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ABSTRACT 

The present work studies traditional Muslim responses to the challenges of modernism in the 

colonial India during the first half of the twentieth century with special reference to the 

writings of maulānā Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī (1863-1943), a traditional Muslim scholar, 

theologian, and Sufi master. It begins with a historical survey of the concepts of religion, 

tradition, and modernism in Western and Islamic thought. The study reveals that the concept 

of religion in the West was informed by various religious, philosophical, and social trends. 

Different denominations of Christianity differ over the authority and value of tradition. 

Modernism represents cultural attitudes, which support what is perceived modern. 

Democracy, capitalism, industrialization, and urbanization are major phenomena of 

modernism in the West. As for the religion in Islam, it is a divine institution, which leads 

humanity to the truth in beliefs and excellence in conduct and mutual relations. Prophetic 

traditions are the very symbol of the Islamic tradition and form the basis for the wider 

concept of Islamic tradition. Muslim responses to modernism widely vary. Not only 

modernists and traditionalists differed with each other, rather within each camp, there existed 

many shades.  

Second chapter is a brief intellectual biography of maulānā Thānavī. He served 

Muslim community in many ways, including as a teacher, preacher, jurist, Sufi master, and 

theologian. He was a prolific writer and left a legacy of huge religious literature, which 

continues to inform the ideas of a large segment of contemporary traditional Muslim society. 

Third chapter deals with maulānā Thānavī’s approach to some modern metaphysical 

and theological issues, such as attributes of God, prophethood, miracles, predestination, 

levels of existence, eschatological issues, reason and revelation, and Islam and science. For 

him, principles of classical Muslim theology are sufficient to address all modern issues. In his 
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response to modernism, he systematically applied principles scattered implicitly or explicitly 

within the writings of medieval Muslim theologians.  

Fourth and fifth chapters study maulānā Thānavī’s approach to certain modern 

sociopolitical and legal issues respectively. These include politics, civilization, inter-cultural 

borrowing, knowledge, education, progress, sources of Islamic law, relations of Muslims with 

non-Muslims, rationales of the sharī‘ah commandments, and gender issues. This study helps 

in understanding his overall approach to these sociopolitical and legal debates. It is important 

to analyze maulānā Thānavī’s views within the sociopolitical and historical context of his 

period. He lived in colonial India where Muslims were a religious and political minority. The 

influence of social and historical forces on maulānā Thānavī’s thought is more evident from 

his understanding of democracy and his approach to the education of modern sciences. He 

does not deny that revealed commandments have rationales. However, he does not appreciate 

seeking rationales of revealed commandments. For him, this would eventually lead to the 

complete abandonment of many of Islamic injunctions. 

The study concludes that maulānā Thānavī aimed at clearing away doubts and errors 

about Islamic teachings and leading the reader to a more religious and spiritual existence. In 

his critique of modernism, he resorted to the traditional sources of Islamic thought and 

applied principles of classical Muslim theology. He frequently referred to modern-day 

realities in order to elaborate his views and strengthen his arguments. This made him a 

forceful critic of modernism. The study recommends further research on deeper and wider 

levels in order to enrich ongoing debate on tradition and modernity. 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE TOPIC 

The present research work aims at studying traditional Muslim response to the challenges of 

modernism in the colonial India during the first half of the twentieth century with special 

reference to the writings of maulānā Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī (1863-1943), a traditional scholar, 

theologian, and Sufi master. Before heading further, however, it seems appropriate to explain 

and define some key terms used in the title of this thesis such as tradition, age of modernity, 

and modernism. The term “tradition” has been employed here drawing upon Seyyed Hossein 

Nasr’s (b. 1933) understanding of it as  

both the sacred as revealed to man through revelation and the unfolding and 

development of that sacred message in the history of the particular humanity for which 

it was destined in a manner that implies both horizontal continuity with the Origin and 

a vertical nexus which relates each movement of the life of the tradition in question to 

the meta-historical Transcendent Reality. . . . [Thus it] implies the sacred, the eternal, 

the immutable Truth; the perennial wisdom, as well as the continuous application of 

its immutable principles to various conditions of space and time.1 

 According to this definition, traditional Islam accepts the Qur’ān as the revelation of 

God in both content and form, interprets it relying on the long tradition of hermeneutics going 

back to the Prophet (peace be on him) himself and subscribes to the classical Qur’ānic 

commentaries as a whole. It accepts the classical collections of ḥadīth literature and is open 

to ḥadīth criticism, which has been cultivated among Muslims over the centuries, but does 

not agree with the modern criticism, which denies reliability of oral transmission and Islamic 

metaphysical concepts of revelation. Traditional Islam defends the sharī‘ah as the divine law 

as it has been understood and interpreted among the various classical schools of law over the 

centuries. It considers taṣawwuf as the inner dimension of Islamic revelation but is critical of 

                                                           
1 See Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Traditional Islam in the Modern World (London: Kegan Paul, 1987), 13. A more 

detailed discussion on the subject will be done later in the chapter one of the present study.  
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all those beliefs and practices of Sufism, which are contrary to the teachings of the Qur’ān 

and the sunnah. It also critically appreciates Muslim intellectuals’ centuries-long endeavours 

in the fields of theology, philosophy, rational, transmitted and literary sciences and political 

domains.2  

 Age of modernity—with reference to the Muslim world—stands for the period when 

modern Western thought started influencing Muslims in various walks of life; a process that 

has not ceased yet. However, starting point of the modern age as well as its impact and 

intensity in various parts of the Muslim world dramatically vary due to earlier occupation of 

some parts of the Muslim world by colonial powers than others. In case of India, British 

imperial power occupied its vast eastern and southern areas, including Bengal, Bihar and 

Orissa, during the second half of the eighteenth century and gradually extended its rule to the 

middle and the north of India during most of the nineteenth century. The year 1857 perhaps 

marks one of the most significant moments in the modern history of India as the British 

consolidated their rule after decisively crushing the indigenous uprising. Thereafter, Western 

ideas rapidly spread among Indian Muslims and deeply influenced their thought and practice.   

As far as the modernism is concerned, it generally refers to a specific worldview, 

which has its intellectual roots in ideas and institutions developed in the Western Europe as a 

result of the Renaissance and the Enlightenment from fifteenth to nineteenth centuries. It 

waged war against traditional religious values and doctrines and was aimed at replacing them 

with humanism, rationalism, and secularism.3 Because of the colonization and domination of 

materially and militarily stronger West over materially and militarily weaker Muslim world, 

                                                           
2 Ibid. For details, see Nasr, Islam and the Plight of Modern Man (Chicago, ABC, 2001).  

3 Fuad Shahid Naeem, “A Traditional Islamic Response to the Rise of Modernism,” in Islam, Fundamentalism, 

and the Betrayal of Tradition: Essays by Western Muslim Scholars, ed. Joseph E. B. Lumbard, rev. ed. 

(Bloomington, IN: World Wisdom, 2009), 80. 
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modernism was also introduced in the Muslim world under the direct influence of the 

Western thought, beginning from the eighteenth century onwards. It is this Muslim 

modernism influenced by the Western ideas and primarily represented by Sir Sayyid Aḥmad 

Khān (1817-1898) and his ideological associates and followers in the context of the colonial 

India, which would be the focus of the present study. Because maulānā Thānavī did not 

directly address Western modernism. Rather, his interlocutors were Muslim modernists in the 

first place. Therefore, the term “modernism” in the title of the present study primarily refers 

to Muslim modernist trends of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century in the colonial 

India.  

Muslims’ presence in the Indian subcontinent, though a small but mostly a powerful 

and influential segment of the society, goes back to several centuries; indeed, to the early 

eighth century CE.4 During this period, Muslims actively contributed to almost every aspect 

of life—from philosophy, science and arts to culture, civilization, economy and politics. The 

Indian soil produced many preeminent Muslim scholars, theologians, Sufis, philosophers, 

logicians, and architects.5 It also gave birth to a number of religious, social, political, and 

                                                           
4 Barbara Daly Metcalf, ed., introduction to Islam in South Asia, by Barbara Daly Metcalf (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2009), 1. 

5 For detailed biographical accounts and academic endeavours of Muslim scholars of the Indian subcontinent 

throughout the history, see ‘Abd al-Ḥayy b. Fakhr al-Dīn al-Ḥasanī, Nuzhat al-Khawāṭir wa Bahjat al-Masāmi‘ 

wa ’l-Nawāẓir, 8 vols. (Karachi: Nūr Muḥammad Aṣaḥḥ al-Maṭābi‘, 1396/1976). For Muslim scholars of the 

eighteenth century, see Ghulām ‘Alī Āzād Bilgarāmī, Ma’āthir al-Kirām, 2 vols. (Lahore: Maktabat Iḥyā’ al-

‘Ulūm al-Sharqiyyah, 1971); Bilgarāmī, Sarv-i Āzād (Lahore: Maṭba‘-i Dukhānī Rifāh-i ‘Ām, 1913); and 

Bilgarāmī, Subḥat al-Marjān (Aligarh: Muslim University, 1976). 
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mystic movements, which left a permanent and profound mark on the religious, cultural, 

political, and economic landscape of Indian subcontinent both in past and in present.6 

Though a great deal has been written on the intellectual history of Islam in South 

Asia,7 there is still a dire need to do rigorous and focused research, thanks to richness and 

profundity of this field. Late nineteenth and early twentieth century is critically significant for 

the Muslims of colonial India, since during this period they went through a state of turmoil. 

They had already lost their political freedom to the British and were facing serious 

challenges, threatening their faith, tradition, identity, solidarity, and even survival as a 

distinctive community. 

 Various sections of Muslim society—traditionalists and modernists, reformists and 

revivalists, mystics and fundamentalists—rose to meet these challenges at different levels.8 

Contribution of each of these trends to the Muslim thought, I must say, is significant. 

However, among traditionalist circles of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century of 

colonial India, maulānā Thānavī made a profound and scathing critique of modernist thought 

and practices, which were getting popular among the élites of Muslim society particularly and 

among Muslim masses generally, as a result of European-oriented educational system. He 

                                                           
6 For instance, see Athar Abbas Rizvi, Muslim Revivalist Movements in Northern India in the Sixteenth and 

Seventeenth Centuries (Agra: University of Agra, 1965); S. Moinul Haq, Islamic Thought and Movements in the 

Subcontinent (711-1947) (Karachi: Pakistan Historical Society, 1979); David N. Lorenzen, Religious 

Movements in South Asia 600-1800 (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2004).  

7 For instance, see Aziz Ahmad, Islamic Modernism in India and Pakistan 1857-1964 (London: Oxford 

University Press, 1967); Ahmad and G. E. von Grunebaum, eds. Muslim Self-Statement in India and Pakistan 

1857-1968 (Wiesbaden: O. Harrassowitz, 1970); Naeem, “Traditional Islamic Response to the Rise of 

Modernism,” 79-116. 

8 Ahmad, Islamic Modernism; Ahmad and Grunebaum, Muslim Self-Statement; Charles Kurzman, Modernist 

Islam 1840-1940: A Source Book (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002). 
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accomplished this task through authoring a large corpus of scholarly writings almost on every 

aspect of Islam as well as through delivering numerous speeches, which were carefully 

transcribed, published, and widely circulated.  

In light of the above, I argue that a systematic study of maulānā Thānavī’s defense of 

traditional Islam against the onslaught of modernism is of great importance for many reasons. 

First, maulānā Thānavī was an important representative of traditional Islam in colonial India 

during the first half of the twentieth century, as he was an acclaimed religious scholar, 

famous Sufi master, and established theologian. He always returned to traditional sources of 

Islam in order to find solutions for religious, cultural, economic, and socio-political problems 

of the Indian Muslim society of his time. Second, despite his traditionalism, he succeeded in 

attracting and influencing not only conservative Muslim masses, but also a large number of 

modern-educated Muslim elites, thanks to logical and compelling arguments embedded in 

both his speech and writing. Third, he was a prolific writer and distinguished orator. He 

maximized the use of these skills in the defense of traditional Islam in a period of Muslims’ 

decline and desperation. Consequently, he exerted and is still exerting a great amount of 

influence on the South-Asian Muslim thought through his writings and speeches as well as 

through his spiritual and intellectual heirs. His books and transcribed speeches are still 

frequently published in large numbers and widely circulated among Muslims. Fourth, he was 

among the few traditional Muslim scholars who directly addressed the question of modernity 

and its devastating effects on Muslim society. In addition to his many books and speeches on 

Islam in general, he authored books and treatises particularly on modernism such as al-

Intibāhāt al-mufīdah ‘an al-ishtibāhāt al-jadīdah, Iṣlāḥ al-khiyā, al-Qaṣr al-mashīd li ʼl-ʻaṣr 

al-jadīd, and Iṣlāḥ-i inqilāb-i ummat etc. Fifth, the importance of the topic also lies in the fact 

that it would contribute to the intellectual history of the Indian subcontinent during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century in the context of British colonialism, as well as it 
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would help to understand the nature of ever-increasing conflict between tradition and 

modernity in the contemporary Muslim world.  

One should not underestimate the contributions of other traditional scholars of the 

same period to the defense of the tradition. All of them are significant in their own ways. 

However, since doctoral research requires limited and narrow area of study, I had to restrict 

my topic to one of them to make it in-depth, profound, and focused study.  

As for the methodology of this study, first, relevant data was collected through library 

research. Once the sufficient data—primary as well as secondary—was gathered, the relevant 

texts were carefully studied and critically analyzed in order to create a coherent narrative and 

reach convincing and logically consistent conclusions. Thus, the methodology used in this 

research is at once descriptive, analytical, and critical, based on textual analysis.  

Main objectives of this study are as follows: first, to define tradition and modernity in 

terms of their impact on the Muslim thought in the context of colonial India of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century; second, to critically examine maulānā Thānavī’s 

understanding of and response to modernity; third, to elaborate the methodology applied by 

maulānā Thānavī in his enterprise of criticizing modernism; fourth, to relate Maulānā 

Thānavī’s discourse on modernism to contemporary debates on tradition and modernism. 

