
links and especially the attitude of llahi Bakhsh towards Sayyid Ahmad in spite of
former’s age and rank is documented in all biographies of the various Kandhlavi
scholars and is provided as proof of their strong links with the Wali Allahi jama ‘at.*

Muzaffar Husayn, the nephew of Ilahi Bakhsh was the top student of Shah

% See the relevant discussion in Gilani, Sawaniz Qdsmi, 2:227-228. For a more detailed version, see
Ashraf Thanvi, Hekayat-e-awliya, 227-231.

¥ Sayyid Aba al-Hasan ‘Ali Nadvi, Sawanis Hazrat Shaykh Mawling Mukammad Zakariyyd,
(Lucknow: Maktaba-e-Islam, 1982), 28. [Urd]

0 See, for example, Ihtisham Kandhlavi, 84.
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Muhammad Ishaq and considered the most pious amongst them.** He is also reported
to have been a successor of Ilahi Bakhsh.*> He was also close to Mamlik “Alf.

The other branch of the family, which was based in Jhinjhana, was also linked
to the Wali Allahi jamd at, as well as Sayyid Ahmad. Amongst this branch appeared
Muhammad Isma‘il (d. 1898) who was based in Basti Nizam al-Din in Delhi. He
married the granddaughter of Muzaffar Husayn (through his daughter) and re-
established links with the Kandhla branch. This link became so strong that from then
on, he and his sons came to be known as Kandhlavis. His sons are part of the second
generation of Deobandi elders. These were Muhammad (d. 1918) who was also based
in Basti Nizam al-Din in Delhi; Muhammad Yahya (d. 1916) who lived in Gangoh
and Saharanpur; and Muhammad Ilyas (d. 1943) who founded the Tablighi Jama“at in
Basti Nizam al-Din. The last two were followed by their sons Muhammad Zakariyya
(d. 1982) and Muhammad Yusuf (d. 1965) respectively. Muhammad Zakariyya
became the Shaykh al-Hadith at Mazahir al-‘Ulam in Saharanpur. Muhammad Yasuf
became the second amir of the Tablight Jama“at after his father’s death in 1943 and

remained in that position until his own death in 1965.

CRYSTALLIZATION OF DEOBANDI TASAWWUF: RASHID AHMAD
GANGOHI (1828-1905)

Rashid Ahmad is the pivotal figure who should be credited with defining Deobandi
tasawwuf vis-a-vis other forms of tasawwuf prevalent within the Indian Muslim
society of his time. It was his strong personality and forthright attitude, which ensured
that his views would become entrenched in those associated with him. He set the

limits in which Deoband1 Sufis would operate after him. Born in 1828 in an Ansari

! This was stated by Rashid Ahmad Gangohi. See Ibid., 33.
“ Ibid., 111.
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family of Gangoh, he was a descendant of Shaykh ‘Abd al-Quddas Gangohi (d.
1537),*® the most important figure in Chishti Sabiri rarigah after <Ali Sabir of Kalyar.
However, Rashid Ahmad’s both parents were Nagshbandi. His father, Hedayat
Ahmad was a successor of Shah Ghulam <Ali Nagshbandi** and his mother had done
ba‘yah with Sayyid Ahmad. After his basic education in Gangoh, he travelled to
Delhi at the age of seventeen and studied with Mamliak ‘Ali. Here, he met
Muhammad Qasim who had been studying with Mamluk ‘Ali for a year. As
discussed above, Rashid Ahmad and Muhammad Qasim studied most books of the
then prevalent curriculum together. These included books of kadith and exegesis of
the Qur’an, the majority of which he studied with Shah ‘Abd al-Ghani. Both Rashid
Ahmad and Muhammad Qasim excelled and superseded their peers in the rational
(ma“‘qul) and the transmitted (mangul) sciences. The partnership between the two that

started in Delhi continued until their deaths. After completion of studies, Rashid

Ahmad settled down in Gangoh and after a long career died there in 1905.

Spiritual Training

As mentioned above, Rashid Ahmad had been introduced to Imdad Allah by
Muhammad Qasim. In the beginning, he had oscillated between taking Shah <Abd al-
Ghani or Imdad Allah as his shaykh but finally decided to do bay‘ah with the latter.
After his return from Delhi to Gangoh, Rashid Ahmad had come across a treatise
written by Shaykh Muhammad Thanvi in which the latter had sought to establish a
creedal matter through zanni evidence (speculative, i.e., less than 100% certainty).

Rashid Ahmad objected to it and pointed out that this requires qas‘i (definitive)

8 Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 2:9.
* As mentioned before, he is regarded by Nagshabndi Muajaddidis as the mujaddid of the thirteenth
century.
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evidence, which did not exist. It should be mentioned here that three main successors
of Mianji Nar Muhammad, namely, Hafiz Zamin, Imdad Allah and Muhammad
Thanvit stayed together in their khangah at Thana Bhawan. Hagiographical sources
call it the “dokan-e-ma‘rifat” (shop of gnosis) and the three were together called
“Aqtab-e-Salasa” (the three poles).” As a part of his exchange with Shaykh
Muhammad, Rashid Ahmad decided to visit Thana Bhawan to have a face-to-face
debate with him. There, he also met Imdad Allah who upon coming to know of his
intention stopped him from the debate. In this visit, Rashid Ahmad requested to do
bayah with Imdad Allah who after his initial reluctance accepted it upon the
recommendation of Hafiz Zamin.

At that time, Rashid Ahmad was 25 years old. After bay‘ah, his spiritual rise
was extremely quick. Merely eight days after his bay ‘ah, Imdad Allah informed him
that he had acquired the nisbah saying, “Rashid! | have given to you the blessing that
Allah had given me. Now, it is up to you to increase it.”*

Rashid Ahmad stayed with his shaykh for only 42 days. On the last day,
Imdad Allah made him his successor and told him to accept disciples in all the
rariqahs that Imdad Allah had permission in.*’ These included the four main rarigahs
prevalent in the sub-continent, namely, Chishti, Qadiri, Nagshbandi and Suhraward.
Rashid Ahmad returned to Gangoh and re-activated the long defunct khangah of his
ancestor, Shaykh ‘Abd al-Quddas Gangohi. Imdad Allah’s main rarigah was Chishti

Sabiri; therefore, Rashid Ahmad’s main rarigah also became Chishti Sabiri.

* Ashraf Thanvi, Hekayat-e-awliya, 172-173. This is the Urdu-ized version of the Arabic term, al-
agrab al-thalathah.

6 Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 1:50.

" Ibid., 1:51.
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Main Contributions

Rashid Ahmad excelled in all branches of Islamic sciences including tasawwuf. He
was especially known for his acumen in figh and sadith. In the beginning, he taught
all the books of the then prevalent curriculum. Interestingly, the first group of
students to study with him included Mullah Mahmad who later became the first
teacher at Dar al-‘Ulim Deoband. Later, however, he dedicated himself to teaching
hadith. He would complete the six books of Aadith called “Sihah Sittah” in one year.
This was called “daura-e-hadis.” He discontinued this until 1308 AH when he lost
his eyesight. After that, he focused on tasawwuf.

His hadith lessons enjoyed great popularity throughout India and people came
from far to study with him. Many of the students of Dar al-‘Ulam, Deoband and
Mazahir al-‘Ulam, Saharanpur would skip the daura year at their madrasahs and
would go to Gangoh to study with him. Some would do the daura twice, once at their
respective madrasah and then at Gangoh. Furthermore, officially, he was the patron
of Dar al-‘Ulam and privately, he was the shaykh of most Deobandi ‘ulama’ and their
associates. In 1311 AH, his main successor Khalil Ahmad Saharanpuri requested that
he teach the daura again for Muhammad Yahya Kandhlavi. This was the last such
daura. It was completed in two years because of Rashid Ahmad’s poor health.
Muhammad Yahya recorded his lectures and these were later published with the
marginalia of his son, Muhammad Zakariyya. Muhammad Yahya stayed on after
daura, did ba ‘yah with Rashid Ahmad, and served him as his right hand man until the

latter’s death in 1905.
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Figh

Like other matters, Rashid Ahmad was also undisputedly the Imam of his jamd ‘at in
figh. Anwar Shah Kashmiri (d. 1933), himself a great mukaddith and faqih,
considered him to be the greatest Hanafi scholar of the time and used to call him
“faqih al-nafs” (the one who has natural aptitude for figh). This was a title that he had
not even used for ibn <Abidin (d. 1838)*® even though he acknowledged ibn ‘Abidin’s
excellence in figh. Rashid Ahmad was a strict Hanafi. This is something that had
been instituted in the Wal1 Allahi jamd ‘at by Shah Muhammad Ishag. Rashid Ahmad
held on to it. He was known all over India for his fatwas. Most of these tended to be
brief; the detailed ones were for the ‘ulama’. He did not consider it proper to share all
the proofs with the common person who was untrained in figh and other Shari‘ah
sciences. His biographer had another explanation for this. Rashid Ahmad need not
look up the proofs. His spiritual insight guided him; hence the lack of proofs in his
fatwas.*

Many of these fatwds were not recorded. As a result, only a single volume of
his fatwds has reached us, titled Fatawa Rashidia. In the beginning, he would answer
all questions himself. Later, when he lost his eyesight, his confidant, Muhammad
Yahya answered on his behalf. These fatwas encompass the entire spectrum of
Islamic faith and practice. However, certain themes tend to re-occur and occupy a
disproportionately larger part of his fatwa collection. These deal with issues that were
current at that time in North India. Examples include milad, ‘urs, reciting Sarat al-
Fatihah behind the Imam, etc. Moreover, some questions revolve around certain

personalities. The main figure happens to be that of Shah Isma‘il whose book

“8 Ibn Abidin is the foremost Hanafi scholar from the 19" century. His Radd al-muftar [Returning the
perplexed] (commonly called Fatawa Shamia in the sub-continent because ibn ‘Abidin was from Syria)
is the standard reference for fatwa in Hanafi figh.

9 Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 2:17.
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Tagwiyat al-iman [Strengthening faith] had caused bitter divisions in the North Indian
Sunni community. Deobandis and Ahl-e-Hadis strongly supported it for its forthright
description of tawhid while the ‘ulama’ of Badaun and Khayrabad had objected to it
because of perceived insults to the Prophet (pbuh) and saints. Shah Isma‘il had
emphasized tawhid and had gone to the extent of declaring that Allah is capable of
creating anything including another Muhammad (pbuh) if He so desired.”® Of course,
he did not mean that there was to be a new prophet after Muhammad (pbuh). He was
only emphasizing the power of Allah. However, his opponents condemned him for the
perceived disrespect shown to the Prophet (pbuh) by him. Rashid Ahmad defended

him in his fatwas and considered him to be a wali of Allah.

Tasawwuf

Rashid Ahmad was in the line of Ahmad Sirhindi, Shah Wali Allah and Sayyid
Ahmad before him.>® Thus, he belonged to a long tradition of scholar Sufis who
considered tasawwuf to be inseparable from Shari‘ah. Each of these in his own way
had battled what he considered to be un-Islamic practices of his time. Moreover, like
Sayyid Ahmad, Rashid Ahmad went a step further. While the first two had been
philosophers as well, Sayyid Ahmad had begun the process of divorcing philosophy
from tasawwuf. With Rashid Ahmad, this process reached its climax. There was to
be no more room for speculative thought in tasawwuf.”®> Everything had to be rooted

in the Qur’an and Sunnah and bound by the limits of Shari‘ah as understood by the

% 1t is called imkan-e-nazir (the possibility of Allah creating someone similar to the Prophet (pbuh)).
See Metcalf’s analysis of the issue in Metcalf, Islamic Revival..., 65-66.

*1 See Mufti ‘Aziz-ur-Rahman’s description of Rashid Ahmad, cited in Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid,
2:25.

%2 <Ashiq llahi Mirathi, Makadtib-e-Rashidia, ed. Mahmad Ashraf ‘Usmani, (Lahore: Idara-e-Islamiat,
1996), 52. [Urd]. Imdad Allah had the same opinion. See Sayyid Muhammad al-Hasani, Sirat
Mawldna Mukammad ‘Ali Mangirz, (Lucknow: Maktabah Dar al-<Ulim Nadwat al-‘Ulama’, 1964), 72.
[Urd]
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Hanafi school. This was sure to put him on a collision course with other Sufis who
dabbled in philosophy and took dispensations using the opinions found in other Sunni
schools.

This is not to say that he separated from his parent order. His statements and
utterances (malfizzat) indicate that he held his zarigah in high esteem. He had great
affinity with Shaykh ‘Abd al-Quddas Gangohi whose khangah he had re-activated.
Once, explaining the methodology of the later Chishti masters, he said:

The later masters especially those of our rarigah have preferred that the

seeker should do dhikr so abundantly that the evil traits are suppressed

by it and dhikr dominates everything.*?

The tone indicates his respect for and appreciation of their methodology.
Rashid Ahmad was himself a thoroughly spiritual person. His own shaykh was all
praise for him. His comments regarding him and Muhammad Qasim have been
mentioned before. In another place, he advised those associated with him to consider
Rashid Ahmad to be a great blessing for India and a substitute for Imdad Allah there.>
The main focus in Rashid Ahmad’s rarigah was tawhid and following the Sunnah of
the Prophet (Allah bless him and give him peace). He also insisted on having good
opinion of all awliya’ (plural of wali, which means a friend of Allah) and rarigahs and
to not have rancour towards any of them. His approach to tasawwuf will be dealt with
in detail in the next chapters. For now, suffice it to say that his disciples and those
associated with him considered him to be the mujaddid and quzb al-irshad (the pole of

guidance) of his time.>

%% Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 2:27.

> Imdad Allah, Faisla haft mas ‘ala, (Karachi: Siddiqi Trust, n.d.), 23. [Urd]

% See the correspondence between Mufti ‘Aziz-ur-Rahman and Khalil Ahmad regarding this in
Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 2:26. Also, see Habib-ur-Rahman Laylpuri, Irshadat Qugb al-Irshad
Hazrat Mawlana Shah ‘Abd al-Qdadir Raipari, ed. Muhammad <Abd Allah, (Lahore: Maktaba Sayyid
Ahmad Shahid, 1997), 230. [Urd]
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His Own Understanding of His Position
Rashid Ahmad was conscious of his role. On one occasion, he is reported to have
said: “Listen! The truth is that which comes on the tongue of Rashid Ahmad. By
Allah, I am nothing. However, salvation and guidance in this time is dependent upon
following me.”*® It is difficult to accept such a statement coming from a Sufi who has
supposedly annihilated his nafs in the way of Allah. However, precedents exist.
Shaykh <Abd al-Qadir Jilani is reported to have said that his foot was over the neck of
all awliya’®  Similarly, Wali Allah’s works include many references to his
greatness.”® Muhammad Zakariyya has provided an explanation for this. He says that
sometimes, the wali is commanded by Allah or the Prophet (pbuh) to announce this.
In this case, the wal7 is under command. He is merely following orders.*

In Deobandi literature, we find an attempt to draw parallels between the role of
Rashid Ahmad as a mujaddid and the role of Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) as a prophet.
Just as the Prophet (pbuh) was accepted by some and rejected by some; similarly, the
mujaddid of his time, Rashid Ahmad, was accepted by some and rejected by some.®
Moreover, just as the miracles performed by a wali are indirectly the miracles of the
prophet of whose ummah he is a member; similarly, the work done by the associates
of a mujaddid is indirectly the work of that mujaddid.®® Instances such as these are
likely to provide opportunity to Deobandis’ opponents to accuse them of heresy and of

engaging in the same kind of hyperbolic praise which when engaged in by Barelvis

leads to charges of polytheism by Deobandis.

% Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 2:17. The actual words in Urdu are:

Sy e ey sl B s O 43S Ute AS s S sy 5l o UISG _w gl) (Saeal ) v o (25 G 1 0"
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%" Muhammad Zakariyya Kandhlavi, Ap biti, (Karachi: Maktabat al-Shaykh, n.d.), 5:174. [Urd]

% bid., 5:176.

> 1bid.

8 Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 2:19.

Muhammad Manzir Nu‘mani, Malfizat Mawlana Muhammad llyds, (New Delhi: Idara Isha‘at

Diniat, 1991), 122-123. [Urd]
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Rashid Ahmad and Imdad Allah
After the initial forty-two days that Rashid Ahmad spent with his shaykh, he remained
continuously in touch with him if not in constant company. During the 1857 jihad,
they had been together. When Imdad Allah was migrating to Makkah, Rashid Ahmad
had sought him out. Moreover, after Imdad Allah migrated to Makkah, Rashid
Ahmad visited him each time he went for Hajj. Furthermore, there is an anecdote
mentioned about Rashid Ahmad in which he said:

For three full years, the face of Hazrat Imdad [Imdad Allah] was in my

heart and I did not do anything except with his permission.... Then for

(this) many years | did not do anything except after asking the Prophet

(Allah bless him and give him peace)....Then I remained at the level of

ifsan.®

It appears that the bond between the two was strong. However, this bond was
to be severely tested when their divergent opinions on certain issues became obvious.
One of these was the perceived “carelessness” of Imdad Allah in giving legal advice.®
Furthermore, Imdad Allah subscribed to tawhid wujidi,®* while Rashid Ahmad
adhered to tawhid shuhzdi; thus, mirroring the difference between Sirhindi and his
shaykh Baqi Billah. Many of these differences had strong symbolic, as well as
practical importance.

Rashid Ahmad had been trained in the Nagshbandi scholarly and Sufi tradition.
His father was a successor of the Nagshbandi shaykh Ghulam ‘Ali. His mother had
done bay‘ah with Sayyid Ahmad. His main teacher Mamlak “Ali was steeped in the
Wali Allahi tradition. His hadith teacher, Shah ‘Abd al-Ghani was a Nagshbandi

shaykh and he had considered doing bay ‘ah with him. Moreover, he had extreme love

and devotion for Sayyid Ahmad and firmly held on to the latter’s perspective on

%2 Ashraf Thanvi, Hekayat-e-awliyd, 265.
8 Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 2:287.
8 Ashraf Thanvi, Hekayat-e-awliya, 169.
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Sunnah and bidah. In fact, on one occasion while expressing his devotion to Sayyid
Ahmad, he is reported to have said that he was superior to his shaykh, Shah ‘Abd al-
‘Aziz.®® This aspect of his personality is also proven by what ‘Abd al-Qadir Raipari is
reported to have said about him that Nagshbandi nisbah was dominant upon Rashid
Ahmad.®®

Imdad Allah was also trained in the Nagshbandi scholarly and Sufi tradition;
and was also a dedicated member of the Wali Allahi jama‘at. However, Deobandi
sources maintain that since he had not completed the formal course of study;
therefore, he could not be considered a proper ‘alim (scholar). On the other hand,
Rashid Ahmad was an accomplished mufti and fagih (jurist). One one occasion,
someone asked him why he called mawlid a bid‘ah when Imdad Allah celebrated it.
He replied:

To begin with, you do not understand the reality of this; and if you do

think [that we are opposed] then [remember that] we did bay‘ah to Haji

Sahib in tasawwuf. In matters of Shari‘ah, he should follow us.®’

Later on, this person conveyed this to Imdad Allah. He replied that “Rashid

Ahmad is correct. In matters of figh, I should follow him.”®®

Faisla haft mas’ala [Decision on seven issues]

The main issues where Deobandis differed with the Barelvis and other Sufis is
succinctly summed up in Imdad Allah’s Faisla haft mas’ala [Decision on seven
issues]. This short treatise was written and published by Ashraf ‘Ali under the orders

of Imdad Allah and in his name. Imdad Allah who had migrated to Makkah tried to

% Sayyid ‘Abd al-Hayy Lakhnavi, Dehl7 aur us kay arraf, (Karachi: Majlis Nashriat-e-Islam, 1998),
98-99. [Urd]

% He is reported to have said the same thing about ‘Abd al-Rahim Raipari. See Laylpari, 253.

% Qurayshi, Ma‘arif al-akabir, 394.

% Ibid., 394-395.
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calm the tensions of the Indian Muslim community through this treatise. Importantly,
at that time Ashraf ‘Ali fully agreed with Imdad Allah. His opinion was to change
later after a protracted correspondence with Rashid Ahmad. In this work, Imdad
Allah has identified seven issues that were dividing his jama‘at at that time. By
jamd at, he seems to be referring to those associated with him in anyway. Thus, this
would include people who could be called Deobandi, Barelvi, or Ahl-e-Hadis in South
Asian terms. These issues are: maulad (also called milad or mawlid, celebration of the
birth of the Prophet (pbuh)), Fatihah (reciting Surat al-Fatihah upon the deceased),
‘urs (celebrating the death anniversary of a saint) and samda“ (poetic audition, with or
without music), calling other than Allah, second jama ‘ah in a single mosque, imkan-e-
nazir (possibility of Allah creating another Muhammad), and imkan-e-kidhb
(possibility of Allah lying).

In this treatise, Imdad Allah displays his insightful understanding of these
issues and suggests a practical course of action. This belies the claim that he was not
a proper scholar. He was definitely not at the same level as Rashid Ahmad and
Muhammad Qasim; however, he was still sufficiently educated. With the publication
of the treatise, the divisions only increased. The Barelvis declared that it was
supportive of their stand and against the Deobandi position. When it was presented to
Rashid Ahmad, he said: “It is good for burning in winter. Throw it into the stove.”®
Later, Ashraf “Ali, the actual writer and publisher, published a supplement with it in
which he took pains to explain that the original treatise was in no way supportive of
the Barelvi position; rather, it opposed it.

In fact, the treatise is a balanced document. The issues that it deals with have

proofs for both sides. That is why the difference of opinion exists in the first place.

% Muhammad Aba Bakr ‘Alvi, Mukammad ‘Alawi Makki ki kitab lslah-e-Mafahim par tehqiqi nazar,
(Lahore: Madrasah Khuddam Ahl-e-Sunnat, 2006), 171. [Urd]
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Since the document can be seen to support both groups; therefore, the dissension did
not end. In fact, it continues to this day. Barelvis publish it without the supplement
claiming it to be an add-on and not from Imdad Allah himself, whereas, the Deobandis
always publish it with the supplement. In one case, Mufti Rashid Ahmad (d. 2002), a
prominent Deobandi Mufti based in Karachi published a separate clarification of this
treatise. In it, he also cited a dream seen by Muhammad Ahmad (d. 1928), the son of
Muhammad Qasim Nanautvi and the then muhtamim of Dar al-‘Ulim, Deoband.”
This dream was narrated by his son Qart Muhammad Tayyib, the later muhtamim of
Dar al-‘Ulam. It is also included in Ashraf al-sawanik [The most noble biography],
the official biography of Ashraf “Ali.

This dream is a classic example of Sufi issues being decided in a decidedly
Sufi way. Thus, in the dream, Muhammad Ahmad sees Imdad Allah and a debate
ensues between the two regarding these issues. Imdad Allah complains that ‘ulama’
are being too strict. Muhammad Ahmad replies that this strictness is required.
Finally, the matter is decided by the Prophet (pbuh) himself who appears in the dream
at the request of Imdad Allah and takes side with Muhammad Ahmad.

There are many important themes that should be noticed in this dream. First is
the acknowledgement of the differences between Imdad Allah and his Deobandi
disciples. Second is the Prophet’s (pbuh) intervention at the behest of Imdad Allah,
which shows his high spiritual standing. Third is his siding with Muhammad Ahmad
and by extension, the Deobandis. Fourthly, Muhammad Ahmad wrote this dream to

Imdad Allah who is reported to have wept at it and expressed his gratitude.

" Rashid Ahmad, Faisla Haft Mas ‘ala ki wazahat, (Karachi: Dar al-Ifta> wa al-Irshad, 1995), 8-11.
[Urd]
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Legacy
Rashid Ahmad had a large number of scholars and common Muslims as his disciples.
He was very strict in giving successorship. In spite of this, he had many successors.
Amongst these, the five main ones were Khalil Ahmad Saharanpiri, Siddiq Ahmad
Ambehtvi, Mahmud-ul-Hasan, ‘Abd al-Rahim Raipiri, and Husayn Ahmad Madani.
Each of these had hundreds if not thousands of disciples. Many of the other
successors also became prominent shaykhs. Moreover, all Deobandi scholars and
rank and file including those who had not done bay‘ah with him considered Rashid
Ahmad to be the leader of their jamd at. Thus, his influence spread far and wide.
Other prominent people who were his disciples even though they did not
receive successorship from him include the Kandhlavi brothers, Muhammad Yahya
and Muhammad Ilyas. The former was so much trusted by Rashid Ahmad that he was
allowed to use Rashid Ahmad’s stamp on his own fatwas. Muhammad Ilyas had been
brought to Gangoh by his brother when he was very young. He spent 10 years in
Rashid Ahmad’s company. After Rashid Ahmad’s demise, both did bay‘ah with his
principal successor Khalil Ahmad and immediately received succcessorship. The two

will be discussed later.

EXPANSION OF THE TARIQAH AND ARTICULATION OF DEOBANDI
TASAWWUF: MAWLANA ASHRAF ‘ALI THANVI (1863-1943)

Ashraf “Ali Thanvi marks a watershed in the history of the Deobandi movement in
general and Deobandi tasawwuf in particular. In Deobandi circles, he is called
“Mulhiq al-Asaghir bi al-Akabir” (the one who joined the juniors to the seniors).
Although junior in age to most of Imdad Allah’s successors, he received ijazah from

him and became one of his top three successors; the other two being Muhammad
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Qasim Nanautvi and Rashid Ahmad Gangohi. He can easily be termed as the “Main
Articulator” of Deobandi ideas and his period of activity marks the second phase of
Deobandi tasawwuf. His works run into hundreds and his impact upon the Indian
Muslim community was huge. Therefore, his life, his works, his teachers, his

shaykhs, and his associates need to be studied in detail.

Origins and Family

Born in 1863 at Thana Bhawan in Doaba, he belonged to a Faraqi family which traced
its descent to Ahmad Sirhindi and then on to Caliph ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab. His father
was the manager of a feudal estate in Meerut. Older of two brothers, only Ashraf ‘Ali
was chosen to pursue traditional Islamic education. During his early education in
Thana Bhawan, his main teacher was Fateh Muhammad (d. ¢. 1904) who was a
successor of Imdad Allah. After his basic education, he traveled to Deoband to enroll
in the Dar al-<Ulam there. He stayed there for five years and graduated in 1883. His
main teachers there were Muhammad Ya‘qab Nanautvi and Mahmad-ul-Hasan. The
former was a successor of Imdad Allah and also the head teacher there, while the latter
was a main successor of Rashid Ahmad. Ashraf Ali benefitted a lot from them and
held them in extreme respect. His teachers trusted him so much that even before
graduation, Muhammad Ya‘qib had assigned Ashraf “Al1 the responsibility for giving
fatwas.”" Later, Ashraf Ali would reminisce that Muhammad Ya‘qib’s lectures were
in fact a gathering of tawajjuh (a shaykh giving focused spiritual attention to

someone).

™ Sayyid Sulayman Nadvi, “Asar ‘ilmia,” in Ghulam Muhammad, Hayat-e-Ashraf, (Karachi: Maktaba
Thanvi, 2003), 106. [Urd]
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Spiritual Training

Thana Bhawan had been the seat of the three principal successors of Mianji Nar
Muhammad, namely, Shaykh Muhammad, Hafiz Zamin, and Imdad Allah. Upon
Ashraf ‘Al’s birth, Shaykh Muhammad is reported to have said, “Alhamdulillah, my

2 Imdad Allah was also a Faraqgi and was Ashraf ‘Ali’s

replacement has arrived.’
distant relative. Later, when Ashraf ‘Ali was 19, he did bay ‘ah to him. At about the
same time, he had finished his studies at Dar al-‘Ulim, Deoband. Ashraf ‘Ali had
been keen to do bay ‘ah with Rashid Ahmad. However, the latter refused, probably to
test his resolve. When Rashid Ahmad was going for Hajj in 1882, Ashraf ‘Ali
requested him to take his letter to Imdad Allah. In this letter, he had requested Imdad
Allah to intercede on his behalf with Rashid Ahmad so that the latter would accept
him in bay‘ah. Upon this, Imdad Allah himself accepted him in bay‘ah. Three years
later, Ashraf “Ali traveled to Makkah for Hajj and did bay ‘ah with Imdad Allah face
to face.

The period from 1882 till 1889/1890 marks a period of low Sufi activity for
Ashraf “‘Ali.  He did correspond regularly with his shaykh during this period.
However, his scholarly engagements hindered his progress. Beginning in 1889/1890,
he started devoting himself to Sufi practices. Finally, in 1892/1893, he decided to go
to Makkah and spend time with his shaykh as per the latter’s wishes. This stay lasted
for six months. During this stay, he received a lot of attention from his shaykh and his
spiritual rise was quick. At the end of this stay, just before leaving for India, Imdad
Allah made him his successor.

After returning from Makkah, Ashraf Ali engaged in teaching for a while but

later withdrew from everything and settled down in Thana Bhawan to dedicate himself

2 Qurayshi, Ma‘arif al-akabir, 200.
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fully to Sufi activities. This was in 1897. This marks the re-activation of “Khangah
Imdadia” which remained active until his death in 1943.
Ashraf ‘Ali’s outlook was very similar to his shaykh’s. Imdad Allah is

»" However, Ashraf ‘Ali’s

reported to have said of him: “He is fully like me.
personality was also deeply affected by Rashid Ahmad. Whereas, he had formally
done bay ‘ah with Imdad Allah, his first intention had been Rashid Ahmad. After the
bay‘ah, his devotion to Rashid Ahmad did not go away. He still regarded Rashid
Ahmad as a shaykh and behaved like a disciple with respect to him. In fact, Imdad
Allah reinforced this attitude of his by declaring that Rashid Ahmad was his substitute
in India. However, the otherwise harmonious relationship between Ashraf ‘Al and
Rashid Ahmad was put to the test when Rashid Ahmad came to know of Ashraf ‘Ali’s
somewhat non-Deobandi tendencies. These were in line with Imdad Allah’s
viewpoints. As a result, a lengthy correspondence ensued between Ashraf ‘Ali and

Rashid Ahmad.”* Finally, Ashraf ‘Ali relented and even though initially he had fully

agreed with Imdad Allah, after this correspondence, he became fully Deobandi-ized.

Main Contributions

Ashraf “Ali was a prolific writer and a frequent speaker. His focus was tasawwuf.
However, a survey of his works shows that he dealt with almost all Islamic sciences.
At the same time, he commissioned some of his prominent scholar disciples to
produce works on tafsir, hadith and figh. These include the hadith cum figh master-
piece |‘la” al-Sunan [Raising the Sunnahs], which was prepared by his nephew Zafar

Ahmad ‘Usmani at his uncle’s behest.

® Muhammad, Hayat-e-Ashraf, 67.
" See Mirathi, Makatib-e-Rashidia, 150-173.
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Many of his speeches and utterances including those dealing with tasawwuf
were transcribed and later published in his lifetime. This resulted in dozens of works.
Moreover, many of his works were summarized or simplified. The result is the huge
number of works that bear his name. These reportedly number almost a thousand.
Some of these were penned in Arabic and Persian but the vast majority is in Urdu.
Through this extensive literature, he made an attempt to present a comprehensive
understanding of din. His copious output and huge following led his devotees to call

him the “Mujaddid-e-Millat” (mujaddid of the nation).

Qur’an, Hadith and Figh

Ashraf ‘Ali composed a number of works on Qur’anic sciences as well as tafsir.
These range from basic texts for teaching rules of tajwid to his master-piece in tafsir,
Bayan al-Qur’an [Exposition of the Qur’an], which was written for ‘ulama’ in Urdu.
In hadith, he primarily focused on figh al-kadith, i.e., providing proofs for legal
opinions from fhadith. Although this kind of work was long over-due in the Hanafi
school but it had acquired greater importance in the milieu of colonial India where a
group amongst the Ahl-e-Hadis had been consistently saying that Hanafi figh was
disconnected from the main sources of Islamic law, namely, Qur’an and Sunnah.
Through I°la’ al-Sunan, which he commissioned, he sought to disprove that. This
work prepared by Zafar Ahmad ‘Usmani built upon a previous shorter work by Ashraf
‘Ali. It is arranged in the order of al-Hidayah [The guidance], the main Hanafi text
used in the sub-continent. It contains kadith proofs for all the figh rulings that appear
in al-Hidayah along with scholarly hadith analysis. Moreover, Ashraf ‘Ali wrote
Behishti Zewar [Heavenly Ornaments] to serve as a handbook for Muslim women. He

claimed to have filled it with all that a Muslim woman needs to know. His fatwas
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were compiled together in four volumes and were published as Imdad al-fatawa [Help

for legal rulings].

Works on Tasawwuf

As mentioned above, his focus was tasawwuf. His Sufi works range from the
beginner level text Qasd al-sabil [The optimal way] to the advanced level al-
Takashshuf ‘an muhimmat al-tasawwuf [Unveiling of the important matters of
tasawwuf (henceforth al-Takashshuf) and al-Tasharruf bi ma‘rifat akadith al-
tasawwuf [Honour through knowing the hadiths of tasawwuf] (henceforth al-
Tasharruf). Al-Takashshuf is a collection of various short treatises on different
aspects of tasawwuf. Some of these are in Persian while most are in Urdu. Al-
Tasharruf is a collection of the various sadiths related to tasawwuf. The first part is a
translation of al-‘Iragi’s takhrij (identifying the sources) of the kadiths occurring in al-
Ghazali’s lhya’. The second part consists of kadiths, which appear in Mathnawi of
Rami. The third part is based on kadiths selected from al-Maqasid al-kasanah [The
good goals]. In the copy of al-Tasharruf that we have before us, there is no mention
of the author of al-Maqdsid al-kasanah. Our guess is that this is the work of al-
Sakhawi. The third and fourth part consists of selected hadiths from al-Jami‘ al-
saghir [The small collection] of al-Suyuti and Kunaz al-haqa’ig [Treasure of
realities]. Again there is no mention of the author of Kuniz al-haqa ig. Apparently,
Ashraf “Ali assumed that the ‘ulama’ would already be familiar with these books and
the common people were not in need of these details. Ashraf ‘Ali’s correspondence
with his disciples was also collected and published as Tarbiyyat al-salik [Training the

wayfarer].
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The malfizat (utterances) genre is a prominent feature of South Asian
tasawwuf. Many such compilations exist, some authentic some apocryphal. Most of
these were published without being reviewed by the shaykh himself. Ashraf ‘Ali’s
case is different. Not only were his utterances recorded by his disciples but he also
reviewed them before publication. One such publication is the ten volume al-Ifadat
al-yawmiyyah min al-ifadat al-gawmiyyah [Daily effulgences from effulgences of the
nation] (the shorter Urdu version is Ifazat-e-yaumia) which itself is a major source of
guidance for those aspiring on the spiritual path. More of such compilations continue
to be published. In at least one case, a prominent publishing house, Idara Talifat-e-
Ashrafia has been set up in Multan, Pakistan that is dedicated to Ashraf ‘Ali’s works.
It continues to bring forth newer publications based upon previous ones. So far,
twenty-five volumes of his utterances have been published by it titled Malfizat-e-
Hakim-ul-ummat [Utterances of the Sage of the nation]. These have incorporated the
afore-mentioned Ifazat-e-yaumia, as well as other collections.

Ashraf “Ali’s shaykh Imdad Allah had a special relationship with Mathnawi of
Rami1 and used to teach it to his chosen disciples. Ashraf ‘Ali wrote an eighteen
volume Urdu commentary on it titled Kalid-e-Masnavi [Key to the Mathnawi]. In
this, he harmonized the apparent conflicts between tasawwuf and Shari‘ah.
Furthermore, he wrote ‘Irfan-e-Hafiz [Gnosis of Hafiz] to explain the subtleties found
in Hafiz’s Divan [Collection of poems]. The purpose of these commentaries was to
dispel and clarify the misunderstandings and misinterpretations of pseudo-Sufis.

He also commissioned a number of translations of Arabic Sufi works. These
include Tabligh-e-din [Preaching of religion], which is the translation of three out of
four parts of al-Ghazali’s al-Arba‘in [The forty]. It was done by ‘Ashiq Ilahi Mirathi

at Ashraf ‘Ali’s behest. Others are some of the works of the Egyptian scholar Sufi
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‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Sha‘rani. These include al-Durr al-mandiid [Layered pearl], 4dab
al-‘ubudiyyah [Etiquettes of worship], and al-Tabaqat al-kubra [The great ranks].
Some of these were translated completely while sections of others were translated. He
also summarized and translated al-Qushayri’s famous work, al-Risdlah al-
qushayriyyah.

Amongst the Sufi rarigahs prevalent in the sub-continent, the Nagshbandis
have had a reputation for strict adherence to Shari‘ah and upholding the Sunnah. On
the other hand, the Chishtis are notorious for engaging in musical auditions, ignoring
the Qur’an and Aadith and sidestepping the Sunnah. Ashraf ‘Ali decided to address
this perception and composed a work titled al-Sunnah al-jaliyyah fi al-Jishtiyyah al-
‘aliyyah [The manifest tradition regarding the sublime Chishtiyyah]. In this book, he
has sought to demonstrate that mainstream Chishti masters have always been
upholders of Shari‘ah and have adhered to the Sunnah. He starts by engaging in a
comparative analysis of the salient features of the Chishti system and the Nagshbandi
system. This is followed by proofs from the statements and actions of famous Chishti
masters. Lastly, he provides explanations for the apparent violations of Shari‘ah

found in their actions or statements.”

Opinion Regarding ibn ‘Arabi and ibn Taymiyyah

Ashraf “Al1 articulated the balanced opinion that Deobandi elders and scholars had
towards the two apparently irreconcilable figures of ibn “Arabi and ibn Taymiyyah.
He regarded ibn “Arabi as a great Sufi and penned a short treatise titled al-Tanbih al-
tarabi fi tanzih ibn al-‘Arabi [Delightful notification for the exoneration of ibn

‘Arabi]. He states that based on the combined testimony of so many Sufis it would be

> Ernst & Lawrence, 121-123.
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improper to not regard him as a wal7 of Allah. At the same time, his statements that
are misleading should not be accepted at face value. Rather, they should be
interpreted in a way that they are harmonious with his other statements regarding the
supremacy of Shariah.”® In this work, he has relied heavily upon the works of ‘Abd
al-Wahhab al-Sha‘rani. Similarly, even though he disagreed with ibn Taymiyyah on a
number of issues, he still regarded him with great respect. This is indicated by his use

of the title “Shaykh al-Islam” (literally, master of Islam) for him.

Reforms
Most of his works had a reformist element in one form or another. He also wrote
certain works specifically to address the social problems plaguing Muslim society.
The main work in this regard is the compilation of his lectures, which were
transcribed in real-time and reviewed by him. To date, twenty-seven volumes have
been published. The whole collection is called Mawa ‘iz Hakim-ul-ummat [Sermons
of the Sage of the nation]. Another work is Hayat al-Muslimin [Life of Muslims] of
which he was especially proud. He used to say that “of all my books I think this will
be the means for my deliverance.””” Other works which belong to the same category
are Islah al-rusum [Reformation of customs], Safdi-e-mu‘amalat [Transparency of
dealings], and Islah ingilab-e-ummat [Reform of the revolution of the nation].

Ashraf “Ali presented a new approach to tasawwuf within the bounds set by
Rashid Ahmad. It was simplified and made practical for every Muslim to follow no
matter what his or her occupation. Staying in a khangah for sometime was still

considered important but withdrawing permanently from society was not advocated.

® Ashraf Thanvi, al-Tanbih al-zarabi..., 1-2.
" Muhammad lIgbal Qurayshi, Hazrat Hakim-ul-ummat Mawlana Ashraf ‘Ali Sahib Thanvi kay <ilmi
aur ‘amali mujaddidana karnamay, (Harun Abad: Idara Talifat-e-Ashrafia, n.d.), 215. [Urd]

107



Deobandi1 sources always mention that Thanvi did away with a number of old Sufi
customs and traditions such as the elaborate rituals for khangahs and for interacting
with the shaykh, which were seen to be impeding the way of the seeker. They don’t
normally give details about these rituals apart from their hindering effect. In any case,
the attitude was in line with the Deoband1 understanding of tasawwuf, which tended to
focus on the goals and was willing to do away with means that were perceived to be
no longer necessary. Thus, tasawwuf which had historically been synonymous with
the path of friendship (rarig al-wilayah) came closer to the path of prophet hood (rariq
al-nubuwwah). In this, Ashraf ‘Ali was following in the footsteps of Sirhindi, Shah

Wali Allah, Sayyid Ahmad and Rashid Ahmad.