RESEARCH PROBLEM 

The main question of this research is as follows: How did maulānā Thānavī defend the 

traditional Islam against the emerging challenges of modernism in the colonial India? There 

are, however, many other questions, which are more focused and directly related to the main 

question and, hence, would be addressed in the present study. These are as follows: How are 

modernism and tradition perceived and defined? How did modernism emerge and develop in 
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the West? How did it rise in the Muslim India? What was its impact on Indian Muslim 

society? What were Indian Muslims’ responses and approaches to the modernism in general? 

What are basic characteristics of modernism and tradition as understood by maulānā 

Thānavī? What methodology did he apply in his criticism of modernism? What was his 

stance on theological, metaphysical, epistemological, socio-political, cultural, and legal issues 

in the context of modernism? Finally yet importantly, how could all this discussion 

effectively be related to the contemporary debates on the relationship between religion and 

modernism?  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

There is a host of scholarly books and research papers on religious, intellectual, and socio-

political history of Islam in general and of Indian Muslims in particular. Some scholarly 

works of relatively more significance would be reviewed here to map out the field of research 

as well as to identify the research space. However, these studies mostly focus on those figures 

and movements, which, in their response to the Western challenge, broke with the centuries-

long Islamic tradition and advocated for some noticeable change in the Muslim world. That is 

why, one easily finds a bulk of academic writings in European languages on life and works of 

figures like Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī (1838-1897), Sir Sayyid Aḥmad Khān, Muḥammad 

‘Abduh (1849-1905), Shiblī Nu‘mānī (1857-1914), Syed Ameer Ali (1849-1928), Sayyid 

Rashīd Riḍā (1865-1935), Abū ’l-Kalām Āzād (1888-1958) and other representatives of 

progressive, modernist trends in Islam,9 but until a few decades earlier there hardly existed 

                                                           
9 For instance, see Elie Kedourie, Afghani and Abduh: An Essay on Religious Unbelief and Political Activism in 

Modern Islam (London: Frank Cass, 1966); F. T. M. Mukbil, The Development of Reform Concepts in 

Nineteenth-Century Egypt with Special Emphasis on Shaykh Muhammad Abduh and His Group (Manchester: 

University of Manchester, 1983); Christian W. Troll, Sayyid Ahmad Khan: A Reinterpretation of Muslim 
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any serious studies in European languages on men like  Muḥammad Qāsim Nānautavī (1833-

1880), Muḥammad Ya‘qūb Nānautavī (1834-1885), ‘Abd al-Ḥayy Lakhnavī (1848-1886), 

Nadhīr Ḥusain Dihlavī (1805-1902), Rashīd Aḥmad Gangōhī (1829-1905), Aḥmad Riḍā 

Khān Barailavī (1856-1921), Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, Shabbīr Aḥmad ʻUthmānī (1887-1949), 

Thanā’ Allāh Amratsarī (1868-1948), Ḥusain Aḥmad Madanī (1879-1957), and Muḥammad 

Tayyib Qāsimī (1897-1983), who combined the qualities of traditional scholars, experts of 

Islamic Philosophy (ḥikmah), and spiritual guides. 

 Very little has been written on maulānā Thānavī in academic discourse. Barbara 

Metcalf composed a number of papers on and a partial translation of his Bihishti Zevar. 

However, most of Metcalf’s work on Thānavī discusses only one aspect of his work, that is, 

his teachings on Islam for women.10 Moreover, in her famous work on Deoband movement,11 

Metcalf largely focuses on the intellectual and spiritual discourse of Deoband madrasah’s 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Theology (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 1979); Mehr Afroz Murad, Intellectual Modernism of Shibli 

Naumani: An Exposition of His Religious and Socio-Political Ideas (Lahore: Institute of Islamic Culture, 1976); 

K. K. Aziz, Ameer Ali: His Life and Work (Lahore: n.p., 1968); Malcolm H. Kerr, Islamic Reform: The Political 

and Legal Theories of Muhammad Abduh and Rashid Rida (California: University of California: 1966); Ian 

Henderson Douglas, Abul Kalam Azad: An Intellectual and Religious Biography (Delhi: Oxford University 

Press, 1988); Ahmad, Islamic Modernism; Kurzman, Modernist Islam.   

10 See Barbara Daly Metcalf, trans., Perfecting Women: Maulana Ashraf ‘Ali Thanawi’s Bihishti Zewar 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992); Metcalf, “The Making of a Muslim Lady: Maulana Thanawi’s 

Bihishti Zewar,” in Islamic Society and Culture: Essays in Honour of Professor Aziz Ahmad, ed. M. Israel and 

N. K. Wagle (Delhi: Manohar, 1984), 17-38; Metcalf, “Islamic Reform and Islamic Women: Maulana 

Thanawi’s Jewellery of Paradise,” in Moral Conduct and Authority: The Place of Adab in South Asian Islam, 

ed. Metcalf (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 290-314; and Metcalf, “Maulana Ashraf ‘Ali 

Thanawi and Urdu Literature,” in Urdu and Muslim South Asia, ed. C. Shackle (London: School of Oriental and 

African Studies, University of London, 1989), 93-102. 

11 Metcalf, Islamic Revival in British India: Deoband 1860-1900 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982). 
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founding fathers and Maulānā Thānavī’s teachers and mentors notably Muḥammad Qāsim 

Nānautavī (d. 1880), Rashīd Aḥmad Gangōhī (d. 1905), Muḥammad Ya‘qūb Nānautavī (d. 

1885) and the like, and makes only passing references to maulānā Thānavī, perhaps because 

her research was focused on the period from 1860 to 1900 whereas most of maulānā 

Thānavī’s intellectual and spiritual writings appeared after 1900. In this way, the present 

research work seeks to extend and complement Metcalf’s work, as it studies maulānā 

Thānavī’s work, which belonged to the first half of the twentieth century. 

 Muḥammad Yūnus Mī’ō compares Muhammad Iqbal and maulānā Thānavī’s views 

on education, taṣawwuf (Islamic mysticism), politics, poetics, and ijtihād (juristic 

reasoning).12 It is an interesting study, which convincingly highlights many striking 

similarities between the views of the two luminaries on these subjects. It also refers to certain 

issues, on which they differ with each other. However, being a comparative study and 

principally a contribution to Iqbal studies, it leaves mush to be done on maulānā Thānavī’s 

thought.  

 In his work on Deobandi tradition and its role as an authoritative custodian of change, 

Muhammad Qasim Zaman mostly elucidates legal and political debates and the question of 

authority in the larger context of whole Deobandi tradition and thus very briefly discusses 

maulānā Thānavī’s views on the dissolution of the marriage contract due to the apostasy of 

the wife as well as his position on Khilāfat movement and the freedom struggle of Indian 

Muslims for an independent state.13 In his excellent biography of maulānā Thānavī, Zaman 

                                                           
12 Muḥammad Yūnus Mi’ō, “ʻAllāmah Mhḥammad Iqbāl aur maulānā Ashraf ʻAlī Thānavī: Afkār kā taqābulī 

jā’izah” (Phil thesis, Department of Iqbal Studies, Allama Iqbal Open University, Islamabad, 1999). 

13 Muhammad Qasim Zaman, The Ulama in Contemporary Islam: Custodians of Change (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2002). 
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focuses more on his spiritual life and experiences, his political views, and his jurisprudential 

expertise than on his encounter with modernism as a traditional ‘ālim.14 

Fuad S. Naeem addresses the question of Maulānā Thānavī’s response to the 

modernism.15 It is a focused and valuable work on the subject. However, it has its own 

limitations. In this study, Naeem mostly relied upon only two brief, though very important, 

treatises of maulānā Thānavī, namely al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah ‘an al-ishtibāhāt al-jadīdah 

and Iṣlāḥ-i inqilāb-i ummat. Moreover, his study of these works is not exhaustive. It seems 

like a translation of and running commentary on the text rather than an in-depth analysis. 

However, in order to thoroughly understand the nature of maulānā Thānavī’s response to 

modernism, it is crucial to carefully study and analyze the whole corpus of his writings 

especially his extensive volumes of mawā‘iẓ (sermons) and malfūẓāt (recorded 

conversations), in which he frequently addresses the issues of modernism.  

In her research, Fareeha Khan focuses on maulānā Thānavī’s al-Ḥīlah al-nājizah.16 It 

is an in-depth and detailed study of maulānā Thānavī’s views on tafvīż-i ṭalāq (transferring 

the right of divorce) and faskh-i nikāh (dissolution of marriage) in certain situations. 

Considering Khan’s study sufficient on this specific aspect, the present study would not 

include debates discussed in al-Ḥīlah al-nājizah. Thus, this brief review of already existing 

literature justifies, in view of the present author, the need to do further research on the 

subject, as it has been planned above. 

                                                           
14 Zaman, Ashraf ‘Ali Thanawi: Islam in Modern South Asia (Oxford: Oneworld, 2008). 

15 Fuad Shahid Naeem, “The ‘Ulama of the Indian Subcontinent at the Rise of the Modern Age: Maulana Ashraf 

‘Ali Thanvi and His Response to Modernism” (master’s thesis, Columbian College of Arts and Sciences, 

George Washington University, 2003). 

16 Fareeha Khan, “Traditionalist Approaches to Sharī‘ah Reform: Mawlana Ashraf ‘Ali Thānawi’s Fatwa on 

Women’s Right to Divorce” (PhD diss., Near Eastern Studies, University of Michigan, 2008).  



1 
 

  

 

 

 

Chapter One 

Religion, Tradition, and 

Modernity 

Concepts, History, and Approaches 
 
 



2 
 

  

1.1 Religion, Tradition, and Modernity in the West: Concepts and 

History 

1.1.1 Religion in the West 

History of religion in the West is complex and interesting at once. Starting from ancient 

Greece, it passed through many historical phases until it reached the Modern West. Each 

historical phase informed its concept significantly. It is sometimes argued that the very 

attempt to define religion—that is, to mark some distinctive qualities that distinguish the 

“religious” from other aspects of human life—is primarily a modern Western concern.1 

Contemporary Western acceptations of the word “religion” mostly stem from Western 

cultural traditions and experiences. The word clearly traces its origin to Latin religio. Many 

experts of the Latin suppose that the primary meaning of religio in antiquity was “scruple.”2 

Ernst Feil appears to support the same view when he says that the core meaning of religio in 

antiquity was “careful, scrupulous observation, full of awe.”3 This implies that certain 

feelings were central to the concept of religion in the ancient world and that religion then 

roughly signified the meaning similar to Arabic word wara‘. 

Religio in Roman usage sometimes referred to presumptive subjective states or 

dispositions. Wilfred Cantwell Smith (1916-2000) argues that “to say that such-and-such a 

thing was religio for me meant that it was mightily incumbent upon me to do it. . . . Oaths, 

family proprieties, cultic observances and the like were each religio to a man. . . . One could 

                                                           
1 Winston L. King, “Religion,” in Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. Mircea Eliade (New York: Macmillan 

Reference, 1987), 12:282.  

2 Benson Saler, “Religio and the Definition of Religion,” Cultural Anthropology, 2 (1987), 395.  

3 Gregory D. Alles, “Religion [Further Considerations],” in Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. Lindsay Jones, 2nd 

ed. (Detroit, MI: Macmillan Reference, 2005), 11:7702.  
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equally say that to break a solemn oath is religio.”4 Here one notices a slight shift from the 

emphasis on mere feelings of awe to stress on ritual or ethical obligations. However, Romans 

also used religion to denote ritual precision. That is, “being religious” for them did not 

necessarily mean believing correctly, rather performing rituals timely and properly.5 The 

sense of rite, the outward observance of a particular practice, was common in Latin usage of 

religio. That is perhaps due to their tendency to perceive the divine or the holy not merely in 

terms of a figure or god but also as continuous established practices. In other words, to them 

cultic practices significantly held more importance and holiness than did the god(s).6 

Lucretius (ca. 99 BCE-ca. 55 BCE), however, portrayed “true piety not as the traditional 

rigmarole of Roman ritual but as almost mystical quietude in nature.”7 The work of Cicero 

(107 BCE- 43 BCE), on the other hand, tends to conceptualize the religion both as an attitude 

and practice of reverence and due diligence towards the gods.8 This shows that the concept of 

religion in the Roman world was not monolithic rather diverse and multidimensional.  

During the fourth century CE, Christianity prevailed in the Roman Empire and 

became its official religion. Christian Father Jerome (d. 420 CE) introduced the term religio 

at few palaces in his Latin translation of the Bible in the sense of a rite. In his De vera 

religione, Augustine of Hippo (d. 430 CE), a Platonist, argues that true religion means the 

worship of the one true God. For him, Smith says, religion is neither a system of practices or 

doctrines nor an historical tradition. Rather it is a vivid and personal confrontation with the 

                                                           
4 Wilfred Cantwell Smith, The Meaning and End of Religion (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1978), 20.  

5 Christoph Auffarth and Hubert Mohr, “Religion,” in The Brill Dictionary of Religion, ed. Kocku von Stuckrad, 

revised edition of Metzler Lexikon Religion ed. Christoph Auffarth, Jutta Bernard, and Hubert Mohr, trans. 

Robert R. Barr (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 4:1608-09.  

6 Smith, Meaning and End of Religion, 21.  

7 Ibid., 22.  

8 Ibid., 23.  
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splendor and the love of God.9 After Augustine, however, the term was little used and was 

mostly replaced with faith, which meant dynamic response of the person to the living reality 

of God. Later religio and its derivatives in many European languages included a cluster of 

meanings such as piety, living according to the notions about God’s will and commandments, 

keen interest in spiritual concerns, and cultic observances.10 In the medieval Christian 

discourse, religio mostly referred to foreign religions, especially to the Abrahamic ones and 

had less importance for the “Christian religion” than did faith, belief, loyalty, piety or 

church.11 Throughout the middle ages, a specialized connotation of the word religio was the 

monastic life. It also signified a particular monastic or religious order or rule.12 In his Summa 

Theologica, Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274 CE), devoted only few paragraphs to religio and 

applied it, at different times, to at least three different concepts: the outward expression of 

faith; the inner motivation towards worshipping God, and that worship itself; and the bond 

that unites the soul with God.13 Thus, early Christianity introduced new meanings to the 

existing concept of religion. However, medieval Christianity attached more significance to 

faith and made religio only one aspect of the former.   

In early modern period, however, with the advent of the Reformation, “religion” 

received a new meaning that differentiated it from incorrect devotional acts especially in the 

sense of Catholic devotion. Reformist criticism of the exteriorism of religion also led to the 

notion that the “religion is to be reduced, interiorly and at its core, to the individual’s 

relationship with” God.14 Leading reformers such as Martin Luther (1483-1546), Ulrich 

                                                           
9 Ibid., 28-29.  

10 Saler, “Religio and the Definition of Religion,” 398.  

11 Auffarth and Mohr, “Religion,” 4:1608-09.  

12 Smith, Meaning and End of Religion, 31.  

13 Ibid., 32.  

14 Auffarth and Mohr, “Religion,” 4:1609, 1617. 
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Zwingli (1484-1531), and John Calvin (1509-1564) emphasized that people should not put 

their faith in any external institution i.e., the Church, or raise it to divine status.15 By religio 

they also meant something personal, inner, and transcendental. It is the sense of piety, they 

emphasized, which prompts a man to worship.16 It is significant that they used religion and 

piety at least as correlative and at times as equivalent.  

During the Enlightenment period, philosophers conceptualized the religion in a new 

sense, that is, natural religion. Edward Herbert of Cherbury (1583-1648) first espoused 

natural religion and David Hume (1711-1776) further developed it.17 Principally rejecting 

supernatural revelation and its manifestations, they proposed a concept of natural religion. 

This concept rested upon five common notions. First, there is a God, a supreme power. 

Second, this power is to be worshipped. Third, the good order or disposition of the human 

faculties is the best part of divine worship. Fourth, vices and crimes must be eliminated 

through sorrow and repentance. Fifth, there is a future life, in which virtue will be rewarded 

and vice punished. This “natural religion” later known as “deism” was passionately anti-

ecclesiastical and contemptuous of rites and rituals, doctrines and dogmas, which it dismissed 

as “priestcraft.”18 The concept of natural religion was the product of a characteristically 

Christian theology during a particular historical juncture. The former played a decisive role in 

formulation of the modern concept of religious beliefs, experiences, and practices.19 From the 

seventeenth century onwards, leading European intellectuals evolved new worldviews, new 

                                                           
15 Smith, Meaning and End of Religion, 35.  

16 Ibid., 36-37. 

17 Auffarth and Mohr, “Religion,” 4:1609; Alles, “Religion,” 11:7702.  

18 Eric J. Sharpe, “The Study of Religion in Historical Perspective,” in The Routledge Companion to the Study of 

Religion, ed. John R. Hinnells (London: Routledge, 2005), 26.  

19 Talal Asad, Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam (Baltimore: 

John Hopkins University Press, 1993), 42.  
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attitudes to the religion, and new conceptions of truth.20 They conceived religion as the 

system, first in general, but increasingly as the system of beliefs and ideas. For them, the truth 

or otherwise of a religion was the truth or otherwise of its doctrines. For the religion is the 

doctrine.21 This change, in fact, was the result of the broader world outlook of the 

Enlightenment, which stressed an intellectualistic and impersonal schematization of things. 

By the mid-eighteenth century, this outlook had sunk deep into the European consciousness.22 

A parallel change also took place in the realm of philosophy with the transition from personal 

orientation to depersonalized intellectual systematization and from ideal to logical conception 

of truth.  

In his Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone, Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) offers 

two definitions of religion. In one, religion refers to a human quality or personal relationship 

to transcendence; in the other, to that transcendence itself. According to the former, religion 

is the recognition of all duties as divine commands. True religion consists of laws only, i.e., 

those practical principles of whose unconditioned necessity one can become aware and which 

one recognizes as revealed through pure reason. He discriminates his concept of religion from 

the historical organized institutes, which he designates as “statutory religion.” He calls it a 

“practical religious illusion” to deem the latter as essential to the service of God.23 Henry 

Nash argues that the essence of religion, for Kant, is an act of faith, or creative self-assertion, 

in which the ideas of God, freedom, and immortality are given to man with authoritative 

conviction, and through which his destiny as a moral being who is in search of the 

inseparable goods of virtue and happiness is made certain and secure. In other words, religion 

                                                           
20 Smith, Meaning and End of Religion, 37-38.  

21 Ibid., 38.  

22 Ibid., 40.  

23 Ibid., 240n144.  
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is identical with high and efficient morality in Kantian philosophy. 24 Another influential 

conceptualization of the religion from the Enlightenment period was that of Friedrich 

Schleiermacher’s (1768-1834). He draws sharp difference between metaphysics, morality, 

and religion, though admitting that their ultimate object is same, the Universe. For him, 

genuine religion was neither thinking nor acting but intuition and feeling of the Universe as a 

whole and of oneself as a part of it.25 He urged his intellectualist readers to modify their 

concept of religion and to think of it in terms of the heart rather than beliefs and practices.26 

In his own words, “the essence of the religious emotions consists in the feeling of an absolute 

dependence”27 and “religion is sense and taste for the Infinite.”28 Whereas the religion with 

Kant was an auxiliary to morality, with Schleiermacher it was an end in itself.29  

From the nineteenth century onwards, scholars started to conceptualize religion 

against the backdrop of different social sciences they specialized. Consequently, different 

approaches to the religion such as sociological, anthropological, psychological, 

archaeological, philosophical, and phenomenological developed over the period. Definitions 

of the religion proposed by these scholars broadly fall into two categories: substantive/real 

and functional. The former attempts to describe the essential properties of the religion 

whereas the latter aims at describing what religions do.30 An example of the former is Edward 

Tylor’s (1832-1917) definition of religion as “belief in spiritual beings,” and another can be 

                                                           
24 Henry S. Nash, “The Nature and Definition of Religion,” Harvard Theological Review 6:1 (1913), 11. 

25 Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers, trans. John Oman (London: 

Kegan Paul, 1893), 277; Alles, “Religion,” 11:7702.  

26 Smith, Meaning and End of Religion, 45.  

27 Schleiermacher, On Religion, 106. 

28 Ibid., 278. 

29 Nash, “Nature and Definition of Religion,” 12. 

30 Alles, “Religion,” 11:7703.  



8 
 

  

Smith’s view that “religious statements express the faith of persons, who as persons are 

involved in transcendence.”31 An example of the latter would be Melford Spiro’s (1920-

2014) definition of religion as an institution consisting of culturally postulated interactions 

with culturally postulated superhuman beings.32 However, not all definitions can be 

categorized as being exclusively substantive or functional since some combine the 

characteristics of the both. One example is Emile Durkheim’s (1858-1917) famous definition 

of the religion as, “a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to 

say, things set apart and forbidden—beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral 

community called a Church, all those who adhere to them.”33 Here Durkheim defines the 

religion both by describing its essential properties (i.e., a unified system of beliefs and 

practices relative to sacred things) and by explaining the functions (i.e., uniting its adherents 

into a single moral community), which these properties perform.  

This brief survey of the concept of the religion in the West shows that the concept of 

religion has never been static or stagnant; rather, it developed over the period, under the 

influences of Roman civilization, medieval Christianity, Reformist Protestantism, 

Enlightenment philosophy and modern thought. However, core of the religion has always 

been a specific human relation with some kind of transcendental reality. Theologians and 

religious thinkers widely differed over the nature and the degree of emphasis on different 

aspects of this concept, but the essence always persisted. In modern times, one of the most 

significant causes of difference regarding the concept of religion has been approaching the 

                                                           
31 Smith, Meaning and End of Religion, 183; Caroline Schaffalitzky de Muckadell, “On Essentialism and Real 

Definitions of Religion,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 82:2 (2014), 497. 

32 Alles, “Religion,” 11:7703. 

33 Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, trans. Joseph Ward Swain, 5th ed. (London: 

George Allen and Unwin, 1964), 47; Karel Dobbelaere, “The Contextualization of Definitions of Religion,” 

International Review of Sociology–Revue Internationale de Sociologie 21:1 (2011), 192.  
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subject through two substantially different perspectives, traditional and modern. Therefore, it 

is equally important to know about the Western concepts of tradition.   

1.1.2 Tradition in the West 

Western religious tradition is dominantly Christian, though Greek and Roman civilizations 

also played an important role in its inception and development. Tradition is an imprecise 

concept, not only because traditions are always defined by later ages but also because, once 

established, a tradition soon convert to orthodoxy, losing its original freshness and innovative 

capacity.34 Origins of the English word “tradition” go back to the Latin trado–tradere–

tradidi–traditum whose meaning includes “handing over, giving up, and surrendering.” The 

literal meaning of the tradition hence is as follows: views or customs handed down; handing 

down of these from one generation to the other especially orally or by practice; doctrines, 

rituals, etc., supposedly having divine authority but not committed to writing; and artistic or 

literary principle(s) based on accumulated experience or continuous usage.35 One finds that 

an important aspect of the tradition is that it is associated with divine authority and handed 

down from one generation to the other without any significant alteration.  

Since learning and teaching depend on a tradition, the concept of tradition includes all 

aspects of a culture such as science, arts, education, law, politics, and religion. A belief or 

practice of any field is called a tradition to the extent it is handed down from others rather 

than being invented or discovered. In early Christianity, the concept of tradition embraced all 

the formal sources of belief and practice handed down by the church, including the scriptures. 

Only much later, and only in the Western as distinct from the Eastern Church, did “tradition” 

                                                           
34 Alan Davies, “Tradition and Modernity in Protestant Christianity,” Journal of Asian and African Studies 34:1 

(1999), 20.   

35 Ian Richard Netton, Islam, Christianity and Tradition: A Comparative Exploration (Edinburg: Edinburg 

University Press, 2006), 106. 
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come to particularly signify the extra-biblical sources.36 Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant 

Christians, however, have widely different perceptions of the tradition.  

In Catholic understanding, the tradition is distinct from the sacred scripture, though 

they believe that revealed truth depends on both scripture and tradition and that both are 

closely interconnected. They further categorize the tradition as dogmatic or disciplinary from 

the point of view of its subject matter, and as divine, apostolic, and ecclesiastical from the 

point of view of its origin. God or Christ initiated the divine tradition; apostles began 

apostolic tradition; and post-apostolic church created the ecclesiastical tradition.37 In one 

sense, tradition, for Catholics, denotes the whole system of faith and ordinances, which they 

have received from the generations before them, reaching back to the apostles of Christ.38 

They hold that like divine tradition ecclesiastical tradition is infallible though its infallibility 

is borrowed and inferior in degree to that of the divine. One of the characteristics of the 

tradition, in Catholic understanding of the term, is its perpetuity. Yet there is one difference 

between divine and ecclesiastical traditions; the former are immutable but the latter can be 

modified by appropriate authority.39 Basil of Caesarea (330-379) was among the early 

theologians who resorted to the tradition for the support of church doctrines. He appealed to 

the liturgical tradition in defense of the divinity of Holy Spirit, arguing that some of the 

beliefs and practices of the church are found in written teaching and others in a mystery (the 

                                                           
36 Paul Valliere, “Tradition,” in Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. Lindsay Jones, 2nd ed. (Detroit, MI: Macmillan 

Reference, 2005), 13:9267.  

37 Rama P. Coomaraswamy, The Destruction of the Christian Tradition, revised ed. (Bloomington, IN: Wisdom 

World, 2006), 63; J. A. Fichtner, “Tradition (in Theology),” The New Catholic Encyclopedia, ed. Berard L. 

Marthaler, 2nd ed. (Detroit, MI: Thomson Gale in association with Catholic University of America, 2002), 

14:134.  

38 Coomaraswamy, Destruction of the Christian Tradition, 66. 

39 Ibid., 67, 69. 
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liturgy) received by tradition from the apostles. Both have the same force.40 This underlines 

that Catholic Christian tradition played an important role in formation of Christian doctrines 

apart from scriptures.  

For John Driedo, a Catholic theologian of the sixteenth century, traditions are truths 

and customs, which are extra-scriptural, cannot be substantiated explicitly by the scripture, 

ought to be received, and originate either with Christ or with the apostles.41 The Council of 

Trent (1545-1563) has deeply influenced the modern debate of tradition. The main 

characteristics, according to the Council, of the apostolic traditions are as follows: they are 

unwritten divine source of revelation and have an authority equal to that of the scripture.42 

One notices the influence of polemics against the Protestant position on the subject on the 

Council’s decree on scripture and tradition (April 8, 1546). 

Many Catholic theologians of the eighteenth century opined that tradition 

theologically denoted “a truth of faith or morals, received originally by the apostles from the 

lips of Christ or from the suggestion of the Spirit, not consigned (at least expressly) to 

Scripture, but communicated to the Church and transmitted to succeeding ages in a vital 

way.”43 In nineteenth century, Johann Adam Möhler (1796-1838) described tradition in terms 

of objective and subjective senses. He argues that tradition in the objective sense is the 

universal faith of the church throughout all centuries, embodied in outward historical 

testimonies. Tradition in the subjective sense is the church’s consciousness of this faith.44 In 

                                                           
40 Anthony N. S. Lane, “Tradition,” in Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible, ed. Kevin J. 

Vanhoozer (Grand Rapids, IM: Baker Academic, 2005), 810.  

41 W. Burghardt, “The Catholic Concept of Tradition in the Light of Modern Theological Thought,” Catholic 

Theological Society of America: Proceedings, 6 (1951), 45. 

42 Ibid., 45-46. 

43 Ibid., 54. 

44 Ibid., 56-57. 
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its objective sense, tradition accepts no change. However, in its subjective sense it is subject 

to development, because it relates to the church’s consciousness.   