Successors and Associates

Ashraf <Ali had thousands of followers. Like Rashid Ahmad before him, most of the
top scholars of his time were affiliated with him. These included Sayyid Sulayman
Nadvi (head of Dar al-‘Ulam Nadwat al-‘Ulama’, Lucknow), Mufti Muhammad
Hasan (founder of Jami‘a Ashrafia, Lahore), Muftt Muhammad Shafi* (first the head
mufti at Dar al-‘Ulim Deoband; later the founder of Dar al-‘Ulam Karachi),
Muhammad Tayyib (the muhtamim of Dar al-‘Ulim Deoband), Khayr Muhammad
Jalandhari (the founder of Jami‘a Khayr al-Madaris, Multan), Masih Allah Khan,
Wasi Allah Khan, ‘Abd al-Ghani Philpari, Fagir Muhammad and others. Through his
successors, whose numbers reached more than a hundred, and through the many
thousands who were affiliated with him in some way, his teachings spread. Because
Ashraf Ali had been tacitly pro-Pakistan, many of his scholar disciples were active in
Pakistan movement; and after the creation of Pakistan, they moved there. Thus, many

of the prominent Islamic madrasahs in Pakistan were founded by his associates.
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These include the afore-mentioned Jami‘a Ashrafia, Lahore; Jami‘a Khayr al-Madaris,
Multan; and Dar al-*Ulim, Karachi.

Each of his successors had large number of followers. Some of these included
prominent political and business figures. However, Ashraf ‘Ali’s following was not
confined to the elect and embraced in its fold thousands of ordinary Muslims.
Moreover, his lectures and short treatises targeted the general Muslim audience; many

of whom became devoted to him without formally doing bay ‘ah with him.

Political Stances

Ashraf “Ali had remained aloof from politics. However, his focus on tasawwuf also
affected the way he viewed politics. He firmly believed that active political
participation without adequate character reformation was a recipe for disaster from an
Islamic perspective. During the Khilafat Movement which was being supported by
prominent Doebandi ‘ulama’, he remained aloof stating that this political agitation
without character reformation amounted to putting the cart before the horse. He
remained firm in this position at the cost of virulent opposition and strictly avoided all

kinds of political action.”

MUHAMMAD ILYAS KANDHLAVI (1885/1886-1943)

The story of Muhammad Ilyas appears to be somewhat of a digression when it comes
to tasawwuf. His Tablighi Jama‘at (Preaching Society) is not really known for its
whole-hearted support of tasawwuf. Nevertheless, it is important to study his linkages

with other Deobandi shaykhs and to see how that affected his work. Although, he was

® For a somewhat detailed exposition of his political approach as well as dealings with various

political issues, see ‘Abd al-Rahman Khan, Sirat-e-Ashraf, (Multan: Idara Talifat-e-Ashrafia, n.d.),
2:214-264. [Urd]
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a designated successor of Khalil Ahmad in the four main rarigahs and had many
disciples of his own; yet he did not go the usual route of typical Sufi shaykhs. Rather,
he started something which popularized Deobandi maslak and which was destined to
have a mixed effect upon tasawwuf, both positive and negative. The Tablighi Jama“‘at
that he founded is today, perhaps, the largest Muslim organization in the world. Its

annual gatherings in Pakistan and Bangladesh rival the Hajj in terms of numbers.

Early Years, Education and Spiritual Training

Born in 1885/1886, he was the younger brother of Muhammad Yahya Kandhlavi (d.
1916) and was 15 years his junior. At the age of 10, Muhammad Yahya took him
with himself to Gangoh where he was based. For the next 10 years, Muhammad llyas
studied there primarily with his brother and enjoyed the company and attention of
Rashid Ahmad and the many scholars and Sufis who thronged Gangoh then. From the
beginning, Muhammad Ilyas had poor health. At one point, it even threatened his
studies but he pressed on and completed his studies. Most of this was done with
Muhammad Yahya but a few books of hadith were also done with Mahmad-ul-Hasan,
a prominent successor of Rashid Ahmad and the head teacher at Dar al-‘Ulam,
Deoband.

Muhammad Ilyas formally did bay ‘ah with Rashid Ahmad during the course of
his studies. This was unusual for Rashid Ahmad. Normally, he would not accept any
student as a disciple, but Muhammad Ilyas was an exception. His biographers
mention that Rashid Ahmad gave him special status and did not consider him to be a
distraction from his khalwah (isolation).” However, Rashid Ahmad passed away

before Muhammad Ilyas could complete his spiritual journey. He approached

™ Sayyid Aba al-Hasan ‘Ali Nadvi, Mawlang Mukammad Ilyas aur unki din7 da‘wat, (Karachi: Majlis
Nashriat-e-Islam, n.d.), 54. [Urd]
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Mahmud-ul-Hasan but the latter suggested Khalil Ahmad Saharanpiri. Muhammad
Ilyas did bay ‘ah with Khalil Ahmad and started his spiritual journey with him.
Tawhid-e-maglab [oneness of goal] is an important element of Sufi
methodology. It means that the disciple believes his shaykh to be the most beneficial
for him even though there might be other legitimate shaykhs in the world. In other
words, this concept requires complete dedication to one shaykh and absolutely no
seeking of benefit from other shaykhs except with the permission of one’s shaykh.
This was true of Deobandi shaykhs as well. However, since they all shared a similar
outlook; therefore, they would allow their followers to maintain links with other
Deobandi shaykhs and even seek benefit from them. Thus, while Muhammad llyas
was formally a disciple of Khalil Ahmad, he also maintained very close contact with
Mahmad-ul-Hasan, ‘Abd al-Rahim Raipari and Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi.® It is also

reported that he did bay ‘ah with Mahmad-ul-Hasan for jihad.®

Beginnings of Tabligh
Both Muhammad Ilyas and his shaykh taught at Mazahir al-‘Ulam, Saharanpur.
Khalil Ahmad was the head teacher there while Muhammad llyas had joined as a
regular teacher in 1910. He taught there for the next 8 years until he moved to Basti
Nizam al-Din where his elder brother’s death had left his father’s madrasah and
mosque unattended. This was with the advice and approval of his shaykh.

Once in Basti Nizam al-Din, Muhammad Ilyas set out to carry the task, which
his brother and father had been engaged in. This included managing the mosque and
its associated madrasah. But more importantly, this involved sporadic trips to the

nearby region of Mewat with whom both had developed contacts and which continued

8 Ibid., 58.
& pid.
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to supply most of the students in the madrasah. Muhammad Ilyas began to expand
this work. He went about setting up maktabs (local part-time schools for teaching
basics of Islam and Qur’an recitation). The idea was to expand the scope of Islamic
education with the hope that people will become better Muslims through education.
However, the results were not according to his expectations. Gradually, he grew

disillusioned.

Tablighi Jama“at
In 1926, he performed Hajj in the company of his shaykh and upon his return laid the
foundation of Tablighi Jama‘at. By this time, he had already been made a successor
by Khalil Ahmad. Biographical sources point out the inspirational origin of the
Tablight Jama‘at. An incident is mentioned that while Muhammad Ilyas was in
Madinah, he received inspiration (ilham) for some important task.?* At the time, he
was confused. What could the task be? Later, upon his return to India, ideas began
coming to him. These were the beginnings of the now well-known tabligh activity.
We do not have enough information to know whether this inspiration was through a
dream or not. One thing is for sure, though, the divinely inspired nature of tabligh
work continues to legitimate tabligh activity for many of his followers. Muhammad
Ilyas is reported to have said that he would wonder what good could be achieved by
merely acting like a typical shaykh with a few hundred followers.2® The whole
ummah was submerged in a sea of darkness and ignorance. Something more far-
reaching had to be done. This was to be the tabligh work.

He utilized the psychological principle of Chishtis which was to focus on the

good in people thereby causing the evil in them to become weak. Similarly, the idea

8 bid., 84.
8 |bid., 245.
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of keeping good company was employed to create mobile khangahs where everyone
got a chance to change his company for a while.®* Commenting on this, Khaliq
Ahmad Nizami has stated that Muhammad llyas had absorbed the principles of
Chishti rarigah perfectly and disseminated them through his Tablighi Jama‘at.®®> The
basic principles of tabligh were laden with Deobandi Sufi ideas. There was strong
emphasis on seeking religious knowledge, on doing dhikr (whether Sunnah- or
shaykh-prescribed) and on giving all Muslims respect.

For his tabligh activity, Muhammad llyas decided to focus on the Mewatis. He
and his family had a long history with them and he felt that they were in immediate
need of his help. Long before he started his movement, his father Muhammad Isma“il
had been based in Basti Nizam al-Din in Delhi, at the very edge of the Mewat region.
Muhammad Isma‘il’s shaykh, Muzaffar Husayn Kandhlavi had been an itinerant
preacher. He would travel to different towns and villages and preach to the Muslims
there. Sometimes, he would stay in one place for a few days and remind Muslims of
their religious duties. Muhammad Isma‘il changed the method a little bit. He did not
undertake any tours. Rather, he paid the Mewati labourers who had come to Delhi for
work, to study Islam with him instead. This was the beginning of his relationship with
Mewat and its people.

After his death in 1898, his son, Muhammad took his position. He continued
to run the mosque and the madrasah and maintained links with the Mewatis. After his
death in 1918, Muhammad Ilyas moved there. The pattern of dynastic successorship
is clearly visible here. In fact, the main reason given for Muhammad Ilyas’s move to
Basti Nizam al-Din was that the people there wanted someone from the family of

Muhammad Isma‘il to take his place. This is similar to the process of gadd: nashini

8 Majid ‘Ali Khan, Tasalsulat-e-Imdadia, (Saharanpur: Kutub Khana Akhtari, n.d.), 28. [Urd]
& Nizami, 275-276.
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which takes place at traditional khangahs. Gaddi nashini is a South Asian term which
literally means having someone sit on a cushion. In South Asian tasawwuf, it refers to
having the successor of the shaykh of the khangah take his place as the new shaykh of
the khangah. For centuries, this has been a dynastic affair. Deobandis were against
this kind of gaddi nashinz; but it seems it was hard to avoid it in the South Asian
milieu. To be sure, there were no formal ceremonies and Muhammad Ilyas was
definitely qualified to take this position but the dynastic element cannot be ignored.

There are also other familiar Sufi themes. Once, Muhammad lIlyas told Rashid
Ahmad that he feels burdened when he engages in dhikr. Upon hearing this, Rashid
Ahmad told him that Muhammad Qasim had said the same to Imdad Allah and he had
told him that Allah will use him for some task of His. This incident is often recounted
by his biographers as impending signs of his future greatness.®

The work started by Muhammad Ilyas continues today without any central
office or bureaucracy. Yet this organization of millions is functioning smoothly and
remains united. The devotees see this as the result of the sincerity and strength of

faith of Muhammad Ilyas.

Methodology of Tabligh

Muhammad llyas considered Islam to be a practical way of life. He felt that merely
studying books was not enough to make one a good Muslim. Rather, one had to live
amongst proper Muslims to see how Islam was to be practiced.®” The idea was to
make the Mewatis travel to Doaba which Muhammad Ilyas felt was the most
Islamized region in India. They would go around reminding the common Muslims of

their faith and their duties towards Allah. They were also instructed to visit the

8 <Al Nadvi, Maulang Mukammad..., 54.
8 Ibid., 106.
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‘ulama’ and shaykhs in that region with the intention of seeking spiritual benefit from
them.®® It was considered against proper etiquette for the virtually ignorant Mewatis
to go around inviting ‘ulama’ to tabligh. By associating with the ‘ulama’ and shaykhs
of Doaba, Mewatis would be exposed to Islam at a deeper and higher level; and by
reminding common Muslims of their faith and their duties, they would be
strengthening their own faith and practice. Through these two things, Muhammad
Ilyas felt that Mewatis could be transformed. He claimed that this constant movement
for the sake of din was directly inspired from the example of the Prophet (pbuh) and
his companions.®®

Muhammad Ilyas regarded Tablighi Jama‘at to be a mobile madrasah and
khangah. The principle was the same; make a person leave his usual environment and
cause him to spend time among the pious, learning the knowledge and practice of din.
The difference was that the madrasah and the khangah were not in one place any
more. Rather, they were constantly on the move.*® Secondly, there was no one
shaykh. Rather, the pious were to serve as shaykhs as a group. This is similar to the
way the early generations of Muslims had pursued tasawwuf. Instead of a single
shaykh, they would associate with a number of pious people and the cumulative effect
was the same as that of a single shaykh. Muhammad Ilyas realized that people no
longer had the commitment necessary for limiting oneself to one shaykh. Therefore,
he drew inspiration from the example of the early generations. Like other Deobandis,
Muhammad Ilyas was more inclined towards the path of prophet hood (rariq al-
nubuwwah). Tabligh activity was a reflection of this attitude. ‘Abd al-Qadir Raipari

says that Muhammad llyas had transformed tabligh into sulik (spiritual path). He

% \bid., 111.
8 Nu‘mani, Malfiizat Mauldna..., 74.
% <Al Nadvi, Maulang Muhammad..., 106-107.
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would interchange khalwat (isolation) with jalwat (being with people) and jalwat with
khalwat.™*

Tabligh activity was solely focused on personal regeneration.® There was no
political agenda. This is also a reflection of traditional Sufi behavior. Muhammad
llyas regarded religious knowledge and dhikr to be the main pillars of his work;* and

between the two, dhikr was the backbone of everything.**

Many individual members
of Tablighi Jama‘at were also his disciples. Although, Muhammad llyas regarded
tabligh activity as the most important task at hand; he was also conscious of the
negative effects of constant mingling with other people. One of the important
elements of traditional tasawwuf is constant isolation.*> Tabligh was its opposite. As
a way to undo its negative effects, after every tabligh tour, Muhammad Ilyas would go
and spend three days in i tikaf in the khangah at Raipur. This echoes a familiar Sufi
theme.

Muhammad Ilyas was conscious of the need for consolidation of tabligh
activty. However, in spite of his best intentions, tabligh work’s expansion led to some
decline in quality. Muhammad Ilyas wanted ‘ulama’ to fully commit themselves to
tabligh. This would help maintain the quality of this work. In this, he was
disappointed. Many ‘ulama’ had objections to his over-emphasis on tabligh.
Gradually, many ‘ulama’ did join Tablight Jama‘at but their numbers were still not
enough to allow every tabligh group to have a scholar in it. This lack of trained

‘ulamq’ still haunts Tablight Jama‘at and is considered by many to be one of the

reasons for the deviations of rank and file Deobandis. Just as there were not enough
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‘ulama’ in tabligh; similarly, there were not enough Sufis participating in tabligh.
This issue has worsened with time.

In this regard, it should be mentioned that the first three amirs of Tablight
Jama‘at, viz., Muhammad Ilyas, Muhammad Yuasuf and In‘am-ul-Hasan were scholar
Sufis and the top leadership in India still boasts many Sufis. However, the current
head of the Tablight Jama‘at in Pakistan, ‘Abd al-Wahhab is neither a scholar nor a
Sufi. In fact, he remains firmly opposed to tasawwuf and sees it as an impediment to
tabligh activities.”® He started out as a disciple of ‘Abd al-Qadir Raipari but soon
diverged and openly considers tasawwuf as a distraction for his group members. As to
whether this is a case of doubting tasawwuf’s validity or that of its utility for tabligh

work remains to be seen.

ATTEMPTS AT REVIVING DEOBANDI TASAWWUF: MAWLANA
MUHAMMAD ZAKARIYYA KANDHLAVI (1898-1982)

Muhammad Zakariyya can be termed as the “Reviver of Deobandi tasawwuf.” He is
the last in the long line of prominent scholar Sufis who epitomized Deobandi
characteristics. These were the combination of extreme piety and erudite scholarship,
balancing teaching and writing with the rigours of khangah life. He also had the
ability to reconcile apparently contradicting personalities and provide guidance in
times of difficulty and confusion. He is representative of the third stage of Deobandi
tasawwuf when all the great masters had passed away and rank and file Deobandis
were drifting towards a condition of apathy towards tasawwuf. At this stage, he
realized the need for restating the case for tasawwuf. However, this time his primary

audience was the rank and file Deobandis. He traveled extensively, inside India and

% Dr. Isma‘il Memon, Interview by Author, Buffalo, NY, USA, July 2009.
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outside, to Britain, as well as South Africa, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. His successors
spread far and wide and established madrasahs and khangahs. The new development

was that this time khangahs were to be a part of the madrasah.

Early Childhood and Education

Examining Muhammad Zakariyya’s life story is extremely useful. It provides us with
the opportunity to see how Sufi concepts were interwoven into the very fabric of these
people’s lives. The best source for this is his autobiography 4p biti [Autobiography]
or Yad-e-ayyam [Memoirs]. It is not an organized work; rather, these are accounts of
his life-story that he dictated to his disciples at different times. It consists of seven
volumes that were initially published separately but were later brought together. The
current edition comprises two thick bindings.

Born in 1898 in Kandhla, Muhammad Zakariyya was the son of Muhammad
Yahya Kandhlavi who was the son of Muhammad Isma‘il Kandhlavi. His uncle was
Muhammad Ilyas Kandhlavi who was twelve years his senior. Zakariyya tells us that
from an early age he was lucky to enjoy the company of Rashid Ahmad. His father
was Rashid Ahmad’s confidant and personal assistant and served him for twelve
years. When Zakariyya was two and a half years old, his father brought him and his
mother to live with him in Gangoh. At that time, Gangoh was a center of ‘ulama’ and
Sufis. A large number of seekers of the Sufi way seeking Rashid Ahmad’s guidance,
and accomplished scholars wanting to learn hadith from him had gathered there.
Zakariyya was lucky to be in the midst of this crowd. During this period of his life, he
imbibed in himself the ethos of the Deobandi movement. For the next almost 10
years, he lived in Gangoh. Rashid Ahmad passed away in 1905 but Muhammad

Yahya continued to stay in Gangoh until 1910. During this time, sometimes
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Zakariyya would go to Kandhla with his mother or father and stop on the way at
different places where they had any relatives. Zakariyya’s memories of these trips are
vivid and indicate that he was an intelligent and observant child. Kandhla itself was
also a center of ‘ulamd’ and Sufis and the environment there reinforced the Gangoh
environment. Other places where they stayed and the families they met were all
people of noble descent (Sayyids or shaykhs of Arab origin). These families were
characterized with the virtues of devotion to Allah, scholarship, high ambitiousness
and hard work. All of these had a positive and lasting impact upon him.”” However,
the main effect was Gangoh and its environment. During this time, he enjoyed the
attention and love of not only Rashid Ahmad but also his successors and other
associates. Later on, he would reminisce about his time spent with Rashid Ahmad.
Zakariyya’s education was almost totally at the hands of his father. His father
was extremely gifted and had an independent and unique approach to academics. The
later academic superiority that Zakariyya enjoyed over his peers had a lot to do with
his father’s methods. Only after he had completed the then prevalent course of
studies, did he repeat a few books of sadith with Khalil Ahmad Saharanpiiri and that
too upon the latter’s insistence. This was immediately after his father had passed
away. Undoubtedly his father was a great teacher and he preferred to teach his only
son himself but there was another aspect to it as well. Respect towards the teacher is
an extremely important element of the Islamic scholarly tradition. Disrespect towards
the teacher is thought to make one lose one’s knowledge acquired from that teacher.
Respect has to be maintained inwardly, as well as outwardly. This is similar to the
respect given to one’s shaykh. Here, we see the two strands of academics and

tasawwuf coming together. Muhammad Yahya feared that Zakariyya would not show

" <Ali Nadvi, Sawanih Hazrat..., (Lucknow: Maktaba-e-Islam, 1982), 52.
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enough respect towards his other teachers; and if he were to be disrespectful to any of
his teachers, he would lose the knowledge acquired from him. The only ones that he
actually respected were his father and his shaykh. So he should only be taught by

them.%

Spiritual Training

Zakariyya’s spiritual training began with his father. Here was a child born in a
scholarly Sufi family who was from the beginning brought up by his father as an
unruly disciple would be tackled by a stern shaykh. Muhammad Zakariyya mentions
in Ap biti that “my father was so strict with me that people used to think | was his

»%  physical beating was a regular feature of his disciplining. Although

stepson.
Muhammad Yahya’s own shaykh Rashid Ahmad was against it and would
occasionally reprimand him, Yahya considered it necessary for proper disciplining.
Zakariyya has recounted with nostalgia numerous incidences of his childhood
detailing his father’s strict approach to him. Importantly, we do not find any negative
feelings in him regarding this. Rather, we find him thankful to his father for working
so hard to make him better. The primary purpose of this particular upbringing was to
develop in him ta‘allug ma“ Allah (connection with Allah). When he was 18, his
father stopped disciplining him and upon inquiry said: “Oversight by elders is required
only as long as ta‘allug ma‘a Allah is not achieved. Once that is achieved, it is no
longer necessary. Thanks be to Allah, you have achieved it. Now I am not needed.”'®

Amongst the early figures of Deobandi jamg‘at, tasawwuf and academic

activities were mixed and were quite inseparable. Khalil Ahmad was Zakariyya’s
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shaykh, as well as teacher. In 1915, a year after the above-mentioned incident in
which his father told him he had developed ta‘allug ma‘a Allah, without his father’s
permission, he did bay ‘ah with Khalil Ahmad who was one of the principal successors
of Rashid Ahmad Gangohi and was also the new shaykh of his father and uncle.'®*

Although, he had done bay‘ah with Khalil Ahmad; he was more inclined
towards intellectual activities.'® Recognizing this, his shaykh used a special method
of sulik with him called “iktitab,” i.e., sulik through writing.'®® Khalil Ahmad was
the head teacher at Mazahir al-‘Ulim and Muhammad Zakariyya joined this
madrasah in 1916. Khalil Ahmad had him work with him on a number of projects
most notably, the twenty volume commentary on Sunan Abz Daweid, Badhl al-majhad
fi hall Sunan Abi Dawud [Exerting effort for the solution of Sunan Abi Dawiid].
Work on this project began in 1916 and lasted almost until Khalil Ahmad’s death in
Madinah in 1927. Throughout most of this period, Muhammad Zakariyya remained
with him in Saharanpur, as well as in Makkah and Madinah. He would spend long
hours in the company of his shaykh working on this commentary, as well as doing
other things for him. These included transcribing responses dictated by Khalil Ahmad
to letters written to him by his disciples, making copies of books that he wanted,
dealing with printers and publishers for printing his shaykh’s works, as well as doing
research on various projects for him.

During this time, he was the recipient of his shaykh’s undivided attention, SO
much so that once someone asked him whether Muhammad Zakariyya was his son.

Khalil Ahmad responded, “He is more than a son [to me].”*®* Finally, in 1927, when
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Muhammad Zakariyya was returning from Madinah after finishing the work on Badhl
al-majhud, Khalil Ahmad gave him permission to take disciples in the four rarigahs,
namely, Chishti, Nagshbandi, Qadiri and Suhrawardi. The main rarigah, however,
was Chishti Sabiri. The shajarah (literally, tree, refers to the list of shaykhs that
connect one to the Prophet (pbuh)) that is generally given to disciples by the

successors of Muhammad Zakariyya is the Chishti Sabiri one.

Relationship with Other Deobandi Shaykhs

As mentioned above, Muhammad Zakariyya grew up in the khangah of Rashid
Ahmad. His father was the latter’s personal attendant, his confidant and his trusted
mufti. Thus, from the beginning Zakariyya received the kind of attention from the
spiritual elite of his time, which others can only wish for. All senior shaykhs loved
him. They recognized his intellectual talent, as well as spiritual strength. That is why
Nadvi has declared that his becoming a student of kadith with Khalil Ahmad was
more a case of his being “mazlib” (the one desired) and less of being “falib” (the one
desiring).!®® Since most Deobandi Sufi shaykhs have similar orientation; therefore,
even though he had done bay‘ah with Khalil Ahmad he also maintained links with
other Deobandi Sufi shaykhs. This was with the approval of his shaykh. These
included all the main shaykhs of his time, namely, ‘Abd al-Rahim Raipari (a
prominent successor of Rashid Ahmad), ‘Abd al-Qadir Raipari (‘Abd al-Rahim’s
main successor), Muhammad Ilyas Kandhlavi (Zakariyya’s uncle and successor of
Khalil Ahmad, as well as the head of Tablighi Jama‘at), Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi, and
Husayn Ahmad Madani (successor of Rashid Ahmad as well as Mahmad-ul-Hasan).

The list goes on but these are the main figures.
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Amongst all these, Zakariyya was especially close to ‘Abd al-Qadir and
Husayn Ahmad. Together, the three were called “Akabir Salasa.”'®® After his
shaykh’s death, he sought ‘Abd al-Qadir as a guide. The latter loved him a lot and
even though was older than him still treated him with respect and always referred to
him as “shaykh.” He immediately gave him ijazah (permission to take disciples) in his
rarigah. The relationship between these three is extremely interesting. Abd al-Qadir
was based in his khangah in Raipur, which was away from main population centers.
At the same time, he was interested in politics and supported a number of Islamic
organizations. Husayn Ahmad Madani was the main hadith teacher at Dar al-‘Ulam,
Deoband and was an active political figure. He was the head of the Jami‘at-e-‘Ulama-
e-Hind [Association of the scholars of India]. Zakariyya was the odd one who had no
interest in politics and was totally dedicated to teaching and writing. Yet, the Sufi
connection brought these all together. In this connection, the theme often invoked in
his biographies is that of being “bay hama and ba hama” (~: L L3 ~: =) meaning
“being with no one while simultaneously being with everyone.” This is a classic Sufi
theme which indicates how an ideal Sufi should behave. His heart should not be
connected to anyone except Allah but he should show affection to all at the same time.
Zakariyya was able to bring together people of diverse backgrounds on a single
platform because of this ability of his. %’

He had good relations with a number of senior shaykhs and as each passed
away their disciples turned to him seeking guidance. These included the disciples of
‘Abd al-Qadir Raipari and Husayn Ahmad. Gradually, he became the focus of a large
number of seekers of the Sufi way, both his own and those coming to him from other

shaykhs. Coupled with this was his role as the main patron of Tablighi Jama“at, a role

1% This is the Urdu version of the Arabic term al-akabir al-thalathah.
lo7 Ibid., 198-199.
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he assumed after Muhammad llyas’s death. Pretty soon he became the main elder of

the Deobandi jamd ‘at as a whole.

Main Contributions

As mentioned above, Zakariyya was more inclined towards academic pursuits. His
works are a testimony to his erudition and understanding of figh and Aadith. His
masterpiece is the six volume commentary on Malik’s Muwatta, Awjaz al-masalik
[The shortest of paths].'® Moreover, he penned marginalia on Rashid Ahmad’s
hadith lectures which had been recorded by his father; and had them published. These
are Lami® al-darari [The extremely shining pearls] for Sahih al-Bukhari and al-
Kawkab al-durri [The shining star] for Jami‘ al-Tirmidhi.

However, amongst the common Muslims, he is more famous for the short
treatises that he wrote on the virtues of various things such as salah, Ramadan,
Qur’an, dhikr, Hajj, salutations upon the Prophet, sadagah (charity), etc. Some of
these were later put together in one book titled Faza’il-e-a‘mal [Virtues of deeds].
Most of these were written at the behest of his uncle Muhammad Ilyas so that he could
use these as prescribed reading materials for the members of the Tablighi Jama‘at. It
is undoubtedly the Tablighi Jama‘at which can be credited with making these treatises
popular. The tens of millions associated with Tablighi Jama‘at in any way read it
religiously. Then there are the many hundreds of thousands of other Muslims not
affiliated with Tablight Jama“‘at who also read this book.

Most of his other works, both published and unpublished, are of an academic

nature. However, some of his works were penned specifically on the theme of

1% 1t has recently been published in ten volumes with the tahqiq (verification) of Taqi al-Din Nadvi.
See Muhammad Zakariyya Kandhlavi, Awjaz al-masalik, ed. Taqi al-Din al-Nadwi, (Damascus: Dar al-
Qalam, 2003). [Arb]
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tasawwuf. One of these is Shari‘at-o-rarigat ka talazum [The inseparability of
Shari‘ah and tasawwuf] in which he has stated the Deobandi case for the
inseparability of Shari‘ah and tasawwuf. He also wrote biographies of all the shaykhs
of his Chishti rarigah. This was published as Tarikh mashd ‘ikh-e-Chisht [A history of
the spiritual masters of Chisht]. His correspondence with his disciples, as well as
seniors has been published in numerous volumes by various individuals. He is lucky
to have many successors and associates who are keen to publish his letters. Some of
these volumes are still in the process of being published. But the most important of all
his Sufi works is his autobiography Ap biti. He did not write it himself but dictated it
over a long period of time to his many disciples. That is why it is not properly
organized even though the final size of the book is huge; two thick volumes each
numbering around eight hundred pages. Initially, it did not even have any table of
contents. These were added later on by a publisher. This book, in particular, brings
out his attitudes towards religion, towards his elders and the whole Deobandi
approach. The whole book is suffused with accounts and anecdotes about his elders;
about how they were committed to upholding the Shari‘ah at all cost; how they were
extremely opposed to bid‘ah; and how their whole lives were dedicated to pleasing
Allah through doing His work.

He himself says that he used to flee from Sufi practices because he was more
inclined towards academic activities."® However, as fate was to have it he became
the centre of attention of an increasingly large number of seekers of the Sufi way. In
the beginning, his role was primarily that of a shaykh giving counsel to only those
who came to him. This was a somewhat laid back approach. His academic pursuits

did not allow him to dedicate himself fully to tasawwuf. Perhaps, his own interest in

109 <Alf Nadvi, Sawanih Hazrat...,78.
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these was also a factor. Later, old age and the many diseases, which afflicted him
caused him to stop all kinds of academic activities. It is at this time that we find him
talking more and more about tasawwuf and emphasizing dhikr a lot. He narrates that
once in Madinah after he had permanently moved there, he saw the Prophet (pbuh) in
a dream.'® With him was Rashid Ahmad. Rashid Ahmad said to the Prophet (pbuh),
“Zakariyya wants to stay here but we want to take some work from him.” The
Prophet (pbuh) said, “Yes, he wants to stay here but we want to take some work from
him [too].”

Zakariyya writes that he kept thinking what this dream could mean. What was
there that he could do? After a while, it dawned on him that Rashid Ahmad’s
khangah’s main activity was dhikr and these days (1970s), khangahs have been
abandoned and dhikr has been suspended. All the problems and tribulation (fitnahs)
afflicting Muslims can be traced to this lack of dhikr. Thus, he thought that the task
which was to be given to him was that of reviving khangahs and re-establishing dhikr.
From this time onwards, we find this theme appearing again and again in his letters
and utterances. Most of the trips that he undertook towards the end of his life were for
this purpose. This includes at least two trips to Britain and Seychelles apart from his

many trips to India, Pakistan and South Africa.

Legacy

Zakariyya had a large number of successors. Many of these are still alive. Some are
based in India and Pakistan; and many others are based in South Africa, Saudi Arabia,
UK and North America. Wherever these people have gone, they have set up

madrasahs and khangahs. These include some of the top madrasahs in each

119 See Muhammad Iqgbal, Zikr-o-i tikaf ki ahmiyyat, (Lahore: Idara-e-Islamiat, 1982), 7. [Urd]
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respective country such as Dar al-‘Ulam Bury in Britain; Dar al-‘Ulim Zakariyya in
South Africa and Dar al-‘Ulam al-Madania in USA. In most of these madrasahs,
students are required to engage in the khangah routine along with their regular
academic studies. In fact, the idea is to integrate the two together. However, the rate
of success is varied. In many places, the administrators have yet to properly organize
the madrasah curriculum and routine to accommodate academics and khangah
activities in the form of an integrated whole. Nevertheless, the effects are visible.
Most of the madrasahs run by his successors tend to be known for their emphasis on
tasawwuf. Students who graduate from these madrasahs might not all be Sufis but are

at least well-disposed to it.

Controversy

Zakariyya’s legacy became controversial in Deobandi circles because of the activities
of some of his successors. The most prominent amongst these was Safi Igbal.**
After the death of Muhammad Zakariyya, Sufi Igbal had done bay‘ah with
Muhammad ‘Alawi Makki, a Shadhili shaykh based in Makkah. ‘Alawi Makki was a
major Sufi figure of Saudi Arabia and tended to agree with the Barelvis on a number
of issues. Deobandi-Barelvi divide is an inherent feature of Muslim societies of South
Asia since the colonial years. We have already discussed the role that Imdad Allah
tried to play in bridging this divide and how it backfired. Almost a hundred years
later, Saft Igbal tried to play the same role of a bridge builder. His new shaykh,
‘Alawi Makki had composed a work titled Mafahim yajibu ‘an tusazhaha [Notions

that need to be corrected]. In this, he tried to clarify the positions of traditional Sufis

on various issues which had been opposed by the Salafis.

11 His actual name was Muhammad Igbal but is known amongst Deobandi circles as Safi Igbal.
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Safi Igbal had the work translated into Urdu by a son of another successor of
Muhammad Zakariyya, Hafiz Saghir of Lahore. This translation, as well as the Arabic
original had tagariz (introductory notes in praise of the book) from a number of
Deobandi ‘ulama’ and Sufis."* Some of these were from amongst the followers of
Muhammad Zakariyya. It is not clear whether they had actually read the whole book
or praised it merely on the recommendation of Sufi Igbal. When the translation came
out, it was vehemently opposed by many prominent Deobandi ‘wlama’** The
controversy cooled down after a while but the schism has yet to be healed.

Sufi Igbal also composed other works. Some of these deal with advancing
what he considers to be his former shaykh’s agenda, namely, reviving Muslims’
connection with Allah and His Messenger. However, he took it a step further ignoring
the hard stance of Deobandi ‘ulama’ against bid‘ah. He argued the need for Muslims
to revive some of the traditional practices that had been declared bid ‘ah by Deobandis
but were now needed to achieve the agreed upon objectives, viz., gaining love of
Allah and His Messenger (pbuh). These practices included gatherings for dhikr and
sending blessings upon the Prophet (pbuh). Traditionally, Deobandi ‘ulama’ and
shaykhs had maintained that these should be done individually. Safi Igbal declared
that the time had changed. A new approach was needed. To this end, he composed a
work Majalis-e-durid sharif [Gatherings of noble salutations upon the Prophet
(pbuh)] in which he sought to justify the need for sending blessings upon the Prophet

(pbuh) in gatherings. Another was Majalis-e-dhikr [Gatherings of dhikr], which dealt

112 See Sayyid Muhammad ibn ‘Alawi Makki, Islak-e-mafahim, translated by Anis Ahmad from

Arabic into Urdu, (Lahore: n.p., n.d.), 16-25.

13 See Muhammad ‘Alawi Makki ki kitab Islah-e-Mafahim par tehqiqi nazar [A thorough analysis of
Muhammad ‘Alawi Makki’s book Isldh-e-Mafahim] cited above. This long book is dedicated to
refuting Safi Igbal’s ideas and contains most of the important refutations coming from mainstream
Deobandi ‘ulama’. It was commissioned by another of Muhammad Zakariyya’s successors, Isma‘il
Badat.
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with loud dhikr and dhikr in a gathering. Interestingly, he dealt with the issue of ‘urs
in another work titled Suhdag rat [Night of marriage], which he had composed to teach
new couples how to spend their first night. In it, he argued for the revival of some of
the practices that had been initially opposed by Deobandis."** Through his opinions
on these issues he gradually moved away from mainstream Deobandi positions. In the
process, Sufi Igbal did gain significant support which included his numerous
followers, as well as many other successors of Muhammad Zakariyya; however, it

also alienated him from the wider Deobandi community.

CONCLUSION

We have seen how Rashid Ahmad and his associates were connected to Sayyid
Ahmad through their teachers and shaykhs who were in turn important members of
the Wal1 Allaht jama‘at. Thus, intellectually and spiritually, Deobandis represent a
continuation of Wal1 Allah’s and Sayyid Ahmad’s tradition. We have also looked at
the three distinct phases of Deobandi tasawwuf as represented by Rashid Ahmad,
Ashraf ‘Ali and Muhammad Ilyas, and Muhammad Zakariyya. During these three
stages, Deoband1 tasawwuf has crystallized, expanded, contracted and expanded yet
again. Tasawwuf permeated the lives and work of most Deobandi elders from these
periods. This is truer of the early period and less of the later period. What started out
as a complete union of the outward and inward sciences, initially expanded to include
the uneducated masses in its fold. However, after some time, this expansion led to a
distancing from tasawwuf. This required a reviver which appeared in the form of

Muhammad Zakariyya.

14 Muhammad Iqgbal, Suhdg rat, (Madinah: n.p., 1991), 67-69.
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Muhammad Zakariyya’s revival efforts had one drawback. They remained
limited to the Deobandis. Although, he had significant success here but it was still
not enough to change the direction of the entire Deobandi jama‘at. His efforts were
blunted mostly by Tablight Jama“‘at which because of its size represented a huge part
of the Deobandi jama“at. His efforts were further set back because of the differences
that arose within Deobandi ranks over the activities of Siifi Igbal and his associates.
Today, most rank and file Deobandis are in doubt as to the utility of tasawwuf and at
times also of its validity. The Sufi stream within Deobandis does not hold the
paramount position even though majority of senior ‘ulama’ have some Sufi
background. Within the Sufi stream, it is Muhammad Zakariyya and Ashraf ‘Ali’s

followers who form the largest group.
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CHAPTER FOUR

SUFI DOCTRINE

We have divided this chapter into two parts. In the first part, we will start by looking
at the definitions of tasawwuf as enunciated by the various classical masters of
tasawwuf. This will help us get a general idea about the classical understanding of
tasawwuf. Then, we will look at the definitions of tasawwuf as put forward by various
Deobandi masters. This will help us identify the goals of tasawwuf as understood by
Deobandis and their stand vis-a-vis the means to achieve these goals. We will also be
engaging in some comparison between their understanding and that of the classical
masters.

The second part deals with the key aspects of Deoband1 Sufi doctrine. The
two main pillars are tawhid and following the Sunnah. The concept of tawhid
incorporates within it the classical Sufi concepts of gnosis of the Divine, love for
Allah and establishing a connection with Him. Other important dimensions of
Deobandi1 tasawwuf are ikhlas, iman, iksan, taqwa and tazkiyat al-nafs. For the last
mentioned, Deobandis rely heavily upon the works of al-Ghazali and use his
description of human psychology, and of positive and negative traits. After looking at
the various aspects of tasawwuf regarded as important by Deobandis, we will look at

their views on the relationship between Shari‘ah and tasawwuf.
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PART I: TASAWWUF: WHAT AND WHY?

Deobandis do not regard themselves as innovators with respect to tasawwuf. Rather,
they see themselves as following in the footsteps of their immediate and distant
predecessors. We find them relying on the works of their intellectual forebears such
as Shah Wali Allah and Sirhindi, as well as on the works of other prominent Sufis like
al-Ghazali, al-Suhrawardi, al-Qushayri, al-Sha‘rani, etc. We begin our analysis by
looking at the various definitions of tasawwuf provided by classical masters as

presented in early Sufi works.

DEFINITIONS OF TASAWWUF

Tasawwuf is a complex reality and encompasses a wide range of ideas and practices.
It cuts across various Islamic sects and according to some, across religions.* In this
analysis, we will confine ourselves to Sunni tasawwuf but even here “its appearance is

»2 Not surprisingly, the

S0 protean that nobody can venture to describe it fully.
definitions of tasawwuf tend to vary. However, before we examine the definitions of
tasawwuf, we should look at the origins of the word. For this, we rely upon the Sufis

themselves.

Earlier Works on Tasawwuf
Amongst the earlier works of tasawwuf that have survived to this day, mention should

be made of the following:

! Salim Yasuf Chishti, Tarikh-e-tasawwuf, (Lahore: Dar al-Kitab, n.d.), 9-10. [Urd]
2 Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical dimensions of Islam, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1975), 3.
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1. Abua Nasr Sarraj al-Tuasi (d. 988), al-Luma“ fi al-tasawwuf [Light on
tasawwuf].?

2. Abu Bakr Muhammad al-Kalabadhi (d. 990s), al-Ta‘arruf li madhhab ahl
al-tasawwuf [Introduction to the school of the people of tasawwuf].?

3. Abi ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami (d. 1031), al-Mugaddamah fi al-tasawwuf
wa hagjiqgatihi [Introduction to tasawwuf and its reality].”

4. Abu al-Qasim ‘Abd al-Karim al-Qushayri (d. 1072), al-Risalah al-
Qushayriyyah [The Qushayrite epistle].®

5. “Altibn ‘Uthman al-Hujwiri (d. 1077), Kashf al-ma/jizb [Revelation of the

hidden].” This is the earliest known work on tasawwuf in Persian.

Origin of the Word Sufi / Tasawwuf

All of the above-mentioned works deal with the question of the origin of the word
Sufi. There are mainly four theories regarding this. The first is that “Sufis were only
named such because of the purity (safa) of their secrets/hearts and the cleanliness of

their traces/acts (dthar).”

The second suggestion is that Sufis are named such
because they are in the first row (al-saff al-awwal) before Allah.® The third
suggestion is that they are named after the people of suffah (porch), a group of poor

companions of the Prophet (pbuh) who lived a life of renunciation and extreme

® Aba Nasr Sarraj al-Tasi, al-Luma‘ fi al-tasawwuf, translated from Arabic into Urdu by Pir

Muhammad Hasan, (Islamabad: Idara Tehqgigat-e-1slami, 1986).