Coming to the twentieth century, Louis Billot (1846-1931) argues that tradition in the 

formal Catholic sense is “nothing else than the continued preaching from age to age, by the 

successors of the apostles with the charism of indefectibility, of that revelation, which was 

originally received from the mouth of Christ or from the lips of the apostles at the dictation of 

the Holy Spirit.”45 For August Deneffe (1875-1943), dogmatic tradition is primarily the 

infallible preaching of the faith, exercised by the living magisterium. Whereas in a derived 

and secondary sense, tradition is used for the documents such as the writings of the Fathers 

and theologians, inscriptions, and the belief of the faithful. Deneffe does not think it 

necessary to restrict tradition to truths not contained in the scripture. He argues that such kind 

of understanding obscures the basic concept of tradition, that is, the preaching of any truth of 

faith and of the whole deposit entrusted to the magisterium. He emphasizes that tradition 

distinguishes itself from the scripture, due to difference in the way of transmission not 

because of a difference of objects.46 Moreover, it is significant to note that Vatican Council II 

refused to qualify the scripture and the tradition as “two sources of revelation.”47 Instead, it 

speaks of only one source, divine revelation itself, which has been preserved in oral and 

written forms by the church. 

For Eastern Orthodox Church, the term “tradition” signifies any teaching or practice, 

which has been handed down from generation to generation throughout the life of the church. 

The roots and the foundations of this sacred tradition exist in the scriptures. The 

apostolic tradition includes what the apostles lived, saw, witnessed, and later recorded 

                                                           
45 Ibid., 61. 

46 Ibid., 63-64. 

47 Fichtner, “Tradition,” 14:137. 
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in the books of the New Testament. Church fathers as the successors of the apostles 

received, preserved, interpreted, and transmitted this apostolic tradition to the coming 

generations. This interpretive part of the apostolic tradition is named patristic tradition. 

Unlike Roman Catholic Church, Eastern Orthodox Church denies making theological 

distinctions between the apostolic and patristic tradition.48 For her, there is only one 

tradition, the tradition of the church, incorporating the scriptures and the teaching of 

the fathers.  

One of the main characteristics of the tradition, in view of the Eastern Orthodox 

Church, is its universality in space and time. St. Vincent of Lerins, a bishop and writer 

in France during the fifth century, writes, “We must hold what has been believed 

everywhere, always, and by all.” The church and her tradition, although they live in 

history, are beyond history.49 However, the temporal aspect of the tradition must not be 

undermined either. Georges Florovsky (1893-1979) writes, “Tradition is not only a 

protective, conservative principle; it is, primarily, the principle of growth and regeneration. 

Tradition is not a principle striving to restore the past, using the past as a criterion for the 

present. Such a conception of tradition is rejected by history itself and by the consciousness 

of the Church.”50 The Orthodox Church, therefore, does not see the tradition as a static 

set of dogmatic precepts or the uniform practices of the liturgical ritual of the Church. 

This does not mean, however, that tradition, for her, is something abstract and 

theoretical or that it ignores the daily needs of human nature. Rather, she maintains 

                                                           
48 George Bebis, “Tradition in the Orthodox Church,” http://www.goarch.org/ourfaith/ourfaith7116, accessed, 

May 6, 2016.  

49 Ibid.  

50 Georges Florovsky, Bible, Church, Tradition: An Eastern Orthodox View (Belmont, MA: Nordland, 

1972), 47. 

http://www.goarch.org/ourfaith/ourfaith7116
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that doctrine, prayer, moral guidance, and liturgical practices are indispensable parts of  

the tradition.51 In view of the Orthodox Church, it is the responsibility of the clergy 

and the laity alike to preserve the authentic tradition of the church. In this context, the 

ecumenical councils of the church, and more generally, the local councils of  the church 

are of great importance. The Orthodox Church accepts the first seven ecumenical 

councils, the last of which was held in Nicea in 787 CE. These councils became 

instrumental for formulating the dogmatic teachings of the church. They are among the 

most important means, which inscribe, proclaim, and implement the faith of the 

Orthodox Church, but only in conjunction with the scripture and the tradition. They 

are, therefore, an integral part of the ongoing tradition of the Orthodox Church .52 In 

sum, the ecumenical councils, together with the scriptures and the patristic writings, 

are the universal voice of the Orthodox Church.   

The Protestant tradition holds the theme of sola scriptura (scripture alone) as the final 

authority in the matters of faith and morals. This constitutes the essence of Protestantism.53 

However, it does not mean that all Reformers outright deny the need for tradition. Rather 

they insist that tradition must be subordinated to the supreme authority of the scripture.54 The 

early Reformation was primarily a revolt against the teaching of the contemporary Roman 

Catholic Church rather than the tradition itself. They repeatedly sought to use tradition in 

order to support their own views. They accepted interpretative traditions not adding to the 

scripture, but unlike Roman Catholics, did not see such traditions as infallible. Nor did they 

subscribe to the unqualified acceptance of any tradition or of the teaching of the church. For 

                                                           
51 Bebis, “Tradition in the Orthodox Church.”  

52 Ibid.  

53 Davies, “Tradition and Modernity in Protestant Christianity,” 20.   

54 Lane, “Tradition,” 811.  
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them the scripture remained the final arbiter and ultimate criterion and norm to judge the 

matters of faith and morality.55 As time passed, however, there evolved an attitude in 

Protestantism that questioned the value of tradition itself. For instance, the Anabaptists in the 

sixteenth century and the Brethren in the nineteenth century were hostile to tradition and saw 

no value in it.56 J. A. Fichtner argues that some Protestant scholars have increasingly inclined 

to accept that the slogan sola scriptura contains only a half-truth, that is, scripture has only 

the primacy of truth. Protestants and Catholics are growing in the agreement that the early 

church did not draw upon the scripture alone. However, Protestants remain hesitant to accept 

the ecclesiastical traditions that arose before and after the Biblical period.57 Although the 

scripture-tradition problem still divides Catholicism and Protestantism, the mutual concerns 

over their correlation are beginning to converge.  

1.1.3 Modernity/Modernism in the West 

Modern, modernity, modernism, modernization, and liberalism all are frequently used terms 

in journalistic and academic writing alike. Modern is a correlative term. It signifies what is 

new and innovative as opposed to what is ancient and traditional or handed down. Modernity 

means a form of society or social organization characterized by industrialization whereas the 

cultural precipitates of this socio-historical period are called modernism.58 Moreover, the 

period that is known for rational and secular thinking is characterized as modernity 

whereas modernism is reflected in behaviour, thought, and action.59 The use of “modernity” 

                                                           
55 Lane, “Scripture, Tradition and Church: An Historical Survey,” Vox Evangelica 9 (1975), 42-43.   

56 Lane, “Tradition,” 811.  

57 Fichtner, “Tradition,” 14:137. 

58 Jochen Schulte-Sasse, “Introduction: Modernity and Modernism, Postmodernity and Postmodernism: Framing 

the Issue,” Cultural Critique 5 (1986-87): 6.  

59 https://www.differencebetween.com/difference-between-modernity-and-vs-modernism/.  
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as a concept goes back as far as to the fifth century CE. Pope Gelasius I (d. 494/5) used the 

Latin modernus simply to distinguish the contemporaries from the older period of the church 

fathers. However, after the conquest of Rome by Goths, in the work of essentially a literary 

scholar Cassiodorus, it acquired a new connotation i.e., being a substantive antithesis of 

antiquas.60 Fredric Jameson distinguishes between the new and modern by associating the 

former with individual experiences and the later with a series of collective analogous 

phenomena.61 Modernity explicitly identifies an openness and a commitment to the new as 

opposed to the old and is often seen as a rival to traditional religion.62 For Terry Barret, the 

Age of Modernity is the epoch that began with the Enlightenment roughly from 1687 to 

1789.63 Jacques Barzun, however, suggests 1500 for the starting point of the Modern Era and 

further divides this epoch into following four periods: the first–1500-1660–was dominated by 

the issue of what to believe in religion; the second–1661-1789–by what to do about the status 

of the individual and the mode of government; the third–1790-1920–by what means to 

achieve social and economic equality. The rest is the mixed consequence of all these efforts.64 

The major movements and events of modernity are democracy, capitalism, industrialization, 

science, and urbanization.  

                                                           
60 Fredric Jameson, A Singular Modernity: Essay on the Ontology of the Present (London: Verso, 2002), 17. 

61 Ibid., 18. 

62 John F. Wilson, “Modernity,” in Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. Lindsay Jones, 2nd ed. (Detroit, MI: 

Macmillan Reference, 2005), 9:6108-09. 

63 Terry Barret, “Modernism and Postmodernism: An Overview with Art Examples,” in Art Education: Content 

and Practice in a Postmodern Era, ed. James Hutchens and Marianne Suggs (Washington, DC: NAEA, 1997), 

17.   

64 Jacques Barzun, From Dawn to Decadence: 500 Years of Western Cultural Life; 1500 to the Present (New 

York, NY: HarperCollins Publishers, 2000), xvii.  
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Modernism and liberalism are somewhat ambiguous but inter-related terms. The 

content of the liberal thought depends upon that of the “orthodoxy” from which such 

liberalism distinguishes itself. At the heart of liberalism, lies a readiness to modify or negate 

certain traditional religious teachings in response to new scientific and social knowledge. The 

same is true for modernism, which refers not only to what exists today but also to something 

deemed to be distinctive of today or of the more recent past, and so to be commended, in 

contrast to what represents a settled tradition or a historic heritage.65 Moreover, one should 

note that modernism represents cultural attitudes dedicated to supporting what is perceived 

modern. Modernization, on the other hand, constitutes social programs dedicated for the same 

purpose.66 This implies that modernism is associated with the explicit and self-conscious 

commitment to the modern in intellectual and cultural spheres of society.  

In Europe, the word liberalism was used in early nineteenth century to describe the 

holding of liberal opinions in politics or theology. Through most of the nineteenth century, it 

could not gain a favorable theological connotation. To the end of the century, however, 

theologians gradually accepted more or less critical views about received dogma or 

traditional interpretations of the scripture. Consequently, the employment of the word 

liberalist came to be a mark of approval. Interestingly Protestant scholars were the first to 

                                                           
65 Bernard M. G. Reardon, “Modernism: Christian Modernism,” in Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. Lindsay Jones, 

2nd ed. (Detroit, MI: Macmillan Reference, 2005), 9:6102. Contrarily, George Tyrell (1861–1909) does not see 

modernism inherently hostile to tradition. For him, a modernist does not necessarily detach him/herself from 

tradition. To quote him, “a Modernist believes in modernity, but he also believes in tradition. . . . Of the two, his 

belief in tradition has certain priority. . . . The attitude of the Modernist, however critical, is one of attachment 

to, not of detachment from, the Church’s tradition” (Tyrell, Christianity at the Cross-Roads, 2nd ed. [London: 

Longmans, Green and Co., 1910], 4). It may be noted, however, that Tyrell was a Catholic modernist. 

Therefore, his above-mentioned view should be read in the context of his catholicity.      

66 Wilson, “Modernity,” 9:6108. 
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identify themselves as liberals in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

Simultaneously, the term modernism also gained currency as an alternative for theological 

liberalism. Moreover, modernism was understood in a stricter sense, connoting specific 

“progressive” theological opinions found in the Roman Catholic Church during the 

pontificates of Leo XIII and Pius X.67 This shows that modernist ideas only gradually made 

inroads into Christian theology over a period of a whole century and that it was Protestants 

among Christians who first welcomed such ideas.   

Liberal or modernist attitudes have never been uncommon in the history of Christian 

thought. However, the immediate intellectual background of the theological modernism was 

the European Enlightenment of the eighteenth century, which sought political, social, and 

cultural liberty. Reason occupied central place as the sole criterion of judgement during this 

period.68 Rané Descartes (1596-1650) and later, Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) shaped the age 

intellectually by their beliefs that through reason a foundation of universal truths could be 

established.69 Following are some main characteristics, which distinguish Protestant 

modernists and liberals from traditionalists and fundamentalists.70 First, modernists accept 

plausibility of diverse interpretations of religious doctrines. Second, they avoid indulging in 

theological debates, which, in their view, have no ethical value. Third, they show willingness 

to accept the impacts of modern scientific knowledge on traditional belief. Fourth, they 

recognize that Christian beliefs emerged and developed in an era and a culture greatly 

different from that of nineteenth- and twentieth-century Western society, implying that they 

may need reformulation in line with the spirit of modern age. Fifth, they admit that Christian 

                                                           
67 Reardon, “Modernism,” 9:6102. 

68 Ibid., 9:6106. 

69 Barret, “Modernism and Postmodernism,” 17.   

70 Reardon, “Modernism,” 9:6103, 6103. 
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intellectual presuppositions and the language in which it came to be articulated are inevitably 

alien and even in large measure unintelligible to the modern age.  

For Schleiermacher, one of the founders of modern Christian theology,71 religion was 

primarily a condition of the heart, its essence being feeling of absolute dependence.72 Kant’s 

philosophy had significant influence on Christian theology of the nineteenth century.73 

Prominent Protestant scholars, who significantly contributed to the development of liberal, 

modernist Protestantism, include influential German theologian Ritschl (1822–1889), who 

unlike Schleiermacher emphasized that faith must have objectivity, not associated with 

Hellenic or Hegelian metaphysics, but with history, or rather with the unique historical events 

of the New Testament;74 Wilhelm Herrmann (1846–1922), for whom the heart of the gospel 

was an ethical ideal, and church dogmas were altogether secondary; Ernst Troeltsch (1865–

1923), for whom Christianity, like any other cultural phenomenon, must be understood 

primarily in relation to its historical conditions; Adolf von Harnack (1851–1930), who sets 

aside the entire Catholic tradition of dogma, hierarchy, and cult and goes far beyond 

reformation Protestantism in negating the past; and Paul Tillich and Rudolf Bultmann, the 

associated philosophy of each of whom was Existentialism rather than post-Hegelian 

Idealism.75 The foregoing discussion leads one to infer that not all Christian, especially 

Protestant, modernists held the same views. There existed different shades. Nevertheless, the 

differences were less of kind than of degree.  