* Abu Bakr Muhammad al-Kalabadhi, al-Ta arruf li madhhab ahl al-tasawwuf, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al-‘llmiyyah, 1993). [Arb]

® Abi ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami, al-Mugaddamah fi al-tasawwuf wa hagiqatihi, ed. Yasuf Zidan,
(Cairo: Maktabat al-Kulliyat al-Azhariyyah, n.d.). [Arb]

® Abi al-Qasim ‘Abd al-Karim al-Qushayri, al-Risdlah al-Qushayriyyah, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘IImiyyah, 1998). [Arb]

T <Alf ibn ‘Uthman al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-ma#jib, translated from Persian into Arabic by Is‘ad Qandil,
(Beirut: Dar al-Nahdah al- Arabiyyah, 1980).

® Al-Kalabadht, 9.

® Ibid., 10.
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poverty and had dedicated themselves to serving the din.’® Lastly, some suggest they
are named such because of their wearing of saf (wool) which was a sign of
renunciation.* This has been favoured by many."® However, al-Hujwiri asserts that
none of these satisfies the requirements of etymology.’* Al-Kalabadhi thinks
otherwise and suggests that etymologically, suf could be a root for the word Sufi. At
the same time, he and others admit that all of the meanings associated with these terms
are true of the Sufis."

Perhaps, the best description of why Sufis came to be known as a distinct
group is given by al-Qushayri. He says:

Know, may Allah have mercy upon you, that Muslims after the
Messenger of Allah (Allah bless him and give him peace) did not name
the best amongst them with any name except [that of] the company of
the Prophet (Allah bless him and give him peace) because there was no
virtue greater than that. Thus, they were called “companions.” When
the people of the second generation met them, they named those who
had had company of the companions as the “followers.” In this, they
saw the greatest honour. Then, the ones who came after them were
called “followers of the followers.” Then, people differed and ranks
differentiated. The elect amongst the people who had maximum regard
for the matter of din, were called zuhhad (ascetics) and ‘ubbad (those
who worship abundantly). Then, innovations appeared; and the sects
began to call towards themselves. Thus, each group claimed that it had
ascetics. Then, the elect amongst the people of Sunnah who were
mindful of Allah in [all] their breaths, and who guarded their hearts
against ways of heedlessness; they were named Sufis. This name for
these people became famous before 200 AH.*

' Ibid.

™ Ibid.

2 Schimmel, 15.

B3 Al-Hujwiri, 230.

Y Al-Kalabadhi, 11; and al-Hujwiri, 231-237. Also, see Mir Vali al-Din, The Qur’anic mysticism,
(Lahore: Shaykh Ashraf Publishers, 1991), 2.

> Al-Qushayri, 21.
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Historic Definitions of Tasawwuf

Sufi masters during the ages have described tasawwuf in a variety of ways. Some of
these were mentioned as part of our discussion regarding the origin of the word. In
the earlier works cited above, we find multiple definitions of tasawwuf. Various
earlier Sufi figures are quoted describing different aspects of tasawwuf. These revolve
around the themes of ma‘rifah (gnosis of Allah), zuhd (renunciation of the world),
ihsan (God-consciousness), tazkiyat al-nafs (purification of the soul), fana’
(annihilation) and baqga’ (subsistence), etc. Later, with the rise of Sufi studies in the
West, Orientalists put forward their own definitions of tasawwuf as well. Most of
these tend to signify one aspect of tasawwuf. ‘Abd al-Hag Ansari has summarized
these all as falling into three main categories, namely, iksan/ma‘rifah (gnosis),
tazkiyat al-nafs, and fand’ (annihilation) and baqgd’ (subsistence).® To this we can
add, hubb Allgh (love for Allah).

Abu al-Qasim al-Junayd (d. 910) is the most prominent figure from the early
formative period of tasawwuf and is described by many as the architect of the
Baghdad or Iragi school of tasawwuf.*® Classical works of tasawwuf often quote him.
Al-Qushayri mentions that when al-Junayd was asked about tasawwuf, he variably
replied: “It is that the Truth makes you dead from yourself and makes you live

through Him,”*°

and “it is that you remain with Allah without any relationship [with
other than Him].”?® At other times, he described other characteristics of Sufis. The

same trend can be seen with other early masters who are also extensively quoted in

1 Muhammad ‘Abd al-Haq Ansari, Sufism and Shari‘ah: 4 study of Shaykh Ahmad Sirhindi’s effort to
reform Sufism, (Leicester: The Islamic Foundation, 1986), 31-33.

7" Schimmel, 4.

18 Al-Junayd was trained as a jurist and muhaddith before he became a Sufi. He followed the madhhab
of Aba Thawr. For details about his position in tasawwuf and his understanding of tasawwuf, see
Chishti, 205-252. Also, see Ahmet Karamustafa, Sufism: The Formative Period, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 2007), 15-18.

%" Al-Qushayri, 312.

% 1bid., 313.
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these Sufi works.”> These masters include amongst others, Sahl al-Tustart (d. 897),
Abu Sa‘id al-Kharraz (d. 899), Aba al-Husayn al-Nuri (d. 907), Ruwaym ibn Ahmad
(d. 915-16), and Aba Bakr al-Shibli (d. 946).%

Al-Kalabadhi quotes an unnamed Sufi as saying that a Sufi is “the one who
neither possesses [anything] nor is he possessed [by greed for anything].”* We find
this statement repeated in other Sufi works as well, such as in al-Risalah al-
Qushayriyyah,?* and later in ibn <Ajibah’s fqadh al-himam fi shar/ al-Hikam [Waking
of determinations in explaining al-Hikam], among others.?® Abua al-Husayn al-Nari
defined tasawwuf as “renunciation of all pleasures of the self.”?® Al-Junayd is also
reported to have defined tasawwuf as follows:

[It is] purification of the heart from associating with people, abandoning
natural attributes, suppression of human characteristics, avoiding base
desires, taking up spiritual qualities, attachment to the true sciences,
always using that which is more appropriate, sincerity for the whole
nation, true loyalty to Allah, and following the Prophet (pbuh)
according to the Shari‘ah.?’

At another time, he described the Sufi as “the one who is like the earth. All
ugly things are thrown on it, and only good things come out of it.”?® Al-Husayn ibn
al-Mansar al-Hallaj (d. 922) described the Sufi as one “who is singular in being, no
one accepts him and he accepts no one.”® Ma‘raf al-Karkhi (d. 815) described
5930

tasawwuf as “taking the realities and giving up hope in that which people possess.

‘Amr ibn ‘Uthman al-Makki (d. 903-4) said of tasawwuf that “it entails that a person

2! See Ibid., 312-315; and al-Hujwiri, 231-237.
22 The dates are taken from Karamustafa, 20-21.
2 Al-Kalabadhi: 12.

% Al-Qushayri, 313.

% See Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn <Ajibah, Iqadh al-himam fi shark al-Hikam, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al-‘llmiyyah, 1996), 24. [Arb]

2 Al-Kalabadht, 19.

2" bid., 19-20.

% Al-Qushayri, 313.

% 1pid., 312.

% Ipid., 313.
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engages at all times with that which is best for that time.”** Abu al-Hasan al-Farisi (d.
c. 1058) defined it as follows:

The elements of tasawwuf are ten: isolation of oneness (tajrid al-
tawhid), understanding of audition, good fellowship, preference of
preferring, giving up of personal choice, swiftness of ecstasy, unveiling
of thoughts, abundance of journeys, giving up of earning, and
prohibition of hoarding.*?

Al-Hujwirt has described three levels of those who are considered Sufis. The
first is the “Sufi who is dead to self and living by the Truth; he has escaped from the
grip of human natures and has reached to the Reality of realities (God).”33 The second

is the “mutasawwif (aspirer) who seeks this rank [of the Sufis] through exertion, and

9934

rectifies his self while seeking their conduct. The third is the “mustaswif

(pretender) who [tries to] resemble them for the sake of gaining [wealth], status and
[obtaining] share of the world.”®

He also quotes al-Junayd as saying that “tasawwuf is an attribute in which the

5936

slave is kept.””> When asked whether it was an attribute of the slave or of the Truth,

al-Junayd replied that “the attribute of the Truth is reality and slave’s attribute is a

9937

form (rasm). He goes on to explain that this means that tasawwuf requires

annihilation of man’s attributes through the subsistence of Allah’s attributes.
Abu Zakariyya al-Ansari (d. 1520) described tasawwuf as:
Tasawwuf teaches one how to purify one’s self, improve one’s morals,
and build up one’s inner and outer life in order to attain perpetual bliss.

Its subject matter is the purification of the soul and its end or aim is the
attainment of eternal felicity and blessedness.®®

% bid., 312.

32 Al-Kalabadhi, 103.
% Al-Hujwiri, 231.
* Ibid.

% bid.

% Ibid., 232.

3 pid.

% vali al-Din, 3.
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Some Sufis have grounded the concept of tasawwuf in the Qur’anic concept of
mu/ksin (possessor of iksan or the one who does good) and mugarrab (the one who has
been brought closer to Allah). This is combined with the famous kadith of Jibril.
Thus, Shihab al-Din al-Suhrawardi [d. 1234], the author of ‘Awarif al-ma‘arif [Deep
cognitions] says that when he uses the term Sufi it only refers to a mugarrab.*® Aba
Zakariyya al-Ansari says of the Sufis:

These are the ones who are called mugarraban, who possess i4san....

The one whose [moments of] heedlessness have lessened and who

engages in voluntary prayers and acts much, and His remembrance and

calling on Him dominates his heart; he is mugarrab and mu/sin. He is

also called Sufi i.e., the one who has cleansed [himself] of blameworthy

traits, and has acquired praiseworthy traits. [He did this] until Allah

made him His beloved and protected him in all his movements and
stations.*?

Deobandi Definitions of Tasawwuf
Like the classical works of tasawwuf, definitions of tasawwuf tend to vary in
Deobandi literature as well. At times, a single figure will define tasawwuf in a
number of different ways highlighting its different aspects. Deobandi definitions also
revolve around the concepts historically associated with tasawwuf such as love for
Allah, iAsan, ikhlas (purity of intention), tazkiyat al-nafs, acquiring ta‘allug ma‘a
Allah or nisbah (both mean connection or relationship with Allah), ‘abdiyyah (slave
hood) and wuszl ilallah (reaching Allah).

Muhammad Zakariyya was once asked about tasawwuf. He replied,

The reality of tasawwuf is merely correction of intention. It begins with

“actions are only according to intentions” and ends with “that you

worship Him as if you see Him.” This is also called yad dasht
(remembrance),** huduiri (presence) and nishbah (connection).*

39 H

Ibid., 10.
0 Shah Wasi Allah, Tasawwuf-o-nisbat-e-sifia, (Bombay: Maktaba Ashrafia, n.d.) 18-19. [Urd]
1 It is a Nagshbandi term, which means constant mindfulness of Allah.
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Here, he is referring to two famous hadiths; the first one dealing with ikhlas
(sincerity or purity of intention) and the second one dealing with iksan. The first one

is reported by ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab who says that the Prophet (pbuh) said:
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Actions are only according to intentions, and a person receives only

what he has intended. Therefore, whoever’s emigration is for Allah and

His Messenger, his emigration is [truly] for Allah and His Messenger.

And whoever’s emigration is for any worldly gain or a woman he is to

wed, then his emigration is for what he emigrated. (Agreed upon by al-

Bukhari and Muslim)

The other hadith is a long hadith commonly known as “Hadith of Jibril.” It
has also been reported by ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab. The portion relevant to our
discussion is as follows:
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He [Jibril] said: What is izsan? He [the Prophet] said: It is that you

worship Allah as if you see Him for if you do not see Him, He surely

sees you. (Agreed upon by al-Bukhari and Muslim)

In this quotation, Muhammad Zakariyya is indicating that the starting point for
tasawwuf is sincerity in one’s intention. A Sufi should start watching over himself to
see what the intentions behind all of his actions are. Then, he must change his
intentions so that they are all for Allah and not for his own self. When he practices

this and perfects this, eventually he will develop constant mindfulness of Allah, which

is ihsan and the goal of tasawwuf.

%2 Zakariyya Kandhlavi, 4p bit7, 2:11-12. The same quote appears in Muhammad Igbal, Akabir ka
sulik aur iksan, (Karachi: Maktabat al-Shaykh, n.d.), 28-29. [Urd]

* Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Isma‘il al-Bukhari, al-Jami* al-sahih, (Riyadh: Dar al-Salam li al-
Nashr wa al-Tawzi‘, 1997), 1. [Arb]

“ Al-Bukhari, 15.
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Abi al-Hasan ‘Ali Nadvi gives a slightly different description of tasawwuf. He
describes it as the science and art of tazkiyat al-nafs (purification of the soul) and
tahdhib al-akhlaq (reformation of character) which deals with identifying the tricks of
one’s nafs and Shaytan, treatment of nafsani (originating in the nafs) and moral
diseases, and organizing and explaining the means and methods of acquiring ta‘allug
ma‘a Allah (connection with Allah) and nisbah.*

Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi (henceforth Thanvi) before him had also mentioned in al-
Takashshuf that the primary purpose of tasawwuf is reformation of the actions of the
heart (islah-e-a ‘mal-e-barini).*°

As is obvious from these definitions, tasawwuf is associated with the inner
dimension of man. This is considered to be centered on the heart. Rashid Ahmad
Gangohi (henceforth Gangohi) has used the case of Aba Bakr and other companions
compared to the rest of the ummah to prove that this dimension is superior to the other
dimensions of din. He writes:

Some Sufis have said that actions of the heart are many times better

than actions of the limbs. Thus, the Prophet (pbuh) said, “If the faith of

Abu Bakr was weighed, it would outweigh the faith of all the people of

the world.” Moreover, he (pbuh) said, “Abt Bakr has not advanced [in

spiritual rank] through abundance of prayers and fasts. Rather, it is

because of a thing which is in his heart.”*’

Most Deobandi works emphasize this inner dimension as the focus of
tasawwuf. This is also true of other works of tasawwuf penned by non-Deobandi
Sufis, past and present. However, amongst the Deobandis, we also find a description

of tasawwuf, which seeks to combine the inward and the outward. Gangohi’s

biographer, ‘Ashiq Ilahi Mirathi quotes him as defining the science of the Sufis as

* Sayyid Abii al-Hasan Ali Nadvi, Tazkiya-o-iksan ya tasawwuf-o-sulizk, (Lucknow: Majlis Tehqgigat-
o-Nashriat-e-1slam, 1979), 29. [Urd]

% Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi, al-Takashshuf ‘an muhimmat al-tasawwuf, (Karachi: Kutub Khana Mazhari,
n.d.), 256. [Urd]

" Gangohi, Imdad al-Sulik, 151.
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“the science of religion, [both] outward and inward.”*® In the same biography,
Mirathi also defines tasawwuf as “building of the outward and the inward.” He goes
on to elaborate that one’s heart and limbs should engage in obedience to Allah and His
service following the way of the Prophet (pbuh). One should pursue this to such an
extent that it becomes one’s nature to follow the Sunnah of the Prophet (pbuh) and
one is able to do these without forcing oneself.*® At times, Thanvi also describes

tasawwuf as the “building of the outward and the inward.”*°

Definition Through Negation

A typical Deobandi way of defining tasawwuf is through negating that which
tasawwuf is not. In this context, Thanvi’s statement in al-Takashshuf is often cited by
later Deobandi writers. While explaining the reality of rarigat or sulik (two other
names for tasawwuf), he identifies the things that are not necessary in tasawwuf.
Amongst these, he lists kashf (unveiling), karamah (miracle), amulets for worldly
gains, complete uprooting of all blameworthy traits, extraordinary spiritual states,
seeing lights while doing dhikr, beautiful visions, correct inspirations (ilham), and
shaykh’s taking responsibility for someone’s acquittal on the day of judgement.”® As
can be seen from this, the main thrust of Deobandi definitions and descriptions is the
essential goals of tasawwuf. Other things that are generally associated with tasawwuf
but are not essential to tasawwuf are negated so that the disciple can have sincere

intentions focusing only on the essential goals of tasawwuf.

8 Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 2:11.

Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 2:1.

‘Abd al-Hayy “Arifi, Basa ir Hakim-ul-ummat, (Karachi: Idarat al-Ma-arif, 2001), 100. [Urd]
Ashraf Thanvi, al-Takashshuf..., 7.
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Towards a Comprehensive Understanding of Tasawwuf
It is obvious from the foregoing that tasawwuf is a complex phenomenon. However,
if we were to attempt to boil it down to a single idea, we posit that tasawwuf as
understood by Deobandis and others, comes down to one thing: seeking the pleasure
of Allah.>® For this, one must have ta‘alluq ma‘a Allgh, which means that one must
try to be constantly aware/mindful of Him which is i4san. In order for one to achieve
1hsan, one must clean oneself of evil traits and adorn oneself with good traits. This is
tazkiyat al-nafs. Moreover, for one to maintain ta‘allug ma‘a Allah and be loved by
Him one must refrain from all that displeases Him. This is adherence to rulings of
Shari‘ah both outwardly and inwardly. This, in turn, requires that one must be
constantly mindful of His commands and prohibitions. Thus, all of these definitions
feed into one another and are inter-dependent. In short, tasawwuf permeates Islam
and is the essence of Islam.

It is this idea that Gangohi puts forth in the beginning of his book Imdad al-
sulik [Help for the spiritual journey]. He says,

Traveling on the spiritual path means reformation of character, which is

that one purifies oneself of miserliness, jealousy, ostentation, self-praise

and other evil traits; and adorns oneself with generosity, humility and

other good traits, so that one is capable of reaching Allah. In the

terminology of the Sufis, rarigat refers to traversing the stations on the

way to Allah. Its first door is Shariah. In short, following Shariah,

engaging in the worship of Allah, and resolutely seeking the pleasure of

Allah is called zarigat.”®
Thanvi has summed up tasawwuf in a similar way. He says,

The purpose of tasawwuf is [to seek the] pleasure of Allah. There are

two things after that; knowledge of the way and acting upon them. So,

the way is only one, i.e., fulfilling the outward and inward rulings [of

Shari‘ah]. There are two things, which help on the way; one is the

amount of dhikr, which can be done regularly; second, keeping the
company of the people of Allah as much as one can. If one does not

°2 |bid. and Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi, Tarbiyyat al-salik, (Karachi: Dar-ul-Isha‘at, n.d.), 1:7. [Urd]
*% Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 50.
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have the time for doing this abundantly, then studying the biographies
and statements of the pious is a substitute for this. Two things are
obstacles on the way or from the objective, sins and engaging in useless
activities. There is one thing, which is a condition for all of these to be
beneficial, scrupulousness in informing [the shaykh] of one’s condition.
Now, depending on the capability of the individual, he will reach the
goal sooner or later. This is the summary of the “way.”54

Goals of Tasawwuf

Based upon the foregoing discussion, we can say that Deobandis consider the goals of
tasawwuf to be two-fold. One is the lower level, which is obligatory upon all
Muslims. This includes building of the outward and the inward. The outward
includes all external actions required by Shari‘ah and the inward includes all the
internal actions required by Shari‘ah such as acquiring sound ‘agidah and fada il
(praiseworthy traits), and removing radhd il (blameworthy traits). The higher level is
that of maintaining constant mindfulness of Allah (i4san) and engaging in voluntary
worships. This much is desirable and not obligatory. Generally, people understand
tasawwuf to refer to this second level only. That is why most references to tasawwuf
in academic and popular writing mention concepts associated with this. Deobandis
have extended tasawwuf to the outward domain as well, although they also many
times use the term “tasawwuf” to refer to the second level only. Thanvi has clarified
the relationship between the two. He says that the obligatory has precedence over the
desirable. Thus, if there is any conflict between the two, then the desirable must be
given up. In the course of discussing these two levels, he censures those who ignore
their familial responsibilities, which fall in the lower level but are obligatory, for the

sake of achieving ixsan, which falls in the higher level but is only desirable.>

> Ashraf < Ali Thanvi, Malfizzat kamdlat-e-Ashrafia, (Karachi: Maktaba Thanvi, n.d.), 23. [Urd]
% <Arifi, Basd ir Hakim-ul-ummat, 100.
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The underlying theme in both of these is seeking pleasure of Allah, which is
the ultimate goal. In fact, the first level is also a means for achieving the second and
many times the second becomes instrumental in achieving the first, and both are
means to achieve the pleasure of Allah. Sufi works including Deobandi ones variably
mention one of these three as the goal. The last mentioned is at times also described
as qurb-e-ilahi (closeness to Allah) and at times as wuszl ilallah (reaching Allah)

because both are essential results of achieving pleasure of Allah.

The Means

The means are also two-fold. One is mujahadah, which can be summary or detailed.
It is used to weaken blameworthy traits through weakening their impulses and to
adorn oneself with praiseworthy traits. The other means is engaging in particular
spiritual exercises such as dhikr, murdgabah (meditation) or whatever else one’s
shaykh has commanded one to undertake. =~ Amongst the latter, Thanvi has
differentiated between those in which there is little or no attendant risk and those in
which there is significant risk. The former includes dhikr, shughl (imagining dhikr),
and muragabah. The latter includes tasawwur-e-shaykh (imagining the shaykh),

‘ishg-e-majazi (temporal love) and sama* (audition, with or without music).>®

WHY TASAWWUF?

The name tasawwuf and the ideas associated with it have caused many Muslims to
deny its legitimacy. Starting in the early centuries of Islam, tensions developed
between Sufis who focused on the inner dimension of Islam and externalist scholars.

This was further aggravated by the rise of the Batiniyyah who relied upon esoteric

*® Muhammad Din, Shari‘at-o-rarigat, (Lahore: Idara-e-Islamiat, 1981), 284-297. [Urd]
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interpretations of the Qur’an to justify their views and practices.57 In this
environment, Sufis felt the need to justify their way or school by writing books on it.
A good example from the early period is al-Kalabadhi’s al-Ta‘arruf and Aba Nasr
Sarraj al-Tasi’s al-Luma“ fi al-tasawwuf.

The period in which Deobandis operated was characterized by a similar distrust
of the Sufis. Ahl-e-Hadis were in the forefront of denying the legitimacy of tasawwuf.
They claimed un-Islamic origins for tasawwuf and felt that it undermined the
Propehtic mission. At the same time, they claimed to be the followers of Shah Wali
Allah and his grandson Shah Isma“il. Both of these had been Nagshbandi. Deobandis
regard themselves to be the real inheritors of Wali Allah’s thought. We find them
often quoting Wal1 Allah on tasawwuf. This serves to rebut the charges leveled by
Ahl-e-Hadis, as well as assuage the skeptics among Deobandis. The main arguments
put forward by them are similar to the arguments presented by mainstream Sufi
scholars throughout the ages. The starting point for this is stating the broad scope and

comprehensive nature of Shari‘ah.

Comprehensiveness of Shari‘ah

As mentioned in the previous chapter, Thanvi attempted to present a comprehensive
view of Islam through his writings and lectures. He did not treat tasawwuf in
isolation, especially when talking to the masses. In many of his works on tasawwuf
written for the common person, he begins by identifying the main elements of
Shari‘ah.® According to him, these are five, viz., ‘aqa’id, ‘ibadat, mu‘amaldt,

mu ‘gsharat and tasawwuf. ‘Aqga’id is the plural of ‘agidah, which means creed or an

% Batiniyyah was a name given to the Isma‘ili Shi‘is who sought to interpret religious texts on the
basis of their hidden (batin) meanings at the expense of their literal (zahir) meanings.

% See Thanvi’s introduction to Ta‘lim al-din [Education of religion] in Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi, “Ta‘lim al-
din” in Ashraf “Ali Thanvi, Islahi Nisab, (Multan: Kutub Khana Majidia, n.d.), 462-465. [Urd]
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article of faith. It refers to the set of beliefs that a Muslim is supposed to believe in.
The books of ‘agidah deal with it. ‘lbadat is the plural of ‘ibddah, which means
worship. It covers the entire range of worships ordained in Islam such as salah,
zakah, fasting, Hajj, etc. Mu‘amalat is the plural of mu‘amalah, which means dealing
or transaction and it includes the rulings of marriage and divorce, and those of
business dealings covering all aspects of economic activity. In this, it only provides
general principles. Mu‘agsharat means social interaction and this area of Shari‘ah
provides guidelines for social dealings and the proper adab (etiquette) for all social
categories of people and occasions. The fifth part is tasawwuf, which is also called
islah al-nafs (reformation of the soul) or tazkiyat al-nafs (purification of the soul).
Thanvt and other Deoband1 writers are at pains to explain that each of these five parts
of Shari‘ah must be adhered to. Ignoring any one of these amounts to ignoring a part
of the Shari“ah.

Thanvi writes,

Just as the vesre 58 1475 3l 1,450 (establish salah and give zakah)

exists in the Qur’an; similarly, 5 1541 u"’J‘ & & (O you who believe!

Be patient) and \;jif:\j (be thankful) also exist. If in one place you will

find A ri.l; <5 (fasting has been made compulsory upon you) and

| = L/,»L‘-J\ e sdJ (it is obligatory upon people from Allah that they

perform pilgrimage of the House), then in another place you will find
4445 1424 (Allah loves them and they love Him) and 0l & 311,47 2,45

(Those who believe love Allah excessively). While you find ) 1536 133
Jls 1,26 3% (when they get up for salah, they get up lazily); you will
also find .3 342715 (they show off to others). If the one who abandons

salah or zakah is condemned in one place; then pride and arrogance are
also condemned in another place. Similarly, look at the sadith[s]. Just
as you will find chapters on salah, fasting, buying and selling, marriage
and divorce; similarly, you will find chapters on showing off and
arrogance.™

% Din, 37-38.
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We find a similar theme in Wali Allah’s thought. Thanvi’s successor, Shah
Wasi Allah, has quoted him extensively in his book Tasawwuf-o-nisbat-e-sifia
[Tasawwuf and the nisbah of the Sufis]. He quotes Wali Allah as saying:

The main part of that whose establishment the Prophet (Allah bless him
and give him peace) called for, comprises three things. 1) Rectification
of beliefs regarding the origin, the end, the recompense, etc. The people
of foundations [of religion] (usazl al-din) from amongst the scholars of
the ummah took responsibility for this. May Allah reward their efforts.
2) Rectification of actions such as worships which bring one closer [to
Allah] and necessary, useful things in accordance with the Sunnah. The
jurists of the ummah took responsibility for this. Through them Allah
guided many and straightened the crooked sects....3) Rectification of
ikhlas and iksan which are the two foundations of this straight din,
which Allah has chosen for His slaves....This third one is the most
subtle of the purposes of Shari‘ah in terms of its source, and
challengingly deep. With respect to all the laws, it is like the spirit is to
the body, and like the meaning is to the word. The Sufis, may Allah
have mercy upon them, took responsibility for this. They were guided
and guided others; they were satiated and satiated others. They
succeeded with maximum felicity; and gathered the greatest portion.®°

With Gangohi, we find it stated even more succinctly. Writing to one of his
disciples, he says:
In reality, Shari‘ah is obligatory and the real goal. Tarigah is also an

internal Shari‘ah. Hagigah and ma‘rifah complete the Shari‘ah. One
cannot act perfectly upon the Shari‘ah without ma ‘rifah.®*

Development of Tasawwuf

It should be noted here that the argument for the validity of tasawwuf is closely tied to
the Sufis’ account of its development and crystallization. Their opponents dispute this
description. Nevertheless, many Sufi scholars through the centuries have maintained
that tasawwuf is not an innovation. The name is new but the concept has existed since
the time of the Prophet (pbuh). Many verses and hkadiths, some of which have been

cited above, are presented by these scholars to prove their point. These scholars

% \Wasi Allah, Tasawwuf-o-nisbat-e-sifia, 27-28.
% bid., 32. Safi Igbal has also referred to this. See lgbal, Akdbir k..., 24.
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include all the classical proponents of rasawwuf including al-Kalabadhi, al-Qushayri,

al-Hujwiri, ibn “Ajibah, Zarrag, ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Sha‘rani, and others.

Deobandis echo the same ideas and sentiments. Muhammad Zakariyya has

charted the development of tasawwuf in his Shari‘at-o-rarigat ka talazum [The

inseparability of Shari‘ah and tasawwuf]. For this, he quotes Gangohi. Gangohi’s

original statements are part of the Hekayat-e-awliya [Stories of saints].

reported to have said:

The spiritual power of the Prophet (pbuh) was such that the strongest of
disbelievers would acquire this level of iksan as soon as he said the
shahddah. After him, because of his blessing, the companions had this
power but it was less. The followers also had it but it was less than that
of the companions. Amongst the followers of the followers, this power
was reduced significantly. In order to compensate for this loss of
power, the elders [of the time] devised spiritual exertions. For a long
time, these remained as means and were not goals in themselves.
However, as the time-distance from the best of generations increased,
more and more of these became goals. The result was that a number of
intellectual and practical innovations entered the din. The mukaqgiq
(rigorously exacting) Sufis [tried] to reform these but they could only
lessen them and could not eliminate them altogether.®

In it, he is

Gangohi mentions Shaykhs ‘Abd al-Qadir Jilani, Shihab al-Din Suhrawardi,

Ahmad Sirhindi, and Sayyid Ahmad Barelvi among the reformers.

writes,

Thanvi has also described the development of the science of tasawwuf.

During the time of the Prophet (pbuh), the sciences of kadith, usul al-
figh, etc. were not separate. Rather, many sciences were [later] derived
from the Qur’an and hadith and each was given a separate name....Just
as other derived sciences received a particular name such as figh and
hadith; similarly, the name of the “way” derived by shaykhs came to be
called tasawwuf. If someone studies Shari al-Wigayah or al-Hidayah
(two main works of Hanafi figh used as textbooks in madrasahs), he is
said to be studying figh. If he studies Aadith or tafsir, it is not said that
he is studying figh. This, in spite of the fact that figh contains in it many
sciences such as hadith, tafsir, kalam, etc. Similarly, when someone

He

82 Muhammad Zakariyya Kandhlavi, Shari‘at-o-zarigat ka talazum, (Karachi: Maktabat al-Shaykh,
1993), 89-90. [Urd]
8 Ashraf Thanvi, Hekayat-e-awliyd, 256.
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follows the way of the shaykhs, it is said that he is learning tasawwuf or
that he is a Sufi. The one who [merely] prays or fasts is not called a
Sufi even though tasawwuf/tazkiyat al-barfin in its broader sense
includes all of this. Therefore, just as Kanz [al-daqa ig] and al-Hidayah
(Hanafi texts) are necessary; similarly, it is necessary to study Aba
Talib Makki’s Qut al-qulab, Imam Ghazali’s al-Arba“n and Shaykh
Shihab al-Din Suhrawardi’s ‘Awarif [al-ma ‘arif].>*

Thanvi also makes the case for the necessity of following the shaykhs of old in
our understanding of tasawwuf.

The founders of these [traditional Islamic] sciences were acknowledged
as Imams by everyone. So much so that upon seeing Imam Aba
Hanifah’s understanding of figh, Imam al-Shafi‘1 was forced to say that
people are in need of Aba Hanifah in figh. Imam al-Bukhari was
acknowledged as an Imam; and to this day his erudition in hadith is
well-known. Similarly, there have been such saints whom everyone has
acknowledged as a leader. For example, the shaykh of shaykhs Shaykh
‘Abd al-Qadir Jilani, Khawajah Baha’ al-Din Nagshband, Khawajah
Mu‘in al-Din Chishti, Shaykh Shihab al-Din Suhrawardi and before
them Junayd Baghdadi and others....

Just as the later generations cannot do [in matters of Shari‘ah] without
following the previous ones; similarly, in tasawwuf, there is no way
besides following the shaykhs of the “way,” although, the lowest level
of tazkiyat al-nafs which leads to salvation can be had without
following the shaykhs of the “way.” However, that which is desired and

is the perfection of this cannot be achieved without the company of the
perfect.®

Shifts in Tasawwuf

With regards to the shifts in Sufis’ doctrine and practice, we find a useful description
in Wali Allih’s Ham‘at [Floods]. He describes four stages.®® The first stage
comprises the time of the Prophet (pbuh) and the early generations. This period is
characterized by complete unity of the inward and the outward aspects of Shari‘ah.
The companions and the followers followed the commands of the Shari‘ah while

maintaining consciousness of Allah. There were various levels in society in terms of

% Din, 41-42.
% |pid.
% wali Allah, Ham ‘at, 48-53.
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their ikhlas and i4san but the outward was the same. During this period, we do not
find people spending long hours in murdgabah (meditation). Special dhikrs, wajd
(ecstasy), sama‘ (audition) and shathiyyat (ecstatic sayings) are conspicuous by their
absence. Supernatural events did take place but were far less than what we witness in
the later periods.

The second period begins around al-Junayd’s (d. 910) time. This period
witnessed a marked differentiation in society. The generality of Muslims continued to
practice Islam the same way as those before them with unity between the outward and
the inward. However, the elect began to engage in mujahadahs, cut themselves off
from the world, and dedicated their time to dhikr and meditation. This resulted in the
development of a certain psychological state in them. Now, people began working for
this state. They would spend years trying to acquire this state, which was also called
nisbah. During this period, we find people engaging in meditation, audition, ecstasy,
etc. Kashf and supernatural things became more common. These people described
the spiritual states that they achieved in signs and allusions.

The third period begins around the time of Aba al-Husayn ibn Aba al-Khayr
al-Nuari and Aba al-Hasan al-Kharagani (d. 1034). Now, the generality of the Muslims
and the elite remained focused on their particular way while the select of the elite
crossed over into the domain of absorption (jadhb). They sought to annihilate the
consciousness of their own existence before that of the Divine Essence. They did not
engage in awrad (litanies) and ashghal (plural of shughl, which means imagining a
dhikr), or tazkiyat al-nafs; rather, they focused on the Divine Essence. All of their
energies were spent in acquiring this state and maintaining it. Through this they
sought to unite with the Divine Essence. At this time, they did not distinguish

between tawhid wujuidr (unity of being) and taw/kid shuhzdi (unity of witnessing).
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The fourth period is that of Muhy al-Din ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240) and those just
prior to him. This is the time when philosophy found its way into tasawwuf. Now,
Sufis began searching for the realities of things as they actually are (kaqa ig al-ashya’
‘ald ma hiya ‘alayhi). They began to talk about the Necessary Being, tanazzulat
(descents) and other theological issues. This led to the development of “speculative
tasawwuf” or “theosophical tasawwuf.”

The description given by Wali Allah is useful. It allows us to better approach
each Sufi keeping in mind the time period he belonged to and that which was
prevalent in his time. According to Wali Allah, all of the approaches mentioned
above are valid and accepted by Allah. He warns against judging the Sufis of one
time according to the dominant tastes of another time.®” As will become apparent in
the following, the Deobandis are primarily concerned with approaching tasawwuf in
the same way that it was approached and practiced in the first era. They are also
willing to use the techniques devised in the second era. As for the third and fourth
eras, Deobandis have tried to dissociate themselves from it. Hence, the major gap that
exists between Deobandis and other Sufis who still engage in the kinds of activities

that Sufis from the these two eras engaged in.

Growth and Regeneration of Sufi Orders (Tarigahs or Silsilahs)®®
It is not our objective here to provide a detailed outline of the historical development
of Sufi orders.®® Nevertheless, we must look at the general themes inherent in the

sprouting of the many orders that have existed and continue to exist today. To begin

®" Ibid., 53.

% In Urdu, the word silsilah is often used with the same meaning as rarigah in Arabic.

% Trimingham has dealt with the organizational aspect of the formation and development of Sufi
orders in his masterpiece The Sufi orders in Islam. The strengths and weaknesses of his analysis have
been discussed by John Voll. See John Voll’s foreword in J. Spencer Trimingham, The Sufi orders in
Islam, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), vii-xv.
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with, it must be noted that many Sufi commentators agree that whatever differences
exist between the various rarigahs, these are due to the different natural inclinations of
their founders or because of the particular conditions of the people amongst which this
rarigah flourished.”

Wali Allah has ventured to describe why Sufi orders emerge at particular times
and how sub-orders are created.”" He says that at various times and in various places,
different awliya’ of Allah are charged with preserving and renewing the internal
dimension of Shari‘ah. When a certain wali is chosen for this role, his high spiritual
status becomes apparent to people and their hearts are attracted to him. He is inspired
with those spiritual exercises that are more beneficial for the people of his times.
Concurrently, a certain effect is given to this chosen wali’s speech and his company.
A new order is thus born which comprises his particular approach to tasawwuf.
People follow this order’s methodology and succeed quickly. Whoever is supportive
of this rarigah is victorious and whoever opposes it loses.

After some time, when divine grace shifts to another person and another
rarigah is born, this rarigah loses its luster and becomes like a body without spirit.
This, according to him, explains why different Sufis have claimed at different times
that their rarigah was the shortest way to the goal. This is true for them only as long
as divine grace favours them. When it shifts to another order, this claim is no longer
true. Thus, this quality is not special to any particular order. Rather, it is divine grace,

which is the key to this.”

Moreover, sometimes a person appears who does not start
any new rarigah. Rather he only revives an old rarigah, which had become less

known due to its old age and its lack of prominent practitioners. Sometimes, a person

0 See, for example, Sayyid Manazir Ahsan Gilani, Maqdlat-e-1hsani, (Karachi: Maktaba As‘adia,
2005), 36. [Urd]

' Wali Allah, Ham ‘at, 43-46.

" 1bid., 45.
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appears who combines different rarigahs in him. Even though he is known to be from
a certain rarigah, in fact, his rarigah is a combination of different rarigahs. Amongst
these Wali Allah has mentioned Quddasiyyah, which is named after the Chishti Sabiri
shaykh ‘Abd al-Quddas Gangohi.

This description of the process of renewal of rarigahs and their mixing also
applies to the Deobandis. Their main rarigah was Chishti Sabiri but they combined in
them all the main rarigahs of the Indo-Pak subcontinent and they also added a
distinctive touch to it. Deobandis depart from conventional Sufi orders in an
important way. Historical Sufi orders were characterized by a focus on their particular
rarigah. Along with the individual shaykh, the rarigah was also important. With
Deobandis, there was a shift to a particular shaykh at the expense of the rarigah.
Thus, identification with Thanvi or Muhammad Zakariyya assumed more importance
than a particular rarigah. However, this reduced emphasis upon rarigah was mitigated

by their identification with the Deobandi jama ‘at, which took the place of rarigah.
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PART Il: DEOBANDI SUFI DOCTRINE
Delineating Deobandi Sufi doctrine requires that we look at the overall Deobandi
doctrine or orientation in matters of din. We have already looked at some prominent
aspects of Deobandi outlook in the introductory chapter. Probably, the best work,
which brings together Deobandi attitude to different aspects of din is Qari Muhammad
Tayyib’s ‘Ulama’-e-Deoband ka dini rukh aur maslaki mizaj [The religious outlook
of the scholars of Deoband and their particular orientation]. Tayyib served as the
muhtamim (rector) of Dar al-‘Ulaim Deoband from 1929 until his death in 1983. His
statements are the closest thing we have to official Deobandi doctrine. He has
identified Deobandi orientation as nothing else but that of Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-
Jama‘ah.” Elaborating on this, he stresses the great importance that Deobandis give
to striking a balance between the various aspects of din. The Book (Qur’an) and the
Teacher (the Prophet) are both emphasized. Mere scholarship devoid of personal
attachment to scholars and saints or excessive submission to saintly personalities
without scholarly knowledge, are both considered extreme.”* The same attitude
extends to the various branches of Islamic sciences. All the various personalities of
Islam are given due respect and the din is understood in the light of the teachings of
the elders of the ummah who form an unbroken chain from the Prophet (pbuh) down
to the scholars of Deoband. Thus, tasawwuf is not allowed to become independent of
Qur’an, Aadith and figh. It remains subservient to the outward Shariah. The over-
arching goal is to strike a balance between the various branches of din.

After a lengthy analysis of the various aspects of Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-

Jama‘ah’s approach towards matters of din, Tayyib summarized it by saying,

® Tayyib, 7-8.
™ Tbid., 102.
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The summary of the orientation of the scholars of Deoband is, following

the Sunnah through the mediation of those who turn repentantly [to

Allah], or following the din through the training of people of certainty,

or following the din and religiosity through the training of people of

Sunnah, or dying hearts in the colour of the Knower of the Unseen, or

following the commands of Allah through the company of His friends.”

With respect to tasawwuf, Deobandis fall in the broader camp of sober Sufis
(ahl al-sahw) as opposed to those who are intoxicated (ahl al-sukr). They do respect
all the other Sufis making excuses for them whenever they can but they follow only
the sober ones. The main classical personality amongst these is al-Junayd, who is
called Sayyid al-Tai’fah (leader of the group). After him, it is the founders of the four
main rarigahs that Deobandis belonged to viz, ‘Abd al-Qadir Jilani, Mu‘in al-Din
Chishti, Shihab al-Din Suhrawardi and Baha’ al-Din Nagshband. However, more than
these, Deobandis identify themselves with the school of thought enunciated by
Sirhindi which is a particular orientation within the sober Sufis. This orientation was
upheld by Shah Wali Allah, and later, somewhat modified by Sayyid Ahmad Barelvi.

Deobandis do not have a taste for philosophical speculation.”® We do not find
much discussion regarding the philosophical dimensions of tasawwuf. Thanvi has
categorically stated that he never intellectually took interest in ‘ulam al-mukashafah
(sciences of unveilings); rather he was inclined to ‘ulzm al-mu‘amalah (sciences of
actions). The reason is that the former have no role to play in achieving closeness to

Allah, while the latter are related to commands and prohibitions and they have a direct

role in helping one gain closeness to Allah.”” The logical result of this attitude is that

® Tayyib, 107.

"® This is not to say that Deobandis were not well versed in philosophy. Most of the elders of Deoband
had in-depth training in traditional Islamic philosophy. However, they felt that most philosophical
discussions were merely theoretical in nature with little or no benefit for one’s practical life. Thus, they
consciously lowered the priority of engaging in philosophical discussions.

" Ashraf Thanvi, al-Tanbih al-zarabi..., 1.
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the proportion of Deobandi works on philosophical issues is far less compared to their
overall intellectual output in other branches of Islamic learning.’

Sirhindi has described three stages of his mystical experience in metaphysical
terms. These are: tawhid wujiadi (oneness of being), zilliyah (shadowness) and
‘abdiyyah (slavehood).” Amongst these, Deobandis aim for the third level of
‘abdiyyah, which they consider to be the purpose of Shari‘ah. Like Sirhindi before
them, they do not regard wajd (ecstasy), mukashafah (unveiling), and other such
mystical experiences as the goals (magsuzd) of the path; rather, they are merely
praiseworthy (masmud) in themselves and blameworthy (madhmazm) when raised to
the level of goals. They hold the same view of tasawwuf as Sirhindi, viz., “the goal of
tasawwuf is neither union with God, nor participation in His attributes, but simply to
obey the Shari“ah and to be a faithful servant of God.”®

Salim Yasuf Chishti has identified three things as the main goals of
tasawwuf.®* These are: perfect tawhid (oneness of Allah), perfect tagwa (piety), and
perfect makabbah (love for the Allah). Deobandis would agree with that. There are
enough statements to the same effect in Deobandi literature.? However, the emphasis
on the external aspect of Shari‘ah tends to drown out the dimension of love for Allah.
It is only when one engages with Deobandi masters personally that this goal comes
out in sharp focus. Most of the time, we find three things identified by Deobandis as

the bedrock of tasawwuf. These are: sound ‘agidah (which includes the

™ 1t should be noted that the founder of Dar al-‘Ulam Deoband, Muhammad Qasim Nanautvi was a
major philosopher and theologian. His books are a testimony to that. Later, Thanvi and other
Deobandi scholars continued to pen a number of treatises on philosophical issues but their proportion to
their overall intellectual output was always considerably less.

™ Ansari, 15-16.

% Ibid., 17.

81 Chishti, 104-107.

8 See, for example, Wasi Allah, 38-41.
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comprehensive concept of tawhid, which in turn includes the concept of love for
Allah), following the Sunnah and tagwa.

Deobandis regard tasawwuf as having a sound basis in Qur’an and kadith. In
his Urdu commentary on the Qur’an Bayan al-Qur’an [Exposition of the Qur’an],
Thanvt also describes the Sufi concepts associated with different verses. All such
verses with their Sufi meanings were later compiled together and published as Masa i/
al-sulizk min kalam Malik al-Mulizk [Sufi issues in the speech of the King of kings].*
He compiled another work titled al-Tasharruf bi ma‘rifat akadith al-tasawwuf
[Honour through knowing the hadiths of tasawwuf]. We have discussed it in the
previous chapter. We will now look at some of the major themes of tasawwuf as per

Deobandis, and also see their Qur’anic and kadith basis as provided by them.

Knowledge: The Foundation
When a person makes sincere repentance and resolves to never disobey Allah and His
Messenger (pbuh), it requires that he should be fully aware of the commands of Allah
directed towards him. For this, a person must seek religious knowledge. This could
either be through formal or informal studies or merely through constantly remaining in
touch with scholars. Gangohi has defined the position of knowledge with respect to
the spiritual path. He says,
One should not hope to achieve closeness and reaching Allah without
proper knowledge and good actions... Actions cannot be rectified
without proper knowledge. Since, states are the fruits of actions;
therefore, states are hard to achieve without rectification of actions.

Allah accepts sound and pure actions. That action is sound, which is in
accordance with the Shari“ah; and that action is pure, which is only for

Allah. Moreover, an action is never accepted without taqwa.”®*

8 Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi, Masa'il al-sulizk min kalam Malik al-mulik, ed. Muhammad Igbal Qurayshi,
(Lahore: Idara-e-Islamiat, 1990). [Urd]
# Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 176-177.
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The same idea is expressed by al-Junayd who is reported to have said that
“whoever follows someone who has not listened to Aadith, and has not sat with the
jurists, and has not learned etiquette from the one who teaches it; such a person ruins
himself.”*

Thanvi produced a number of works specifically to fulfill the public need for
Islamic knowledge. Behishti zewar [Heavenly ornaments] is the most famous one,
which was initially written as a basic essentials book for Muslim women. It proved so
successful and so many portions of it were relevant to Muslim men as well that
Thanvi decided to make it comprehensive for everyone. He wrote a supplement
Behishti gohar [Heavenly pearl], which included issues particular to men, as well as
scholarly references to many figh issues. These two are generally published together
now as a single volume. Behishti gohar is also published separately and is taught in
some boys’ madrasahs as a basic text of figh. Other works by Thanvi include Ta‘lim
al-din [Education of religion], Hayat al-Muslimin [Life of Muslims], etc. Nowadays,
ten such works are published together as part of a single volume called Islahi nisab
[Syllabus for rectification] .2

The idea behind these books was to create semi self-help guides for Muslims
that dealt with Islamic faith and practice. These books were not meant to replace

‘ulama’ but Thanvi and his associates recognized the changing moods of people and

8 <Abd al-Haqq Dehlavi, Maraj al-bakrayn, translated from Persian into Urdu by Sana-ul-Hagq Siddig,
(Multan: Tayyib Academy, 2001), 50.

% This collection has been created by publishers. It brings together different books of Ashraf ‘Ali
Thanvi. The following books are part of this collection: Hayat al-Muslimin [Life of the Muslims],
Jaza’ al-a‘mal [Reward of actions], Ta‘lim al-din [Education of religion], Furz al-iman [Branches of
faith], Hugiq al-1slam [Rights of Islam], Hugiq al-walidayn [Rights of parents], Adab al-mu‘gsharat
[Etiquettes of social dealings], Aghlar al-‘awam [Mistakes of the common people], and Qasd al-sabil
[The optimal path]. Some publishers use the simplified version of the last mentioned book. The
collection that we have used had the simplified version by Shah Lutf-e-Rasul. Other publishers use
Muhammad Shafi‘s simplification. Some publishers also include Zad al-sa‘id [Provision for the
fortunate] by Thanvi in this collection. The same name is used for the overall collection in spite of the
variations.
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sought to provide them with the guidance they needed in the manner that they wanted.
However, they did point out that books could take one only up to a point. Beyond
that, one had to refer to learned ‘ulama’.

Many Sufi works mention that knowledge is the greatest barrier (al-Aijab al-
akbar). The apparent meaning of this statement indicates that there is a conflict
between knowledge and gnosis. However, Thanvi had a different take on it. He
denounced the “pseudo-Sufis” who use this statement to free themselves of the need
to learn the Shari“ah and of acting upon it. In reality, according to him, this statement
means the opposite of what they have understood. Its meaning is quite subtle and hard
for common people to understand. Therefore, he does not share it with us but gives a
simplified explanation. According to him, there are a great many barriers between
man and God and all those barriers are removed with knowledge except for the last
one, which is closest to God. When this barrier is removed, one achieves wusl
(reaching Allah). This last barrier is called al-Aijab al-akbar. Thus, knowledge gets
one closer to God until one reaches the last barrier and is not a barrier in itself as these
people understood.®” Gangohi had a somewhat different take on it. Responding to a
question regarding al-aijab al-akbar, he defined ‘ilm as khudi (self). In other words, it
is the knowledge of one’s self, which is the greatest barrier. Once, a person loses
sight of himself and considers him to be nothing (la shay’), then he can achieve
wisal 28

These differing interpretations provided by Thanvi and Gangohi bring out an
important dimension of Deobandi attitude towards their Islamic intellectual heritage.

They were keen to appropriate this heritage in a way, which rendered it harmonious to

8 Ashraf Thanvi, Ta‘lim al-din, 552-553.
% Rashid Ahmad Gangohi, “Fatawa Rashidia,” in Rashid Ahmad Gangohi, Talifat-e-Rashidia,
(Lahore: Idara-e-1Islamiat, 1992), 197. [Urd]
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their understanding of Shari‘ah. Even if it required them to go out of their way to re-
interpret these texts and statements, they were willing to go for it. This attitude is also
illustrated by Khalil Ahmad Saharanpiri’s statement, which he made to Gangohi.
According to Deobandi tradition, there was once a debate taking place between
Deobandis and Barelvis. Before leaving for the debate, Khalil Ahmad approached
Gangohi and said: “Please, tell us how much room there is for compromise [with the
Barelvis]. As for the proofs, we will take care of them.”®

By this statement, Khalil Ahmad was highlighting the fact that Shari‘ah is
elastic, which allows for multiple interpretations with regards to differed upon issues.
There are generally proofs for many sides, and if there do not appear to be any,

existing texts could be re-interpreted. It is the job of the mujaddid to decide, which

one of these interpretations should be adhered to.

Sound ‘Agidah (Creed)

Amongst the various aspects of din, sound ‘agidah is of fundamental importance. The
main criterion for salvation in the hereafter is one’s ‘agidah. Deobandis place strong
emphasis on ‘agidah. This becomes especially important because of the milieu in
which Deobandis operated. Muslims were a minority living amongst a sea of non-
Muslims. Most of these were Hindus who adhered to polytheistic ideas. Even
though, at its core, Hinduism is monotheistic, yet the vast majority of the Hindu
commonality believes in thousands of deities. Prolonged co-existence with the
Hindus had made Muslim masses susceptible to their influences. Moreover, wujudi

Sufis (those who subscribe to wakdat al-wujid) had created confusion about the

8 Dr. Isma‘il Memon, Interview by Author, Buffalo, NY, April 2009.
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fundamental Islamic ‘agidah of tawkid. Their statements were cited by careless Sufis
to stress the ultimate unity of all religions at the expense of Muhammadan Shari“ah.

Deobandis sought to dispel these notions. They laid strong emphasis upon
tawhid. Anything which may have been permissible in itself but was seen to have the
potential of compromising tawkid was censured. For them, this also included the
theological debates of the theologians. As we have stated before, the Deobandis
studied Maturidi ‘agidah. Yet for the common person, they insisted on holding on to
the plain and simple ‘agidah of the early generations of Islam. We have already
mentioned before that while commissioning the Urdu translation of al-Ghazali’s al-
Arabun, Thanvi did not have the section on Ash‘ari ‘agidah translated. The reason,
apparently, was to avoid theological controversies.

This Deobandi emphasis on tawkid and maintaining the simplicity of ‘agidah
extended to certain popular Sufi practices as well. Thus, tawassul (seeking
intercessors in prayer) which Deobandis consider to be permissible was discouraged.
Another important case was the position of the Prophet (pbuh). Deobandis felt that
over-zealous Sufis had tried to equate the Prophet (pbuh) with Allah. They sought to
emphasize the human nature of the Prophet (pbuh) with the intention of clearly
demarcating the boundary between the human and the divine. This placed them on a
collision course with those Sufis who considered the Prophet (pbuh) to be hazir

(present), nazir (seeing), and ‘alim al-ghayb (knower of the unseen).*

% This issue is one of the most divisive between the Deobandis and the Barelvis. It is beyond the
scope of this dissertation to arbitrate between the two. Suffice it to say that both sides do not consider
the Prophet (pbuh) to be God or God-like. The main dispute is regarding the use of terms, which are
considered problematic by Deobandis and have the potential of making uneducated Muslims think that
the Prophet (pbuh) is omnipresent and omniscient like Allah. For a relatively balanced discussion of
the subject, see ‘Ata Allah, 63-95.
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Sincerity or Purity of Intention (Ikhlas) and God-consciousness (14san)
We have discussed ikhlas in some detail above in the context of Deobandi definitions
of tasawwuf. The main basis for this is the famous kadith quoted there. The same

idea is found in the following Qur’anic verse:
(162 :pdly dl 25 J als ¥y Seds oo &y o

Say, my prayer, my offering, my life and my death are all for Allah, the

Lord of all the worlds. (al-An‘am: 162)

Purification of intention is the starting point for any Sufi. Constant observation
of one’s intention gradually leads to all one’s actions being for Allah’s sake alone.
When this becomes a permanent condition, it is called ikhldas. lAtisab, which means
doing something with the expectation of reward from Allah is an integral part of this.
It also helps to create God-consciousness, which is iksan. Things that would
otherwise be considered temporal or worldly become religious and worthy of reward
when one alters one’s intentions before doing them. The underlying basis of all of
these is knowledge of the various virtues of different acts and of the din as a whole.
Thus, knowledge, iitisab, ikhlas, and iksan all work in tandem.

Ihsan means awareness of Allah as if one sees Him. The proof for iksan is the
famous Aadith of Jibril. It is a rigorously authenticated Aadith, which occurs with
various chains of transmission in different books of iadith, among them Sahih al-
Bukhari and Sakih Muslim. The portion relevant to our discussion has been stated
above. In this hadith, iAsan is mentioned after iman and Islam. The latter two refer to
basic articles of faith and outward actions, respectively. 1ksan is mentioned separately
which indicates that it is separate from what is generally understood from imdn and
Islam.

We have already seen the relationship between ikhlas and i4san. Moving on to

iman (faith), we should note that i4san is, in fact, a higher level of iman. Gangohi
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uses the following Qur’anic verse to bring out the relationship between iman, iAsan,

and taqwa:
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There is no sin for those who believe and do good deeds in what they

might have partaken earlier, if they fear Allah and believe and do good

deeds, and again fear Allah and believe, and still again fear Allah and

do good deeds. And Allah loves those who do good. (al-Ma’idah: 93)

He points out that this verse indicates that there are three levels of iman

followed by izsan, which is the fourth level. ** These are:

1. Having faith and accepting all legal rulings without proper piety and while
committing sins.

2. Having faith and accepting legal rulings with abstention from all sins
while using dispensations as and when needed. Thus, one avoids those
things that are expressly forbidden and does not avoid things in which
there is doubt.

3. Having faith and righteousness in such a way that one avoids forbidden
things, as well as dispensations and some permissible things out of fear of
committing something forbidden.

4. The fourth level is that of faith and taqwa accompanied by i4san. It is this
last level that the Sufi aims for. This level is above that of faith in the

unseen; rather, this person has faith through direct observation. The taqwa

for this level requires that one leaves all that which is besides Allah.

1 Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 177-178.
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Connection with Allah (Ta‘allug ma‘a Allah/Nisbah)

Another concept associated with izsan is that of acquiring ta‘allug ma‘a Allah or
nisbah. Both of these mean “connection with Allah.” This connection has multiple
levels. The minimum is possessed by every Muslim. However, in Sufi circles these
words are used to mean the higher level, which is also considered to be equivalent to
ihsan.

Thanvi has defined nisbah as,

Man’s special relationship with Allah [which is characterized by]

permanent obedience, dominant remembrance, and Allah’s special

relationship with man [which is characterized by] acceptance and
pleasure. [This relationship is] similar to the one between an obedient

lover and a graceful beloved.*

Ihsan actually means constant mindfulness. Thus, it is synonymous with yad
dasht or hudari, which have the same meaning. This is not exactly the same as true
nisbah even though the latter is used interchangeably with these terms. The reality of
nisbah is constant acceptance by Allah, which is solely from His grace. It just so
happens that normally He grants this when a person does righteous deeds and avoids
disobeying Him. Constant mindfulness is only helpful in achieving this state of
complete obedience. It is theoretically possible that someone be aware of Him all the
time and yet disobey Him. However, normally a person with such mindfulness of
Allah does not disobey Him. Furthermore, nisbah with Allah is dependent on perfect
acceptance by Him and it is a permanent state, which is normally not lost after being
acquired.”® True nisbah, thus, is the ultimate goal of tasawwuf.

Looked at from the perspective of iksan (in the meaning of true nisbah),

tasawwuf is partially obligatory, and partially commendable. This much is stated by

Gangohi. Writing to Thanvi as part of the famous correspondence that took place

% 1gbal, Akabir ka..., 50.
% Ashraf “Ali Thanvi, Anfdas-e-‘Isd, (Karachi: H. M. Sa‘id & Company, 1989), 1:16-17. [Urd]
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between them regarding bid‘ah (innovation) in religion, he says in his usual succinct
style,
Acquiring nisbah (connection with Allah) and being focused on Allah is
required by Allah. It is a kulli mushakkak® (doubtful universal) whose

lowest level is fard (obligatory) and whose highest level is mandib
(commendable).®®

Closeness (Qurb)

The idea of closeness (qurb) to Allah is intrinsic to tasawwuf. The word qurb can
have multiple meanings. One is the literal meaning, which means being physically
close to someone or knowing his essence. Both of these cannot be achieved with
respect to Allah since He is not bound by physical space and His essence cannot be
known by humans.*® The other meanings are metaphorical. Amongst these qurb al-
rada (closeness due to Divine pleasure) is the goal of tasawwuf. Its basis is the

following Qur’anic verse:
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Your riches or your children are not the things that bring you near to Us
closely. However, the one who believes and acts righteously (is close to
Us). (Saba’: 37)
The same meaning is intended in the Qur’anic term mugarrab, which appears
in a number of Qur’anic verses. In the beginning of Surat al-Waqi‘ah, three groups of
people are identified, viz., people of the Right who are granted entry into Paradise,

people of the Left who are sent to Hell, and the foremost ones who are granted higher

status in Paradise. The last mentioned is the most superior group. They are also

% 1t is a term used in logic which denotes “a word with a concept which is found in varying degrees in
different individual situations.” For example, the word “black” denotes a concept, which is more
applicable to some things than others. Some things are blacker than others leading to a number of
grades of blackness.

* Mirathi, Makatib-e-Rashidia, 158.

% This is the standard Sunni position on the subject.
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called mugarrabzn (those who have been brought closer to Allah). These verses are

as follows:
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As for the people of the Right, how [lucky] are the people of the Right!
And the people of the Left? How [wretched] are the people of the Left!

And the foremost are the foremost. Those are the ones who have been
brought close [to Allah]. (Al-Wagi‘ah: 10-11)

Moreover, in verse 45 of Surat Al ‘Imran, Allah praises Jesus (pbuh) by giving
him the title mugarrab. Sufis draw upon these verses and also upon the fadiths that
deal with the subject. Amongst these, we find a /#adith which indicates two types of
qurb, viz., qurb al-farad’id (gaining closeness to Allah through obligatory acts) and
qurb al-nawafil (gaining closeness to Allah through voluntary acts). The hadith

appears in Sakih al-Bukhari and is as follows:
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Abu Hurayrah reports that the Prophet, Allah bless him and give him
peace, said: “Allah said that whoever opposes a friend of mine, | call
him to war. There is nothing more beloved to me through which a slave
of mine gains closeness to Me other than that which | have made
obligatory upon him. My slave constantly draws nearer to Me through
voluntary acts until 1 make him My beloved. Then, when | make him
My beloved, | become his hearing with which he hears, and his sight
with which he sees, and his hand with which he grasps, and his foot
with which he walks. If he asks Me anything, | will surely give to him.
If he were to seek My refuge, | will grant it to him. | am not hesitant
from anything that | do than the hesitation that | have about [taking] the
soul of a believer who dislikes death while | dislike hurting him.
Reported by al-Bukhari.

9 Al-Bukhari, 1372.
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This hadith has been cited by al-Qushayri as well as Thanvi and others.®
When a person engages in tazkiyat al-nafs, his blameworthy traits are removed and
natural faculties of greed and anger are weakened. His soul develops the malakah®®
(habitus) of loving those things, which Allah likes and hating those things, which
Allah dislikes. This helps him to engage in good and avoid bad without much effort.
This condition of his has been described as his hands becoming the hands of God and
his feet becoming the feet of God. This condition is called qurb al-nawafil. This does
not imply physical union of man and God. Rather, in this state, man is the doer and
Allah is the means through which he does things. It entails annihilation of one’s
blameworthy traits; therefore, it is also called fana’ al-siffat.*®

The level of qurb al-fara 'id is even higher. Here, man’s existence is extremely
weakened. He finds his own volition and power as non-existent. He becomes the tool
and Allah becomes the doer. This is superior to the previous level of qurb al-nawafil
because the former entailed only the annihilation of blameworthy traits while the latter
entails the annihilation of human volition. The first part of the Asadith confirms this
superiority of qurb al- fara’id. It is also called fana’ al-dhat.'**

It should be mentioned here that only those things which are within one’s
power (al-umar al-ikhtiyariyyah) have a role to play in bringing one closer to Allah.
Similarly, those things that are not in one’s power (al-umar ghayr al-ikhtiyariyyah) do

not play any role in bringing anyone closer to Allah.

% Al-Qushayri, 116; and Thanvi, al-Takashshuf..., 370-371.
% |t could also be defined as a firmly established psychological state (g»ZiSv & sy B,

100 < Arifi, Basa "ir Hakim-ul-ummat, 199.
101 hid.
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Reaching Allah (Wusal ilallah)
As we have discussed before, qurb and wusul are integrally linked to achieving the
pleasure of Allah. As for the particular meaning of qurb, we just dealt with it.
Literally, wusil means reaching. However, it does not refer to a physical meeting of
man and God. While discussing tasawwuf, Thanvi wrote about wusl as follows: “the
goal [of tasawwuf] is wusal ilallgh (reaching Allah) which means weakening of one’s
relationship with the creation and strengthening of one’s relationship with the
Creator.”*® Gangohi explained it further:

It means that one is totally disconnected from anything other than Allah.

The lowest level of this is that the veil is lifted from one’s heart and he

begins to witness the beauty of the true Beloved.... Thus, wisal means

that one is disconnected from everything other than Allah and is totally

focused on Allah. This is not what some heretics have understood who

take it to mean that man achieves physical union with Allah. Such
thinking is disbelief.'%

Love for Allah (Hubb Allah)

Love for Allah is the cornerstone of tasawwuf. It has many levels. The least of these
is called maylan (inclination) and the highest is called ‘ishq (passionate love).!*
These different levels can also be grouped under two over-arching categories,
obligatory and voluntary.’®® The obligatory love of Allah is that which urges one to
obey His commands and prevents him from engaging in things prohibited by Him.
The reason why this love is obligatory is that following the Shari‘ah is obligatory and
this minimum degree of love is needed for one to combat one’s lower desires.

The basis for this understanding of divine love is the following Qur’anic

Verses.

192 Thanvi, al-Takashshuf..., 25.

193 Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 56-57.

104 Muhammad Igbal, Mahabbat, (Karachi: Maktabat al-Shaykh, n.d.), 12. [Urd]
195 Wasi Allah, 53-54.
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Among the people, there are those who set up co-gods beside Allah

whom they love as the love due to Allah. But those who believe are

most firm in their love for Allah. (Al-Bagarah: 165)

And
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Say: If it be that your fathers, your sons, your brothers, your mates, or

your kindred, the wealth that you have earned, the commerce in which

you fear a decline, or the homes you like, are dearer to you than Allah,

or His Messenger, and jihad in His cause then wait until Allah brings

about His decision and Allah does not guide the sinning people. (Al-

Tawbah: 24)

It naturally follows from this that the stronger love one has for Allah, and by
extension, for His messenger (pbuh), the greater will be one’s observance of His
Shari‘ah. It is this greater level of love for Allah and His messenger that the Sufis aim

for. This passionate love or ‘ishq causes one to desire to meet one’s Lord, which is

also expressed in the following Qur’anic verse:
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So whoever hopes to meet his Lord, must do righteous deeds and must
not associate anyone in the worship of Allah. (Al-Kahf: 110)
Deobandis differentiate between Aubb-e- ‘aqli (rational love) and Aubb-e- “ishqi
(passionate love). The former is considered obligatory while the latter is merely
praiseworthy even though they aim for it themselves. It is obvious that Deobandis are

balancing their dual roles of muftis and shaykhs. They are at the crossroads of

tasawwuf and theology; and everything needs to be placed at its proper position.

169



Oneness of Allah (Tawhid)

The fundamental creed of Islam is tawhid. Tasawwuf has as its focus the one and only
god Allah. Negating all others besides Allah is critical to it. This is tied in with the
above-mentioned ideas of love for Allah, qurb, and iksdn. Gangohi says in Imdad al-
sulak:

True tawhid (oneness) is that one should not remember anyone except

Allah and should not know anyone or anything except Allah. He should

not love anyone except Him. His love for Him should only be for His

sake. It should not be out of greed for paradise or out of fear of hell.

Rather, His own Essence is worthy of being loved.'%

Tawhid requires that one realize that Allah is the beginning and the end. He is
the outward and the inward. All that exists is due to Him. It is because of this
emphasis on tawhid that the elect are described in the Qur’an as those who convey the
messages to the people and fear Allah and do not fear anyone except Him (al-Ahzab:
39). He is not in need of anyone. At the same time, it must be remembered that His
essence cannot be known. He is known through His attributes. It is said in the
Qur’an:

(110 1y s o skt N3

They do not encompass Him in their knowledge. (Taha: 110)

And

(11 iyl 33 a8 ]
Nothing is like Him. (Al-Shara: 11)

Nevertheless, Sufis aim to cultivate love for His essence without imagining any

physical form.2%’

105" Gangohi, Imdad al-sulizk, 65.
197" See Gangohi’s letter to one of his main successors Siddiq Ahmad in Mirathi, Makatib-e-Rashidia,
43-45.
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Existence (Wujad)
The concept of tawhid raises another important issue, that of wujid (existence). The
questions raised about it are: Is our existence real or illusory? Does anything really
exist besides God? Is wujizd not an attribute of God? Would assigning existence to
anything besides Allah not amount to polytheism? These questions have been hotly
debated throughout human history and Sufis are no exception. Amongst the various
theories that developed in response to these questions, ibn Arabi presented the idea of
wahdat al-wujid (existential monism or unity of being). Gradually, this spread
throughout the Sufi community and almost every Sufi ended up subscribing to it.
Later, it was challenged by Sirhindi who put forth his own theory of wakdat al-shuhzd
(experiential unity or unity of witnessing). However, he did not reject waidat al-
wujizd altogether. Rather, he contended that this was a lower level of mystical
experience. At the higher level, the mystic experiences wakdat al-shuhzd which is in
line with outward Shari“ah.*®

Deobandis pride themselves on the fact that they give equal respect to apparent
opposites such as ibn ‘Arabi and ibn Taymiyya/Sirhindi.'®® This presents obvious
logical problems that are fraught with contradictions. We have stated before that even
though Deobandis generally study and teach Maturid1 texts, yet their ‘agidah is not
necessarily Maturidi.*° They follow Wali Allah’s approach, which was to return to
the plain and simple ‘agidah of the early generations.”* Thus, Deobandis solve the

problem of accommodating apparently opposite personalities by generally, not

108 Ansari, 14.

199 Tayyib, 135.

10 Tayyib, the former rector of Dar al-‘Ulam Deoband has stated that Deobandis are Ash‘ari-inclined
Maturidis. He cites this as an example of their moderate approach to all branches of Islamic learning.
See Ibid., 156-157. While this is true of some ‘ulama’ who dabble in dogmatic theology, most
Deobandis, scholars and laymen alike, avoid indulging in such debates. In fact, textbooks on logic and
philosophy, which are needed for higher-level studies of dogmatic theology, are gradually being phased
out of Deobandi madrasahs in Pakistan.

" Wali Allah, Ham‘at, 55-56.
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engaging in any philosophical speculation or arbitration between them. They do not

even try to harmonize between their contradictory theories as Wali Allah had tried to

do. Rather, they profess their respect for ibn ‘Arabi on the basis of their elders’
respect for them.'*?

Nevertheless, Thanvi dealt with the issues surrounding existence (wujid) to
clarify the stance of various Muslim groups. According to him, there are four main
schools:**?

1. Non-existent things are given their originated (kadith, something with an
origin) existence by Allah. Their existence is real and is completely
separate from Allah but is dependent upon Him. This is the view of
externalist scholars.

2. Non-existent things are given their originated existence by Allah in a way,
which is beyond human comprehension. Thus, created things’ existence is
an accident (bi al-‘ard) while Allah’s existence is intrinsic (bi al-dhat).
Some Muslim philosophers hold this view.

3. People of kashf (unveiling), i.e. Sufis reject existence of possible things
altogether.  Existence is an attribute of Allah; therefore, considering
possible things to be existent amounts to associating partners with Allah.
Their opinion is based upon their kashf and dhawq (taste). There are two
schools of thought within them. One is that of wakdat al-wujad. Its
proponents say that only Allah’s is the real existence. Possible things’
existence is wahmi (illusory). The other school of thought is that of

wahdat al-shuhaizd. Its proponents also say that only Allah’s is the real

12 Ashraf Thanvi, al-Tanbih al-zarabi..., 2.

3 See Thanvi’s detailed discussion of the various schools of thought regarding wujid in Ashraf <Ali
Thanvi, “Zuhazr al-‘adam bi nzr al-gidam” in Ashraf <Ali Thanvi, Bawadir al-nawdadir, (Lahore: Idara-
e-Islamiat, 1985), 640-665. [Urd]
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existence. However, they consider possible things’ existence to be zilli (a
shadow).

After discussing these various schools of thought, Thanvi reminds his readers
that it is dangerous to engage in philosophical discussions, which involve the Divine
Essence. The safe approach is that of the pious predecessors who did not indulge in
this. At the same time, he urges them to treat all the friends of Allah with respect and
not to say anything bad about them even if they have engaged in such discussions.**
Moreover, he declares that “wa/kdat al-wujud is not an issue of tasawwuf at all; rather,
it belongs to dogmatic theology. Because of their taste, Sufis have preferred it [over

other opinions] and have used it.”

Purification of the Soul (Tazkiyat al-Nafs /Tahdhib al-Nafs)
Tazkiyat al-nafs refers to reformation or purification of the soul. The main evidences
for this are the Qur’anic verses, which explicitly mention the purification of the soul

as required and praiseworthy.** Some of these are:
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Truly he succeeds that purifies it (the soul), and he fails that corrupts it
(the soul)! (Al-Shams: 9, 10)

And
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It is He who has raised up from among the unlettered people a
Messenger from among them, to recite His signs to them and to purify

them, and to teach them the Book and the Wisdom, though before that
they were in manifest error. (Al-Jumu‘ah: 2)

114 H

Ibid., 655.
115 Muhammad Shafi¢, Majalis-e-Hakim-ul-ummat, (Karachi: Dar-ul-Isha‘at, 1976), 232. [Urd]
16 pin, 38.
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In the second verse, purification (of the soul) is defined as one of the four main
tasks of the Prophet (pbuh). The others are reciting the Qur’an to the people, teaching
them the Book (Qur’an), and teaching wisdom (the Sunnah).

There are also numerous hadiths, which underscore the importance of
purifying one’s soul. We present a few. In one kadith, the Prophet (pbuh) is reported
to have said:
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Beware! There is a piece of flesh in the [human] body. When it is
corrected, the whole body is corrected; and when it is corrupted, the
whole body is corrupted. Beware, it is the heart. (Agreed upon)
The Prophet (pbuh) also said: “The heaviest thing which shall be weighed in
the scale is good character.”™® At another time, he said: “I was sent to perfect good

5119

character/morals. He also said: “Verily, a believer achieves the rank of the one

who [voluntarily] fasts and prays through his good character.”?
When we talk of purification of soul, the obvious question is: purification from

what? In order for us to answer that, we must look at the Islamic understanding of

human psychology.

Human Psychology

Al-Ghazali has devoted significant portions of his laya’ al-‘ulum al-din [Revival of
religious sciences] and Kimig-ye-Sa‘adat [The alchemy of happiness] to discussing
the psychological make-up of man. Deobandis have made abundant use of this but

have also added their own insights. Before we proceed further, it will be useful to

"7 Al-Bukhari, 15.

18 Abi Dawid, 4:253.

9 Malik ibn Anas, Muwayra al-Imam Malik, (Karachi: Qadimi Kutub Khana, n.d.), 705. [Arb]
2 Abii Dawid, 4:252.
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take an over-view of al-Ghazali’s description of the human soul and the interplay of

psychological forces.

The human being has a physical aspect, as well as a spiritual one. Al-Ghazali

says that the spiritual is variously termed as al-nafs (soul), al-‘aqgl (intellect/reason),

al-galb (heart), and al-rik (spirit)."** Each of these four has a particular meaning but

there is also a fifth meaning which is common to all four. The meanings specific to

each four are as follows:

1.

The qalb refers to the cone shaped organ of flesh located at the left side of
the chest. It is a flesh of a certain sort in which there is a cavity, and in
this cavity, there is black blood which is the source (manba“) and the seat
(ma‘dan) of the spirit. Animals and even dead humans have this heart of
flesh.*

The ruh is a subtle body whose source is the cavity of the physical heart,
and which spreads by means of the pulsative arteries to all the other parts
of the body. Its circulation in the body is what gives life to the human
being.'?®

The nafs refers to the faculty of anger (ghadab) and appetite or craving
(shahwah). The Sufis generally use nafs to denote all that is blameworthy
in man; and so they say, “The nafs must be striven against and broken.”*?*
The aql refers to the faculty of knowledge of the real nature of things, and
is thus an expression for the quality of knowledge, whose seat is the

heart.}?

2L Abi Hamid al-Ghazali, 1hya ‘ulam al-di, (Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, 1982), 3:3-4. [Arb]

122 Walter James Skellie, The religious psychology of Al-Ghazzali: A translation of his book of the Ihya
on the explanation of the wonders of the heart with introduction and notes, (Ann Arbor: University
Microfilms International, 1938), 5.

123 bid., 7.
124 pid., 8.
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The fifth concept, which is the second meaning of each of these four is the

essence of man. It is defined as follows:
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It is a subtle, tenuous substance of an ethereal spiritual sort. .... This is

the real essence of man. This is the one, which perceives and knows and
experiences; it is addressed and held responsible and rebuked.**’

It is in this meaning that the rizi has been mentioned in the Qur’an.
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And they ask you about the rizh. Say: The rah is one of the commands
of my Lord, and you are not given aught of knowledge but a little. (Al-
Isra’: 85)

The Seven Stages/Levels

Rashid Ahmad Gangohi’s description of the human being is somewhat

different. He defines seven levels basing this division upon the Qur’anic verse:
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He created you in diverse stages. (Nah: 14)
These levels are as follows:'?®

1. Body. This is derived from the Qur’anic verse:
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We have created man from an extract of clay. (Al-Mu’mintn: 12)

2. Nafs. This is a subtle body, which extends throughout the physical body.

The following Qur’anic verse refers to it.

27 : ity Essla2ll 255 El
O content soul! (Al-Fajr: 27)

% Ipid., 10.

126 Al-Ghazali, l1hya “ulim..., 3.

127 Skellie, 6.

128 Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 117-120.
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3. Qalb. This is the inside of the nafs and is more subtle than the nafs. The

following Qur’anic verse refers to it:

(22 4 uLCY\ (,;sjﬁ g s
Allah has inscribed faith in their hearts. (Al-Mujadalah: 22)

4. Sirr. This is defined as a spiritual light and the tool of the nafs. It is also
called the will and volition of the nafs. Nafs cannot do anything without
it.

5. Rah. This is also a spiritual light and the tool of the nafs. Nafs is living
because of the presence of this rih.

6. Ruh-e-Khafi. Many times it is refered to as merely khafi. Gangohi says
that the proper name for this should be akhfa. It has been called akhfa in

the Qur’an as well. Thus, it is said:
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He certainly knows the secret and what is even more hidden.
(Taha: 7)
In another place, it is said:
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Say, the spirit is something from the command of my Lord.
(Al-lIsra’: 85)

2
-

This akhfa is a light, which is the subtlest and is closest to the world of
realities.
7. “Aqgl (intellect): This is also a spiritual light and its location is to the left of

the galb.

The Interplay of Psychological forces

Man is characterized by a number of powers and forces, which give him his

particularly complex psychological composition. The various internal forces as well
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as external limbs are described as the armies of the heart by al-Ghazali.
acknowledges that none can know the reality and the true number of these armies
except Allah basing it upon a Qur’anic verse (al-Muddaththir: 31). Yet, he ventures to
give a description of some of these. The scope of our discussion is the internal forces
only. Al-Ghazali has described these in a number of different ways. Each one of

these helps to bring out different dimensions of man. In one such description, he uses

the similitude of a kingdom. He says,

The body may be figured as the kingdom, the soul [the essence of man]
as its king, and the different senses and faculties as constituting an
army. Reason may be called the vizier, or prime minister, passion the
revenue collector, and anger the police officer. Under the guise of
collecting revenue, passion is continually prone to plunder on its own
account, while resentment is always inclined to harshness and extreme
severity. Both of these, the revenue collector and the police officer have
to be kept in due subordination to the king, but not killed or excelled, as
they have their own proper functions to fulfill. But if passion and
resentment master reason, the ruin of the soul [the essence of man]
infallibly ensues. A soul, which allows its lower faculties to dominate
the higher, is as one who should hand over an angel to the power of a
dog or a Muslim to the tyranny of an unbeliever.**

In another place, he goes in depth and says,

It should be understood that there are four mingled factors, which dwell
together in man’s nature and make-up, and therefore four kinds of
qualities are united against him. These are the qualities of the beasts of
prey (sabu‘iyyah), brutish qualities (bahimiyyah), demonic qualities
(shaizaniyyah) and lordly qualities (rabbaniyyah).

In so far as anger (ghadab) rules over him he is addicted to the deeds of
a beast of prey, such as enmity, detestation, and attacking people by
beating and cursing them. In so far as appetite (shahwah) rules him he
is addicted to brutish acts of gluttony, greed, carnal desires, and so on.
In so far as there is within his soul something lordly, as Allah has said,
“The spirit is from the decree of my Lord” (Qur’an, al-Isra’: 87), he
claims lordship for himself and loves majesty, superiority,
exclusiveness, and despotism in all things; and to be the sole ruler, and
to slip away from the noose of servitude and humility. He longs to
study all the sciences, nay rather he claims for himself science and
knowledge and the real nature of things. He rejoices when knowledge is

129" Al-Ghazali, lhya’ “ulim..., 5.

130

Abu Hamid al-Ghazili, Kimiad-ye-sa‘adat, translated from Hindustani by Claud Field as The

alchemy of happiness, (New Delhi: Islamic Book Service, 1997), 22-23.
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attributed to him, and is grieved when accused of ignorance. The
comprehension of all realities, and seeking to rule by force over all
creatures are among the lordly qualities, and man is greedy for them.

In so far as he differs from the brutes in having the faculty of
discernment, although sharing with them in anger (ghadab) and appetite
(shahwabh), he attains to demonic qualities. Thus, he becomes wicked
and uses his discernment in the discovery of ways of evil. He seeks to
attain his ends by guile, deceit, and cunning and sets forth evil as though
it were good. These are the characteristics of demons (shayatin).

Thus, every man has within him a mixture of these four qualities, i.e.,
lordly, demonic, beastly, and brutish; and all of these are gathered
together in the galb.’® So there are gathered inside of a man’s skin, as
it were, a pig, a dog, a demon, and a sage. The pig is appetite, for the
pig is blameworthy for his covetousness, his voracity and his greed.
The dog is anger, because dog has the bestial quality of savageness and
enmity and slaughter. Thus, the pig through gluttony invites man to
excess and abominations, and the wild beast by means of anger calls
him to oppression and harmful acts.

The demon continues to stir up the appetite of the pig and the wrath of
the wild beast, and to incite the one by means of the other; and he makes
their inborn dispositions to appear good to them.

The sage who represents the intellect, is duty bound to ward off the
plotting and guile of the demon by revealing his dissembling by means
of his [i.e. the sage’s] penetrating insight and clear illumination; and to
destroy the gluttony of this pig by setting the dog over him, for by
means of anger he breaks down the assault of appetite. He wards off the
savageness of the dog by setting the pig over him and bringing the dog
in subjection under his rule. If he does this successfully, his affairs are
set right, equity is manifest in the kingdom of the body, and all goes in
the straight path.”132

Al-Ghazali has not clarified as to whether these forces originate in the
nafs or the rzh. While acknowledging al-Ghazali, Gangohi quotes some
unnamed Sufi shaykhs as saying that

Nafs is a subtle substance inside the physical body, which is the

repository of all blameworthy traits. R/ is also a spiritual substance

inside the physical body but it is the repository of all praiseworthy traits.
Nafs is the mine of evil. ‘Agl is the army of the rizh. God’s grace is the

31 Referring to the essence of man defined above.
32 Skellie, 36-38.
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helper of the rizh while absence of this divine grace is help for the nafs.
Qalb is subordinate to the dominant side. And Allah knows best.**®

As seen above, al-Ghazali has used his description of the four main faculties to
derive blameworthy and praiseworthy human traits. Thanvi does the same.’** He
begins by defining khalg and khulg. The former means outward appearance and the
latter, which is the singular for akhlag, means inward condition. It can also be
translated as character or moral. Just as the outward appearance has aspects such as
the eye, the nose, the mouth and the cheek; and the outward appearance will not be
considered beautiful unless all of these are beautiful. Similarly, the internal aspect or
the spiritual domain has certain aspects, which need to be made beautiful.