                                                           
71 Ibid., 9:6103. 

72 Schleiermacher, On Religion, 106; Smith, Meaning and End of Religion, 45. 

73 Reardon, “Modernism,” 9:6102-03. 

74 Ibid., 9:6103-04. 

75 Ibid., 9:6104. 
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Any definition of modernism in Catholic context mainly draws upon Pius X’s 

encyclical Pascendi (1907),76 the most solemn Church condemnation. The encyclical 

describes modernism as the synthesis of all heresies as well as agnostic, immanentist, and 

evolutionary-naturalistic in nature. Most of Catholic modernists share following common 

tendencies. First, they are antagonist to ecclesiastical authority. Second, they support 

adaptation of the Church to what is considered sound in modern thought. Third, they deny the 

supernatural as an object of certain knowledge. Fourth, they believe in an exclusive 

immanence of the Divine and of revelation, reducing the Church to a simple social civilizing 

phenomenon. Fifthly, they encourage total emancipation of scientific research from Church 

dogma. However, to describe Roman Catholic modernism as a movement might be 

misleading. Because it had little cohesion and hardly represents an organized school.77 

Therefore, one safely hold that modernism was an ideological orientation and tendency 

within the Catholic Church. It emerged to the end of the nineteenth century and rapidly died 

out around 1910 after official condemnation. 

 

                                                           
76 Pius X, “Pascendi dominici gregis: Encyclical of Pope Pius X on the Doctrines of Modernists,” September 8, 

1907, article no. 39, accessed May 27, 2016, http://w2.vatican.va/content/pius-x/en/encyclicals/documents 

/hf_p-x_enc_19070908 _pascendi-dominici-gregis.html. 

77 Reardon, “Modernism,” 9:6106. 
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1.2 Religion, Tradition, and Modernity in Muslim Thought: 

Concepts and History 

1.2.1 Religion in Muslim Thought 

In contemporary usage, the word “dīn” is often seen as an Arabic equivalent to the English 

word “religion.” However, before the advent of the twentieth century, the English word 

“religion” had no direct equivalent in Arabic nor had the Arabic word dīn in English. They 

became synonymous only during the twentieth century because of increased English-Arabic 

interaction and for the sake of consistency in translations.78 Explaining the literal meaning of 

the word dīn, Arab lexicographers commonly list a multitude of different meanings, even 

sometimes of opposite connotations. These include—among others—retribution, judgement, 

custom, worship, piety, compliance, disobedience, honor, humiliation, authority, subjugation, 

rule, decree, character, compulsion, beneficence, Islam, and every kind of creed or mode of 

worship.79 Muḥammad b. al-Ṭayyab al-Bāqillānī (d. 403/1013) devotes a brief chapter to 

explain the word dīn in his Tamhīd al-awā’il and provides following meanings: retribution as 

in (mālik yawm al-dīn); decree as in (mā kāna li ya’khudha akhāhu fī dīn al-malik); to follow 

any religion or system of thought as in (fulān yadīn bi ʼl-islām aw al-yahūdiyyah); and to 

submit oneself to and obey Allah as in (inna ʼl-dīna ʻinda Allāhi ʼl-islām). In the last 

example, al-dīn means al-dīn al-ḥaqq (the true religion), that is Islam.80 Ayyūb b. Mūsā ʼl-

                                                           
78 Patrice C. Brodeur, “Religion,” in Encyclopaedia of the Qur’ān, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Brill: Leiden, 

2004), 4:395.   

79 Muḥammad b. Yaʻqūb al-Fayrūz’ābādī, al-Qāmūs al-muḥīṭ (Damascus: Mu’assasat al-Risālah, 1998), 1198, 

s.v. “d-y-n”; Muḥammad ‘Alī ’l-Thānawī, Mawsū‘at kashshāf iṣṭilāḥāt al-funūn wa ’l-‘ulūm, ed. ‘Alī Daḥrūj 

(Beirut: Maktabat Lubān Nāshirūn, 1996), 1:814.  

80 Muḥammad b. al-Ṭayyab al-Bāqillānī, Kitāb tamhīd al-awāʼil wa talkhīṣ al-dalāʼil, ed. ʻImād al-Dīn Aḥmad 

Ḥaydar (Beirut: Muʼassasat al-Kutub al-Thaqāfiyyah, 1987), 387.   
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Kafawī (d. 1094/1683) adds to these the following: situation/circumstance as when a Bedouin 

was requested, he replied: “law kuntu ʻalā dīn ghayrihi la ajabtuk” (If I had been in a 

different situation, I would have answered you).81 Hence, the word “dīn” is a very 

comprehensive term, which may convey diverse meanings in different contexts.   

Though these meanings appear at first sight different, they are mutually approximate 

in essence and end in three interdependent meanings. Even the subtle differences found 

between these three meanings result from the fact that the word dīn comprises alternatively 

three different verbs; that is, it derives sometimes from the verb transitive by itself (dānahu 

yadīnuhu); sometimes from the verb transitive with preposition lām (dāna lahu); and some 

other times from the verb transitive with preposition bā’ (dāna bihi). This difference in 

etymology results in difference in meaning. As in the first case, dīn signifies retribution, 

judgement, honor, rule, decree, authority and subjugation, such as in (mālik yawm al-dīn), 

(al-kayyis man dāna nafsah), (kamā tadīn tudān), (al-dayyān). In the second case, it connotes 

submission, compliance, worship, and piety; phrases like (al-dīn li Allah) may mean 

“submission to Allah.” It is evident that this second meaning is an effect (muṭāwiʻ) of the first 

one; so (dānahu fa dāna lahu) means, “he compelled him to obey so he obeyed him.” Lastly, 

dīn means the way one follows in their life; if in practice, it is one’s custom, habit, and 

conduct; and if in beliefs, it is one’s religion and faith system.82 This typology really helps 

one in identifying the intended meaning of the word dīn in a specific context.  

To conclude, dīn literally always refers to a relation between two entities one of them 

reveres and obeys the other. Describing the former, it constitutes obedience and submission; 

                                                           
81 Ayyūb b. Mūsā ʼl-Kafawī, al-Kulliyyāt: Muʻjam fī ʼl-muṣṭalaḥāt wa ʼl-furūq al-lughawiyyah, ed. ʻAdnān 

Durwaysh and Muḥammad al-Miṣrī (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risālah, 1419/1998), 144.   

82 Muḥammad ʻAbd Allāh Darāz, al-Dīn: Buḥūth mumahhadah li dirāsat ta’rīkh al-adyān (Kuwait: Dār al-

Qalam, n.d.), 30-31. 
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defining the latter, it means authority, rule, decree, and overpowering; and referring to this 

bond between them, it signifies the statute that regulates their relation or phenomenon that 

expresses it. Expressed differently, central to the meaning of dīn is submission (al-khuḍū‘).83 

Scholars differ whether the word dīn is etymologically an Arabic or foreign word.84 The 

above explanation, however, strengthens the view that the word is Arabic in its all usages and 

meanings, having etymological roots in Arabic language.   

As for the technical meaning of the word dīn in Muslim tradition, Muslim scholars 

frequently refer to the following definition: “Dīn is a divine statute that guides the creatures 

blessed with reason to the righteousness in this world and the success in the hereafter, using 

their own choice.”85 In other words, dīn as a divine institution leads to the truth in beliefs and 

excellence in conduct and mutual relations.86 It includes both beliefs and practices.87 

However, sometimes it is metaphorically applied only to the principles such as in “dīnan 

qiyaman millat Ibrāhīm” (6:161) or only to the practical injunctions such as in “dhālika dīn 

al-qayyimah” (90:5).88 This definition, however, has some significant assumptions and 

implications. First, it presupposes the existence of God. Therefore, any thought system that 

does not constitute belief in the existence of God is not a religion. Further, it describes 

religion as a divinely revealed institution in the first place and consequently rejects all those 

theories, which search for the origins of religion in human or natural conditions. Religion 

                                                           
83 Ibid., 31. 

84 Ibid., 30-31; cf. Smith, Meaning and End of Religion, 98-102; L. Gardet, “Dīn,” in The Encyclopaedia of 

Islam, ed. B. Lewis, Ch. Pellat, and J. Schacht, 2nd ed. (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1991), 2:293.   

85 Fakr al-Dīn Muḥammad b. ‘Umar al-Rāzī, Mafātīḥ al-ghayb, comments on 61:8; Al-Thānawī, Kashshāf, 
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86 Darāz, al-Dīn, 33. 

87 Al-Thānawī, Kashshāf, 1:814.  
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addresses only those persons who possess the faculty of reason. This reveals the significance 

of reason in religion. However, the reason is a tool to find the truth and not the sole criterion 

of judging the truth. This definition also stresses the freewill and declares religion a matter of 

choice. Moreover, religion is not merely a matter of otherworldly things rather it provides 

guidance for the betterment of ordinary life. Lastly, it presupposes the possibility of hereafter 

and guarantees salvation in afterlife that is its ultimate purpose. 

A famous Prophetic tradition helps to understand the Islamic concept of dīn and its 

major components.  

One day while the Prophet (peace be on him) was sitting out for the people, a stranger 

came and asked him, “What is faith (al-īmān)?” Allah’s Messenger replied, “Faith is to 

believe in Allah, His angels, the meeting with Him, His messengers, and to believe in 

resurrection.” Then he further asked, “What is Islam?” Allah’s Messenger replied, “Islam 

is to worship Allah and not to associate with Him, to perform the ṣalāh (prayer), to pay the 

prescribed zakāh, and to observe ṣawm (fast) during Ramaḍān.” Then he further asked, 

“What is iḥsān?” Allah’s Messenger replied, “To worship Allah as if you see Him, for if 

you do not see Him, He nonetheless sees you. . . .” Then he said, “This was Jibrīl, who 

came to teach people their religion (dīn).”89  

This Prophetic tradition shows that the Islamic concept of true religion includes true 

beliefs (al-īmān), physical practices (al-islām), and spiritual qualities (al-iḥsān). This also 

supports the above-mentioned opinion of Muslim scholars that dīn comprises both beliefs and 

practices.  

It is evident that the foregoing conceptualization includes only true religion based on 

divine revelation and excludes any religion based on pure reason, superstitions, or worship of 

animals, plants, stars, or spirits from the definition of religion. A study of Islamic normative 

texts (nuṣūṣ), however, reveals that the word dīn is not confined only to the true religion as 

                                                           
89 Muḥammad b. Ismā‘īl al-Bukhārī, al-Ṣaḥīḥ, kitāb al-īmān, bāb su’āl Jibrīl al-Nabī ṣallā Allāh ‘alayhi wa 

sallama ‘an al-īmān wa ’l-islām wa ’l-iḥsān. . . . (48). 
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the verses “wa man yabtaghi gayra ’l-islām dīnan” (3:85) and “lakum dīnukum wa liya dīn” 

(109:6) indicate that any religion even polytheism falls within the orbit of dīn.  

Therefore, a comprehensive definition of the concept of dīn has yet to be realized. It 

has been noted earlier that the idea of submission (al-khuḍū‘) is central to the concept of dīn. 

However, not every submission or dependence is dīn, otherwise one’s sheer dependence on 

air and food as well as their complete submission to natural laws and forces such as gravity, 

magnetism, and electricity would have been named religion. However, this is not the case. 

Therefore, it is necessary to define those attributes, which differentiate religious submission 

from nonreligious one. Some of these attributes may belong to the entity whom religious 

person reveres and submits to and others to the nature of this submission.90 ‘Abd Allāh Darāz 

(1894-1958), an Egyptian Muslim scholar, has suggested that the object of one’s religious 

reverence 

1 is always some real entity or entities independent of human mind rather than 

being a mere abstract idea;  

2 is metaphysical; 

3 is conscious and omnipotent; 

4 has spiritual attachment with Universe and human beings and is not isolated 

from them; and 

5 has absolute power and can never be overpowered. 

6 Religious reverence and submission is characterized at once by consciousness 

and freewill.91  

In light of these attributes, Darāz finally defines dīn as follows: Dīn is to believe in a 

metaphysical, omnipotent, conscious entity or entities; a belief that encourages a devotee to 
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pray to that exalted entity in awe and respect. In other words, it is faith in a divine entity 

deserving obedience and worship.92 However, this is the concept of dīn in the sense of 

religiosity (tadayyun) that is a subjective state of a religious person. As for dīn in the sense of 

an objective reality, it may be defined as “a collection of theoretical principles and practical 

regulations, which define attributes of that divine entity and guide how to worship it 

respectively.93 All this helps to conclude that in Muslim discourse the word dīn signifies 

literally a multitude of meanings. However, they all can be synthesized into three meanings, 

depending on different prepositions used with it. Moreover, central to these three meanings is 

the concept of submission (khuḍū‘). As for the technical meaning of dīn, Muslim scholars 

often define it as “a divine statute that guides the creatures blessed with reason to the 

righteousness in this world and the success in the hereafter, using their own choice.” 

However, it is obvious that this definition includes only those religions, which Islam deems 

authentic. Whereas Islamic normative texts also use dīn to refer to inauthentic religions. To 

address this problem, contemporary Muslim scholars have defined it as “a faith in a divine 

entity deserving obedience and worship” in subjective sense and as “a collection of 

theoretical principles and practical regulations, which define attributes of a divine 

entity/entities and guide how to worship it/them” in objective sense.      