Basing his discussion on al-Ghazali’s description, Thanvi identifies four
fundamental internal faculties of man: the faculty of ‘ilm (knowledge), the faculty of
ghadab (anger), the faculty of shahwah (appetite), and the faculty of ‘adl (justice or

® When these four are

maintaining proper balance) between the other faculties.™
maintained in their proper places, good character is achieved.
The beauty of the faculty of knowledge is its ability to differentiate between
truth and falsehood in creed as well as speech, and between good and bad actions.
When this faculty develops this power, it achieves the fruit of kikmah (wisdom).
Allah, the Exalted says in the Qur’an,
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He grants wisdom to whom He wills and whoever is granted wisdom,
he is indeed given a great good and none remember but men of
understanding. (Al-Bagarah: 269)

133 Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 153.

134 The discussion that follows is from Din, 86-89. Thanvi has relied upon al-Ghazali’s al-Arba‘un for
this.

135 ghibli has objected to al-Ghazali’s inclusion of ‘adl among fundamental internal faculties. See
Shibli Nu‘mani, al-Ghazali, (Lahore: Islami Academy, n.d.), 80. [Urd]
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The beauty of the faculties of ghadab and of shahwah is that they should
remain restrained within the bounds of the Shariah. The beauty of the faculty of ‘adl
lies in restraining the faculties of ghadab and shahwah under the instructions of din
and reason. Thus, intellect has the job of an advisor and the faculty of ‘adl is the
executor of the commands of the intellect.

When the faculty of ghadab is in excess, it leads to recklessness, arrogance,
self-adulation and aggression. On the other hand, its scarcity leads to cowardice,
meanness and disgracefulness. When in its moderate state, it is called shaja‘ah
(bravery). Then, it entails the traits of graciousness, nobility, forbearance,
steadfastness and gracefulness.

When the faculty of shahwah is in excess, it leads to gluttony, greed,
ostentation, sycophancy, jealousy and madness. When it is scarce, it leads to sloth,
weakness and laziness. When this shahwah is moderate, it is referred to as ‘iffah
(temperance/chastity). Then it leads to modesty, generosity, patience, forgiveness,
contentment, piety and helpfulness.

When intellect is in excess, it leads to cunningness and fraud. When it is
scarce, it leads to stupidity and foolishness. When it is in moderation, it leads to
sharpness of mind, and brilliance and smartness.

Thus, the essence of it all is moderation for indeed the best of matters are the
moderate ones. Gangohi’s biographer Mirathi defined this state of moderation as
nisbah.*

Gangohi has also explained the internal forces within man in terms of Greek
medicine’s view of the human being as comprising of four elements, viz., clay, water,

fire and air. He says,

1% Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 2:2.
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Opaqueness and cloudiness, darkness and ignorance, weariness and hard
heartedness are the attributes of clay. When a person engages in
mujahadah in isolation, this opaqueness and weariness changes into
lightness and clarity. When the salik™’ passes over [his] earthen
attribute, he sees deserts, forests, and desolated places in the world of
practicality (waq‘iah). The attributes of water are: desire to interact
with people, unbalanced temperament, being influenced easily, and
tendency to sleep much. When the salik passes over it, he sees rivers,
seas, and greenery. The attributes of air are inclination toward carnal
desires, excessive sorrow, and quick change of condition. While
crossing over it, one feels as if he is going upwards and is flying in the
air. The necessary attributes of fire are anger, arrogance, desire for
greatness, seeking rank and status and exaltation. When one passes
over it, he sees lamp, torch, lightning and other such things which burn.
This component is after all the other components. This is the meaning
of the Prophet’s (pbuh) saying that the last thing to leave the hearts of
siddigin (the truthful ones) is love for rank and status. It means that
they [finally] get rid of the fire component, which is dominant upon
most people.**®

Virtues (Fada’il) and Vices (Radha’il)

Thanvi and Gangohi have used al-Ghazali’s list of blameworthy and praiseworthy
traits and have added others to it. Thanvi has also provided proofs for them, as well as
the method of removing the former and acquiring the latter. Apart from al-Ghazali’s
works, he has also at times referred to al-Qushayri’s al-Risalah al-Qushayriyyah.

The praiseworthy traits as listed by Thanvi and Gangohi are: niyyah wa iradah
(volition and intention), ikhlas (sincerity), tabligh (preaching), tafakkur (deliberation),
tafwid (entrusting one’s affairs to Allah), tagwa (God fearingness), tawadu*
(humility), tawbah (repentance), tawhid (oneness of the doer), tawakkul (trust),
khushz®  (submissiveness), khawf (fear), du‘a (prayer), raja (hope), rada
(contentment), zuhd (abstinence), shukr (gratitude), sabr (patience), sidq

(truthfulness), makabbah (love), gentleness towards people, patiently enduring their

37 Traveler on the spiritual path.
138 Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 186.
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harshness, generosity, and forgiveness. '3 Mirathi asserts that the root of all fada il is
sidg and ikhlds.*°

The blameworthy traits are as follows:'*

shahwah (desire), afat al-lisan
(diseases of the tongue including back-biting, lying, etc.), israf (wastefulness), ghadab
(anger), hiqd (rancour), hasad (jealousy), iubb al-dunya (love of the world), bukhl
(miserliness), Airs (greed), hubb al-jah (love of status), riya (showing off), kibr
(arrogance), ‘ujb (self-conceit), ghurar (delusion), takalluf (affecting). Mirathi states
that the root of all radha il is kibr.**?

The blameworthy traits must be removed and the praiseworthy traits must be
acquired. Together, these two processes are termed as tazkiyat al-nafs. Looking at
tasawwuf from the perspective of tazkiyat al-nafs, it becomes personally obligatory as

indicated by al-Ghazali, a major figure of the classical Shafi‘i school, as well as ibn

“Abidin, a major reference in the later Hanafi school.**®

Fearing God (Taqwa)

Taqwa is a verbal noun from the root letters w-g-y. It has two meanings. One is to
fear someone and the other is to safeguard oneself. As a technical term, it is generally
associated with the idea of fearing Allah and saving oneself from sins and His
punishment. As for fearing Allah, Sufis generally invoke the idea of Allah as the
Beloved and so translate tagwa as “fearing Allah’s displeasure.” Explaining the final

goal of tasawwuf, which is reaching Allah spiritually, Gangohi writes,

139 Ashraf Thanvi, Ta‘lim al-din, 526 and Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 2:11-12.

140 Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 2:6.

Y1 Ashraf Thanvi, Ta‘lim al-din, 534 and Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 2:11-12.

192 Mirathi, Tadhkirat al-Rashid, 2:6.

43 For al-Ghazali’s opinion, see Keller, Reliance of the traveller, 12. Ibn ‘Abidin has the same opinion
and he cites al-Ghazali’s lhya’ al-‘ulam al-din as a source for learning about the diseases of the heart
and their treatments. See Muhammad Amin ibn Abidin, Radd al-mujtar “ald al-Durr al-Mukhtar,
(Damascus: Dar al-Thagafah wa al-Turath, 2000), 1:141. [Arb]
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In short, proper faith and taqwa are the integrals of reaching [Allah,

which is the goal of tasawwuf]. It is not proper to leave any of these in

any condition. After learning the fundamentals of din, it is obligatory to

maintain faith and tagqwa in all stations [of the spiritual path].***

The command to observe tagwa is contained in numerous verses of the Qur’an.
Some of these are listed below. Many of these are also quoted by Gangohi in his

Imdad al-sulik.1*

(102 01,00 JTy Optked 3505 ¥ 2455 V5 i 3= i 1,80 1247 00 Gl
O you who believe, fear Allah as He should be feared, and die not
except as those who have surrendered (unto Him) (Al ‘Imran: 102)
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Their flesh and their blood do not reach Allah but tagwa on your part
reaches Him. (Al-Hajj: 37)
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Allah accepts only from the God-fearing. (Al-Ma’idah: 27)

After listing all the verses, Gangohi infers that these verses have a common
theme which is that Allah does not befriend anyone except the one who is pious.°

For this, he quotes the following verse:**’

(34 :Jwy &, ) suf &
His friends are none except the God-fearing. (Al-Anfal: 34)

Taqwa has various levels. We mentioned some of these in our discussion on
iman and iksan. It should also be noted that all body parts have their own form of
taqwa. Thus, the tagwa of the eye is that one should not look at forbidden things.
The tagwa of the tongue is that one should not engage in back-biting, ridicule, slander

and other sins of the tongue. The taqwa of the ear is that one does not listen to

144 Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 179.

' Ipid., 179-181.

% Ibid., 184.

Y7 Ibid. Gangohi has translated this verse independent of the context of its revelation. The commonly
understood meaning of the verse is that “the rightful guardians of the Noble Sanctuary in Makkah are
Muslims.” See Muhammad Shafi‘, Ma‘arif al-Qur’an, translated from Urdu into English by
Muhammad Taqi ‘Usmani, (Karachi: Maktabat Dar al-‘Ulam, 1995), 8:212.
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anything impermissible. The taqwa of the hands and the feet is that one does not do
anything forbidden with them and does not walk to anything forbidden. In short,
taqwa requires one to stay away from all sins. At the higher level, it also requires one
to avoid things that are doubtful

The benefit of tagwa is the company of Allah himself. He says in the Qur’an,

@
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Surely, Allah is with those who fear Him and who are good in their
deeds. (Al-Nahl: 128)
Thanvi has also pointed out that requirements of taqwa vary from person to

person. He quotes the verse,
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So observe tagwa (total obedience to Allah in awe of Him) as much as

you can, and listen and obey. (Al-Taghabun: 16)

He uses this verse to convince his listeners (this was part of a speech that he
gave), as well as readers (it was later transcribed) that since taqwa is an integral part
of tasawwuf, and tagwd has been made dependent upon one’s ability; therefore,
tasawwuf is possible for everyone.**® Everyone has his own set of circumstances that
he has to deal with. Some people are able to undertake more mujahadah while others

can only do little. The expert shaykh judges a disciple’s situation and advises him

accordingly.

‘Abdiyyah (Slavehood): Giving Up Objections to Allah
‘Abdiyyah (slavehood) refers to the perfection of faith and actions. The purpose of
man’s existence is to achieve this state. This is relevant to a salik in all conditions and

especially so when he starts his khalwah. Gangohi says that “the disciple must stay

18 Ashraf <Ali Thanvi, Khusbat Hakim-ul-ummat, (Multan: Idara Talifat-e-Ashrafia, n.d.), 11:35-37.
[Urd]
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before Allah like a dead person remains in the hands of the washer.”**° |t requires that
one submits to Allah’s will in all respects. Thus, whether one has wealth or not,
whether one receives a spiritual opening or contraction, he must always remain
content with whatever Allah sends his way. He must believe that whatever Allah does
to him is in accordance with the divine plan, and that Allah does not oppress anyone.
Thus, there might be something that he does not like but Allah has put some good in
it. In the Qur’an, He says:
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It may happen that you hate a thing, which is good for you, and it may

happen that you love a thing which is bad for you. Allah knows while
you know not. (Al-Bagarah: 216)

Annihilation (Fana’) and Subsistence (Baga?)**

Annihilation and subsistence are closely connected concepts. Both have two levels.
At the first level, one’s blameworthy traits are annihilated through izalah (complete
removal) or imdlah (redirection) such that only praiseworthy traits remain. This
annihilation is called fana’ hissi (sensorial annihilation) and the subsistence is called
baga’. We have referred to this in our discussion of closeness to Allah. The other
level or type of annihilation refers to the annihilation of knowledge of creation
because of the salik’s immersion in tawhid. This fana’ is the highest level of love.
Relationships with everyone and everything besides Allah are eliminated to such an
extent that no one remains His partner in worship. This is the gist of & ¥} 41 ¥,
Similarly, no one remains His partner in being the goal. This is the gist of the

following Qur’anic verse:

9" Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 138.
130 The discussion in this section is based on “Arifi, Basa ‘i Hakim-ul-ummat, 204-205.
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Surely, 1 am but a man like yourselves. It is revealed to me that your
God is the one God. So the one who hopes to meet his Lord should do
righteous deeds and should not associate anyone in the worship of his
Lord. (Al-Kahf: 110)
Moreover, no one appears existent in the eyes of the seeker. This is the gist of

the Qur’anic verse: 151

(88 1ty 4g55 V) Js 503 B
Everything will perish except His face. (Al-Qasas: 88)

This type of fana " is also called fana -e- ‘ilmi (intellectual annihilation). When
a person achieves this state he may be subjected to one of many akwal (states). Thus,
some are overwhelmed by intoxication and remain in this state. Others are dominated
by jadhb. Still others are dominated by istighrdg. Some recover their knowledge of
things. Their state is called baga’ (subsistence) which occurs after having achieved
annihilation. If this person annihilates his knowledge of annihilation, it is called fana’
al-fana’ (annihilation of annihilation). This leads to perfect subsistence. This is also
the end-point of sayr ilallah. From here onwards, sayr fillah (journey in Allah)

begins.'*?

Position of the Prophet (pbuh) and His Sunnah

Deobandis claim for themselves the position of moderation with respect to the Prophet
(pbuh). They regard him as the noblest of men, the leader of all prophets, and second
only to Allah. He is regarded as the perfect man who embodied the perfections of all

prophets and who is the source of the wilayah of all awliya’ to come. All the different

1 Thanvi, Malfiizat kamdlat-e-Ashrafia, 36.
152 sayr fillah is an experiential matter. Deobandis do not normally talk about experiential matters.
We were unable to find anyone willing to discuss this with us.
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aspects of din whether they deal with creed, or practices, or tasawwuf; they are all
regarded as originating with him. He is regarded as the murabbi (trainer) of the whole
ummah who trained his companions directly, using the Qur’an as the manual, and

through them the rest of the ummah.™>

His Sunnah, thus, serves as a detailed
implementation plan for people to rely on. He serves as the focus of Islamic faith and
practice. Nevertheless, Deobandis are keen to draw a line between him and Allah, so
that the boundaries between the Creator and the creation are maintained. They are
careful to reject even the slightest hint of any claim of divinity about him.

An analysis of Deobandi literature suggests that more than the person of the
Prophet (pbuh), it is his Sunnah that is the focus of Deobandis. To be sure, sending
blessings upon the Prophet (pbuh) is the starting point for any Deobandi disciple;***
and remembering him through mentioning his noble character and his life is
considered virtuous.™® However, it is subb-e-‘aql7 (rational love) that is considered
necessary and not subb-e-ishqi (natural love). Deobandis are careful not to deny the
validity of the latter but the emphasis is more on the former.

The Sunnah is considered as providing comprehensive guidance for all
Muslims of all times. It encompasses beliefs, external traits and manners. It covers
every aspect of human existence including relations between man and man, man and
God, man and society, as well as man and the natural world. The main evidence for
this is the following Qur’anic verse:
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153 Tayyib, 116.

154 <Arifi, Basa 'ir Hakim-ul-ummat, 142.

55 See, for example, Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi, Nashr al-sib fi dhikr al-Nabiyy al-Habib, (Karachi: Taj
Company Limited, n.d.). [Urd]
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Certainly you have in the Messenger of Allah an excellent exemplar for

him who hopes in Allah and the Last day and remembers Allah much.

(Al-Ahzab: 21)

Deobandis’ emphasis upon fhadith studies had as its main goal that the
Prophet’s life should come into sharp focus for Muslims so that they can connect to
him directly and actually attempt to experience him through his words and actions. In
fact, following the Sunnah is one of the main themes of Deobandi tasawwuf. This is
used to stake their claim to be true Ahl al-Sunnah wal Jama‘ah. The obvious
reference is to their opponents, Barelvis and Ahl-e-Hadis who are considered to have
either a shallow or an incorrect understanding of Sunnah.

Thanvi has mentioned that the disciple starts benefiting immediately in Imdad
Allah’s rarigah.®® The disciple benefits through jadhb (Allah pulling man to
Himself) and not through sulik (Sufi’s effort to travel on the path to Allah). The

reason for this jadhb is following the Sunnah. He cites the following verse as

evidence:
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Say (to the believers, O Prophet), if you love Allah, then follow me,

Allah will love you. (Al ‘Imran: 31)

This verse provides the main basis for the Deobandi viewpoint. The opinion of
Gangohi regarding the way of the Sunnah has also been cited above. Deobandis
present following the Sunnah as a short-cut way to establishing ta‘allug ma‘a Allgh.*>’
Ad‘iyah ma’tharah (prayers established through hadith) cover a broad range of

occasions. They encompass one’s whole day. Making a habit of saying these with

presence of mind allows one to remember Allah throughout the day. This helps one

156 Ashraf Thanvi, Anfds-e- ‘Isd, 1:18.

57 See Muhammad Tagqi ‘Usmani, Islahi khusbat, (Karachi: Memon Publications, 1994), 4:134-135.
[Urd]. Taqi ‘Usmani is one of the foremost contemporary Hanafi scholars. He is also a successor of
Dr. ‘Abd al-Hayy ‘Arifi who was a successor of Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi.
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gradually develop a connection with Allah which in turn gives one gnosis of Him and
helps one stay away from sin.

Shah Wasi Allah, a successor of Thanvi, composed a treatise dealing with the
issue of love for Allah titled Makabbat-e-1lahi aur nafs [Love of the Divine vs. the
self]. In it, he quotes al-Junayd as saying that all the paths are closed to people except
for those who follow the Sunnah of the Prophet (pbuh). He claims a direct link

h.®  The main

between denying one’s lower desires and following the Sunna
impediment to following Sunnabh is one’s lower desires; and Allah’s love is dependent

on following the Sunnah as established through (Qur’an, Al ‘Imran: 31).

Innovations and Customs
The necessary result of this emphasis on Sunnah is rejection of bid‘ah (innovation).
In this context, there are two levels which Deobandis point out. One is the level of
actual innovation; the other is that of khilaf al-Sunnah (against the Sunnah). By the
first one, they mean anything which people do, considering it to be a part of religion
but was not practiced by the early generations. In the Indian milieu of nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, this meant death rituals which had become common in India such
as chehlam (commemoration of death, forty days after it), tija (commemoration of
death, three days after it), offerings at graves, etc., as well as common Sufi practices
such as mawlid, ‘urs, etc. Any such practice has no place in Deobandi tasawwuf.
Rather, it is perceived as a travesty of true tasawwuf and is considered detrimental to
spiritual progress. We will discuss these practices in more detail in the next chapter.
The second level is that of social customs which are not established from the

Sunnah. These are not branded as innovations. Rather, they are termed as being

158 Shah Wast Allah, Makabbat-e-1lahi aur nafs, (Allahabad: Dai’rat al-Isha‘ah, n.d.), 8. [Urd]
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against the Sunnah and thus, worthy of giving up. These things are not considered to
be as bad as the previous category but should be shunned, nevertheless. Tayyib has
given a simple formula for identifying bidah and khilaf al-Sunnah things.'*®  The
customs associated with occasions of sorrow are generally done with the intention of
divine reward. These are innovations and should be stopped forcefully. The customs
associated with joyous celebrations and marriages are not done with the intention of
divine reward. Rather, these are just social customs or expressions of one’s emotions.
These are merely against the Sunnah way of doing such things, and should be stopped

gently.

Wilayah and the Friends of Allah (Awliya)
Wilayah is a comprehensive Arabic term which can have a number of different
meanings. In Sufi context, it refers to the high spiritual rank of a Muslim. Awliyd
(plural of wali, someone who is a saint or friend of Allah) have always been revered
by Sufis, as well as the general body of Muslims. Deobandis are no exception. They
believe in the continuation of wilayah and are particular about giving due respect and
reverence to those who are considered awliya. The basis of wilayah is the Qur’anic
verses which refer to it or to awliya. One such verse is the following one:
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Listen! The friends of Allah shall have no fear nor shall they grieve;

those who have believed and have been fearful of Allah. For them there

is the good news in the worldly life and in the hereafter. There is no

change in the words of Allah. That is the great achievement.
(Ytnus: 62-64)

9 Tayyib, 137.
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This verse points out that wilayah is dependent on faith and tagwa. The higher
the level of faith and tagwa the higher the wilayah, and the lower these two are the
lower the wilayah. The lowest level of wilayah is possessed by all Muslims and is
called al-wilayah al-‘ammah (general friendship). The higher rank of wilayah is
possessed by the spiritual elite and is called al-wilayah al-khdssah (special
friendship). These latter ones are generally the only ones called awliya and are
characterized by greater closeness to Allah. A true wali is the one whose heart
compels him to engage in obedience to Allah. The goal of tasawwuf is to achieve this
level.

Deobandi approach towards the awliya is characterized by caution and
moderation. They consider them to be the soul of the ummah.**®® They maintain
respect for all known awliya but are careful to follow only those whom they regard as

181 In cases of conflict, Deobandis favour Sunnah

mukaqqiq (rigorously exactingly).
over the actions or ideas of any shaykh. Even though some amongst Deobandis seek
and acquire permissions for reciting Dala il al-khayrat [Guides to good deeds], Hizb
al-bakr [Litany of the sea] and other such compilations; they generally emphasize
sending blessings upon the Prophet (pbuh) using those formulas that are reported in
hadiths.*®

The same attempt to balance respect towards awliya and maintaining legal

limits is seen with respect to their attitude towards the shathiyyat (ecstatic utterances)

of some Sufis such as al-Hallaj."®® In the same vein, Thanvi composed a work titled

160 Tayyib, 129.

! Ibid., 127.

162 See the edition of Hizb al-bakr published by Kutub Khana Mazhari, a publishing house based in
Karachi and run by the son of Hakim Akhtar, a contemporary Deobandi shaykh. The beginning of the
book carries a reminder to “all Muslims that even though this prayer is blessed yet the prayers based on
Qur’an and Sunnah have a higher rank.” See Abu al-Hasan al-Shadhili, Hizb al-bajr, (Karachi: Kutub
Khana Mazhari, n.d.), 3. [Arb]

163 Ashraf <Ali Thanvi, Bawadir al-nawdadir, (Lahore: Idara-e-Islamiat, 1985), 397-398. [Urd]
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al-Tanbih al-rarabi fi tanzih ibn al-‘Arabi (Delightful notification for the exoneration

of ibn “Arabi) seeking to explain his apparently unorthodox statements.

Shari‘ah and Tasawwuf
The relationship between Shari‘ah and tasawwuf is closely linked to the debate
surrounding its origin. For those who regard it as a foreign un-Islamic concept, there
can be no concordance between the two. We have already discussed in our analysis of
their definitions of tasawwuf, and of their doctrine, that the Deobandis believe
tasawwuf to be firmly rooted in Qur’an and Sunnah. At the same time, they
acknowledge that innovations have crept in to tasawwuf to the extent that some have
tried to make tasawwuf independent of Shari‘ah. Deobandis seek to rehabilitate
tasawwuf in a way which also rehabilitates Shariah with respect to tasawwuf. Their
efforts in this regard are squarely in the line of Sirhindi and Wali Allah. Muhammad
Zakariyya has extensively quoted Sirhindi in the chapter on rarigat in his book
Shari‘at-o-rarigat ka talazum [The inseparability of Shari‘ah and tasawwuf]. This
effort extends to reshaping the image of those Sufis who are regarded by some as
being on the boundaries of disbelief. Thanvi writes in Ta‘lim al-din:

The correction of this mistake that there is no following of Shari‘ah in

fagiri (tasawwuf), is in Futzhat [al-Makkiyyah, viz.]: “That hagigah,

which is against Shari‘ah is rejected.” Also, [it is said] in it [that]: “the

one who says that there is another way to Allah besides the one that

Shari‘ah ordained, his statement is false.”*%*

There is strong basis for Deobandis’ insistence upon Shari‘ah as the basis for
tasawwuf. It is to be found in the statements attributed to classical masters. Al-

Junayd is regarded as the Sayyid al-Ta’ifah (leader of the group) by most Sufis. Like

Wasi Allah mentioned above, Muhammad Zakariyya quotes al-Junayd saying that “all

184 Ashraf Thanvi, Ta‘lim al-din, 551.
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ways [to Allah] are closed to people except for the one who follows the Prophet
(pbuh).”*®

Moreover, amongst the early writers on tasawwuf, al-Kalabadhi has declared
that “there is consensus amongst the Sufis that no matter what spiritual level a person
may attain, he must still fulfill his religious obligations that every legally responsible
person is supposed to fulfill.”*®® He quotes a famous Sufi Yahya ibn Muadh al-Razi
(d. 872) saying that “the essence of gnosis will not reach your heart as long as you
owe Him a right that you have not fulfilled.”*®’

In Imdad al-sulik, Gangohi quotes al-Junayd as saying that the nihayah (end)
of tasawwuf is to return to the bidayah (beginning).*®® This is taken to mean that a
Sufi who has passed through the various stages of mystical experience returns to the
same outward appearance as that of common Muslims except that he has a higher
level of certitude. The implication is that commands of the Shari‘ah must still be
upheld.

All Deoband1 writers emphasize that the Shari‘ah is always applicable to a
Sufi unless he loses his senses in which case he is no longer legally responsible. This
theme is to be found in almost all Deobandi works on tasawwuf. To give a sampling,
we will quote Gangohi, Thanvi, and Muhammad Zakariyya. Gangohi says:

The ummah (community) is agreed that whatever Allah has obligated on

His servants, and whatever has been proven from the hadith, it is

obligatory upon people. No wali or siddig (a highly ranked wali), no

matter what rank he attains, as long as he retains his senses, neither can

he step back from [the Qur’an and Sunnah] nor can he decrease or

increase [anything] in the Shari‘ah. No matter what station a person
reaches, he must respect the Shari‘ah.'®°

185 Kandhlavi, Shari‘at-o-rarigat ka talazum, 101.

166 Al-Kalabadhi, 65.

7 Ibid., 68.

168 Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 50.
189 Ipid., 54-55.
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Thanvi says the same.

Now, that the meaning of nisbah is understood, it will be obvious that a
transgressor or unbeliever cannot have nisbah. Some people mistakenly
regard certain states [which are the result of spiritual exercises and

exertion] as the sign of nisbah. This state can exist in anyone who

engages in spiritual exercises but this is ignorants’ understanding of
- 170
It.

Muhammad Zakariyya echoes the same while talking about his elders. He
says,

My elders isolated the traditions and innovations that had developed in

tasawwuf due to the increase in time-distance [from the time of the

Prophet (pbuh)]. Some ignorant people had declared tasawwuf to be

separate if not against apparent Shari‘ah. This is either extremism or
ignorance.**

Shari‘ah, Tarigah, Hagigah (Reality) and Ma ‘rifah (Gnosis)

Other terms used in the context of tasawwuf are rarigah, hagigah and ma‘rifah. We
now look at the relationship between Shari‘ah and these terms. To begin with,
Shari‘ah is the name given to the collective of all legal rulings imposed upon man by
Allah. This includes the external actions as well as the internal ones. Figh refers to
man’s knowledge of these rulings. Thus, the divine law is Shari“ah and figh is human
knowledge of that law. According to the usage of the early scholars (mutagaddimzn),
figh was considered to deal with the whole of Shari‘ah. It is narrated from Aba

Hanifah that he defined figh as “wie « 5 d v i3 537 (knowledge of the nafs of that

which is beneficial and harmful for it). Later, in the usage of the later scholars
(muta’akhkhirun), that part of Shari‘ah which deals with external actions came to be
called figh; and that part which deals with internal actions came to be called tasawwuf

or rarigah (rarigat in Urdu). Simultaneously, the word “Shari‘ah” also began to be

70 See Ashraf Thanvi, Anfas-e-Isa, 1:18-19 and Igbal, Akdbir ka..., 50.
71 |gbal, Akabir ka...,17.
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used to mean only the external dimension of Islam. Deobandis tried to set the record
straight by emphasizing the original meaning of the word “Shari‘ah.”

When a person practices upon Shari‘ah (both external and internal actions), his
heart is purified. At this stage, certain realities concerning the physical world and the
divine attributes are unveiled to man. The unveiled is called hagigah (kagigat in
Urdu); the unveiling is called ma‘rifah (ma‘rifat in Urdu); and the one to whom these
are unveiled is called a mukaqgiq or an “arif.’’”> Thanvi mentions all of this and then
sums it up saying:

All of these matters are related to Shari‘ah. As for the notion, which

has become widespread among common people that Shari‘ah only

refers to the external rulings, this is not reported from any person of

knowledge. ...And Allah knows best."

Gangohi has explained the relationship between the various components of
Shari‘ah thus: “Tawhid, gnosis and faith are the roots of the knowledge of Shari‘ah.
All the worships and actions are its branches, and states and stations are the fruits of
these.”*"

Another way of looking at it is as follows. Man is composed of three entities,
nafs (soul), gqalb (heart) and razh (spirit). Outward Shari‘ah deals with nafs, rarigah

deals with the galb and kaqgigah deals with the rizh. In other words, outward Shari‘ah

is words, rarigah is actions and Aagigah is states.

States and Stations (Ahwal and Magamat)
Ahwal is the plural of Adl which means “state” or “condition.” Magamat is the plural
of magam which means “station.” In Sufi terminology, Aal refers to a condition which

one cannot acquire on his own. Rather, it is from Allah and is generally transitory.

172 This is based upon the discussion in Din, 34-35.
% Ipid., 34.
7% Gangohi, Imdad al-sulizk, 55.
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Magam on the other hand is a condition, which can be acquired by man himself and is
permanent. The Sufis say, “caiss Juedl 5 & &s Suud? (the stations are acquired and

the states are gifts).!"

The states include dhawq (taste), shawqg (longing), gabd
(contraction), bast (expansion), sahw (sobriety), sukr (intoxication), ghaybah
(absence), wajd (ecstasy), istighraq (absorption), uns (affinity), haybah (awe), etc.
These are all praiseworthy but they are of two types. One type comprises those
without risk of harm and the second comprises those which carry the risk of harm. In
the first category, Thanvi has placed the following: acceptance of prayers, ilham
(inspiration), good dreams, true insight, fana’ (annihilation), baqa’ (subsistence), wajd
(ecstasy), and wahdat al-wujid (unity of being).}”® Amongst the latter category, he
has counted istighraq (absorption), tawajjuh (focused spiritual attention), sukr
(intoxication), gabd (contraction), bast (expansion), mushghadah (observation),
karamah (miracle), and kashf (unveiling).'”’

Deobandi masters keep reminding their disciples and readers that one should
not seek these states. Rather, one should be grateful when one receives any. The
general principle is that volitional matters (al-umzr al-ikhtiyariyyah) have a role to
play in bringing one closer to Allah or taking him away from Allah. Similarly, non-
volitional matters (al-umzr ghayr al-ikhtiyariyyah) do not play any role in bringing
one closer to or away from Allah. One’s focus should be the former and not the latter.

The states are generally sought by pseudo-Sufis because nafs has a hidden
agenda in these. Nafs desires pleasure, ease and fame. States generally fulfill these

goals. Moreover, the one who seeks them suffers from two problems. Either he will

achieve these or not. If he does achieve them, he will consider himself to have

75" Al-Qushayri, 92.
176 Din, 301-313.
7 Ibid., 313-331.
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achieved the goal and perfection. This is delusion. It will lead to laxity in observance
of Shari“ah rulings. On the other hand, if he does not achieve these states, he will
always remain depressed.*"®

The stations include all the praiseworthy traits which we have listed in the
section on tazkiyat al-nafs. These are within one’s power to achieve. When one

acquires these traits but they are not permanent, these are also referred to as states.'”

When they become permanent, they are called stations.

Veils (Hijabat)
Hijabat is the plural of Aijab which means a veil or a screen. The veils for the salik
are of two types: ruhani (positive or spiritual) and zulmani (negative or dark). The
rihani are the lights that are shown to some saliks after they have achieved a certain
degree of spiritual purification. They are not the goal and can easily distract the salik.
Therefore, they are described as veils. Gangohi has stated their number to be
70,000."®° The zulmdni veils are due to one’s physical body, the five senses, the nafs
and Shaytan.’® Gangohi has described the veils of each of the various segments of
human beings. He says,

In the case of the nafs, these veils are due to one’s blameworthy traits.

The veil for the qalb is its giving attention to anything other than Allah.

The veil for “aql is its thinking about rational things. The veil for sirr is

its looking at secrets. The veils of rih are the unveilings. The veil for

khafi is grandeur and exaltedness. The perfect Eerson is the one who
does not pay attention to anything besides Allah.**?

178 <Arifi, Basa 'ir Hakim-ul-ummat, 103-104.

' This is another meaning of the word /al. It is not the same as the primary meaning of state, which
is an involuntary spiritual condition.

180 Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 72.

81 Ipid.

2 Ipid., 154.
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The salik who has achieved a certain level of purification feels affinity towards
the ruhani veils and is repelled by the zulmdani veils.!®® Thus, it is easy for him to
remove the zulmani veils but harder to remove the rizhani veils. The zulmani veils are

removed through following the Shari‘ah.*®*

CONCLUSION
In the foregoing, we have seen that tasawwuf refers to the internal dimension of
Shari‘ah. It deals with concepts like gnosis, God-consciousness, love of Allah,
annihilation and subsistence, as well as purification of the soul and asceticism. These
concepts are to be found in the works and utterances of classical masters like al-
Junayd, al-Qushayri, al-Ghazali, etc., as well as in the works of the various Deobandi
scholars. This represents a continuation of classical Sufi doctrine with the Deobandis.
Philosophical tasawwuf is a later development. Deobandis do not engage in
philosophical discussions regarding matters of tasawwuf. Thus, they represent
tasawwuf’s non-philosophical stream. Their doctrine is simple and gives great
importance to the goals. In general terms, the goal is to seek the pleasure of Allah
through acting upon the Shari‘ah. In specific terms and in line with traditional
understanding of tasawwuf, this entails reforming one’s self (tazkiyat al-nafs) and
seeking to achieve ifsan or ta‘allug ma‘a Allah. The former is obligatory while the
latter’s lower level is obligatory and higher level is commendable. Deobandis sought
to revive this simple understanding of tasawwuf as it had been practiced at the time of
the Prophet (pbuh) and his companions. Thus, the main focus of Deobandi1 tasawwuf
is developing strong personal connection with Allah. This is achieved through

scrupulous following of the Prophet’s (pbuh) Sunnah in all one’s affairs. The

18 pid., 72.
18 |bid., 154.
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traditional Sufi means for achieving i4san like special adhkar, ashghal and muragabat
are acknowledged and utilized. However, their status is clearly identified as non-

Sunnah based and as merely a means. These means are not allowed to turn into goals.
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CHAPTER FIVE

DEOBANDI SUFI METHODOLOGY

Deobandi Sufi doctrine serves as the overall framework within which Deobandi Sufis
operate. Most of the general public, many Sufis, as well as some scholars associate
the Sufi path with spiritual states such as intoxication, ecstasy, rapture, etc.
Deobandis do not deny these but point out that the main goal of tasawwuf is none of
these. Rather it is something very basic and accessible to all Muslims, namely,
submission to Allah inwardly and outwardly, and to seek His pleasure.

Deobandi masters are conscious of the path that tasawwuf has taken over the
centuries. They point out that over the years different Sufi paths developed to seek the
goal(s) outlined in the previous chapter. Each shaykh had a different temperament
and it reflected on his method of teaching his disciples. Some shaykhs pursued
detailed sulik (spiritual journey) while others had brief sulik. Similarly, some took
their disciples through laza ‘if* while others did not. Gradually various accretions crept
in and the goals became hidden behind the thick veil of means.

Deobandis claim for themselves a short-cut path to the goal.? We cannot
conclusively confirm or deny this. Many aspects of tasawwuf are experiential and
would require us to pursue that path ourselves which is beyond the scope of this

research. Nevertheless, from the literature that is available to us and from the

! Laza’ifis the plural of lazifah. This is the name given by Sufis to various parts of the rizz. Amongst
the Nagshbandis, seven lata’if are defined. Deobandis (Chishti Sabiri) generally focus only on the
lasifah of the galb (heart) which is located slightly below the left breast.

2 Rashid Ahmad Gangohi’s biographer and translator, ‘Ashiq Ilahi Mirathi claims that amongst all the
various methodologies, Shaykh ‘Abd al-Quddas Gangoh1’s method was the fastest and easiest to travel.
Then, within those who associate themselves with him, Rashid Ahmad’s method has a certain
distinction. He does not explain this claim and leaves it to the reader to verify this claim on his own.
See the footnote by the translator in Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 73.
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discussions that we have had with Deobandi Sufi masters and disciples, we can safely
say that Deobandis have a trimmed down version of tasawwuf in which a number of
traditional Sufi practices have been done away with. This is in line with the trend
started by Sayyid Ahmad and passed on to the Deobandis through Imdad Allah.
Ashraf “Ali Thanvi described Imdad Allah’s methodology by saying that “the essence
of Haji Sahib’s (Imdad Allah) path is that internally one should have extreme love and
emotional agitation, and externally, submission [to the Shari‘ah].”

The same idea was expressed by Husayn Ahmad Madani, one of the later
Deobandi masters, who described Deobandi methodology as a combination of
Nagshbandi and Chishti rarigahs such that its exterior was Nagshbandi and interior
was Chishti.* Being Nagshbandi here means complete compliance with the Shari“ah
outwardly, and being Chishti means extreme love and emotional agitation on the
inside.

We quoted Gangohi earlier who had mentioned certain reformers of tasawwuf
such as ‘Abd al-Qadir Jilani, Sirhindi, etc. In the same place, he continues that their
methodology was grounded in Sunnah, and that his (Gangohi’s) way is also based
upon Sunnah. He says,

Allah had unveiled the “way of Sunnah” to these people. Thanks be to

Him, He has also unveiled the same way to me. The blessing of the

way of Sunnah is that Shaytan has very little chance of causing anyone

to go astray in this way. It is obvious that if a person rigorously follows

the things that the Prophet (pbuh) adhered to rigorously such as praying

in congregation, obligatory acts, necessary acts, and recommended

Sunnahs; neither will he think that he has become a wali nor will others

regard him as a walz. Whereas, the one who takes special care of those

things which the Prophet did not adhere to rigorously such as the

prayers of chasht, ishraq, awwdbin; he will think that he has become a
wal7 and others will also think that he has become a wali.’

3 Ashraf Thanvi, Malfiizat kamdlat-e-Ashrafia, 127
* Muhammad Igbal, Shajarah Nagshbandia Imdadia Khalilia, (Karachi: Haji ‘Arifin, 1978), 13. [Urd]
® Ashraf Thanvi, Hekayat-e-awliyd, 257.
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In this quotation, Gangohi has hinted at an important distinction between two

main methodologies of tasawwuf. It is to these that we now turn.

DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO TASAWWUF

Jadhb and Sulzik

There are two main paths to attaining nisbah (connection) with Allah or developing
ta‘allug ma‘a Allah (connection with Allah). One is called jadhb (Allah’s pulling
someone to Himself) and the other is sulik (a disciple’s journey to Him). In the
former, one receives divine grace and achieves nisbah or attains to Allah (wusul
ilallah) first, and then develops the desire to engage in voluntary worships and
mujahadahs. In the latter, one develops the desire to engage in voluntary worships
and mujahadahs first, and then by divine grace achieves nisbah. In fact, whatever a
salik gains, it is by the grace of Allah, so everything should fall under jadhb.
However, some receive this grace of Allah from the beginning while others receive it
after having struggled in His way; hence the distinction. Jadhb is also called ijtibd,
and suluk is also called hidayah. These alternate names are based upon the following

Qur’anic verse:

(13 il & 3 o) iy 2183 0 o) 24D

Allah chooses whomever He pleases for Himself and guides towards

Himself those who turn to Him. (Al-Shara: 13)

The one who follows the path of sulik is called salik majdhzb and murid; and
the one who follows the path of jadhb is called majdhab salik and murad. In general
usage, the former is just called sdlik and the latter, majdhab. As we have stated
before, the main focus of tasawwuf is those things which are within one’s power.

Thus, Deobandi masters do not deal with jadhb, which is entirely dependent on Allah;

rather, they focus on sulik.
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Sequence in Sulak

As to the proper course of action in sulik, Thanvi outlines the following sequence.’
First, one develops desire to reach Allah in one’s heart. At that time, he should entrust
himself to a qualified shaykh. This is generally called bay ‘ah. This shaykh may make
him undergo summary or detailed mujahadah (spiritual exertion), which will produce
some degree of nisbah in him. An alternative is that the shaykh uses his spiritual
powers to give the salik some degree of nisbah, and then makes him undergo
mujahadahs. Either way, once such a person’s heart is emptied of everything besides
Allah, the shaykh may give him khilafah or may choose to wait for some states and
‘awarif (gnosis) to be revealed to the disciple. If fate has it, such states and ‘awarif
will be unveiled to him. When these dominate him, it is called ‘ur:j (ascension) and
its peak is called tajalli bi la kayf (manifestation of God without any physical
description). Once, that is achieved some end up remaining absorbed in this; others
recover. This recovery is called nuzul (descent). Proper khilafah is granted upon this

descent.

Traveling to Allah (Sayr ilallah) and Traveling in Allah (Sayr fillah)

The full term for sulak is sulik ilallah (journey to Allah). It is also called sayr ilallah,
which also means journey to Allah. It refers to a salik’s traveling on the path,
engaging in voluntary worships and seeking closeness to Allah. This stage is also
called jazbah khafz (subtle pulling) and is the beginning of sulizk. This is the meaning

of 42 (they love Allah).” It entails purification of the soul or rectification of morals.

Its result is nisbah. At this stage, Allah makes Him His beloved and pulls him to

® <Arifi, Basa ir Hakim-ul-ummat, 123-124.
" Qur’an, al-Mdidah: 54
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Himself. This is jazbah jali (manifest pulling). This is the meaning of 44 (He loves

them).® This is also called sayr filléh (journey in Allah). Obviously, it does not mean
that one has acquired some sort of physical union with Allah. Rather, the idea is that
in this phase, one acquires gnosis of the Divine Essence and Attributes and increases
in his connection with Allah. He receives secrets (asrar) and states (azwal). This is

an experiential stage.

Types of Sulak: Sulak al-Nubuwwah (Path of Prophet hood) and Sulak al-
Wilayah (Path of Friendship)

Within sulik, there are two main approaches. One is called sulizk al-nubuwwah or
tarig al-nubuwwah (path of prophet hood); the other is suliak al-wilayah or rariq al-
wilayah (path of friendship). Sayyid Ahmad has discussed the two in detail in his
book Sirat-e-Mustagim.? Thanvi has also dealt with these and in one of his books he
has given a very useful comparison chart between the effects of each approach. He
says that a wali is sometimes affected by faydan al-nubuwwah (divine effulgence
based on the path of prophet hood) and sometimes by faydan al-wilayah (divine
effulgence based on the path of friendship). Each of these has its own characteristics.

We quote the chart in its entirety.™

8 .

Ibid.
° The whole book revolves around a discussion of these two different paths.
1% Din, 45-47.
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Table 5.1
Comparison of the Paths of Prophet hood and Friendship

Effects of Sulik al-Wilayah

Effects of Sulizk al-Nubuwwah

1. | Followers of this way excessively cut | Followers of this way do not

down on eating and drinking. consciously cut down on eating and
drinking. Whatever they get, they are
content with it.

2. | They hate [to be with] people. They incline towards people with the
intention of giving them benefit but
their hearts are not involved with them.

3. | They do not enjoin right and forbid They enjoin right and forbid evil.
evil unless it is obligatory.

4. | They have faith in their mukashafat | Comportment dominates them. They
(spiritual unveilings) and takqigat do not add to that which is narrated
(researches); and act upon them if from the Prophet (pbuh) through kashf
they do not violate the Shari‘ah. and other such things even if that

addition is not in violation of Shari‘ah.

5. | Dhawq (taste) and shawq (zeal) Dhawq and shawq do not dominate
dominate them. They enjoy worship. | them. They don’t even enjoy worship,

i.e., if they don’t enjoy it they are not
worried about it. They worship merely
because of the divine command to do
S0.

6. | They do not engage in supplication They consider it their obligation to
out of concern [for the divine supplicate because of [the divine
command]. command] 5 &zt 5,231 (Call on Me; |

will answer you).

7. | They abandon apparent causes (al- They rely upon causes more than
ashab al-zahiriyyah). others but without engrossing

themselves in them. The Prophet
(pbuh) wore two armour coats in battle
because of need.

8. | They have more natural affinity with | They have more love for Abu Bakr
‘Al (Allah be pleased with him) but | and ‘Umar (Allah be pleased with
they regard the other three caliphs as | them).
superior to him [in accordance with
Sunni orthodoxy].

9. | They consider [their] shaykh to be They do not believe in [his]
superior to everyone and are deeply | superiority. They [merely] love him.
in love with him,

10. | Sometimes, they are lax in They are steadfast in following the

observance of religious rulings. In
this, they are excused.

Shari‘ah.
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Table 5.1- Continued

Effects of Sulik al-Wilayah

Effects of Sulizk al-Nubuwwah

11. | Sukr (intoxication) dominates them. | Sahw (sobriety) dominates them.

12. | Sometimes, some of those who are They adhere to congregational prayers.
dominated by a certain state run They have completely denied other
away from congregational prayers [than Allah].
because they want to hide [their
deeds]. However, this indicates that
they are still aware of other [than
Allah].

13. | If the shaykh orders something, If the shaykh orders something in
which is against outward Shari‘ah, violation of outward Shari‘ah, they
they do not consider it to be against | oppose it but with proper etiquette.
the Shari‘ah. They follow it through
some interpretation [to justify his
command]. However, this is only
with respect to things that are not
definitive (gat ‘7).

14. | Hubb-e- ‘ishgi dominates them. Hubb-e-imani [also called hubb-e-

‘aqli] dominates them.

15. | Sometimes, tashbih (immanence) Tanzih (transcendence) always
dominates them. dominates them.

16. | The end of this path is the station of | The end of this path is the station of

rada (contentment with Allah) or
fana’ al-fana’ (annihilation of
annihilation).

‘ubadiyyah (worshipfulness).

There are a number of new terms in this comparison, which we will have

occasion to discuss later on. As will become clear later, based on this comparison, the

Deoband1 Sufis have elements of both paths but the path of prophet hood dominates

them. This is because of their strong emphasis upon following the Sunnah.

Levels of Travelers on the Path

As for the various stages through which a salik passes, Gangohi has identified three

broad categories. These are as follows:**

1 Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 157.

207




1.  Murid ralib (seeker disciple): This is the beginner level seeker. His task is
to engage in mujahadah and deny the pleasures of his nafs.

2. Mutawassit sa ir (Intermediate traveler): This is the intermediate traveler.
He must undertake tough spiritual tasks and must maintain the etiquette of
each station.

3. Muntahi wasil (advanced Sufi who has reached): This is the advanced
person who has reached the goal. He must maintain his senses and engage
in the divinely given task. Difficulty, hardship and ease should all be the
same for him. All of the pleasures of his nafs should be eliminated and
only the rights of his Lord must remain. Such a person is among the

people outwardly but inwardly he is with his Lord.

DIVERSITY OF DEOBANDI METHODOLOGIES

Deobandis generally do not discriminate between the works of their various masters.
Imdad Allah was the grand shaykh of most Deobandis. Second only to him was
Rashid Ahmad Gangohi who can also be called the grand shaykh of most Deobandis
(with emphasis on Deobandi). Sub-orders emerged after him taking an important
personality as their focal point. The prominent ones were those centered around
Khalil Ahmad Saharanpari, Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi, Muhammad Zakariyya Kandhlavi,
‘Abd al-Rahim Raipuri and ‘Abd al-Qadir Raipari, and Husayn Ahmad Madni, etc.
The methodologies expressed by different shaykhs are then fused by those who come
after them. For example, successors of Muhammad Zakariyya rely upon his works, as
well as those of other masters, prior to him and after him. This openness to other sub-
orders varies from shaykh to shaykh. In all cases, the books of one’s own shaykh or

grand shaykh get more attention than those of other sub-orders’ shaykhs.
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Deobandi Sufi methodology has undergone some changes over the years.
Gangohi followed al-Junayd’s approach. Thanvi refined it and explained it; while
Muhammad Zakariyya’s successor Sifi Igbal’s books (many of which were written at
the behest of Muhammad Zakariyya) presented an even more trimmed down version

of tasawwuf.

Gangoht’s Approach
Gangohi’s approach is primarily contained in his book Imdad al-sulzk and in a
diffused way in the published collection of his letters Makatib-e-Rashidia. The
material contained in these is not enough to comprehensively document his particular
approach but they are a good starting point for looking at Deobandi methodology in
general. In Imdad al-sulik, he bases his approach on al-Junayd’s methodology which
he considers to be the best and the shortest. He says the following eight things are
needed as part of al-Junayd’s method of rectifying the bidayah (beginning). In
Persianized Urdu, these are as follows:

1. Dawam-e-tfaharat (constant purity)

2. Dawam-e-sawm (constant fasting)

3. Dawam-e-sukut (constant quietness)

4. Dawam-e-khalwat (constant isolation)

5. Dawam-e-zikr (constant dhikr)

6. Dawam-e-nafy-e-khawarir (negating extra thoughts)

7. Dawam-e-rabz-e-qalb bishshaykh (constant connection with the Shaykh in

one’s heart)

8. Dawam-e-tark-e-i tiraz bar Allah (never objecting to Allah)
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The emphasis is upon making sure that the salik spends his entire day in the
remembrance of Allah. Thus, Gangohi instructs the salik to fill those times whose
virtues have been established through the Qur’an and Sunnah with dhikr and
prayers.’? In these, the obligatory prayers and the voluntary prayers serve as poles
around which the other spiritual exercises are spread out. The voluntary prayers are:
ishraq (after sunrise), chasht (before noon), fai’ al-zawal (after the beginning of the
time of zuhr), awwdbin (voluntary prayers after maghrib and before ‘isha), and
tahajjud along with witr (night prayer). During the times before and after these

prayers, the salik should keep himself engaged in dhikr.

Thanvi’s Methodology
The many works of Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi, as well as his utterances and lectures recorded
by others, contain ample material for a researcher to document his understanding of
the rarig (Sufi way). We have quoted some of these before. To re-iterate, Thanvi
says that the ultimate goal is seeking the pleasure of Allah. The path to achieving that
is to act upon all the rulings of Shari‘ah, both outward and inward ones. There are
two things that help on the way: doing dhikr as much as one can and company of the
people of Allah.™

Thanvi had Imdad al-sulizk as part of curriculum for his disciples. This
suggests that he approved of its contents. Nevertheless, he also composed primers in
which he outlined what he considered to be the correct procedure for embarking on
the spiritual path. In one such primer Qasd al-sabil [The optimal way], he begins by
defining two levels of fagiri (another name for tasawwuf). These are firstly building

of the inward and the outward by acting upon all the commands of Shari‘ah (this

2 Ibid., 147.
13 <Arifi, Basa ir Hakim-ul-ummat, 98.
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includes tazkiyat al-nafs), and secondly achieving issan.** These have been discussed
in detail in the previous chapter.

Then he lays out the proper sequence for achieving each of these levels.”® The
first level needs two things. The first is acquiring knowledge of din as much as is
necessary through any means at one’s disposal. The second is acting upon this
knowledge with determination.

As for achieving the second level of tasawwuf, the first step is sincere
repentance from all sins, major and minor. Repentance entails that one makes an
effort to make up for all unfulfilled obligations; whether these are owed to Allah or to
the people. Thus, whatever salahs one has missed or zakah one has not paid, or fasts
that one has missed; one must make up for them. Similarly, the rights of people that
one has not fulfilled should be fulfilled or one should ask those to whom they are
owed that they be forgiven. This is a necessary first step. Without this, all exertions
will not be of any benefit. Thanvi declares that “the one who does not have the
determination and the commitment to follow Shari‘ah is not a true seeker.”*® A true
seeker has to submit to the Shari“ah. In other words, the first level has to be achieved
for one to move on to the next level.

The second step is that he must seek knowledge as has been described above
with respect to the first level. Once this is achieved, he must look for a qualified
shaykh who can guide him on the path. He can then choose to do bay ‘ah with him or
maintain a disciple-master relationship without it. Generally, bay ‘ah is the main sign
of acceptance as a disciple. The disciple must follow all the commands of his shaykh.

After the bay‘ah, he should stay with the shaykh for some time, if possible. If not,

Y Shah Lutf-e-Rasil, Tashil Qasd al-Sabil in Ashraf Ali Thanvi, Islahi nisab, (Multan: Kutub Khana
Majidia, n.d.), 580-581. [Urd]

15 <Arifi, Basa ir Hakim-ul-ummat, 100-101.

'® Din, 56.
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then he must follow his commands wherever he is while corresponding with him
regularly. We will examine the role of the shaykh and the relationship of the disciple
with him later.

Thanvi has analyzed the possible scenarios of an aspiring salik.!” According to
him, an aspiring salik can fall into one of the following categories. Either he will be a
scholar or not; and in each case he will either have to work to fulfill his familial
obligations or not. Thus, there are a total of four categories. For each one of these
there is a different course to follow.

Thanvi designed these different courses or routes for all those traveling on the
spiritual path as long as they do not find a qualified shaykh, as well as for those who
were his (Thanvi’s) disciples. The initial preparatory steps are the same for everyone
as outlined above irrespective of the category in which they fall. These are as follows:

1. Sincere repentance from all sins.

2. Gaining as much knowledge of din as is needed to practice upon the din.

3. Seeking a shaykh qualified to be one’s guide on the way.

4. Pledging allegiance to a qualified shaykh and submitting to him

completely.

Beyond these, Thanvi distinguishes between the scholar and the non-scholar.
For each the path will be different. There are issues in tasawwuf that arise because of
the Sufi adhkar, ashghal (spiritual exercises) and muragabat (meditations) that can
only be handled by a scholar or someone who has become similar to a scholar because

of his being in the company of scholars.*®

7" Lutf-e-Rasul, 589.
8 pid., 591-592.

212



Busy Non-scholar
The busy non-scholar must fulfill all of his Islamic obligations. In addition, if he can,
he should pray tahajjud at night. If he cannot manage to get up in the later portion of
the night, he should pray a few rak ‘ahs (prayer units) after ‘isha and before witr with
the intention of tahajjud. After each of the five salahs, or after whichever salah he
has time, he should repeat, subkanllah, la ilaha illallah, and Allah Akbar 100 times
each. Before sleeping, he should do istighfar'® 100 times. He should send blessings
upon the Prophet (pbuh) as much as he can and whenever he can. He does not need to
maintain a count for this. If he knows how to read the Qur’an, he should read a
portion of it every day. He should also spend some time in the company of his
shaykh, if he has any, or some other pious elder.

Apart from these, he should focus on earning an honest living, and refrain from
all sins, and do as many good deeds and adhkar proven from the Sunnah as he can.
The same course of action is suggested for the woman who instead of earning a living

should spend the rest of her time in housework and serving her husband.

Non-busy Non-scholar

The basic routine is the same for this category as for the previous one. In addition, he
should free himself from all engagements for a few days and spend that time with his
shaykh.  Moreover, he should stay away from people and minimize talking. He
should pray salah in congregation, and should also read one section (manzil) out of

the seven sections of Mungjat-e-magbzl [The accepted whispers] each day.” He

9" Seeking forgiveness from Allah. The typical formula is astaghfirullzh Rabbi min kulli dhanb wa
atizbu ilayhi (1 seek forgiveness from Allah, my Lord for all sins and | repent to Him).

% Mundgjat-e-maqbil is a collection of supplications (including blessings upon the Prophet (pbuh)) that
Thanvi composed. He divided it into seven manzils (sections), each manzil to be recited on a day of the
week, thus finishing the book in one week.
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should add voluntary worships to his routine as much as he can handle including
salahs, fasts, istighfar, sending blessings upon the Prophet (pbuh), etc. He should
read religious books or have them read to him (if he cannot read himself). If there is
some dhdakir (someone who engages in dhikr) in his vicinity, he should spend some
time serving him. If his shaykh or some dhdkir sees keenness in him, he should teach
him to do 3,000 or 6,000 repetitions of the divine name “Allah.” The count should not

go beyond this.

Busy Scholar

The basic routine is the same for this category as for the busy non-scholar. In
addition, he should do 12,000 to 24,000 repetitions of the divine name “Allah,” to be
done in isolation and on a light stomach. Beyond that, he should try to do as many
Sunnah adhkar as he can along with reading a manzil of Mungjat-e-maqbzl daily. He
should also be punctual about tahajjud. This scholar should engage in some teaching,

if not already doing that; and should give occasional religious talks.

Non-busy Scholar

In addition to the routine outlined above for the busy scholar, he should spend a few
days in the company of his shaykh and engage in dhikr. Amongst the adhkar, he
should do the standard Chishti dhikr, “bara tasbih” or “dawazdah tasbi#.” This
should be done after tahajjud. After fajr, he should read the Qur’an and a manzil of
Mungjat-e-maqbul. After that, he should do 12,000 to 24,000 repetitions of the divine
name “Allah.” This should be done in isolation, in a low voice, and with slight hitting
of the heart. After zuhr, he should again do 12,000 to 24,000 repetitions of the divine

name “Allah.” This should be done until ‘asr. If his shaykh is available after ‘asr and
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he desires so, he should stay with him. Otherwise, he should go for a walk. If the
shaykh is present, he should leave with his permission. Moreover, after maghrib, he
should meditate on death, after death and the final reckoning. This should be done for
about half an hour or more.

The dhikr is meant to produce love of Allah and this murdgabah (meditation)
regarding death and afterlife is meant to produce hatred of dunyd. According to
Thanvi, “this love and hatred, Allah willing, will be enough to help him achieve the

1%t Whatever time is left should be used to do dhikr of any kind including

goa
sending blessings upon the Prophet (pbuh). If the dhikr leads to more concentration,
and stray thoughts are reduced, then this person does not need to do anything beyond
that. No shughl is required. All that he needs to do is keep his mind focused on
Allah, and observe piety. This will ensure for him a reward in the hereafter, and if
Allah wills, this person will gain benefits in this world as well. Amongst these
benefits, Thanvi lists various forms of gnosis and experiencing different states such as
makabbah (love), uns (affinity), haybah (awe), etc. He may also experience divine
inspiration, which will guide him and warn him if he makes mistakes. When a person
achieves this stage, then he must go to his shaykh so that the latter can interpret these
states for him.

Furthermore, Thanvi emphasizes that certain sins are more dangerous for the
disciple than others.?* These must be especially avoided. These include showing off
(riya), arrogance, unnecessary and/or forbidden speech, looking at non-mairam

women (unrelated women that one can marry) or boys with lust, and excessive anger

or bad manners. Moreover, he must minimize his relationship with the world. Until

21 | utf-e-Rasil, 595. Later, we will have occasion to discuss bara tashi# dhikr and this muragabah in
detail.
%2 |bid., 598.
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this person achieves nisbah, he must be careful about this. He should not even teach
as long as he can do without it.

It should be noted here that Thanvi does not define the goals of tasawwuf in
terms of ahwal (states) or higher forms of gnosis. Rather, he declares that a person
may or may not be bestowed with these. The main thing is living his life according to
Shari‘ah and remaining mindful of Allah. This is in line with Sayyid Ahmad’s

preference of ariq al-nubuwwah over rariq al-wilgyah.?

Sufi Igbal’s Methodology

Sufi Igbal, a prominent successor of Muhammad Zakariyya, compiled a number of
shorter works on tasawwuf under the command of his shaykh. In these, he has
extensively quoted previous Deobandi masters. In his books, we find a slightly more
trimmed down version of tasawwuf.

In Fayz-e-shaykh [Spiritual effulgence of the spiritual master], he starts out by
defining wuszl ilallah (reaching Allah) as the goal of tasawwuf.** The desire to reach
Allah is the logical result of ‘ishq (extreme passionate love for Allah). In order for
one to develop the ability to aim for Allah, one has to purify one’s heart. Then, he
goes on to suggest a short-cut method for this. There are three main components of
this method, namely, iradat (consciously focusing on one’s shaykh as one’s spiritual
guide), sukbat (company of the shaykh), and islahi dhikr (Sufi dhikr).?®> In his other

book Mahabbat [Love], which deals with the same subject, he also declares that there

% This is the main theme of the first chapter of Sirds-e-mustagim. See Isma‘il, 10-60.

# Muhammad Iqbal, Fayz-e-shaykh, (Karachi: Maktabat al-Shaykh, n.d.), 11. [Urd]

% |pid., 10. It is called islahi (reforming) because this dhikr leads to giving up blameworthy traits and
acquiring praiseworthy traits.
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are three main components of the short-cut path; but here, the things are: su/bat-e-
‘ushshaq (company of the lovers), dhikr and shughl, and muragabat.?®

This appears to be a contradiction, but a closer examination of the two books
reveals that he has merely expanded and compressed different steps in the two books.
When he says islahi dhikr in Fayz-e-shaykh, he includes under its rubric all the
adhkar, ashghdl and muraqgabat that one’s shaykh orders one to do; and when he says

sukbat-e- ‘ushshaq in Mafkabbat, he takes that to include both iradat and suibat.

THE SHAYKH

The Deobandi approach is not limited to the Ghazalian methodology as found in his
works which only focuses on self-reformation and does not deal with pledging
allegiance to a shaykh. Deobandis also emphasize the need for a qualified shaykh and
the importance and position of pledging allegiance to such a shaykh. The main
argument for this is rational. The example given in this regard is that of a person
aspiring to be a doctor or a craftsman. He cannot achieve his goal by merely reading
books. He also has to spend time in the company of a doctor or a craftsman to learn
from him how to apply the knowledge contained in books. Similarly, studying about
praiseworthy traits and blameworthy traits is not enough. It is mere information. It is
the shaykh who helps one identify one’s blameworthy traits and guides one to acquire
praiseworthy traits and to be steadfast in them. The shaykh also identifies the causes
that stop one from carrying out the rulings of Shari‘ah. Thanvi does acknowledge the
theoretical possibility that a person can achieve steadfastness in Shari‘ah without
doing bay ‘ah to a shaykh.?” There are examples of such individuals in Islamic history.

However, the possibility is remote, especially in these times. Generally, people need

% 1gbal, Mahabbat, 62.
' Din, 60.
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someone to prod them on the way and guide them on the spiritual path where the
danger of going astray is ever present.

Safi Igbal has put forward his arguments for needing a shaykh around the
theme of love. He says that the company of those who are already intoxicated with
the love of Allah is the first step.?® It is their company, which develops in man the
desire to seek this love himself. Notwithstanding what Tayyib mentions about
maintaining balance between adhering to the book and obeying saintly personalities,*
Deoband1 Sufis are characterized by a high degree of submission to their elders.
Some of their detractors label it as akabir parasti (worshipping the elders).® At the
same time, many rank and file Deobandis have developed major doubts about
tasawwuf.3* In this respect, Deobandis as a whole are representative of the broader
Sunni community. This wider Sunni community embraces within it diverging
tendencies that are apparently irreconcilable and yet are Sunni. The same can be said
of Deobandis. They contain within them sub-groups with at times, diametrically
opposite agendas but their identification with the elders of Deoband gives them the

label Deobandi.

Qualifications of a Shaykh

It is important to know the qualifications or signs of a qualified shaykh. Not everyone
is qualified to be a shaykh. According to Gangohi, “many seekers have perished on
this way because of taking heretics as shaykhs. In fact, most of the time a person

ruins himself in this path because of not properly looking for a qualified shaykh.”32

N
©

Igbal, Makabbat, 62-62.

Tayyib, 102.

Personal interaction with detractors.

Personal interaction with students at various Deobandi institutions.
Gangohi, Imdad al-sulizk, 60.
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In this context, two terms are used, kamil (perfect) and mukammil (the one who
makes someone else perfect). Alternatively, they are called saliz (righteous) and
musliz (the one who can make someone else righteous). Only such a person is
qualified to become a shaykh who is perfect and righteous himself and has the ability
to make others perfect and righteous. In terms of jadhb and sulizk mentioned earlier,
only salik is qualified to guide others. This is because he has achieved the goal by
traversing the path and knows the obstacles on the way.** On the other hand, the
majdhzb has also reached the goal but without traversing the path. Thus, he does not
know the obstacles on the way. He is not qualified to guide others on the way.>

Gangohi mentioned the qualities of a shaykh in Imdad al-sulik. Thanvi also
outlined the characteristics to look for in a shaykh in a number of his books.
Muhammad Zakariyya and his successor Sufi Igbal have quoted him extensively for
this purpose in their works. In the following, we list the required characteristics of a
kamil and mukammil shaykh based upon Imdad al-sulizk,* Qasd al-sabil*® and Ta‘lim
al-din.*" These are:

1. He should have knowledge of Shariah as much as is needed by everyone.

This could be either through formal studies or through the company of
scholars. This way, he will be free of corruption in ‘agidah and deeds and
will save the disciples from such corruption as well. Deobandi scholars
concur with each other that being a formally trained scholar is not
necessary. As much knowledge as is required to know the permissible and

the forbidden in fighz terms is enough.

* \bid., 66.

* 1bid.

¥ Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 66-69.
% | utf-e-Rasal, 582.

37 Ashraf Thanvi, Ta‘lim al-din, 524.
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10.

11.

12.

13.

He should adhere to the Shari“ah in ‘agidah, ethics and deeds. He should
be pious and should abstain from major sins and from insisting on minor
ones.

He should have been in the company of awliya and should have gained
blessings from them.

He should have undertaken sulik under the command of his shaykh and
should have completed it.

His chain up to the Prophet (pbuh) should be continuous. Any break in
the chain renders it unreliable.*®

He should have tamed his nafs, and should have conditioned it to hard
work.

He should have renounced the world; and should be eager for the
hereafter. He should be regular in outward and inward acts of worship.
Otherwise, he will have a bad effect upon the heart of the disciple.

He should have adorned himself with all the praiseworthy traits and
should have removed from himself all the blameworthy traits.

He should have moved on from apparent hardship to actual delight in
worship.

He should not claim perfection. This is a type of worldly behaviour.

His actions and speech should display his wisdom.

He should not be maghlab al-kal (overpowered by his spiritual state). He
should be in control of himself.

He should have the ability to make people righteous. Merely being

righteous is not enough.

% Amongst contemporary non-Deobandi scholars, Nih Keller expresses the same idea. See Nih Ha
Mim Keller, al-Magasid: Nawawi’s manual of Islam, (Beltsville: Amana Publications, 2002), 167.
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14.

He should have such insight that he should be able to recognize the
potentials of others. He should be an expert in diagnosing people’s
spiritual problems and should know how to rectify them. He should be
able to recognize the personalities and temperaments of his disciples. In

this regard, Gangohi has mentioned the following verse of the Qur’an:*

(108 : v s) LSM\ 43 Gf S (2 415\ d) jLS/T e odn ofb

Say: This is my way. | call to Allah with sure knowledge, both I and my
followers. (Yasuf: 108)

In this context, it is important to contrast this condition of insight with the

previously mentioned condition of knowledge.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

He should keep an eye on the disciples. If anyone of them violates the
Shari‘ah, he should reprimand him. He should not let the disciples do
whatever they feel like.

The condition of those who have done bay‘ah to him should be good in
terms of following the Shari“ah and having minimal love for the world.
Fair-minded scholars and shaykhs of his time should have a good opinion
of him.

Compared to the commonality, religious people should be more inclined
towards him.

A few days in his company should lead to lessening of the love for this
world and increase in the love for Allah.

He should engage in dhikr and shughl himself. There is no spiritual
benefit in the teaching of the one who does not act upon it himself or does

not intend to act.

¥ Gangohi

, Imdad al-sulik, 69.
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In addition to all these, another important element is mundsabat (compatibility)
between the shaykh and the disciple. Sufi Igbal declares this to be the most important
condition which enables a disciple to derive benefit from his shaykh.*° He quotes the

famous Aadith,

H e giney G2 Gl S G g Gl Gl S S 30 3, 2

The spirits were like a gathered army. Those who became acquainted

[then] are in harmony [now]; and those who became estranged [then]

are [now] separate. (Agreed upon by al-Bukhari and Muslim)

Basing his argument upon this sadith, he says that munagsabat is essential for
mutual love and a strong bond to exist between the shaykh and the disciple. Without
love and a strong bond, the disciple will be susceptible to whisperings of Shaytan and
will also continue to have objections in his mind against the shaykh. Objection to the
shaykh whether outwardly or inwardly is deadly for the disciple. This aspect of
mungsabat is unfortunately ignored by many with disastrous consequences. The same
thing has been reported from Thanvi.*? In fact, he goes further. His successor ‘Abd
al-Hayy “Arifi quotes him in his book Ma 'asir Hakim-ul-ummat saying:

Whoever does not have munasabat with any shaykh, it is best for him

that he act upon the Qur’an and Sunnah and should regularly pray to

Allah for guidance and personal reformation. Allah willing, he will also

reach the goal.”®

Another aspect of a properly qualified shaykh is that he should comply with the
Prophet (pbuh) fully. Thus, his exterior should comply with the Prophet’s (pbuh)

exterior and his interior should comply with the Prophet’s (pbuh) interior.**

0" |gbal, Fayz-e-shaykh, 15.

“" Al-Bukhari, 679.

#2 Qurayshi, Ma‘arif al-akabir, 438.

# <Abd al-Hayy Arifi, Ma’asir Hakim-ul-ummat, ed. Masad Ahsan ‘Alvi, (Karachi: H. M. Sa‘id &
Co., 2000), 304. [Urd]

* Ashraf Thanvi, Malfizat kamaldat-e-Ashrafia, 36.
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Pledging Allegiance to the Shaykh (Bay ‘ah)

Bay ‘ah is an agreement between the shaykh and the disciple that the latter will repent
from disobedience and sins and will hold fast to the Shari‘ah, as well as the
commands of his shaykh regarding spiritual matters. From the shaykh’s side, it is an
acknowledgement of accepting the disciple.

During the period that the Deobandi scholars operated, a number of people
including many externalist scholars had raised major doubts about the validity of
bay‘ah. They claimed that bay‘ah as practiced amongst the Sufis is an innovation.
The only bay ‘ah that the Prophet took was for Islam or jihad. Deobandis countered by
providing proofs from hadiths to prove that bay ‘ah as practiced by Sufis has basis in

the hadiths. One of these Aadiths is as follows:

s —dog oo b Jom i Jotg B B 06 2 ol 23 D3 L S
Jsts 6 Bt 6 Ul am age Euas 55" 2 0 VI I G ff U
Jsts O W1 JB 2 . J2g 6 gy 36 ol " Oz opaE Y1 6 2 4
g OF 2" 06 sauad a6, Jy2g g Sass 36 dlds il daes Ju
3l s 0 Wl Y - s RS 50l - adedy ) olially B2 4 1,538 s
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It is narrated from ‘Awf ibn Malik al-Ashja‘1 that he said, “We were
with the Prophet, Allah bless him and give him peace. It was nine of us
or eight or seven.” He said, “Will you not pledge to the Messenger of
Allah [pbuh]?” We had only recently pledged [allegiance]. We said,
“We have already pledged to you, O Messenger of Allah [pbuh].” He
said, “Will you not pledge to the Messenger of Allah [pbuh]?” We said,
“We have already pledged to you, O Messenger of Allah [pbuh].” He
said, “Will you not pledge to the Messenger of Allah [pbuh]?” We
extended our hands and said, “What should we pledge about, O
Messenger of Allah [pbuh]?” He said, “[pledge] that you will worship
Allah, and will not associate any partners with him, and will pray the
five prayers, and will obey.” [Then] he said in a low voice, “and [that]
you will not ask anyone for anything.” He [‘Awf] said, “I have seen
some of them that the whip of one of them would fall [from his mount]

and he would not ask anyone to pick it up and give it to him.” Reported
by Muslim.

** Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj al-Qushayri, al-Sahik li Muslim, (Multan: Maktabat Dar al-Qur’an wa al-
Hadith, n.d.), 1:334. [Arb]
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Thanvi cited this adith in al-Takashshuf.*® Later, Muhammad Zakariyya also
cited this sadith in his Shari‘at-o-rarigat ka talazum.*” This hadith indicates that
pledge was taken from those companions who had just accepted Islam and had already
pledged allegiance to the Prophet (pbuh) on Islam. Yet, the Prophet (pbuh) took
another pledge from them re-affirming the main commands of Shari‘ah along with an
additional directive.

The bay ‘ah among the Sufis serves the same purpose. Its primary purpose is to
affirm the commitment of the disciple to uphold the commands of Shari‘ah. It also
confirms the desire of the disciple to follow his shaykh in leading him to Allah and it
is a sign of the shaykh’s acknowledgement of this. It is also a commitment from the
shaykh that he will teach dhikr and will remind the disciple of the commands of Allah.
Deobandi scholars, in their characteristic style, also emphasize that this is merely a
means. Its purpose can be achieved without the physical placing of the hand on the
hand of the shaykh. The main element is commitment from the disciple and focused
attention of the shaykh upon the disciple. Hence, a letter or a verbal contract is
sufficient to do bay ‘ah. The physical act only re-enforces this verbal contract. During
the early period of Islam, when the bay ‘ah of Sufis was similar to the bay ‘ah given to
the caliph, the Sufis discontinued it. Instead, they started the practice of giving
khirgah (cloak) to their disciples as a sign of their affiliation. Later on, when the
bay‘ah for political office was discontinued, the Sufis revived this abandoned

Sunnah.*®

“® Ashraf Thanvi, al-Takashshuf..., 260
4 Zakariyya Kandhlavi, Shari‘at-o-zarigat..., 122-123.
*® Din, 59.
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Relationship with the Shaykh

When it comes to defining the relationship between the disciple and the shaykh,
Deobandis refer to the famous Sufi dictum “ka al-mayyit fi yad al-ghassal” (like a
dead person in the hands of the washing man).*® In Persianized Urdu, it is called
“murda badast-e-zinda” which means that the disciple should be as a dead person is in
the hands of a living person.

Gangohi has quoted al-Ghazali who narrated a kadith from the Prophet (pbuh)
that “the shaykh amongst his group is like the prophet amongst his nation” to suggest
that the shaykh must be obeyed like the Prophet.®® Safi Igbal repeats the same idea
and says that the shaykh is the deputy of the Prophet and Allah, and must be treated as
such, i.e., he must be obeyed in all that is in accordance with Shari‘ah.>

According to Thanvi, the shaykh has three rights over his disciples: i‘tigad,
i‘timad and ingiyad.”® Safi Igbal explained this a little more and said that four things
are necessary for a disciple to benefit from his shaykh. These are izila‘, ittiba",
i ‘tigad, and ingiyad.® These are all Arabic words also used in High Urdu. We deal
with them in some detail.

1. lgila“: Itis a verbal noun, which means to inform someone. In the present
context, it means that the disciple must inform his shaykh of his spiritual
condition. He must not hide anything from his shaykh.

2. ltiba“: It means to follow. When the disciple informs the shaykh of his
condition and the shaykh recommends something, the disciple must follow

him. Similarly, whatever command the shaykh gives, the disciple must

" Gangohi, Imdad al-sulizk, 110.

%" bid., 59.

> 1gbal, Akdbir ka..., 99.

2 Ashraf Thanvi, Malfizat kamaldat-e-Ashrafia, 37.

¥ Muhammad Igbal, Bay‘at kay ba‘d, (Buffalo: Dar al-‘Ulam al-Madania, n.d.), 11. [Urd]
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follow it. Regarding this, Gangohi has given the example of Khidr and
Misa (pbuh).>* Misa chose to be the former’s student but because of his
objections, Khidr sent him away. The same applies to the disciple. If he
objects to the shaykh, he will not benefit.

3. Itigad: It means faith or conviction. Thus, a disciple must have
complete faith in his shaykh and should be convinced that his shaykh is
the best for him. It is not necessary for a disciple to consider his shaykh to
be superior to every other shaykh. Rather, he should regard his shaykh to
be the most beneficial for him.

4. Ingiyad: It means inner obedience. In the present context, it means that
when the disciple obeys the commands of his shaykh outwardly, he must
do so inwardly as well. There should be no objections in his mind.

These conditions are quite demanding. Most people are unable to fulfill these.

Many more are doubtful about their validity especially considering the shaykh like a
prophet. This explains why the rank and file Deobandis have grown to distrust the
idea of tasawwuf altogether. To them, Qur’an and Sunnah are enough. This is leading
to a blurring of the divide between the Ahl-e-Hadis and Deobands in this matter. The
differences still remain because of their diametrically opposed approaches towards

figh.

Oneness of Goal (Tawhid-e-Matlab)
It is an important ingredient of one’s relationship with one’s shaykh. Technically, it
means that the disciple should believe that his shaykh is the only one who can take

him to his goal. Even though there might other shaykhs in the world who are as

> Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 70.
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qualified as his shaykh or more, yet his success lies with him only. Thinking that
other shaykhs of the time can help him out as well is dangerous and causes one to not
reach the goal.™® The reason for this is that without taw/id-e-maslab one does not
develop enough devotion to his shaykh. Moreover, there is a danger that Shaytan
might come in the form of a shaykh and because he trusts every shaykh; therefore, he
could be easily manipulated by him. Safi Igbal has listed disciple’s weakness in it as

one of the main impediments to the path.*®

Maintaining Constant Spiritual Connection with the Shaykh (Rabz al-Qalb bi
al-Shaykh)

Gangohi has suggested in Imdad al-sulik that the disciple should think that the spirit
of the shaykh is not confined by time or space. Rather, wherever the disciple is, the
shaykh’s spirituality is with him. Knowing this will help the disciple to achieve
constant connection with the shaykh which itself is a means to reaching Allah.>” This
idea raises important questions, not the least of which is the powers of the Prophet
(pbuh) as understood by the Barelvis and propagated by them. If it is permissible for
the disciple to imagine that the shaykh’s spirituality is everywhere, then it should be
permissible for Barelvis to consider the Prophet (pbuh) to be omnipresent. After all,
he is the shaykh of shaykhs. Realizing this, the translator Mirathi has added a
footnote saying that this is just a means to an end and does not imply that the shaykh
himself knows what is happening with the disciple. In fact, it is Allah who guides the

disciple because of his good intentions.*®

% |bid., 62-63. Also see Igbal, Fayz-e-shaykh, 39-49.
Igbal, Akabir ka..., 83.

Gangohi, Imdad al-sulizk, 65.

Ibid. Obviously, this is a weak answer.
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Gangohi declares rabr al-qalb to be the key for the disciple to open his
communication channel with Allah. He sees this as the reason why ‘Umar ibn al-
Khattab was called mukdath by the Prophet (pbuh). He had proper connection with

the latter’s heart allowing him to plug into the channel of divine commands.>®

Company of the Shaykh
An important element of the spiritual path is company of the shaykh. However,
Thanvi makes clear that this does not imply leaving everything to come live with the
shaykh. Rather, occasional visits and regular correspondence is all that is needed.®
As mentioned above, Thanvi did acknowledge the theoretical possibility of achieving
tazkiyat al-nafs without keeping the company of a shaykh but was quick to point out
that this is rare.®*

The proof presented for justifying keeping company of the shaykh is the

following Qur’anic verse:

(119 w2y Gedalial g 1585 a0 180147 2l T
O you who believe! Fear Allah and be with those who are true (in word
and deed). (Al-Tawbah: 119)
This verse establishes the obligation for Muslims to seek righteous company.

The same idea is reinforced by the divine command to the Prophet (pbuh) to stay with

those who call upon their Lord.

(28 : xSy Ags Dyl zosals 310AM 145 O palll o Bk 50
And keep your soul content with those who call on their Lord morning
and evening, seeking His Face. (Al-Kahf: 28)

59 H
Ibid., 66.
8 Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi, al-lfadat al-yawmiyyah min al-ifadat al-gawmiyyah, (Multan: Idara talifat-e-
ashrafia, 1984), 1:52. [Urd]
® Ibid.

228



Role of the Khangah

A khangah is a Sufi center, which is supervised by a certain shaykh and is used by
him for training his disciples according to his particular methodology. Khangahs have
occupied a central position throughout the history of tasawwuf. They have been
known by other names as well, such as zawiyah, dad’irah, ribat and jama‘at khana.
Initially, there were some differences between these terms, but over time, these
differences lost their importance. These days, the difference is basically that of
prevalence of a certain term in a certain region. Khangah is used in the regions
historically influenced by Persian such as Iran, Afghanistan, and the Indo-Pak
subcontinent; and zawiyah is mostly used in the Arab world. The concept is the same.

The group activities that can be conducted in a khangah are hard to implement
in a mosque, which has its own set of Shari‘ah-required rituals to be performed.
Moreover, a mosque is supposed to be open to all Muslims and cannot be closed to
non-members while entry into and stay in a khanqah can be controlled. Thus, a
khangah gives the shaykh more freedom of action.

Khanqahs also provide disciples with a place where they can get together with
like-minded people and bond with them. It allows them to create a space, which is
highly focused and free of distractions. The environment acts as a booster for the
weak and provides them a chance to leave behind their previous lives and start afresh.

Historically, khangahs had their own elaborate set of rituals. Following them
was considered very important. In traditional khangahs that are generally attached to
the grave of a wali, these rituals are still upheld and adhered to strictly; at times even
overtaking the commands of Shari‘ah in their perceived importance. With Deobandis,

these rituals were done away with and more simplified rules of conduct were
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established to facilitate the disciples. Historically, the main Deobandi khangahs were

the following:

1.

Imdad Allah’s khangah in Thana Bhawan and then in Makkah. The one in
Thana Bhawan was called “dokan-e-ma‘rifat” (shop of gnosis). Along
with Imdad Allah, two other successors of Mianji Nar Muhammad
Jhinjhanvi, Shaykh Muhammad and Hafiz Zamin used to live there. It
was abandoned after the war of 1857.

Gangohi’s khangah in Gangoh.