1.2.2 Tradition in Muslim Thought 

In order to clarify the concept of tradition from Islamic perspective, one has to examine terms 

roughly equivalent to English word “tradition” in Islamic Oriental languages especially 

Arabic and Urdu. After surveying the literature, it appears that in Islamic thought the word 

tradition is usually used in two senses; one is narrower than the other is. In its narrower sense, 

tradition is equivalent to the narrations of/about the holy Prophet (peace be on him), which 
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are often named sunan, aḥādīth, akhbār, riwāyāt etc. The sunnah literally means disposition, 

character,94 habit, and manner whether praiseworthy or otherwise.95 In the science of ḥadīth, 

however, it refers to the practices (af‘āl), sayings (aqwāl), and tacit approvals (taqārīr) of the 

holy Prophet (peace be on him). As for the Muslim jurists, they apply this term to an act that 

was regularly practiced by the holy Prophet (peace be on him) without being declared 

obligatory.96 Muslim scholars have debated whether the unrestricted (muṭlaq) usage of the 

sunnah refers to the sunnah of the holy Prophet (peace be on him) alone or includes the 

sunnah of the companions as well. Shāfi‘ī jurists adopted the former view whereas most of 

Ḥanafī jurists went to the latter one.97 The ḥadīth literally means new, news,98 and 

conversation.99 Technically, it connotes the sayings of the holy Prophet (peace be on him) 

and information about his own actions as well as his tacit approvals (taqārīr).100 In this sense, 

it is synonymous with the sunnah. However, sometimes it is restricted to the sayings of the 

Prophet (peace be on him) alone.101 Literally meaning news,102 the term khabar is technically 

considered equivalent to the ḥadīth. However, it also includes narrations other than the 

                                                           
94 Al-Fayrūz’ābādī, al-Qāmūs al-muḥīṭ, 1207, s.v. “s-n-n”; Al-Thānawī, Kashshāf, 1:979.  
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Prophetic traditions. In that case, it has wider meaning than the ḥadīth has.103 Riwāyah is to 

narrate. Technically, it applies to the actions and sayings of the Prophet (peace be on him).104 

This shows that the terms sunnah, ḥadīth, khabar, and riwāyah are often used 

interchangeably though subtle nuances found in their connotations are recognized. 

Subsequently, they all may rightly be rendered as Prophetic traditions. If tradition is a deposit 

of knowledge or truth, originating with a past authority, and handed down within a religious 

community, then tradition in Islamic perspective is primarily embodied in Prophetic 

traditions, which early Muslims consciously preserved and faithfully handed down to future 

generations. Indeed, Prophetic traditions are the very symbol and archetype of the Islamic 

tradition, and the fulcrum on which the main arguments over the religious authority rest.105 

They are also the most important and fundamental source of Islamic law, second only to the 

Qur’ān. Thus, they form the basis for the wider concept of Islamic tradition.  

Proponents of the traditional Islam see Islamic tradition, in its wider sense, as 

antithesis of modernity. It is interesting to note, as emphasized by S. H. Nasr, that prior to the 

modern times various languages did not have any term corresponding exactly to tradition in 

this sense. Since the premodern people knew only the traditional world, they did not feel 

compelled to define this concept in an exclusive manner. Only after the advent of modernity, 

originating in the secularizing and humanistic ideas of the European Renaissance, scholars in 

the West started to exclusively define what they distinguished from the modern during the 

                                                           
103Aḥmad b. ‘Alī b. Muḥammad b. Ḥajar al-‘Asqalānī, Sharḥ al-nukhbah: Nuzhat al-naẓar fī tawḍīḥ nukhbat al-
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early decades of the twentieth century.106 Traditionalists belonged to diverse religious 

traditions, but they all believed in the existence of a Primordial Tradition, which is eternal, 

universal, immutable, and the same everywhere, but assumes diverse forms to adapt itself to 

each race and period.107 Among them, Muslim scholars include René Guénon (1886-1951), 

Titus Burckhardt (1908-1984), and Frithjof Schuon (1907-1998), etc. They were followed by 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr (b. 1933) and converted Muslim scholars like Martin Lings (1909-

2005), Charles Le Gai Eaton (1921-2010), and Jean-Louis Michon (1924-2013), etc.  

Tradition should not be confused with custom, habit, inherited patterns of thought, 

and the like.108 Nasr explains that rather tradition “is inextricably related to revelation and 

religion, to the sacred, to the notion of orthodoxy, to authority, to the continuity and 

regularity of transmission of the truth, to the exoteric and the esoteric as well as to the 

spiritual life, science and the arts.”109 It further implies, “both the sacred as revealed to man 

through revelation and the unfolding and development of that sacred message in the history 

of the particular humanity for which it was destined in a manner that implies both horizontal 

continuity with the Origin and a vertical nexus which relates each movement of the life of the 

tradition in question to the meta-historical Transcendent Reality.”110 Tradition is al-dīn, 

which embraces all aspects of religion. Islamic tradition accepts the Qur’ān as the uncreated, 
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eternal, and verbatim revelation of God. It interprets the Qur’ānic text in light of the long 

tradition of hermeneutics going back to the Prophet (peace be on him) himself and relying 

upon traditional commentaries. As for ḥadīth, the traditional Muslims accept the classical 

collections of ḥadīth especially ḥadīths preserved in the six collections (al-ṣiḥāḥ al-sittah) of 

Sunnīs and the four collections of Shī‘īs. They may consider the criticism brought forth 

against spurious Prophetic traditions by modern critics but would not accept uncritically their 

premises, namely the denial of the Islamic metaphysical concepts of revelation and the 

reliability of oral transmission. Traditional scholarship relies upon the critical methods of 

evaluating Prophetic traditions, which developed over the centuries, and are based on the 

historical continuity of the tradition.111 In this way, the tradition belongs to revelation and is 

regarded sacred, hence deserves faithful transmission from one generation to the other. 

Islamic tradition comprehensively includes all dimensions of the religion, especially the 

Qur’ān and Prophetic traditions.   

Traditional Islam also recognizes the sharī‘ah as divine law as it has been understood 

and interpreted over the centuries and historically represented by the classical schools 

(madhāhib) of Islamic law. It further accepts the possibility of bringing forth fresh views 

through juristic reasoning (ijtihād), as well as making use of other means of applying the law 

to newly-created situations, but always in accordance with such traditional legal principles 

such as qiyās, ijmā‘, and istiḥsān. Moreover, for traditional Islam, all morality is derived 

from the Qur’ān and sunnah.112 As for Sufism (iḥsān), traditional Islam considers it the inner 

dimension of the Islamic revelation, but is critical of all those beliefs and practices, which are 

contrary to the teachings of the Qur’ān and the sunnah. It does not identifies Sufism with a 
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particular order or school; rather, recognizes the diversity existing within Sufi orders.113 This 

shows that Islamic tradition includes inner and external dimensions of religion as well as 

exoteric and esoteric sciences produced by Muslim civilization. 

In socio-economic life, the traditional perspective insists upon a social fabric based on 

the bonds created by religion. Finance is always seen as combined with morality. In the 

political domain, the traditional perspective insists upon realism based upon Islamic norms.114 

For traditional Muslims, Islam is a complete way of life and they refuse to accept Islam as an 

ideology.115 The traditional image of socio-political revival is that of the “renewer” 

(mujaddid), identified over the centuries with great saints and sages, such as ‘Umar b. ‘Abd 

al-‘Azīz, Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal, Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qādir Jīlānī, Ibn Taymiyyah, Abū Ḥāmid 

Muḥammad al-Ghazālī, Shaykh Aḥmad Sirhindī, and Shāh Walī Allāh, among many 

others.116 It is important to note here that not every traditional scholar excelled all traditional 

sciences nor did they accept all their premises and assumptions. Nevertheless, all these 

oppositions took place within the traditional framework. They evaluated various traditional 

schools of Islamic theology, philosophy, and science in light of the Islamic worldview and 

did not defend only one school at the expense of others; rather, insisted on the intrinsic value 

of the whole edifice of Islamic intellectual tradition in all of its manifestations, every one of 

which has emanated from the Islamic revelation.117 For them, tradition is not a childish and 

outmoded mythology but a science that is terribly real.118 To conclude the discussion on the 
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concept of tradition in Muslim thought one may argue that the tradition in Islam is a deposit 

of knowledge, originating from the Prophetic authority, and handed down within Muslim 

community. Hence, Prophetic traditions are the prototype of Islamic tradition. Moreover, 

together with the Qur’ān, they form the basis of the wider Islamic tradition, which 

encompasses all branches of knowledge and all aspects of Muslim civilization.  

1.2.3 Modernity/Modernism in Muslim Thought 

Modernism, in Muslim world, refers to the influences of the Western worldview, which 

emerged in Europe because of the Renaissance in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and the 

Enlightenment in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, replacing religion largely with 

humanism, rationalism, and secularism.119 For traditionalist Muslim scholars, the term 

“modernism,” does not mean contemporary or up-to-date; rather, it refers to a phenomenon, 

which is divorced from the transcendent and the immutable principles, which govern all the 

Universe and are made known to humanity through revelation. Modernism, therefore, 

opposes tradition (al-dīn), implying all that is merely human rather increasingly subhuman 

and all that is severed from the divine source.120 Nasr summarizes the basic traits of 

modernism as anthropomorphism, evolutionist progressivism, absence of any sense of 

sacredness, and continuous ignorance of metaphysical principles.121 Modernism is considered 

antithesis of tradition because “the very nature of modernism creates in the religious and 

metaphysical realms a blurred image within which half truths appear as the truth itself and the 
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integrity of all that tradition represents is thereby compromised.”122 In this regard, traditional 

Muslims’ response to modernism is not greatly different from that of traditional Christians to 

modernity, who once labeled modernity as the synthesis of all heresies.  

Modernism may also be described as those discourses of Islamic thought and practice 

during the last two hundred years in which Muslims positively and consciously engaged with 

and drew upon modernity and brought all or some aspects of modernity to the center of their 

worldview and practice.123 Muslims mostly equate modernity with Western modernity and 

differ on its compatibility to Islam. Various Muslim perceptions of the core ideas of 

modernity also depend on how Western modernity unfolded itself in Muslim societies.124 The 

distinction between essence and manifestation or universal and particular, or other similar 

dichotomies is a common theme in the history of modernist thought. Many modernists 

emphasize on a situated and contextualized reading of the Qur’ān.125 Muslim modernists 

strive to accommodate modernism to Islamic tradition or perhaps vice versa. They also deem 

classical Islamic theology (ʻilm al-kalām) inherently incapable of recognizing the challenges 

of modernity and responding to them efficiently. For this reason, they call for the 

development of a new Islamic theology to cope with the challenges of modernity. The best 

way to have a better understanding of the traits of Muslim modernism in colonial India, 

however, is to analyze the writings of the representatives of Muslim modernism.   
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1.3 Responses to Modernism by Modernist Indian Scholars 

Indian Muslims’ responses to modernity were not simple and monolithic. Rather, they were 

sophisticated and diverse. They also overlapped with each other as well as with other 

reformist trends at certain levels. Wilfred Cantwell Smith categorizes Muslims’ responses to 

modernism during the British rule in India in five principal phases.126 First and last of them 

are characteristically reactionary against new socio-religious developments whereas the other 

three are successive phases of the adaptation of Islam to modernity.  

First, starting from the early nineteenth century, Ahl-i Ḥadīth school criticized what 

they thought to be religious corruptions of and deviations from the pure Islam, with a desire 

to return to the simplistic religion of the holy Prophet’s (peace be on him) period. Second, 

after the British industrial revolution, the colonial India of the nineteenth century became 

predominantly a market, forming a middle class of bureaucrats, administrators, merchants, 

and professionals and introducing British liberal culture. In this phase, Muslim modernism 

sought to reinterpret Islam in order to harmonize it with the nineteenth-century Western 

worldview, science, and humanism, separating religion from its feudal manifestations and 

corruptions of the period of decadence and emphasizing on the similarity of fundamentals 

found in all religions, particularly Islam and Christianity. In other words, there was a shift to 

emphasis on this-worldly, dynamic, new approach. Sayyid Aḥmad Khān along with his 

associates of Aligarh movement stood among the most pre-eminent figures of this school. 

Third, from the late nineteenth century, there was an increasing emphasis on the 

compatibility of Islam with Western thought, its being source of Western liberalism, its 

rivalry with Christianity, and glorification of Muslim past. The earlier representative of this 

approach was the best-known Ameer Ali, followed by many less-known writers. Shiblī 

Nuʻmānī may also be placed in this class of modernists. Modernism, in the fourth phase, 
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looked to the future rather than to the past or the present. It denounced capitalism and 

rejected not only the West but also Westernism itself. This progressive movement, however, 

was short-lived and soon gave way to the fifth phase of religious modernism, that is, 

energetic reaction. Muhammad Iqbal stood outstandingly in both movements. The middle 

class first supported progressive notions but as the social crisis deepened, this movement 

transformed into its opposite, communal fanaticism.127 Contemporary Pakistani historian of 

Islamic thought, Muhammad Khalid Masud (b. 1939), however, identifies three Muslim 

reformist discourses. Islamic modernism is just one of them. They are as follows. The first 

discourse is revivalist and reformist. It continues from the pre-modern times. It calls for the 

revival (iḥyā’) of the practices of the Ancestors (aslāf) and reform (iṣlāḥ) of the religious 

practices, which, in their view, have been corrupted. Renowned reformist and theologian of 

Najd in central Saudi Arabia, Muḥammad b. ʻAbd al-Wahhāb (1703-1791) and his followers 

revived this discourse to the end of the eighteenth century. The legacy of this discourse has 

survived in various contemporary Salafi movements. Some forms of this discourse in 

twentieth century, however, opposed modernity. The second discourse deems Muslims’ 

adherence to tradition and religion the main obstacle to the progress. It is a non-religious 

discourse and is also labeled Western modernism. It is not necessarily anti-religious but does 

not turn to Islamic tradition for justification. Mustafa Kemal Ataturk (d. 1938) is regarded 

one of the representatives of this discourse. The third discourse is known as Islamic 

modernism. It aims at harmonizing tradition with modernism and shares with other two 

discourses the desire to reform Muslim society but differs with them over rejection of 

modernity or tradition. It deems modernity compatible with Islam and resorts to the new 
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Islamic theology to prove this.128 It is evident that Smith and Masud’s classifications overlap 

with each other. Whereas the former focuses chronology, the latter emphasizes orientations. 

Following is the brief description and analysis of responses to modernism by some 

Muslim Indian modernist scholars in chronological order.  