The Raipuri khangah of ‘Abd al-Rahim Raipari. After his death in 1919,
it was run by his main successor ‘Abd al-Qadir Raipuari (d. 1962). After
his death, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Raipari took over and remained at its helm until
his own death in 1992. After him, his son Sa‘id Ahmad Raipiri took over
and is currently managing it. This is the longest running Deobandi
khangah.

Thanvt’s khangdh in Thana Bhawan. This was originally the “dokan-e-
ma‘rifat” mentioned above. Later, Thanvi revived it when he moved back
to Thana Bhawan in 1897. He named it “Khangah Imdadia.” It remained

active under him for 47 years until his death in 1943.

In addition to these, there were the new forms of mobile khangahs. As

mentioned in the previous chapter, this was started by Muhammad Ilyas who

envisioned his Tablighi Jama‘at to be a series of mobile khangahs. His nephew

Muhammad Zakariyya had a similar temperament. He ran his khangah part-time from

his home and established temporary khangahs wherever he stayed for Ramadhan. He

would exhort his successors to turn these temporary khangahs into permanent ones.

Many of his successors have continued his legacy and have established khangahs in
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different parts of the world. Some of these are attached to madrasahs.®> Husayn
Ahmad Madni used to establish his temporary khangah in Ramadan in Sylhet,
Bangladesh.

Having discussed other aspects of a shaykh’s relationship with the disciple, we
must now refer to an important but somewhat neglected aspect of the master-disciple

relationship.

Greco-Arabic Medicine and Tasawwuf

Traditional tasawwuf is deeply intertwined with Greco-Arabic medicine and its view
of human anatomy and composition. Thus, the human being is seen to be composed
of four elements, viz., water, dirt, air, and fire, each of which brings darkness to it.®®
Nafs is considered to be like air and is dark.** Shaytan is like fire and is also dark. It
permeates the human body through its blood stream.® The darkness brought about by
these things is further compounded by all the images and information that the galb has
been exposed to. These are registered in the galb as darkness and cause it to rust and
to become heedless. The elements of the Sufi path, viz., purity, prayer, dhikr,
meditation, isolation, silence, negation of unnecessary thoughts, and strong
relationship with the shaykh, etc., help one to get rid of the darkness of these
elements. The hitting of the heart during dhikr helps to create heat in the body, which

helps develop passionate love for Allah. These processes purify the heart and allow it

%2 For example, the khangah established by Muhammad Zakariyya’s successor Yasuf Motala in Dar al-
‘Ulam, Holcombe Bury, UK and the one established by his other successor, Dr. Isma‘il Memon in Dar
al--Uliam al-Madania, Buffalo, USA.

8 Gangohi, Imdad al-sulizk, 140.

* Ibid.

% bid., 141. Gangohi talks about the nafs and Shaytan and connects them to air and fire but does not
mention anything about the water and dirt except that they comprise veils.
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to be lit up with the light of divine companionship and vision. Then, the following

Qur’anic verses are experienced by the salik.

4 il vi?u UJ\ (._J(M 343
He is with you wherever you are. (Al-Hadid: 4)

And,
(115 w5y o dag 28 08w

So, whichever way you turn, there is the countenance of Allah. (Al-

Bagarah: 115)

This subject is not dealt comprehensively in any Deobandi work although there
are numerous references to it. Amongst these, Imdad Allah has mentioned regarding
the qualifications of a shaykh that he should be a sakim (expert in traditional Greco-
Arabic medicine).®® He should be able to differentiate between regular medical
conditions and physical changes brought about as a result of Sufi adhkar and ashghal.
We have not found other Deobandi shaykhs mentioning this particular condition for
the shaykh. However, we do find them occasionally directing their disciple(s) to have
himself examined by a hakim so that the shaykh can determine whether the
physiological changes taking place in him are due to Sufi practices or not.

The relationship between traditional Greco-Arabic medicine and tasawwuf is

an important one and needs to be examined in detail. However, it is beyond the scope

of this research to go beyond what we have discussed so far.

TRAINING OF THE MURID (DISCIPLE)
Most prominent Deobandi figures who taught in the madrasahs were also Sufis.

Many of their students eventually became their disciples. This was, thus, a

8 Ashraf “Ali Thanvi, Imdad al-mushtaq ila ashraf al-akhlag, (Lahore: Islami Kutub Khana, n.d.), 69-
70. [Urd]. The word hakim is here being used in its Urdu sense where it refers to an expert in
traditional Greek medicine.
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continuation of the Islamic training that the teachers had been imparting in the
madrasahs except that now it was more formal and more spiritual. Apart from former
students, there were other people who became their disciples. Then there were those
shaykhs who did not engage in any academic teaching but were based in their
respective khangahs such as the Raipiri shaykhs and Thanvi.

As we have stated earlier, with the Deobandis, the focus was not the rarigah
anymore; rather, it was the shaykh. The shaykh could be from any rarigah. In fact,
most Deobandi masters had and many contemporary ones still have permission to
train disciples according to the four main rarigahs prevalent in the sub-continent. It
can be said that in a way, Deobandiat (Deobandism) became the new group identity.

The approaches of the various Deobandi shaykhs towards spiritual aspirants are
well documented, especially that of Thanvi’s. The main sources are the numerous
collections of correspondence between shaykhs and their disciples. One such
compilation is Tarbiyyat al-salik [Training of the wayfarer], which was authorized by
Thanvt himself. It is a necessary part of any Deoband1 Sufi curriculum especially for
those who have been authorized to accept others as disciples. Similar compilations
exist for other shaykhs as well such as Gangohi, Muhammad Zakariyya, Husayn

Ahmad, etc.

Thanvi’s Approach
Amongst Deobandi shaykhs, Thanvi is especially noted for his detailed rules and
regulations, which he devised for his disciples, and whoever else wanted to visit his

khangah or engage in correspondence with him. These rules were not like the rules of
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traditional khangahs; rather, they resembled British bureaucratic models.®” He earned
a reputation for excessive strictness, although, he did not see it that way. To him,
rules were meant to save his time and others’, and to facilitate his work.

If someone sought to do bay ‘ah with him, he would instruct him to learn about
the basics of Islam and its necessary rulings through some of the many books that he
had written. These included Qasd al-sabil, Ta‘lim al-din, Behishti zewar, as well as
transcripts of his lectures. These were intended to teach the aspiring disciple purposes
of the “path.” Once that person informed him that he had read these, he would ask
him as to what change did he feel in himself. He would continue this question-answer
process with the aspirant until the aspirant fully understood the basic concepts
associated with din and tasawwuf. Once these were clarified, the actual process would
begin. The main component of this process was written correspondence, which was to
take place once a week. Each letter could have only one main topic concerning one’s
spiritual condition. Moreover, it had to be written in a way that half of each side was
used by the disciple, while the other half was left for Thanvi to write his responses.
Each letter had to be accompanied by the previous letter and all letters had to be kept
so that one could review them later on.®

Apart from letters, Thanvi’s gatherings were a major means of training those
who were present in the khangah. These included his disciples, as well as other
visitors. Many of his malfizat (utterances) in such gatherings have been compiled and
published. Such compilations have been a regular part of South Asian tasawwuf.
Numerous collections of different saints are popular. Many are authentic and many

more are apocryphal. In the case of Thanvi, he reviewed his collections himself and

" Muhammad Qasim Zaman, Ashraf ‘Ali Thanawi: Islam in modern South Asia, (Oxford: Oneworld
Publications, 2008), 92
88 <Arifi, Ma asir Hakim-ul-ummat, 153.
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had them published. A recurring theme in all of Thanvt’s letters and utterances is his
emphasis upon understanding the essence of tasawwuf. He wanted to raise public’s
awareness of the din in general and tasawwuf in particular. Another theme was
emphasizing following the Sunnah of the Prophet (pbuh). He wanted people to
understand the path for themselves so that they would no longer remain a burden upon
the shaykh; rather, they would become active partners in their spiritual rehabilitation.
At the same time, Thanvi was conscious to maintain the authority of the shaykh. In
numerous incidences, which have been recorded in his letters and utterances, he
reprimands people for trying to dictate to the shaykh.®® For him, maintaining the
delicate balance between knowledge and humility was essential for progressing on the

path.

Other Observations

Daily gatherings were also a prominent feature of Muhammad Zakariyya’s khangah,
which he ran from his home. The difference was that he did not talk much. Rather,
books by various authors, which he approved would be read. These were primarily
written by other Deobandi authors. These books were meant to fulfill the same role, as
a shaykh’s lecture would normally do. Some of his successors still continue this
practice of reading books in their gatherings.

These gatherings of Muhammad Zakariyya and other shaykhs are, in fact,
gatherings of tawajjuh (spiritual attention) for the disciples. The mode of reading
books was chosen so that newcomers would not feel uncomfortable sitting in a quiet
gathering for 45 minutes or an hour, which is how a regular gathering of tawajjuh

would have been.

% Thanvi’s collection of correspondences with his disciples, Tarbiyyat al-salik is filled with such
instances.
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Deobandis were conscious of the need to treat every disciple differently. They
behaved like psychologists except that they had no formal degrees. Their degree was
the khilafah (successorship) given to them by their shaykh. They would employ
different tactics with different disciples. Some of these would appear as politicking to
the casual observer. The shaykhs and their followers understood it differently. This
aspect is, particularly observed in Thanvi’s Tarbiyyat al-salik. To his followers, this
is the proof of the superiority of ‘ilm ladunni (God-given knowledge) over formal
education.

Deobandi shaykhs sought to make their disciples realize the combination of
forces that dwell inside man. These forces or faculties, as we discussed in the
previous chapter, cannot be rooted out. These masters sought to re-channel these into
right directions. They understood that merely submitting to Allah outwardly was not
enough for a person to achieve closeness to Allah. Rather, his worldview had to be
changed. Suaft Igbal wrote Fayz-e-shaykh for this very purpose. It contains his short-

cut method, which relies primarily upon re-orienting one’s thought process.

Obstacles to the Path (Mawani )

An important part of Deobandi methodology is their emphasis on avoiding those
things, which are obstacles on the way. In principle, all sins and attachment to
anything besides Allah is an obstacle on the way. However, the main impediments as
identified by Deobandis are the following: opposing the Sunnah, looking at forbidden
things especially unrelated women and boys, pretension (riya’), weakness in tawhid-e-
matlab, lack of determination regarding volitional matters and to seek things that are

not in one’s power, opposing one’s shaykh, and to wish to expedite fruits of one’s
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labour.” All the blameworthy traits are also impediments on the way. The idea
behind informing the shaykh of one’s spiritual condition is that the shaykh will be able
to determine which vices afflict the disciple. He will then suggest a way to correct
them. Over a period of time, if the disciple remains honest about his problems and
follows the orders of the shaykh, his blameworthy traits will be replaced by

praiseworthy traits.

MUJAHADAH

Mujahadah is a verbal noun from the root letters j-h-d on the pattern of mufa ‘alah. It
means to struggle, strive, exert, labour, etc.”" The word “jihd@d” comes from the same
root and has the same meaning. While acknowledging the legitimacy of jihad as
armed struggle, amongst themselves Sufis use mujehadah and jihad in the meaning of
struggle against one’s self. As such, it has an important place in any path of
tasawwuf. It has basis in the Qur’an, as well as sadith. Among the many verses of

the Qur’an dealing with this issue, the following are especially relevant:

(78 by o3l 5= A 3 yalsg
And struggle for Allah, a struggle that is owed to Him. (al-Hajj: 78)

And in the following verse, Allah promises reward for those who strive in His

way,
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As for those who strive in Us, We surely guide them to Our paths, and
lo! Allah is with the good.
Thanvi has classified mujahadah in a number of different ways.”? One is the

distinction between voluntary (ikhtiyari) and forced (idrirari). As their names

0 |gbal, Akabir ka..., 83.
™ Lane, book 1, part 2, 473.
2 Din, 78-81.

237



indicate, voluntary mujahadah is undertaken voluntarily while the forced one is forced
upon one by Allah. For example, a person cuts down on food or sleep voluntarily.
This will be voluntary mujahadah. On the other hand, if Allah afflicts one with
something and one is forced to cut down on food, it is forced mujahadah. This latter
is quite effective and indicates that Allah wishes him well. Amongst these types of
afflictions is sorrow and grief over something. It helps one to progress faster in sulizk
than voluntary mujghadah.™

Its proof is from the following Qur’an verse:

¢
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Surely, We shall test you with something of fear and hunger, some loss

in goods or lives or the fruits (of your toil), and give glad tidings to

those who patiently persevere. (Al-Bagarah: 155)

Gangohi has mentioned a kadith as a proof of this in which the Prophet (pbuh)
said, “When Allah makes someone His friend, He afflicts him. If that person remains
patient, He chooses him; and if he remains pleased [with Allah], He chooses him and
pulls him to Himself.”"*

Another classification divides mujghadah into summary (ijmali) and detailed

(tafsili). These are also called bodily (jismani), and against the lower self (nafsani),

respectively. We discuss these two in more detail below.

Summary Mujahadah (Against the Body)
According to Thanvi, summary mujahadah involves four things, viz., minimal eating
and drinking, minimal sleep, minimal social interaction, and minimal speech. These

four have also been identified by Gangohi as part of the eight main things that he

® Thanvi, Malfiizat kamdlat-e-Ashrafia, 31.
™ Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 123.
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mentions, which a disciple must do to progress on the path.” With respect to these,
all Deobandi scholars acknowledge the need for moderation. This moderation has to
be in accordance with the advice of the qualified (kamil and mukammil) shaykh.
Neither should one indulge in eating, drinking, sleeping, interacting and talking to
such an extent that it leads to hard heartedness and heedlessness; nor should one
reduce these so much that it leads to poor health. Moderation is the key. We find
Gangohi stating a general principle, which can easily sum up everything. He says that
all worships are done through the nafs. Nafs is like a horse. We ride it to get to the
destination. If a person overburdens the nafs, it will rebel and Shayzan will get a
chance to lead him astray. The nafs must be given respite so that it can handle more
burdens.”

At the same time, we find Gangohi emphasizing these mujdhadahs to the
extent of almost starving oneself.”” Obviously, to him this is not starvation; rather this
is moderation. In this, he is following the classical Sufis. Al-Ghazali stands out as a
clear example. On the other hand, Safi Igbal uses Gangohi’s above-mentioned
principle to point out that one must feed oneself well because people are not as strong
physically as they used to be. However, one must distinguish between nutritious food
and junk food. The former should not be reduced while the latter should be
eliminated.”

Thanvi called his particular brand of tasawwuf as royal sulik (shahi sulik in
Urdu). By this, he meant that there was no hardship in it. According to Thanvi, one
should not overburden oneself. Rather, one should keep oneself in comfort so that one

develops love for Allah out of gratitude and remains active, which is useful for

™ lbid., 75.
" Ibid., 96.
" bid., 84.
® Muhammad Igbal, Sigalat al-qulab, (Lahore: Idara-e-Islamiat, 1982), 110. [Urd]
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worship. The main focus, according to him, is watching over the nafs so that it does
not engage in any sin. One should engage in some dhikr and shughl according to the
time that one has. He categorically says that minimizing food and sleep are not
necessary. Only talking needs to be reduced but not to the extent, that one becomes
depressed and dry.”® The same attitude is observed with Muhammad Zakariyya and
his successors.®

It should also be noted here that one’s self has two types of demands. One is
huquq (rights); the other is huziz (enjoyments). Huquq are those things, which are
necessary for survival. Huzuz are extras. It is necessary for a Sufi to know the
difference between the two. In this regard, Gangohi has contrasted between the
beginner and the advanced Sufi. He says that “it is a sin for the beginner to go beyond
that which is necessary [i.e., he should only fulfill the ~uqiq]; while the door opens

for the advanced ... Fulfilling huziiz does not harm him.”®

Detailed Mujahadah (Against the Lower Self)

Detailed mujahadah refers to removing the blameworthy traits (radha i/) and adorning
oneself with praiseworthy ones (fada 'il). As each praiseworthy trait is acquired and it
becomes stable, it is called a station (magam). It is not enough to free oneself of a few
blameworthy traits because whatever is left dominating upon oneself will cause other
traits to return and dominate. The reason is that all of these are interconnected.
Complete spiritual health cannot be had by removing some of the diseases. Rather, all
the diseases need to be removed to achieve perfection. Just as physical beauty is not

attained through beauty of some of the body but requires that the whole body be

™ <Arifi, Basa ir Hakim-ul-ummat, 57.
8 Dr. Isma‘il Memon, Interview by Author, Buffalo, NY, USA, November, 2003.
8 Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 133.
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beautiful; similarly, spiritual beauty requires that the whole be spiritually clean of
these diseases.

Thanvi has stated that the blameworthy traits are not blameworthy in
themselves; rather acting upon their impulse is blameworthy.®* Thus, anger is not
blameworthy in itself; rather acting upon its impulse in the wrong way is
blameworthy. Moreover, these impulses cannot be removed altogether. However,
they can be redirected to good causes. Thus, the proper method of tazkiyat al-nafs is
imalah (redirection) and not izalah (removal).® In this, he is echoing al-Ghazali.*

As for the method of dealing with blameworthy traits, Thanvi writes,

The short treatment for blameworthy traits is ta’'ammul (deliberation)

and takrammul (patience).®*® This means that whatever one does, one

first thinks about it whether it is Islamically permissible or not.

Secondly, one should not be hasty. Rather, one should be calm.®®

Through constant observation and control, gradually these impulses will
become weak and will become easier to control. Initially, the nafs will resist because
the nafs is in its lowest state, that of al-nafs al-ammarah (the commanding self). In
this state, the nafs commands one to engage in vices and to fulfill the desires of the
nafs. Thus, shahwah and ghadab command man. After some time, through persistent
effort this will change into al-nafs al-lawwamah (the self-reproaching self). Now,
man has become conscious of his faults and feels bad every time he does something
bad. With continuous effort and help from Allah, this will finally change into al-nafs

al-mutma 'innah (the peaceful self). In this state, man will be at ease with himself and

God.

% Din, 170.

“Arifi, Basa ’ir Hakim-ul-ummat, 344.

8 Al-Ghazali, lhya’ ‘uliam al-din, 3:56-57.

Here, he is using the word tazammul in its Urdu sense.
Thanvi, Malfizat kamdlat-e-Ashrafia, 25.
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In other words, we could also say that the path is as follows: First, one acquires
knowledge of good actions. Then one acts upon it repeatedly until he develops its
habit. This is kal. He continues repeating it until it becomes his second nature. This
IS magam. At this stage, he does not have to force himself to do it. This is also called
malakah (habitus).

“Man’s ruh already contains in it the element of love for the Divine.”®” As
long as the nafs dominates man it seeks to pull him down. When this nafs is tamed, it
frees him to connect with the Divine and fulfill his original mission of worshipping

Him as contained in the following Qur’anic verse.

(51 oy 0sisd V) iy 241 Bl s
And | have not created the jinn and the men except that they should
worship Me. (Al-Dhariyat: 56)
The nafs and the body are just servants, which must aid the rz/ in carrying out
its divinely ordained mission. Nafs is also the trainer of man’s being. It causes its

evils to reflect on man’s being. When it is itself purified then it will cause good to

flow onto the being.®®

Takhliyah and Takliyah

There are two processes in sulzk. One is takhliyah (literally, emptying), which as a
Sufi term refers to emptying oneself of blameworthy traits and of all attachments with
other than Allah. The other is tailiyah (literally, adorning), which as a Sufi term
means adorning oneself with praiseworthy traits and with ta‘allug ma‘a Allah. Both
of these processes are needed. Historically, Chishtis tended to focus on takhliyah first,

and takliyah later. Nagshbandis tended to focus on tazliyah first, and takhliyah later.

8 1gbal, Mahabbat, 20.
% Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 72.
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The later masters of both rarigahs realized that lives are short and people have low
ambitions such that if they were to focus on takhliyah they would spend their entire
lives doing that and would thus be deprived of the benefits of takliyyah. Similarly, at
times one is so enveloped in evil traits that takliyyah becomes ineffective. Therefore,
the later mukaqqiq (rigorously exacting) masters of both rarigahs began to conduct
both processes simultaneously. The difference still remained that the Chishtis give
more importance to takhliyah, and Nagshbandis give more importance to tazliyyah.*
For both the processes of tazliyyah and takhliyyah, the first step is that of the
preliminary practices called “ibtida 7 ma‘milat.” Any practicing Muslim is expected
to engage in these any way. Deobandi shaykhs start by insisting on their disciples to
make these a part of one’s daily routine. These include group activities such as the
five congregational prayers and individual activities such as reading a portion of
Qur’an each day, reading 100 counts of certain formulae including istighfar, sending
blessings upon the Prophet (pbuh), subzanallah, alhamdulillah, 14 ilaha illallah, Allgh
Akbar, and la hawl wa la quwwatah illa billah, and reading a section of the shaykh’s
chosen book of prayers. In Thanvi’s sub-order, it is Mungjat-e-magbul; and in
Muhammad Zakariyya’s sub-order, it is al-Hizb al-azam. These preliminary
practices are accepted by almost all Deobandis with a few additions or subtractions.
Tablight Jama“at also acknowledges them and this is the basic daily routine for its

members.

Differences between the Ghazalian Method and the Deobandi Method
Beyond the preliminary practices, the second level is that of removing blameworthy

traits, negating all attachments to the world, acquiring praiseworthy traits and

8 Qurayshi, Ma‘arif al-akabir, 88; and Din, 82-83.
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strengthening one’s connection with Allah. Special Sufi adhkar, ashghal and
muraqabat have a role to play here. Here, different shaykhs have different
approaches, which vary with each disciple. However, with respect to Deobandi
shaykhs there are some broad themes that emerge. In response to a lengthy letter by
one of his disciples, Thanvi explained the general methodology of Imdad Allah, which
could be defined as the general methodology of all Deobandi shaykhs.® He
contrasted this with the Ghazalian method.

According to Thanvi, the Ghazalian method is based upon the idea that
blameworthy traits are an obstacle to achieving closeness and must be rooted out
completely. One must go after all the bad traits individually that exist in one’s self.
This requires a lot of effort and is a never-ending process because human nature
cannot change. We have elements of good and bad traits built into us. We cannot
root out bad traits all together. This method requires one to be almost paranoid in
going after one’s moral problems. Such paranoia is generally beyond the ability of
today’s Muslims. Imdad Allah’s method, on the other hand, does not include such
paranoid obsession with one’s natural traits. Rather, it relies upon excessive dhikr,
which serves as the main tool for both takhliyyah and tazliyyah. Most Deobandis use
this method.

Deobandis focus on those things that are within one’s power. The instruction
given to disciples is that spiritual states and impulses should not be given too much
attention. If there is a good impulse, one should neither pay attention to it nor seek to
make it last forever. Similarly, if there is a negative impulse, one should neither
blame oneself for that nor should he exaggerate in repelling it. Ignoring it is the best

course of action. One should do things that one knows will please Allah and bring

% Ashraf Thanvi, Tarbiyyat al-salik, 1:26-34.
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one closer to Him and should abstain from things that one knows will anger Him and
take one away from Him. Dhikr should be done with the intention of gaining
closeness to Allah and not with the intention of repelling bad thoughts. All of one’s
time should be filled with actions that are appropriate for that time. This includes
outward and inward actions.

On the face of it, Thanvi’s description leads us to believe that al-Ghazali
actually seeks to root out one’s natural traits. In reality, that is not the case. Al-
Ghazali also speaks of imdlah (re-direction) and not izalah (removal) as we mentioned
earlier.”s The truth, then, is that the difference is in terms of focus. Al-Ghazali’s
method has a much larger focus on fighting one’s negative traits in detail. Gilani has
explained this on the basis of al-Ghazali’s particular background and his milieu.*?
Deobandi method is more focused on carrying out the commands of Shari‘ah and
doing dhikr while paying nominal attention to removing blameworthy traits. Dhikr is
used as the main tool to achieve all of the objectives of this level listed above.

Attention to detail is not just al-Ghazali’s hallmark. Thanvi indulged in it too
and is known amongst his followers as mujaddid because of this very reason. Thanvi
sought to enforce Islamic rulings in all aspects of one’s life. He paid special attention
to one’s dealings with others, both social and business. It is this aspect, which
continues to distinguish Thanvi’s followers from other Deobandis. Current shaykhs of
his sub-order tend to focus more on safd i-e-mu‘amalat (honesty of dealings)® at the

expense of Sufi adhkar. The idea being that an easier way to attain ikzsan and to

°1 See above, chapter 5, page 41.

% Gilani, Maqalat-e-1hsani, 62-94.

% Strictly speaking mu‘amalat as a legal (figh?) term refers to one’s economic dealings. Thanvi
identified this as one of the five components of shari‘ah. He also composed a small treatise titled
Safa’r-e-mu‘amalat explaining to all those who engage in business dealings the proper Islamic way of
executing them. In common Urdu usage, mu‘amalat also has a broader meaning where it refers to all
one’s dealings with people whether social (mu ‘gsharat) or economic. It is in this latter sense that we
talk of mu‘amalat as a distinctive focus of Thanvi and his followers.
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achieve Allah’s pleasure is to lead an upright moral life by remaining mindful of His
commands and prohibitions (as explained by the scholars) in all one’s dealings. In
contrast, the focus in the sub-order of Muhammad Zakariyya is more on dhikr even

though they also acknowledge the importance of honesty in dealings.

Isolation (khalwah)

Khalwah means isolating oneself from the world for an extended period of time. Sufis
have long considered it to be an important part of the Sufi way. Gangohi has devoted
many pages in Imdad al-sulizk to outlining the need for khalwah. He has also
provided proofs for the legitimacy of khalwah. As part of the age-old rivalry between
externalist scholars and Sufis, the khalwah championed by Sufis has been labeled by
externalists as monasticism (rahbaniyyah) which is against Islam. This explains the
need for Gangohi to justify it.

There are two issues here. One is the justification of prolonged khalwah. The
other is the relative merit of khalwah with respect to social interaction. The essence of
Gangohi’s arguments is that khalwah is not an end in itself; rather, it is a means to an
end. It is used to help a person disassociate himself emotionally from the attractions
of the world. It frees his heart from creation and allows him to focus on the Creator.**
Moreover, khalwah helps one to reform one’s character, to adopt praiseworthy traits,

% It is thus an aid for dhikr. If the same could be

and to give up blameworthy ones.
achieved through other means then there will be no need for this khalwah.
It was practiced by the Prophet (pbuh) himself before he formally received

prophet hood.*® In fact, Gangohi goes on to assert that even before his khalwah, the

% Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 89.
% |pid.
% Ibid., 83-85.
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Prophet (pbuh) had become a prophet because of his true visions.®” These true visions
led him to love khalwah, which brought forth the prophet hood that “was hidden in

him.”*® The proof for this is the padith: b 5 .3 55 57 5 &5 & “T was a prophet when

Adam was still between water and clay.” This, Gangohi contends, proves that
khalwah is a Shari‘ah-ordained practice. He extends the same argument to say that
“the wilayah of a wali is hidden in him and is brought out through khalwah.%

The companions of the Prophet (pbuh) did not engage in khalwah because their
companionship of the Prophet (pbuh) helped them to rise above their lower selves and
achieve the state of issan and self-purification. For them, company of the Prophet
(pbuh) was more beneficial than khalwah. The same process continued in the next
generation where the followers achieved self-purification through their company of
the companions. However, with the passage of time, as the spiritual strengths of each
succeeding generation decreased, the shaykhs of tasawwuf brought back khalwah,
which was the original practice of the Prophet (pbuh).*®

Later, commenting on the Prophet’s (pbuh) saying that “the Muslim who stays
with people and is patient over their harshness is better than the one who stays in
isolation,” Gangoht says:

This hadith means that the Muslim who has civilized and tamed his nafs

through mujaehadah and purification, whom Allah has given patience

and contentment in abundance, in whose heart Allah has poured peace

and tranquility, and who has acquired forbearance, steadfastness,

patience over affliction, grace, moderation in all matters, chastity,

generosity of character, tolerance, manliness, contentment, piety, and

who has removed greed, anger, self-praise, and arrogance; then this

person’s interaction with people and his remaining patient over their

harshness is better because he will benefit Muslims and this interaction
will not harm his [internal] khalwah. On the other hand, the one who

" Ibid., 90.

% Ibid., 92.

% Ipid.

100 1hid., 88-89.
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has not reached this stage and his beastly, brutish, and demonic qualities

are still present; then the Prophet (pbuh) does not command him that

interaction is better than khalwah. Rather, it is obligatory for this

person to remain in isolation so that his interaction [with others] does

not hurt them and people remain safe from his mischief such as

backbiting, slander, jealousy, etc.'®*

Like Gangohi, the Raipari shaykhs (‘Abd al-Rahim and his successor, ‘Abd al-
Qadir), had khalwah as an important part of their Sufi methodology. With Thanvi and
the Kandhlavis (Muhammad Ilyas and Muhammad Zakariyya), it changed. Khalwah,
as in prolonged isolation in a khangah, was less emphasized. Rather, khalwah, as in

minimizing one’s social interaction, was more emphasized. Most Deobandi shaykhs

of today practice this latter form of diffused khalwah.

Khawatir (Addressed Intuition)
Khawartir is the plural of khasrah, which means an addressed intuition. It is similar to
warid except that the latter is general and includes all types of intuition whether they
are in the form of an address or not. According to al-Qushayri, khasrah has a limited
meaning and refers to only those intuitions that are in the form of an address.'®® In
Deobandi literature, we find this term used somewhat loosely referring to all thoughts.
An important element of tazkiyat al-nafs is permanent negation of thoughts (nafy al-
khawadtir). On the face of it, Sufi texts and their general emphasis upon negating
khawatir suggests that all thoughts must be negated. However, there is detail to it.
Gangohi has defined four types of khawatir in Imdad al-sulizk. These are:
1. Khatir-e-Haq or khatir-e-Raimani or khdtir-e-Rabbani: This comes
directly from Allah and is the strongest. One cannot oppose it. Gangohi

says that “nothing can oppose khdrir-e- Rakmani. When it dominates the

191 1pid., 87.
192 Al-Qushayri, 119.
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[physical] body, all of its organs submit themselves to it and all other
khawair die out.”™*

Kharir-e-malaki*®: This comes from angels. It could be from the angel
assigned to each individual or from other angels. It commands good,
submission to Allah, and urges one to do acts of worship. It is not as
strong as the previous one. Khdtir-e-nafsani and khdtir-e-shayzani can
oppose it. Thus, a person sometimes follows khdtir-e-malaki and
sometimes ignores it.

Khdrir-e-nafsani or kharir-e-nafsi*

%. This comes from one’s own soul and
pulls one towards fulfilling its desires. It does not go away easily and is
recurring. The light of dhikr does not weaken it much.

Khdrir-e-Shayzani*®: This comes from Shaytan and urges one to disobey

Allah and commit sins. Compared to khatrir-e-nafsani, it is not recurring.

The light of dhikr removes it.

In fact, all four khawarir are from Allah but one is directly from Him and the

others are through the means of angels, nafs and Shaytan. That which is pure good

and comes directly from Him is called Rabbani; while others are not attributed to

Allah out of respect for His exalted status.*

" Some Sufis have listed additional

khawatir as well. However, a closer inspection would suggest that all khawarir fall

under the above-mentioned four.°

® It should be noted here that Gangohi has also

103
104
105
106
107
108

o

Gangohi, Imdad al-sulizk, 130-131.

Ibid., 131.
Ibid.
Ibid.

Ibid., 131-

Ibid., 133.

132.
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relied upon ‘Awarif al-ma‘arif, which is a classical Sufi work by Shihab al-Din al-
Suhrawardi, for his analysis.®

Gangohi goes on to point out that “the saliks are subject to an immense flood
of khawatir.” These include the good ones, as well as the bad ones. Since, the
beginner does not know how to differentiate between the good ones and the bad ones;
therefore, Gangohi suggests that “he must negate all of these.... because busying
oneself in khawarir and trying to distinguish between them is openly harmful.”*° The
only way remaining, then, is that he focuses on the words and meanings of the dhikr
that he has been instructed to do. This will repel the khawdtir-e-shayzani and will
weaken the khawatir-e-nafsani. The other two types will not be weakened or repelled
by dhikr. After a while, they will be the strongest ones remaining and will find a firm
place in his heart. It should be mentioned here that khawatir-e-nafsani cannot be
eliminated. They are only somewhat weakened. The need to struggle against oneself
will always be there.

Analysis and classification of khawatir is important for tasawwuf. The reason
is that whatever a person sees gets registered in his mukhayyilah (imaginative faculty).
When he sits down to do dhikr, these things keep coming back in his head and take his
attention away from dhikr. Through dhikr, the mukhayyilah is filled with the divine
name “Allah.” Now, the kharir-e-nafsani is transformed. It no longer reminds one of
base things. Rather, it reminds one of the divine name. This is not an end in itself.
The end is focusing on Allah Himself. Gangohi contends that this is easy to achieve

once the divine name is registered in the mukhayyilah.'*!

109 Ipid.
10 1bid., 135.
11 gbal, Akabir Ka..., 40.
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Gangohi has mentioned two levels here. The first level is tajrid, which is
consciousness that Allah is the Most Exalted, worthy of all love, and the ultimate
Goal. This is easily achieved. The other level is that of tafrid.**? It refers to complete
removal of all things other than Allah that are registered in one’s mind. This is hard to
achieve and takes a long time. Once it is achieved, kadith al-nafs (one’s nafs talking
to oneself) is replaced with mukalamat al-rizih wa al-galb (dialogue of the spirit and
the heart).!*® Khalwah allows one to get rid of these khawdrir and speeds up the

process of achieving tafrid.

ADHKAR, ASHGHAL AND MURAQABAT

Among the various means employed by Sufis to help one progress on the path are the
various types of adhkar, ashghdal and murdqgabat. These are used for the second level
of suluk i.e., removing blameworthy traits, negating all attachments to the world,
acquiring praiseworthy traits, and strengthening one’s connection with Allah. We

discuss them below in some detail.

Adhkar

Adhkar is the plural of dhikr, which literally means “to remember.” This is the
opposite of “to forget.” The command to do dhikr is found in numerous places in the
Qur’an. In fact, the Qur’an does not place any limit on how much dhikr one should
perform; rather, there is an encouragement to remember Allah abundantly. Sufis take

this to mean that a lover must love the Beloved (Allah) at all times.*** In this context,

12 | exically both of these terms (tajrid and tafrid) mean the same, namely, to isolate something.
However, technically, they have different meanings.

13 Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 136.

"4 Ibid., 100.
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a hadith is cited in which the Prophet (pbuh) is reported to have said, “Do the dhikr of
l@ ilaha illallgh in [such] abundance that people start calling you crazy.”*"
The Qur’anic verses alluded to above form the bases for dhikr practiced by the

Sufis. One such verse is:

A1 o= 55183 3T s Gy
O you who believe! Remember Allah abundantly. (Al-Ahzab: 41)

Gangohi regards dhikr to be the best of all deeds basing it upon the kashf

(unveiling) of people of insight and the following Qur’anic verse: 116

45 oSy 22T 4 3305
Indeed, remembrance of Allah is the greatest of all things. (Al-
‘Ankabit: 45).
Similarly, in hadiths, dhikr is defined as the tool for the cleansing of the soul.

A hadith states,

(st 55y 1 53 Ol s 5 s 3 980

For everything, there is a polisher and the polisher of hearts is dhikr.

(Kanz al-‘Ummal)*’

Dhikr as understood by Sufis is somewhat different from the dhikr mentioned
in the Qur’an although there are also many points of intersection. To begin with, the
particular methods of doing dhikr as practiced by Sufis are not mentioned in the
Qur’an or hadith. Deobandis always point that out. Secondly, the counts that are
considered important are not mentioned in the Qur’an or kadith. The methods and the
counts are the result of the experiments of various Sufis. However, the essence of

Sufi dhikrs, as well as the Qur’an-ordained and /adith-explained dhikrs is the same,

namely, remembering Allah.

15 bid., 125-126. Muhammad Zakariyya has discussed the various sources for this hadith in Faza il-

e-zikr. See Muhammad Zakariyya Kandhlavi, “Faza’il-e-zikr,” in Muhammad Zakariyya Kandhlavi,
Faza’il-e-a‘mal, (Karachi: Altaf and Sons, 2003), 645. [Urd]

18 Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 104.

W7 <Alf al-Muttagi al-Hindi, Kanz al-‘ummadl fi al-sunan wa al-aqwal, (Damascus: Mu’assasat al-
Risalah, 1981), 1:428. [Arb]
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Sufi dhikr also involves hitting the heart. This is done with a jerking motion of
the head as if one is about to hit the heart. The physical heart does not get hit but the
spiritual heart does get hit through this jerking motion. This hitting is called darb
(zarb in Urdu). This is based upon the idea that hearts of men can become like stones,
which need to be broken through the hits of dhikr. This is derived from the following

Qur’anic verse:

(T4 13,20 5525 350 5 gadis ol a2 il e s 2

Then after that, your hearts were hardened, as if they were rocks, or still

worse in hardness. (Al-Bagarah: 74)

Here, Allah has declared the hearts of Israelites as having become like stones.
Deobandis always mention that this hitting is not Sunnah but merely the result of the
experiments of various Sufis. Regarding it to be Sunnah would be an innovation.

As mentioned above, Sufi adhkar were devised based upon Greco-Arabic
medicine’s view of the human being. Sometimes, these adhkar can harm one
physically. Thanvi and shaykhs of his sub-order in particular amongst all Deobandis
keep this dimension in mind. Thanvi points out that a Sufi dhikr is merely a tool. If
for some reason (such as physical weakness), dhikr begins to hurt a person (physically

or otherwise), then it is impermissible for him to engage in it.**®

Purpose of Dhikr
The purpose of all Sufi exercises, namely adhkar, ashghal and muraqgabat, is to
develop constant consciousness of Allah."'® This consciousness has two levels. The

first is that of imprinting the divine name “Allah” in one’s mukhayyilah (imaginative

18 Ashraf Thanvi, Anfds-e- sd, 1:73.
119 Rahimi, 38.
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faculty). From there one moves to the Divine Essence. This is the second level.*?
Consistent dhikr leads to greater gnosis and love of the mentioned one (Allah), and
strengthens one in tawkid and iman.'** Allah lightens up hearts with the light of His
Essence and Attributes because of dhikr. When a person persists with dhikr, this light
occupies such a firm position in the heart that it cannot be removed from it. This
happens until it becomes the intrinsic attribute of the heart. Its sign is that the one
doing dhikr feels tranquility and calmness. The sign of this tranquility is that such a
person gives up the world, and loses interest in the ephemeral things of this world.*??
Dhikr is to be done remembering the Qur’anic verse, which mentions that
when someone remembers Allah, He remembers him (al-Bagarah: 152). With
consistent dhikr a person finally reaches the stage that he is fully immersed in the
remembered one which is the pure Divine Essence. At this stage, his heart acquires
praiseworthy states and his body acquires praiseworthy deeds.**® Dhikr acts as both
nar (spiritual light) and nar (fire). Its light brings coolness and calmness to the heart,
and its fire burns the coarseness present due to one’s humanness. This relieves one of
earthly weights and he rises above human burdens. Then, he crosses the angelic field

with his heart and reaches the heaven of greatest lordness.*?*

Conditions for Dhikr
To begin with, dhikr is most beneficial and effective when a person is free of all
engagements and attachments to anything else. Moreover, Gangohi has mentioned

that the person doing dhikr should be clean himself physically, as well as his clothes,

120 |gbal, Akabir ka..., 40.

121 Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 105.
122 bid., 150.

2 Ibid., 126.

24 Ibid., 125.
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and the place where he intends to do dhikr. Having a small khalwat khana (place for
isolation) also helps in this regard.’* He should perform ritual ablution (wudiz) and/or
take a ritual bath (ghusl) to achieve complete purity. This is not a necessary condition
but is preferable. He should sit cross-legged, facing the giblah, and keep both his
hands on his thighs near the knees."®® These basic conditions apply to all adhkar with
some exceptions.

Another of the basic conditions as enunciated by almost all Deobandi writers
on the subject is that the dhikr must be acquired from an authentic shaykh. When a
person does not learn dhikr from an authorized shaykh and just starts doing a dhikr,
which he heard from other people or read about in a book, it is called taglidi dhikr
(imitative). When dhikr is acquired from an authorized shaykh who has an unbroken
chain going back to the Prophet (pbuh), it is called takqiqi dhikr (actually effective).
According to Gangohi, “this [taglidi] dhikr does repel Shaytan and strengthens faith
but cannot support the person doing dhikr to reach that station of closeness [to Allah]
and wilayah, which the takqig7 dhikr can.”*?” Other Deobandi scholars echo the same
view regarding these two types of dhikrs.*?®

Gangohi has provided a proof for acquisition of dhikr from an authorized
shaykh. He has narrated the incident reported by Shaddad ibn Aws and ‘Ubadah ibn
Samit. They narrate that once they were in the company of the Prophet (pbuh). He
asked us, “Is there any stranger amongst you?” We said, “No.” He said, “Close the
door.” When we closed the door, he said, “Raise your hands and say la ilaha

illallgh.” We did so. *%°

125 pjd.

126 Ipid., 106.

127 Ipid., 112-113.

128 |gbal, Fayz-e-shaykh, 39.

129 Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 108.
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Gangohi has also mentioned that Sufis consider authentic a kadith in which
‘Al1 asked the Prophet (pbuh) to teach him that path which is the closest and easiest
for people and which Allah regards to be the most excellent. The Prophet (pbuh) is
reported to have said, “Hold on to dhikr in isolation.” ‘Ali asked him, “How should I
do dhikr?” The Prophet (pbuh) said, “Close your eyes and listen to me.” Then the
Prophet (pbuh) said la ilaha illallah three times and ‘Ali was listening. Then ‘Ali
taught this to Hasan Basri who taught it to ‘Abd al-Wahid ibn Zayd and Habib ‘Ajami.
Thus, the various rarigahs developed and branched out. Gangohi has not provided

any chain for this adith or a reference to any book of sadith.*®

Types of Dhikr
In terms of the focus of the person doing dhikr, there are various levels. The first
level is dhikr-e-lisani, which is dhikr through the tongue without attention. This is
also called laglagah. The second level is dhikr-e-nafs, in which a person thinks of the
words of dhikr in his heart. The third is dhikr-e-galbi, which is dhikr with attention.
The next level is that of dhikr-e-sirr, which is meditating for unveiling of divine
secrets. This is followed by dhikr-e-rizi, which is observation of the manifestations of
Divine Attributes. The last level is that of dhikr-e-khafi, which is observing the
Divine Essence.'®!

Another classification of adhkar divides them into two types: sari (apparent)
and haqiqi (real). Apparent dhikr means to remember Allah by repeating His name.
This could be through the tongue or through the heart. Real dhikr is remembering

Allah through fulfilling His rights. This encompasses the whole of Shari‘ah for His

130 1bid., 109.
18 bid., 117.
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rights include all the commands and prohibitions of Shari‘ah. **?

What is really
desired in Shari“ah is the latter while the former is a preparation for it. That is why it

is also beneficial and praiseworthy.*®® Allah says in the Qur’an:
45 oSy Ky clasdh 2 065 Bl &)

Surely, salah restrains one from shameful and evil acts.

(Al-<Ankabut: 45)

Apparent dhikr, which is merely repeating the name of Allah has two further
types; one is dhikr-e-lisani (dhikr with the tongue); the other is dhikr-e-galbi (dhikr
without the tongue and only in the heart, with or without presence of mind). As is
obvious, there is an overlapping of terms between the one in the beginning of the
section and this classification. The latter is more commonly used than the former.
Then, within the latter classification, Sufis have long debated which one is more
excellent. Opinions vary and each side is armed with proofs. Amongst the
Deobandis, most tend to favour dhikr-e-lisani over dhikr-e-qalbi.*** Perhaps this is
due to their being Chishtis since dhikr-e-lisani is the main dhikr amongst them.
Zulfigar Nagshbandi, who is a contemporary Deobandi shaykh has tried to prove that
dhikr-e-galbi is superior.*** This could be on account of his being Nagshbandyi, since
dhikr-e-galbi is the main dhikr amongst them. It is not our job to weigh in on the
debate; however, this much can be said that both sides agree that whichever dhikr is
done with the presence of mind is superior to the one done without it.

Different rarigahs use different types of dhikr. Over the centuries, these
tarigahs have also borrowed from one another. The same process is visible with the

Deobandis as well. Thus, while they are strict Hanafis in matters of figh, in tasawwuf

132 Din, 260.

33 bid.

3% 1bid., 259-260.

135 Zulfigar Nagshbandi, Tasawwuf-o-sulik, (Faisalabad: Maktabat al-Fagir, 2000), 114-119. [Urd]
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they tend to be flexible. The main rarigah of most Deobandi shaykhs is Chishti Sabirt
but they also have permission in other three rarigahs. On the orders of Muhammad
Zakariyya, his successor Sufi Igbal wrote a book Sigalat al-qulizb [Polishing of the
hearts] detailing the main adhkar, ashghal and other practices of the four rarigahs. As
he says in the introduction to the book, it was written for the successors of
Muhammad Zakariyya so that they could have a handy reference and could prescribe
whatever dhikr, shughl, or murdgabah they felt was more appropriate for the
disciple.’®* Before him, Imdad Allah had written a similar book in Persian titled Diya’

al-qulab. Suafi Igbal has relied heavily upon this work.

Dawazdah Tasbih
The main dhikr amongst the Chishtis is dawdazdah tasbiZ (in Persian) or bara tashii
(in Urdu). A tasbiz is a 100 count of any dhikr formula. Bard tasbii means twelve
such counts (1200 repetitions) even though in reality these are thirteen tasbiks. So far,
we have yet to come across any plausible explanation for this discrepancy.
Nevertheless, the Chishtis do not seem to mind this. The sequence is as follows: first,
two hundred repetitions of la ilaha illallah; then four hundred repetitions of illallah,
then six hundred repetitions of Allahz Allah; and finally one hundred repetitions of
“Allah” (also called ism-e-dhat which means “name of the [Divine] Essence”).

One can do the dhikr loudly or in a moderate voice depending on how one’s
shaykh has taught him the dhikr. Thanvi and those of his sub-order emphasize that
loud dhikr can be harmful. They insist that nowadays, people have become physically

weak. Dhikr in a moderate to low voice is sufficient to achieve results. Moreover,

3¢ |gbal, Sigalat al-qulib, 14-17.
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moving the neck right and left, and hitting the heart strongly are also dangerous. A
light movement and slight vocal stress instead of hitting is sufficient.

In addition to the general conditions stated above, Gangohi has also explained
a complex way of holding hands, which he claims to have basis in sadith. However,
he does not provide any reference for it. He also mentions holding a vein in one’s left
leg with the big toe of the right foot.”*” Thanvi does not mention the holding of the

hands but he does mention the holding of the vein.'*®

Contemporary Deobandi
shaykhs do not seem to worry about this method of holding the hands or the vein.**°

The way to do this dhikr is as follows: At any time of tranquility when one has
peace of mind, he should start by seeking Allah’s forgiveness for all ones sins. Then
he should pray that Allah purify his heart and give him His gnosis. Then, according to
Thanvi he should repeat the formula for istighfar and sending blessings upon the
Prophet (pbuh) 11 times each. Sifi Igbal does not mention istighfar but says that he
should send blessings upon the Prophet (pbuh) 11 times and recite Surat al-Ikhlas 13
times. Saft Igbal also says that he should send the rewards for these to all the shaykhs
in his chain. Thanvi does not make such a suggestion.

Then, he should sit cross-legged while keeping his back straight. He should
begin doing the actual dhikr with deep reverence. He should first lower his head
towards his heart and then while saying the word I with madd (prolongation), he
should move his head towards his right shoulder. There he should say ilaha. While
saying la, he should imagine pulling out of his heart all things besides Allah and when

his head is over his right shoulder, he should imagine throwing all such things besides

Allah behind his back. These things include one’s nafs, Shayzan, desires, and all such

37 Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 106.
13 Din, 270.
139 See the method given in Igbal, Sigalat al-qulib, 50.
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things, which have the potential of claiming to be one’s Lord.**® Then, he should say
illallah while moving his head to the left aiming for his heart and should hit it by
putting stress on the lam of the word “illa” while jerking the head as if physically
hitting the heart with the head. During this, he should imagine that passionate love for
Allah and His light is entering his heart. He should do two hundred repetitions of la
ilaha illallah. During these, after each ten or eleven repetitions, he should send
blessings upon the Prophet (pbuh). After two hundred repetitions, he should close his
eyes for some time and imagine that divine effulgence is entering his heart from the
divine throne.

Then, he should do four hundred repetitions of illallah with the same hitting on
the heart. During this, he should imagine declaring the existence of Allah and should
imagine bringing Allah’s love into his heart with full force.*** Then, he should do six
hundred repetitions of Allahiz Allah. During these, he should pronounce the dammah
on the “ha” of the first “Allah” and should prolong it. The “hd” at the end of the
second “Allah” should be sakin i.e., should not have any declension. While saying the
first “Allah,” he should move his head to the right and while saying the second
“Allah,” he should move it to the left and move his head with a jerk as if hitting the
heart. During this, he should also imagine that the love of Allah is entering his heart.
During these repetitions, he should pause after some time and say Allahi hadiri (Allah
is present with me), Allaha naziri (Allah is looking at me), Allahiz ma ‘i (Allah is with
me). After these six hundred repetitions, he should do hundred repetitions of the
divine name “Allah,” and should hit his heart with the jerk of the head while putting

stress on the “lam” of “Allgh.”**

10" Gangohi, Imdad al-sulik, 115.
L 1bid., 106.
Y2 This description of bara tasbi has been taken from Igbal, Fayz-e-shaykh, 54.
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The jerking of the head is according to the method provided by Sufi Igbal, as
well as Thanvi.’*® However, Thanvi has also clarified that extensive movements of
the head and jerking of the head are merely a means. As we mentioned above,
according to him, these days, a light movement and only slight stress on the lam of
illallah is enough.**

There is a gradual progression in this dhikr. One begins by intellectually
negating all that which is other than Allah. In Urdu, it is called fana-e-‘ilmi ghayr
Allgh. 1t also includes growing in one’s focus on Allah. Thus, in the beginning
people see many other things besides Allah. These are all denied through abundant
repetitions of la ilaha illallah. When one achieves a certain degree of success in this
negation, he proceeds to confirm the existence of Allah in his mind through repetition
of illallah. This confirmation is also merely an intellectual endeavour. Then, there is
a need to rise from this to the next level, which is that of registering the divine essence

in one’s mind. This is achieved through repetition of the divine name “Allgh.”

Contentious Issues

Within the Deobandi circles, some issues have emerged as contentious. The first and
foremost is the questioning of Sufi dhikr itself. This is more pronounced in Tablighi
Jama‘at and the rank and file Deobandis of today. The problem with these doubts and
questions is that these people also claim themselves to be Deobandis who are
following in the footsteps of the early masters of the school. However, a study of the

works of the early masters of the school establishes beyond doubt that they were in

%3 |qbal, Sigalat al-qulib, 50-51; and Lutf-e-Rasil, 593
144 Lutf-e-Rasil, 593-594.
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favour of dhikr and emphasized it. The truth, then, is that most of these questioners of
dhikr who claim to be Deobandi have not studied the biographies of their elders.'*®
Then, there are those among Deobandis who do not deny the validity of dhikr
but question doing it in a loud voice (dhikr bi al-jahr). Deobandi fatwa literature
contains numerous references to people calling loud dhikr an innovation and
censuring its practitioners. Historically, these opponents were Ahl-e-Hadis. The
responses in the fatwa literature almost always point out that loud dhikr is permissible
with the condition that it does not disturb someone praying salah, or sleeping, or

someone who is sick.#®

As for the Deobandis of today who question loud dhikr, the
typical response to their doubts focuses on providing proofs from the writings of early
Deobandi masters.**’

Another issue is that of doing dhikr in a gathering (majlis al-dhikr). This has
proven to be more contentious and divisive. Historically, Deobandis did not do dhikr
in gatherings. Nowadays, amongst all Deobandis, it is mainly the followers of
Muhammad Zakariyya who do dhikr in gatherings. Other Deobandis have questioned
it and opposed it.*® The responses given by its supporters center around defining
Muhammad Zakariyya as the mujaddid whose decision should be enough as evidence.
The underlying assumption, of course, is that there are enough evidences in the
Shari‘ah to support both sides. It is the duty of the mujaddid to see what is needed for

the time and give preference to it.**

1% Sufi Igbal penned a treatise specifically for the purpose of refuting such doubts. See Igbal, Zikr-o-
i ‘tikaf ki ahmiyyat.

146 See Ashraf “Ali Thanvi, Imdad al-fatawa, (Karachi: Maktabat Dar al-<Ulam Karachi, 1992), 5:218-
219. Also see Thanvi’s fatwa on the Shadhili way of doing dhikr in 1bid., 5:151-155. [Urd]

Y7 See, for example, Muhammad llyas Shaykh, Zikr-e-jahri-o-ijtima‘i shari‘at kay a’inay main,
(Lenasia: Dar al-‘Ulim Zakariyya, n.d.). [Urd]

148 See, for example, <Abd al-Wahid, Ddstan-e-ibrat, (Lahore: n.p., n.d.). [Urd]

Y9 This line of reasoning is especially visible in Muhammad Igbal, Qusb al-aqrab Shaykh al-Hadith
Hazrat Mawlana Muhammad Zakariyya Muhgjir Madani aur majalis-e-zikr, (Lahore: ‘Imran
Academy, n.d.). [Urd]
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Ashghal

Ashghdl is the plural of shughl. In Sufi terminology, shughl means to imagine a
dhikr."® Its purpose is to increase concentration. According to Thanvi, if a person
has enough concentration in dhikr, then no shughl is needed. However, if he does not
develop enough concentration in dhikr, then he recommends engaging in some
shughl.™*  Amongst the various ashghdl, Thanvi prefers shughl ankad (also called
sulzan al-adhkdar meaning “king of all adhkar”) which he considers to be the easiest
and most beneficial."®® In it, one imagines that all pores of the body are saying “Allah
ht.” Another common shughl is shughl ism-e-dhat. In it, one imagines that one’s
heart is saying “Allah” with passionate love. It is also called dhikr-e-qalbi (in its
primary meaning i.e., dhikr in the heart, with or without presence of mind). Other
forms of shughl include #abs-e-dam (holding one’s breath) and habs-e-basar (visually
focusing on something). These last mentioned ones are not generally common

amongst the Deobandis.

Meditations (Muraqabat)

Muragabat is the plural of muragabah. It means to keep an idea or concept in one’s
mind for a specific period of time or during most times so that one starts acting upon it
due to its dominance over oneself.™>* There are several different types of murdqabat.
Amongst these the commonly used ones are as follows: murdgabah-e-makabbat-e-
Haqqg (meditating that Allah loves me), muradgabah-e-du‘aia (praying to Allah in ones

heart), muragabah-e-maut (meditating over death and after-death), and murdgabah-e-

%0 Din, 258.
5L <Arifi, Basa 'ir Hakim-ul-ummat, 145.
152 Din, 274.
183 Ashraf Thanvi, al-Takashshuf..., 267.
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ma ‘iyyat (imagining Allah to be with oneself). Murdgabat tend to be more common
amongst Deobandis than ashghal.

There are two more things related to murdagabah. These are musharazah and
mukasabah. Musharazah means that one should sit alone in the morning for some
time and tell one’s nafs that during the day it should do such and such good deeds, and
abstain from such and such bad deeds. Then, during the day one should remain
mindful of this. This consciousness is also called muragabah. This is the use of the
word murdgabah in its general sense. At the end of the day, one should sit down
again with oneself and review one’s actions during the day. Those that were good,
one should thank Allah for them; and those that were bad, one should reprimand
oneself for them. If needed one could also impose a punishment upon oneself for

these. This is mukasabah.

RISKY MEANS

We mentioned in the previous chapter that Deobandi writers differentiate between the
means, which are beneficial and those which are risky. The former includes different
types of mujahadahs, adhkar, muragabat and some ashghal. The latter include
tasawwur-e-shaykh, ‘ishg-e-majazi and sama* (audition). Out of these three, we will
discuss the first two below while the third will be discussed in the next section as part

of the differed upon practices.

Imagining the Shaykh (Tasawwur-e-Shaykh)
Tasawwur-e-shaykh means to imagine the shaykh in one’s mind. It could be the
image of the shaykh or his different qualities. The purpose is to develop love for the

shaykh. Another benefit is improved concentration and repelling of stray thoughts.
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Nevertheless, tasawwur-e-shaykh is controversial. Amongst the non-Sufis, it is
viewed with great suspicion. They think that it amounts to associating partners with
Allah (shirk). Sayyid Ahmad Barelvi, the acknowledged fore-runner of Deobandis,
refused to engage in it when ordered to do so by his shaykh, Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz.
Interestingly, the latter did not mind it. Rather, he said that “you seem to have
preponderance of tawhid (ghalabat al-taw#id) over you. You will have to be trained
in a different way.”154

Thanvi acknowledged the benefit of tasawwur-e-shaykh but nevertheless,
stated that it can be dangerous for common people and will be permissible for the
elect with precautions.’®™ The main risk is that the one engaging in it will end up

regarding his shaykh as a helper at the expense of his trust in Allah, which will

naturally weaken his own belief in taw/id.

Temporal Love (‘Ishg-e-Majazi)

Traditional Sufi writings have numerous references to temporal love. Examples
include such classics as the Mathnaw: of Raumi1 and the Divan of Hafiz. Over the
years, people began to interpret these references literally and used these to justify their
mingling with women and young boys. For such people, this type of love was a
means to achieve true love of the Divine (‘ishg-e-kaqgiqi). Thanvi has mentioned that
while there is some truth in that temporal love removes all other attachments from the

heart and humbles one’s nafs; yet this has become a means for these people to satisfy

54 Ashraf Thanvi, Hekayat-e-awliya, 115.
55 Private correspondence with Dr. Isma‘il Memon, (Early 2005). Also, see ‘Arifi, Basa ir Hakim-ul-
ummat, 129-130.
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their base desires. Moreover, anything could have been made an object of this
temporal love. Making it specific with women and boys indicates mal-intent.**®

As for the statements of earlier Sufis, which seem to condone temporal love,
Deobandis explain them by saying that other parts of these works denounce temporal
love. This means that these statements have to be interpreted differently. These are,
in fact, metaphors. Thanvi wrote a commentary on the Divan of Hafiz, as well as on

Mathnawi of Rami with this purpose in mind.*’

DIFFERED UPON PRACTICES

We have discussed before the role of Shah Isma‘il and Sayyid Ahmad in combating
practices, which they deemed to be against the Sunnah. Deobandis followed their
example in combating these practices. This placed them on a collision course with the
traditional ‘ulama’ and Sufis of the sub-continent. It is beyond the scope of this
dissertation to discuss all the issues that divided these groups. We can only discuss

the issues that have any relevance to tasawwuf. These are as follows:

Celebration of the Birth of the Prophet (pbuh)

Mawlid or mawlzd is an Arabic word which means birth. In Islamic usage, it is
generally taken to mean the birth of the Prophet (pbuh). In South Asia, the word
milad is more often used which means the same thing. Celebrating mawlid al-Rasul
(birth of the Prophet) is a highly contentious issue in Sunni circles throughout the
Muslim world. In South Asia, Barelvis are in favour of it and consider it to be the

distinguishing mark of a Sunni. Deobandis and Ahl-e-Hadis oppose it and call it an

156 Ashraf Thanvi, Ta‘lim al-din, 554

57 His commentary on the Divan of Hafiz forms part of al-Takashshuf. His commentary on Mathnawi
is a voluminous work spread over 18 volumes. It is titled Kalid-e-Masnavi [Key to the Mathnawi].
[Urd]
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innovation. To be sure, the birth of the Prophet (pbuh) is a joyous occasion for all
Muslims. This much is accepted by all sides. Mentioning and remembering it is
considered praiseworthy by all sides as well. The problem comes with the word milad
(or mawlid or mawlad). For its supporters, any way of commemorating the birth of
the Prophet (pbuh) is milad irrespective of what name is given to it.™® The opponents
take milad to mean the common South Asian way of celebrating this birth. This
popular practice involves elaborate rituals and specified dates and so on. To these
opponents, all of these features turn this activity (which may have been permissible
originally) into an innovation. A closer examination of the two sides’ views suggests
that this difference is semantic, as well as fighz. The supporters focus on the basic
permissibility and virtue of remembering aspects of Prophet’s (pbuh) life. The
opponents focus on popular practices, which have become, in their view, an integral
part of milad celebrations.

From the Sunnah it is proven that the Prophet (pbuh) would fast on Monday as
a way of thanking Allah for his birth on that day. However, there is no evidence to
suggest that this birth was ever celebrated in the form of a birthday gathering during
his time or during the early generations of Islam. From historical accounts, it becomes
clear that special milad celebrations were instituted by Sultan Aba Sa‘id Kakubart (d.
630 AH), the ruler of Irbil."®® These celebrations involved the setting of a particular
date for this celebration, gathering of scholars and pious people, and sending rewards
to the Prophet (pbuh) by giving food in charity.*®® From that time onwards, it became

a matter of debate for scholars. Some supported it as a praiseworthy innovation while

158 <Ata> Allah, 223.

%9 Abi al-Fida® Isma‘il ibn Kathir, al-Biddayah wa al-nihayah, (Giza: Dar al-Hajr, 1998), 17:205.
[Arb]
0 Muhammad Yasuf Ludhianvi, Ikhtilaf-e-ummat aur siras-e-mustagim, (Karachi: Zamzam

Publishers, n.d.), 81. [Urd]
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others opposed it as a reprehensible innovation because of the lack of precedence from
the early generations of Islam. However, over time celebrating mawlid became a
regular practice amongst most Sunnis around the world with some dissenting.

The dispute that we see today is essentially a repeat of the old one with an
added dimension. This new dimension is the popular form of milad celebration in the
sub-continent, which has evolved over the years and many times includes elements

that would be censured by ‘ulama’ of all sides.'®*

When Deobandis sought to oppose
popular practices, which they felt were out of line with the Sunnabh, they also opposed
milad. The basis was that milad as it was commonly practiced by the public had
become mixed with impermissible practices. It was rare that any celebration would be
free of these vices. As a means to rectify that, Deobandis opposed milad altogether.
However, they acknowledged the need to remember the life of the Prophet
(pbuh), his noble traits, as well as the importance of following the Sunnah. To them,
milad had been focusing narrowly on some dimensions of his life at the expense of
other dimensions of his Prophetic mission. Thus, they started organizing lectures and
Sirah conferences without a fixation with a particular date to discuss and remember
the life and the mission of the Prophet (pbuh) in a more comprehensive manner.
These were to be done without making them specific to any particular date or format.
Rather, the idea was to focus on the goal, which was increasing one’s love of the

Prophet (pbuh) and reminding one of the obligations of that love namely, adhering to

Sunnah in all aspects of one’s life.

181 <Ata’ Allah, 243-245.
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Celebrating the Death Anniversary of Saints (‘Urs)

‘Urs literally means marriage. In South Asian terms, it refers to the death anniversary
of a saint who is thought to have finally achieved wisal (meaning he has reached his
Beloved) through his death. Celebrating ‘urs at the tombs of saints is a regular feature
of popular tasawwuf in the sub-continent. Deobandis opposed these celebrations for
the same reason as they opposed milad viz., creation of a new practice, which was
considered religious by many was an innovation; and more importantly, the ‘urs as it
was celebrated in the sub-continent was rarely free of incorrect beliefs and practices.
These included considering the fixed date to have a religious basis, playing of music,
free mixing of men and women, etc. and in the case of milad, considering it to be a
Sunnah, and believing that the Prophet (pbuh) comes to every milad celebration and
that one should stand in his honour (this is called giyam), etc.

The Deobandi stance on mawlid and ‘urs was opposed by Barelvis who felt
that censuring such celebrations altogether amounted to an organized conspiracy to
lessen the masses’ attachment to the Prophet (pbuh) and the saints. They
acknowledged the need to censure the vices that were present in numerous
celebrations but did not need feel that it required prohibiting these celebrations

altogether.

Audition (Sama")

Samd - refers to listening to some form of poetry so as to arouse love for the Divine in
oneself. It may or may not be accompanied by musical instruments. In popular
imagination in South Asia, it is especially associated with Chishtis. Most tombs of
Chishti saints have some group of musicians singing different odes with musical

instruments. This presents an obvious dilemma for Deobandis who are Chishtis and
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consider most musical instruments to be forbidden in Shari“ah. In his various primers
and advanced books on tasawwuf, Thanvi has dealt with the issue of sama‘.!®* He
begins by classifying the different types of sama‘. Then, he utilizes the statements of
various classical Chishti masters to support his arguments. To begin with, he says that
sama“ accompanied by musical instruments has not been allowed by any Chishti
master. Their denunciations of those who engaged in it are provided as proof.
Moreover, sama“ unaccompanied by musical instruments is differed upon among the
scholars. Hanafis consider it to be impermissible. Thus, Deobandis are remaining
true to their legal school by declaring it to be impermissible. As for those Chishtis
who practiced it and were also Hanafis, Thanvi makes some allowance for them by
saying that they practiced it only because of their special spiritual needs. They were
conscious of the scholar’s condemnation of it, and therefore, had imposed strict
conditions on it. Even then, some amongst them discontinued it altogether. The
prime example is Nasir al-Din Chiragh-e-Dehli (d. 1356) who discontinued it, even

though his own shaykh Nizam al-Din Awliya (d. 1325) used to engage in it.

Differences Between Deobandis and Imdad Allah, and Between Deobandis and
Barelvis

The differences between Deobandis and Barelvis are reflected in the differences
between the former and their shaykh Imdad Allah as well.*®® This, however, poses
serious problems. How do you censure these differed upon practices and call them
reprehensible innovations; and yet maintain respect for your shaykh who engages in
these himself? Moreover, how can Imdad Allah declare Gangohi his successor even

though the latter openly declares his shaykh’s practices to be misguided? This has

162 See, for example, Din, 291-297.
163 We have discussed these in the previous chapter.
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vexed Deobandis since Gangohi’s time and has continued ever since. The question
was posed to Gangohi and later, Thanvi. Both answered; Gangohi did so briefly and
Thanvi dealt with it in detail.

The response as provided by Gangohi and Thanvi brings out the truth behind
these issues. Thanvi begins by stating that the issues in question are permissible in
themselves (ja’iz fi nafsiha). He does not label them as belonging to the category of
praiseworthy innovation but he also does not label them as reprehensible innovation.
However, the problem is that certain other beliefs and practices have been combined
with these practices. These include the ‘agidah that the Prophet (pbuh) is omnipresent
and the fixation of the dates, as well as other vices. It is these beliefs and practices
that invite censure from Deobandis. As for Imdad Allah, Thanvi suggests that he did
not believe that these ideas and impermissible practices were that prevalent or if they
were prevalent, he assumed that people could discriminate between the permissible
and the impermissible. This is similar to the Barelvi viewpoint.

In other words, the difference is not in the evilness of these accretions. All
sides involved agree that many of these are vices and hence, impermissible. There is
disagreement regarding some issues, which Barelvis consider to be permissible and
Deobandis do not, such as fixing a date. As for the vices, the problem is identifying
the proper method of censuring them. Deobandis consider these practices to be
impermissible because vices have become a standard part of them. The Barelvis, on
the other hand, insist that these practices were originally permissible and whatever
vices may have become part of these should be censured and not the actual practice
itself.!®* In fact, this is a fundamental difference in approach to giving legal opinion

(fatwa). The Deobandis rely upon the Hanafi methodology which calls for declaring

%% There is some difference of opinion about the vices involved as well. For more details, see ‘Ata’
Allah, 233-245.
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something mubah (permissible) to be impermissible when haram elements become
part of it. The common person cannot differentiate between the permissible and the
impermissible while the religious elite can. However, both need to be stopped from
engaging in these.'®® The Barelvis follow the Shafi‘i methodology, which says that
mubah remains mubai while such haram accretions need to be combated and
removed. The religious elite do not have to be stopped at all.*®®

Some Deobandis consider Barelvis to be conscious evildoers while others give
them the benefit of the doubt. The latter describe the difference in the behavior of
Barelvis and Deobandis as the difference between ahl al-‘ishg (lovers) and ahl al-
intizam (administrators).’®” The lovers do what they think is needed to express their
love. The administrators are also lovers but their administrative side dominates them.
They are concerned about the impact of their actions on others. In this description,
Imdad Allah and Barelvis would be called ahl al-‘ishq who do what they think is
permissible because their love for the Prophet (pbuh) and the saints dominates them.
The Deobandis, on the other hand, also love the Prophet (pbuh) and the saints, but
they are also conscious of the impact of their actions upon others. This description of

the divide gives each side the benefit of the doubt while insisting on the validity of the

Deobandi stance.

CONCLUSION
Deobandi methodology represents a shift in tasawwuf from complexity to simplicity,
and from distance from primary sources of din to closeness to the Qur’an and hadith.

This is reflective of their doctrine, which is similarly easier and simpler. Their

165" Ashraf “Ali Thanvi, Ashraf al-jawab, (Multan: Idara Talifat-e-Ashrafia, n.d.), 77. [Urd]

166 Shafi¢, 234-235.

187 |ecture on Sahih al-Bukhari by Mawlana ‘Abd al-Rahman Ashrafi at Jami‘a Ashrafia, Lahore (c.
2005)
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tasawwuf is easier to understand and easier still to practice. It is Shari‘ah-based and
seeks to express tasawwuf’s principles in all aspects of one’s existence. The dosage of
mujahadahs and adhkar is generally, well balanced with other responsibilities
imposed by the Shari‘ah. This is especially true of the Thanvi sub-order. In recent
years, followers of Muhammad Zakariyya have emerged as prominent champions of
tasawwuf. Their methodology is characterized by a relatively greater emphasis upon
dhikr.

The articulation of tasawwuf by Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi and other Deobandis
clarified the concepts and goals of tasawwuf. Their training and treatment of their
disciples is rational and focused. It is also well documented, and provides a handy
reference to anyone who wants to travel on the “path.” The number of people who
have benefited from Deobandi masters directly or indirectly is huge. The
transformation in people’s lives by reading their books and by being in their company
is easy to witness and baffles many. Deobandi masters operate without a bureaucracy
and proper organization. Yet their reach is extensive. In this, they are reflective of
the Sunnah of the Prophet (pbuh) and of saints of old. Personal contact on a sustained

basis is the single most important contributor to permanent transformation.
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CHAPTER 6

CONCLUSION

It is a common theme of religious history and movements that means devised to
achieve certain goals end up becoming the goals themselves, and terms coined to
explain concepts themselves become a barrier to the concepts. Terms fulfill a natural
need to teach, explain, and disseminate ideas. Similarly, new means are devised to
help people achieve higher goals, which otherwise might have been difficult to
achieve. However, terms and means are mere servants and aids to goals. These are
adopted temporarily for fulfilling a need. Sometimes, they are emphasized and
required just as the goals and realities would be emphasized and required. However,
the expert stops using these means whenever he considers it necessary and sometimes,
as a treatment, he even orders these to be given up permanently. He is not subordinate
to the means; rather he commands them. He ensures that the means are not
emphasized so much that they become harmful instead of being helpful, and a barrier
on the path instead of taking one to the goal.

The case of tasawwuf is no different. The science and art of tasawwuf
developed as a distinct branch of Islamic knowledge and practice, which focused on
the spiritual dimension within Islam. This codification was a response to the needs of
the time and helped to make important spiritual concepts accessible and the path to the
Divine pursuable. However, one must admit that repeatedly, these means have
acquired the status of goals and terms have hidden the realities causing them to remain

hidden from view. Thus, the very name of tasawwuf became controversial. A never-
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ending battle began to determine whether tasawwuf is an innovation or not. This has
yet to end.

The concepts that tasawwuf sought to convey had their roots in the Qur’an and
hadith. Amongst the various spiritual dimensions that tasawwuf deals with, two
prominent examples are tazkiyah and izsan. No opponent of tasawwuf can deny their
validity and importance to Islam. However, new terms became a barrier for these
concepts and realities. The same is true of the various means devised by spiritual
masters to achieve these goals. None of these masters had the intention of adding
something to the din. They were merely using these as aids. However, gradually
these means acquired the status of goals for their later followers. This in turn caused
many sincere people to develop serious doubts about tasawwuf. At the same time,
these terms and means-turned-goals helped bring about another process. They led to
the gradual drifting of tasawwuf away from mainstream Islamic scholarly tradition.
This gave enough reason to many of the supporters and opponents of tasawwuf to
declare it to be independent of Shari“ah. This was especially pronounced in historical
India. The divide that emerged led to the loss of the impressive harmony between the
outward and the inward that is the hallmark of normative Islam.*

A study of the numerous movements that emerged in Muslim India over the
centuries can testify to this phenomenon repeating time and again. Well-intentioned
Sufis sought to find common ground with the Hindus using general concepts with the
intention of attracting them to the eternal message of Islam. In this, they succeeded to
a certain extent. However, the price was heavy. The terms they used and the themes

they emphasized led to their separation from mainstream Islamic discourse. More

! The foregoing is based upon Abi al-Hasan ‘Ali Nadvi’s forewords to ‘Ali Nadvi, Tazkiya-o-isan...,
13-25; and to Igbal, Akabir ka..., 7-14.
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than once, this led to the formation of new sects and groups. The Sikhs and many
amongst Shattariyyah are an example of this.

Nevertheless, it is also a fact of history that Islam has been blessed with a
special renewal process, which repeats itself periodically. Starting from the first
century after Hijrah until today, at regular intervals of about hundred years,
individuals and movements have emerged that seek to remove the gap between
popular understanding of Islam and the actual sources of Islam. This is true of all
branches of Islamic faith and practice. Whenever the ummabh is in need of something,
multiple individuals feel the inspiration to respond to it and they seek out ways and
means to deal with it. Nadvi calls it collective inspiration (jama ‘t7 ilham).? From the
earliest period of Islamic history, the institutionalization of adhan and tarawih are
prime examples of this. Here, individuals were inspired with something that did not
exist before but was needed, nevertheless. This inspiration is not of the same level as
Qur’an and Sunnah but serves to complement them.

Amongst the many such individuals who graced Indian Muslism history with
their presence, Ahmad Sirhindi (d. 1624) and Shah Wali Allah (d. 1762), are
prominent in their contribution to almost all important aspects of Muslim faith and
practice. They combined in them scholarly erudition, high spirituality and community
activism. These were true mujaddids (renewers of the faith) who sought to re-
invigorate Islam in its entirety. They felt that Muslim masses had drifted far from the
true sources of Islam and had been lost in the maze of rituals and terminologies.
Theirs was an attempt to lessen the distance between the masses and the two
fundamental sources of din, Qur’an and Sunnah. At the same time, they realized that

the contributions made by preceding Muslim societies were extremely useful. They

2 bid., 26.
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treated this legacy with respect but analyzed it with confidence so as to separate that
which was still useful from that which had become a burden. The legacy that these
left behind still inspires the majority of Islamic movements of the sub-continent. Even
apparent opponents seek their inspiration and justification from these giants.

It is an interesting aspect of Indian Muslim history that at the time of their
greatest political defeat, Muslims gave birth to three movements, which surpassed
their predecessors in the volume of their work and the scope of their activism. No
doubt, they were aided by the easy availability of the printing press. It was further
aided by their decision to adopt Urdu as their vehicle of expression. Arabic and
Persian were left for Urdu with the idea of reaching as many people as possible. Ahl-
e-Hadis, Barelvis, and Deobandis were each other’s competitors but in the course of
that competition, they also made important contributions to Islam intellectually,
spiritual, and politically. The contributions made by Deobandis and Ahl-e-Hadis in
the field of kadith are probably unmatched by any non-Indian group.

This study has attempted to investigate the approach to tasawwuf of Deobandis,
an important Islamic movement that started in British India. The Deobandis’ Sufi
roots are primarily Chishti and Nagshbandi and their elders operated in colonial
India’s tumultuous milieu. This period was characterized by a great deal of confusion
and questioning of old wisdoms that had been previously taken for granted. Amongst
the various categories that this period threw up, Deobandis are squarely within the
reformist camp. This reformist movement sought to clarify the misconceptions in the
minds of many about Shari‘ah and tasawwuf; and sought to re-establish the clear and
simple teachings of Islam. This required a re-stating of essential Sufi ideas that were

in harmony with outward Shari‘ah. In the process, they also did away with a number
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of innovated practices and doctrines, which had acquired the status of goals and did
not exist at the time of the Prophet (pbuh).

The two main planks of Deobandi Sufi doctrine are tawkid and following the
Sunnah. In fact, the ideas of ikhlas, iksan, qurb, wusal, and love for Allah are
different manifestations of tawkid. Opposition to bid‘ah in all its forms is a direct
result of Deobandis’ emphasis upon Sunnah. Furthermore, there are two main
characteristics of the Deobandi approach to tasawwuf. One, they were keen to avoid
those traditional practices, which invited criticism from externalist scholars. This,
they called, khurzj ‘an al-khilaf (leaving that which is differed upon). Second, they
were singularly focused on the goals of tasawwuf without a rigid beholding to
particular means.

The main figures from the early period of the Deobandi movement, Mawlanas
Rashid Ahmad Gangohi, Muhammad Qasim Nanautvi, Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi were
following in the tradition of Sirhindi and Wali Allah. They also combined in them
erudite scholarship, high spiritual rank and social activism. The works of these two
had shaped their outlook towards tasawwuf in particular, and Shariah in general.
Through their teachers and shaykhs, they possessed an unbroken chain to these
important figures.

Deobandi movement was essentially a reform (islah) and renewal (tajdid)
movement. Amongst the Deobandi elders, Rashid Ahmad Gangohi was the most
important figure with respect to tasawwuf. He helped to shape the ideas and
personalities of a whole generation of scholars who were destined to play leading
roles themselves. His work was further expanded by Ashraf Ali Thanvi, who has the
best claim to be a mujaddid amongst all Deobandis. The early decades of the

Deobandi movement saw an almost perfect harmony between the outward and inward
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aspects of Shari‘ah. Tasawwuf was regarded as the core of Shari‘ah and it permeated
all aspects of the Deobandi movement.

Later, as the movement expanded, this balance which had been the hallmark of
the early years began to be lost. Still, there were enough elders (akabir) who
represented true Deobandi ideals and who had been trained by the older generation.
Beginning with the partition of India, the vast network of khangdhs established by
Deobandi shaykhs began to unravel. Things reached such a point in Muhammad
Zakariyya Kandhlavi’s last years that he felt the most important thing missing from
Muslims’ lives was the aspect of dhikr as practiced in these khangaahs. His travels
and works in his last years represent an attempt at reviving this aspect of din. He
bequeathed the same to his successors who have been trying to bridge the growing
divide between the external and internal aspects of Shari‘ah.

The works of Thanvi display his clear understanding of the various aspects of
Shari‘ah. His ability to easily access all the main works of classical scholars from the
various parts of the world and distill these to formulate a practical course of action for
Indian Muslims is beyond comparison. His works display a logical mind at work
unperturbed by the tumult surrounding it. The large group of followers that he trained
and who spread his message represents one of the two main strands of current
Deoband1 tasawwuf. The other one is Muhammad Zakariyya’s followers’. In fact,
Thanvi tasawwuf, if we may call it, has the potential to make tasawwuf easily
accessible to a large body of Muslims who otherwise could not even imagine
indulging in spiritual pursuits.

Deobandis realized the importance of education. They sought to bridge the
gap between common Muslims and the Qur’an and the Sunnah. An integral part of

this effort was simplification of religious concepts and practice. The idea was to make
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basic Islamic information accessible to all people. The printing press was utilized to
the fullest to reach millions of Muslims in colonial India. This mass outreach was
further aided by the string of madrasahs that were established, and through the
increasing number of Deobandi madrasah graduates who spread the Deobandi
revivalist message wherever they went.

A very interesting dimension of Deobandi tasawwuf is its popularization of
important Sufi values and concepts through Tablighi Jama“‘at. Its founder Muhammad
Ilyas Kandhlavi was a thoroughly trained Sufi who utilized Chishti principles and
made them the backbone of this movement.

Deobandis’ focus on the original sources of Shari‘ah to justify the goals of
tasawwuf had in it the potential to bridge the divide between the externalists and the
Sufis. The tragedy is that instead of bridging the divide, it led to further divisions,
with Deobandis themselves becoming a distinct third group against the best intentions
of its earliest masters. This is especially obvious with respect to their differences with
the Barelvis. Both are Sufis and Hanafis, and yet have emerged as quasi-sects.

Over the last century and a half, since the foundation of Dar al-‘Ulam
Deoband, Deobandi tasawwuf has taken some diverging paths. Some of them had the
potential of bridging the divide with the Barelvis. As fate was to have it, these
attempts backfired and led to divisions within Deobandis. Nevertheless, it is perhaps
true to say that Deobandis still represent a movement within Sunni Islam that is broad
and comprehensive and has the potential of bringing together various Sunni groups.

The Deobandi movement continues to thrive today and has grown to become
the largest traditional Islamic movement of South Asian Muslims. The madrasahs
established by ‘ulama’ who call themselves Deobandi are the largest in number in

Pakistan, India and Bangladesh. Moreover, it is no longer confined to the sub-
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continent. Rather, it has spread to Southern Africa (South Africa, Zambia, etc.),
Europe (UK in particular), North America and South East Asia. In each of these
regions, we see a network of madrasahs who all share a common outlook towards din.
Their graduates provide the largest single group of Imams throughout these regions
except South East Asia.

The presence of Deobandis in the West as part of the South Asian Muslim
Diaspora has added another dimension to the problem. The original fatwas given by
Deoband1 ‘ulama’ regarding popular practices were based on the conditions obtaining
in British North India. It will be useful to see how the Deobandi ‘ulamd’ have reacted
to the various varieties of tasawwuf as practiced by Muslims of diverse backgrounds

in these new settings. Perhaps, that can be the focus of a separate research.
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