1.3.1 Chirāgh ‘Alī (1844-1895) 

Chirāgh ‘Alī was one of the pioneering Indian Muslim modernists.129 Though not having 

formal higher education, he succeeded with the recommendation of Sayyid Aḥmad Khān in 

securing a job in the administration of the Niẓām of Hyderabad, where he finally reached to 

the position of finance secretary and received the title of Nawāb A‘ẓam Yār Jung. Earlier he 

had served the British administration in various positions. His scholarly contributions include 

The Proposed Political, Constitutional and Legal Reforms in the Ottoman Empire and Other 

Mohammedan States (1883), A Critical Exposition of the Popular Jihad (1885), and his 

frequently published articles in Sayyid Aḥmad Khān’s reformist organ Tahdhīb al-akhlāq, 

among others.130 Chirāgh ‘Alī wholeheartedly supported the modernistic ideas of Sayyid 

Aḥmad Khān and outspokenly criticized traditional Islamic scholarship. Against the charges 

of missionaries and orientalists, he argued that the Islamic legal system and schools were 

capable of reform and modification.131 He was not just a protégé of Sir Sayyid Aḥmad Khān. 

It appears that both influenced each other. He had more profound knowledge of Hebrew and 
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the Old Testament and possibly informed Sayyid Aḥmad Khān’s ideas regarding some 

interpretations of the Qur’ān. An analysis of his writings reveals his familiarity with the work 

of some Muslim modernists from other parts of the Muslim world such as Rifā‘ah Rāfi‘ al-

Ṭahṭāwī (d. 1873) of Egypt, Khayr al-Dīn Pashā (d. 1890) of Tunisia, and Aḥmad Fāris al-

Shidyāq (d. 1887) of Syria.132 Moreover, he appears acquainted with European researches in 

Qur’ānic studies from the twelfth century CE onwards.133 This lends some credence to his 

writings. 

In his view, the Qur’ān does not claim to legislate any social and political law. It aims 

neither to give particular and detailed instructions in the civil law nor to formulate general 

principles of jurisprudence.134 Its main concerns are certain doctrines of religion and certain 

general rules of morality.135 With regard to the principle of abrogation “naskh,” he likens 

abrogative (nāsikh) and abrogated (mansūkh) verses to unrestricted (muṭlaq) and qualified 

(muqayyad) ones respectively, justifying interpretation of an abrogating (nāsikh) verse in 

light of an abrogated (mansūkh) verse just as an absolute (muṭlaq) verse is interpreted in light 

of a conditional (muqayyad) one.136 He employs this principle to support his doctrine of the 

defensive jihād.137 A salient feature of his exegetical work is comparative study of the Old 

Testament and the Qur’ān. For instance, relying on a biblical evidence (1 Kings 5:1-18) he 

interprets jinns mentioned in the Qur’ān (34:12-14) with “a primitive Semitic tribe living in 
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the hills of Jordan whom Solomon employed to build his temple.”138 Once again relying on 

the biblical sources, he interprets jinns mentioned in the Qur’ān (46:29), with the tribe of Jinn 

who were Chaldeans, soothsayers, and cabalists and hailed from Nisibin and Nineveh in 

Mesopotamia. Interpreting them with genies is a vulgar notion, he says.139 Holding that 

Prophetic traditions convey the sense rather than the exact words of the Prophet (peace be on 

him) and therefore are subject to alteration and distortion of meaning, he rejects, in principle, 

the whole corpus of classical aḥādīth as being spurious.140 For him, the evaluation of the 

Prophetic traditions compiled in the six standard collections was not based on any critical, 

historical, or rational principles. With respect to methodology and conclusions, he is 

considered precursor to the Western scholars like Ignaz Goldziher.141 He also rejects ijmā‘ 

and qiyās as binding sources of Islamic law.142 After rejecting ḥadīth, ijmā‘, and qiyās as 

sources of Islamic law and reinterpreting the Qur’ān, he searches for a new basis of the 

Islamic law, which has to be humanistic in his view.143 For him not only the Islamic law but 

also the Islamic faith as described in the Qur’ān itself constitute progress and a change for the 

batter.144 Consequently, he calls for the need of developing a new legal theory to eliminate 

outdated, inefficient, unprogressive, and inhuman features in legal institutions.145 However, 

he himself failed to develop such a progressive and efficient legal theory, which could 

replace the classical legal theory, which he deemed regressive and inefficient. 
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He regards jihād permissible only for defensive purposes arguing that all military 

expeditions of the Prophet (peace be on him) were essentially defensive.146 Therefore, all 

Qur’ānic verses referring to them are historically specific and should not be generalized.147 In 

his view, the Qur’ān (47:5) categorically forbade fresh enslavement and far from sanctioning 

it, the Qur’ān mentions it just as a customary law of the contemporary Arabs. Therefore, 

setting slaves free is not only commendable but also an indispensable duty for a Muslim. Like 

many other modernists, he considers polygamy being practically abolished because the 

Qur’ān, in the backdrop of the contemporary Arabia, first restricted unlimited plurality of 

wives to four and then even making this concession conditional on justice in love, virtually 

abolished it.148 This brief sketch of Chirāgh ‘Alī’s ideas leads one to deem him a typical 

modernist to whom traditional Islam embodied in the writings of traditional scholars, like 

maulānā Ashraf ʻAlī Thānavī appears unacceptable.    

1.3.2 Sir Sayyid Aḥmad Khān (1817-1898) 

Sayyid Aḥmad Khān was the most prominent Muslim modernist of the British India. 

Although not formally trained in traditional disciplines, he did study the Qur’ān and Persian 

classics.149 His formal education was neither complete nor comprehensive. Nevertheless, his 

personal study and independent investigation led him to new vistas of intellectual creativity. 

He paved the way for the modernist interpretation of Islam in India.150 British government 

appointed him sar-i rishtahdār (recorder) in the criminal department of a lower court. In 

1839, he became deputy reader in the office of divisional commissioner in UP province and 
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eventually reached to the position of sub-judge. He was stationed in Bijnore when the 

uprising of 1857 started. He stood with the British government during this revolt. After 1857, 

he sought to bring Muslims and Englishmen closer to each other, analyze the causes of the 

revolt, and help Muslims to understand the secret of the West’s power. He wrote a series of 

articles to prove that majority of influential Muslims remained loyal to the British and that 

they were not intrinsically enemies of the British.151 This shows the importance he attached to 

the establishment of friendly relations between Muslims and British with regard to Muslims’ 

welfare and progress.  

 In 1869, he went to London and stayed there for fifteen months. During this stay, he 

published twelve essays on the life of holy Prophet Muḥammad (peace be on him) and 

closely observed British educational, social, and economic systems. His visit to the 

universities of Cambridge and Oxford provided him with guidelines for establishing the 

Mohammedan Anglo-Oriental College in 1875, which became Aligarh Muslim University in 

1920. He resigned from judicial service in 1876 and since then devoted his life to 

modernizing the lives of Indian Muslims until he died in 1898. Sir Sayyid Aḥmad Khān spent 

most of his energies in order to promote modern education among Muslims. His modernism 

advocated for a rational approach to Islam and social reforms in Muslim culture. His rejection 

of traditional practices and orientations, however, often offended religious sensibilities of 

conservative and orthodox circles. 

 Following is a brief sketch of the modernist religious doctrines of Sayyid Aḥmad 

Khān. Revelation or Prophetic intuition is a natural phenomenon and identical with reason; 

rather, it is the most developed form of reason. Islamic normative texts refer to this natural 

phenomenon as Gabriel. Consequently, revelation is the fruit of a human faculty and not a 

message brought by an angel from Heaven. This also leads to the notion that angels are, in 
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fact, only the noble properties of created things. A second meaning of the angle, in the 

Qur’ānic context, is divine moral support. In the same vein, Satan refers to evil human 

passions and the jinns are projections of evil, disease, and other calamities. Sometimes, the 

jinns also allude to wild and uncivilized people. For him miracles are not the proofs of 

prophethood. Nor are they supernatural phenomena. Premodern people thought them so 

because they failed to discern their hidden causes. From this perspective, the natural disasters 

mentioned in the Qur’ān and the Bible as divine punishment are based on superstitious 

notions narrated in scriptures to lend them ethical force. He rejects miracles, arguing that they 

go against immutable natural laws, which are unbreakable pledges of God to His creation and 

that the Word of God (the Qur’ān) cannot contradict the Work of God (the nature). For him, 

believing in a miracle leads to the suspension of these divine pledges and thus accuses God of 

falsehood. He, therefore, interprets miracles mentioned in scripture as symbolic, 

metaphorical, or legendary expressions. His deistic view of the universe also led him to 

believe in God merely as prima causa. In this respect, his views are based on the nineteenth-

century mechanistic view of the Universe. Since he does not see the Qur’ān as the verbatim 

word of God, he rejects the miraculous nature of the Qur’ānic rhetoric. He denounces the 

existence of heaven and hell as external realities, assuming them metaphor for the extreme 

states of bliss and torment. Sayyid Aḥmad Khān was one of the first modernists to accept the 

theory of evolution and reconcile it with the Islamic doctrine of creation. He interpreted the 

literal Qur’ānic and Biblical references to the creation of the universe as the use by God of 

popular notions for the sake of argument. For him Adam signifies human nature.152 One may 

argue that all such reinterpretations of Islamic texts and doctrines stem from Sayyid Aḥmad 
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Khān’s unconditional belief in nature and natural laws. Hence, he rejects supernatural 

phenomena altogether or reinterprets them to make them look natural. This is a tendency, for 

which traditional scholars coined the epithet of nēchariyat (naturalism) and severely 

criticized it in their writings.  

Contrary to the traditional view, Sayyid Aḥmad Khān seriously suspects the 

authenticity of the six classical collections of ḥadīth as well as rejects the validity of the 

traditional schools of Islamic law. He further states that all Prophetic traditions, repugnant to 

reason should be discarded. He rejects juristic consensus (ijmā‘) as a source of Islamic law 

and seeks to recast Islamic law in conformity with the contemporary European norms, such 

as allowing interest and eating meat not ritually slaughtered, etc.153 In sum, Sayyid Aḥmad 

Khān presented a modernized and secularized edition of Islam in order to harmonize it with 

modern science and progress. He reinterpreted Islam, following the Western rationalism that 

prevailed since Descartes.154 Moreover, he held that Islam was in complete conformity with 

nature. One of the consequences of this was denouncing all supernatural aspects of Islam. 

1.3.3 Nawāb Muḥsin al-Mulk (1837-1907) 

Like the first generation of many other modernists, Muḥsin al-Mulk (Mahdī ‘Alī Khān) 

studied in the traditional madrasahs of his time, where he was trained in Arabic, Persian and 

theology. After completing his early education, he got a clerical job in the British 

Collectorate. Thanks to his intelligence and industriousness, he soon earned the trust and 

admiration of his seniors. In 1867, he passed the examination of Deputy Collectorship with 

distinction and was appointed Deputy Collector in UP province. In 1871, he joined the 

administration of Hyderabad as Inspector of Revenue and served there on various positions 
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for more than two decades. Government of Hyderabad acknowledged his services by 

awarding him the title of Munīr Navāz Jung Muḥsin al-Dawlah Muḥsin al-Mulk. However, 

he resigned from his job in Hyderabad in 1893, settled in Aligarh, and became Sayyid Aḥmad 

Khān’s right-hand man in administrating affaires of MAO College. He was the successor of 

Sayyid Aḥmad Khān and as the Secretary of the College elevated it to unprecedented heights 

even during the most unfavorable circumstances. His association with Sayyid Aḥmad Khān 

dated back to 1862. He maintained frequent correspondence with him throughout his life. 

Though he disagreed with Sayyid Aḥmad Khān over several religious issues, he 

enthusiastically supported his educational and reformist movement. He also played an 

important role in the Muslim politics of India. More importantly, due to his relatively 

conservativeness, he was able to bring the traditional ‘ulamā’ closer to Aligarh movement 

and to some extent win their support for the College.155 Therefore, one may describe him a 

modernist-cum-traditionalist. However, since he was closely associated with Sayyid Aḥmad 

Khān and MAO College, he is often placed in modernist camp.    

 Following Sayyid Aḥmad Khān, he rejects taqlīd in favour of ijtihād. However, he 

disagrees with Sayyid Aḥmad Khān over the concept of natural law. For him, nature is a 

vague concept and this vagueness necessarily permeates to theories based on nature. Laws of 

nature, he argues, are continuously being discovered and reinterpreted. The Qur’ān implies 

possible existence of exceptions to the hitherto known natural laws. These exceptions could 

include concepts such as miracles, angles, and Satan. He, therefore, interprets angles and 

Satan as vague, undefinable external forms. He further opines that the historical Islam as 

known today is no more a monolithic religious unity; rather, it is a complex of numerous 

elements many of which are alien to it. These impurities can only be brushed aside by 
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exclusive dependence on the Qur’ān and the sunnah of the Prophet (peace be on him). He 

expresses his dissatisfaction with the classical Qur’ānic interpretations, which are often based 

on spurious Prophetic narrations, pseudo-historic episodes, messianic traditions, and far-

fetched legal inferences. For him, the only criterion for the scientific Qur’ānic interpretation 

is to make interpretations in accordance with “Arabic grammar and syntax, and with 

miraculous literary merit of the word of God.”156 For this reason, he may be considered a 

precursor of the Farāhī school of thought, which puts much emphasis on Arabic grammar and 

Qur’ānic context and undermines the significance of Prophetic traditions, especially akhbār-i 

aḥād among them, for the interpretation of the Qur’ānic text. 

He warns Muslims to be very cautious about accepting Prophetic traditions as a 

source of Islamic law, arguing that they were mostly orally transmitted during the early 

stages of their preservation. He characterizes the method of oral transmission as seriously 

defective. This implies that no Prophetic tradition can ever be exact wording of the Prophet 

(peace be on him). Moreover, he does not deem all Prophetic traditions of binding nature, 

since many of them could be social, habitual, or incidental. He also emphasizes application of 

the principle of abrogation to the Prophetic traditions as a legal necessity.157 He opines that in 

later periods Islamic law became increasingly independent of Prophetic traditions and closer 

to logic and Greek rational sciences. If Prophetic traditions are to regain their prime 

importance as a source of Islamic law, it is imperative to evolve new criteria for their 

verification.158 However, he himself could not evolve or formulate such criteria.  

 Unlike Chirāgh ‘Alī and Sayyid Aḥmad Khān, Muḥsin al-Mulk does not deny the 

authority of ijmā‘ in toto. However, he undermines it as a source of Islamic law. He argues 
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that since ijmā‘ is no more than an analogical deduction or decision of a body of fallible 

people, it will not be absolute authority and will be valid only until an error in it becomes 

known. Moreover, any subsequent ijmā‘ would supersede an earlier ijmā‘. This also implies 

that rulings based on ijmā‘ are subject to continuous re-evaluation and more importantly they 

need to be evaluated in the light of the latest results of physical sciences and by contemporary 

humanistic ethical standards.159     

 Regarding relation between religion and reason, Muḥsin al-Mulk holds that modern 

rationalism substantially differs from the classical one, which was based on Greek logic. He 

argues that the former is more reliable because it has to pass the test of demonstrable 

scientific truths. He stresses that we need to accept both the truths of physical nature and 

those of the revealed word and integrate them into one single belief. This may be called 

innovation (bid‘ah) but one finds its justification in the novel rulings of caliph ‘Umar.160 It is 

interesting to note that unlike Sayyid Aḥmad Khān, Muḥsin al-Mulk holds that Muslims’ 

worldly affairs cannot be divorced from their religion. This applies to political and social 

spheres as well. Therefore, Muslims need, in his view, to seek guidance from the examples of 

rightly guided caliphs in order to find solutions for their contemporary religious, political, 

and social problems.  

1.3.4 Shiblī Nu‘mānī (1857-1914) 

Shiblī Nu‘mānī hailed from A‘ẓamgaṛh, UP, India. He studied Persian literature and rational 

sciences under maulānā Fārūq Chiṛyākōtī and Islamic jurisprudence under maulānā Irshād 

Ḥusayn Rāmpūrī; both of them being typical Ḥanafīs under whose influence Shiblī made 

“Nu‘mānī” a part of his name. Afterwards, he travelled to Lahore to study Arabic literature 

under maulānā Fayḍ al-Ḥasan Sahāranpūrī. Lastly, he studied ḥadīth under shaikh Aḥmad 
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‘Alī Sahāranpūrī. Shiblī excelled in literature, history, and many other disciplines. He also 

studied law and tried to practice it for a while in a local court but failed to make a career out 

of it.161 For some time in his early career, he engaged in sectarian polemics with Ahl-i Ḥadīth 

scholars and produced Ẓill al-ghamām fī mas’alat al-qirā’at kalf al-imām (1875) and Iskāt al-

mu‘tadī ‘alā inṣāt al-muqtadī (1881).  

However, after joining MAO College, Aligarh in 1883, he discontinued sectarian 

debates and developed an interest in history and sīrah. His early academic writings include 

“Musalmānōṇ kī guzashtah ta‘līm” (1886) and al-Māmūn (1887). Between 1887 and 1892, he 

wrote historical articles such as “Jizyah,” “Ḥuqūq al-dhimmiyyīn,” “Islāmī kutubkhānē” 

“Kutubkhānah-i Iskandariyah,” etc. Meanwhile, he travelled to Turkey, Syria, and Egypt for 

educational purposes, met Muḥammad ‘Abduhu, and wrote Safarnāmah-i Rūm-o Miṣr-o 

Shām (1893) on his return. He authored al-Fārūq between 1894 and 1898. At Aligarh 

College, he was on very friendly terms with T. W. Arnold and frequently exchanged ideas 

with him. After the death of Sayyid Ahmad Khān in 1898, he resigned from Aligarh College. 

In 1901, he accepted niẓāmat (directorship) of Naẓẓārat al-‘Ulūm wa ’l-Funūn, Hyderabad, 

where he authored al-Ghazālī (1902), ‘Ilm al-kalām (1902), al-Kalām (1903), Mavāzanah-i 

Anīs-o Dabīr (1903), and Savāniḥ-i maulavī Rūm (1904). In 1905, he resigned from his job in 

Hyderabad and joined Dār al-‘Ulūm, Nadwat al-‘Ulamā’, Lucknow, as its nāẓim. Thanks to 

his efforts, Dār al-‘Ulūm thrived noticeably during his niẓāmat. He wrote a series of articles 

on Aurangzēb between 1906 and 1908 and Shi‘r al-‘ajam between 1908 and 1912. However, 

he had to relinquish his post in Dār al-‘Ulūm in 1913, because of severe opposition of some 

conservative scholars of Nadwah to some of his heterodox views. Afterwards, he settled in 

A‘ẓamgaṛh, established Dār al-Muṣannifīn, and devoted rest of his life to a voluminous 

project of writing a biography of the Prophet (peace be on him) in five volumes of which he 
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could complete just one before his death in 1914.162 This shows that Shiblī led a very active 

life. He was not only a prolific author who produced a huge erudite literature on different 

sciences and aspects of Muslim civilization but also an energetic activist and successful 

administrative who effectively ran two very important institutions of Indian Muslims.  

Shiblī’s contribution to Islamic history and sīrah is significant and he is often credited 

with introducing novelty into these disciplines. He mostly dismisses narrations of al-Wāqidī 

as unauthentic, but considers Ibn Isḥāq, Ibn Sa‘d, and al-Ṭabarī largely reliable in sīrah and 

maghāzī.163 Out of early sīrah sources only Ibn Isḥāq, Ibn Sa‘d, and al-Ṭabarī may be relied 

upon to some extent. In agreement with other modernists, he emphasizes rational assessment 

(dirāyat al-ḥadīth) of the Prophetic and historic texts rather than just relying on the chains of 

transmitters (riwāyat al-ḥadīth). However, far from considering this criterion as modernistic, 

he regards it not only as implicitly derived from the Qur’ān (24:12, 16) but also practiced by 

the companions and coming generations.164 On the basis of this rational criterion, he suspects 

the authenticity of all those Prophetic narrations, which are against reason, established 

principles, experience or observation; which contradict the Qur’ān, other authentic 

(mutawātir) traditions or absolute consensus; which exaggerate in promise of reward or 

punishment; which are against the dignity of Prophethood; and which contain medical 

treatments, prophecies with specific date, month, or year, or vulgar language, expression, or 

content.165 However, it is pertinent to note that one also finds traces of these criteria in the 

writings of traditional Muslim scholars. In this way, they are not novel.  
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Shiblī mentions following principles of sīrah-criticism: evidence of any sīrah 

incidence should be first searched for in the Qur’ān, then in authentic Prophetic traditions, 

then in ordinary traditions, and lastly in sīrah reports; reports of sīrah books should not be 

accepted without proper assessment; sīrah reports are in principle less authentic than ḥadīth 

reports. Therefore, the latter should be given precedence over the former in case of 

contradiction; reports of wiser and more mature transmitters should be given precedence over 

those of others; it is essential to search for causes and effects in sīrah reports; evidence 

should be substantial or otherwise in proportion to the incidence; it is important to discern the 

reporter’s opinion from the report itself; the impact of external factors should be evaluated; 

reports contradicting reason, observation, established principles, or circumstantial evidences 

should not be accepted; it is imperative to ensure through other related reports that the 

reporter did not misunderstand; narrations of singular reporters (akhbār al-aḥād) should be 

accepted only after assessing their conformity with circumstantial evidences and importance 

of the subject.166 These are the main principles on which Shiblī based his magnum opus Sīrat 

al-Nabī.  

Shiblī has been very sensitive about issues relating to the rights and obligations of 

non-Muslim citizens of a Muslim state. For him, the treaty of Najrān in 629 CE constitutes 

the guiding principles about the rights and obligations of the Muslim state towards its non-

Muslim subjects such as to defend them against external enemies; not to interfere in their 

religious affairs; to safeguard their lives, property, and economic rights; and to levy jizyah on 

them. All other discriminatory rules imposed by rulers or introduced by jurists and political 

thinkers are, in his view, just personal opinion, having no scriptural evidence.167 Ahmad 

argues that Shiblī is not a neo-Mu‘tazilite like Sayyid Aḥmad Khān; rather, his rationalism is 
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almost synonymous with the medieval Muslim kalām.168 Criticizing some modernists who 

called for reconstructing ‘ilm al-kalām on new principles, Shiblī argues that the old ‘ilm al-

kalām would suffice in modern times if restated in modern terminology, because the 

correctness and reality of something does not alter just with the passage of time.169 Shiblī 

identifies Muslim kalām primarily with the methodology of explaining the essence and 

significance of Islamic doctrines in a rational way. He further distinguishes between two 

different branches of the classical Muslim kalām; first, that which consisted of intra-Muslim 

theological disputations, second, that which was invented in order to resist and face the 

challenge of Greek philosophy. Until the time of imām al-Ghazālī, both categories developed 

separately. Al-Ghazālī was the first to mix them and al-Rāzī further developed this trend.170 

Shiblī regards the second category of kalām as a significant intellectual discourse, capable of 

successfully facing the challenge of modernity. He opines that the emerging Ash‘arite kalām 

tragically decayed not because of any inherent methodological problems of its own, rather 

because of the extraneous impacts of the Mongolian invasion of the Muslim world in 

thirteenth century. He thinks that it needs to be reconstructed again on its foundation of 

freethinking, which prevailed during most of the Abbasid period.171 Considering his views on 

the classical Islamic theology, Shiblī considerably differs with Sayyid Aḥmad Khān and 

seems to be closer to traditional Muslim scholars for whom principles of the old ʻilm al-

kalām are sufficient to respond satisfactorily to the challenges of modernism. 

As for the relation between religion, science, and philosophy, Shiblī clearly states that 

the subject matters of religion and science are completely different, and that religion has 
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nothing to do with what science proves or negates and vice versa; therefore, they can never 

contradict each other if they both function within their legitimate spheres. In other words, 

science discusses only what comes under observation or experience, whereas religion relates 

itself only to metaphysical and ethical matters. The problem arises only when either of them 

enters the realm of the other. However, philosophy sometimes conflicts with religion but the 

premises of philosophy are not certain in an absolute sense. That is why, there have been 

numerous philosophical schools of thought in the West, which substantially differ with each 

other.172   

Like Sayyid Aḥmad Khān, he sees imām al-Ghazālī as the main link between the 

medieval kalām and the modern religious speculation. He emphasizes al-Ghazālī’s stress on 

infallible wisdom and justice of all divine actions and his rejection of most of Ash‘arite 

literalistic exegesis. Al-Ghazālī’s synthesis of sharī‘ah and ṭarīqah in a restatement of 

Islamic theology is very significant for modernist scholasticism. Shiblī also traces the origins 

of Sayyid Aḥmad Khān’s identification of Prophetic revelation with intuition to al-Ghazālī. 

Moreover, in his treatise on mystic Rūmī, Shiblī explains Rūmī’s understanding of waḥy as a 

phenomenon that transcends from the five physical senses and is identical with intuition. He 

writes that Rūmī believes, besides natural law, in another kind of law, which is beyond the 

access of human physical senses. For Shiblī, miracles are neither proofs of prophethood nor 

means of convincing someone of the truth of a faith, because in such a case, their impact 

would be compulsive rather than persuasive, paralyzing the freewill of human beings. Shiblī 

was the first to place Rūmī’s evolutionism in comparative context of Darwinian 

evolutionism.173 Shiblī frequently returns to medieval authorities like al-Ghazālī and Rūmī to 

support his views. By doing this, he shares a common strategy with Sayyid Aḥmad Khān who 
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also often refers to medieval authorities like al-Ghazālī and Shāh Walī Allāh of Delhi to 

strengthen his views on which he differs with traditional Muslim scholars.  

1.3.5 Syed Ameer Ali (1849-1928) 

Syed Ameer Ali, a prominent Indian Muslim jurist and modernist apologist, hailed from 

Bengal. He was born in a shī‘ī family that had a long tradition of rendering its services to 

Persian and Mughal rulers, nawābs of Awadh, and the British East India Company 

successively. First, he studied at Muḥsiniyyah (Hooghly) College near Calcutta and then 

completed his graduate studies from the University of Calcutta in 1867. Nawab ‘Abd al-Laṭīf 

Khān was his mentor and took special interest in his education and grooming. Shortly after 

his graduation, Ameer Ali was awarded a government scholarship to pursue higher studies in 

England from 1869 to 1873. On his return to India, he started practicing law in the court and 

lecturing on Islamic law at the University of Calcutta. He also served as presidency 

magistrate. He was appointed to Bengal Legislative Council and Viceroy’s Legislative 

Council in 1881 and 1883 respectively. In 1890, he became a judge of the Bengal High Court 

and remained on this post until his retirement in 1904. Then he permanently settled in 

England with his English wife, serving as the first Indian member of the judicial Committee 

of the Privy Council in London from 1909 to his death in 1928.174 This account proves 

brilliance of his judicial expertise, which the British government also acknowledged by 

elevating him to the highest position, which an Indian member of the judiciary would have 

ever wished in colonial India.    
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 Some of his legal writings have become standard works on Anglo-Mohammedan law. 

He frequently wrote on Islamic topics especially in journals like Nineteenth Century. 

However, his magnum opuses are A Short History of Saracens (1889) and The Spirit of Islam 

(1891). These two works, like those of Sayyid Aḥmad Khān, constitute a modernist 

restatement of Islamic history and tenets as well as of the Prophet’s (peace be on him) life. 

Ameer Ali authored these works especially for Western audience who received them 

favourably, a fact proved by their frequent reeditions in Europe.175 The impact of these two 

works on Western educated Muslim intelligentsia in and outside India is even more profound. 

Their translation into several languages strengthens this view.  

Although a shī‘ī, Ameer Ali recognizes the caliphate of the first three sunnī caliphs 

and in order to reconcile the sunnī and shī‘ī views evolves the theory of the pontifical 

caliphate of the first three caliphs and the apostolic imamate of ‘Alī in whom both kinds of 

caliphates merged and unified. Even he regards the Ottoman caliphate as pontifical caliphate 

not only for sunnīs but also for the entire Muslim community.176 Like many other modernists, 

he considers certain Qur’ānic injunctions specific to the Prophetic age and does not deem 

them immutable.177 For him, Islam’s main contribution to history is ethical humanism, which, 

in his view, constitutes caring and dutiful human relations and physical and mental hygiene. 

Therefore, Islamic concepts of metaphysics, cosmology, angles, Satan etc., in comparison to 

ethics, should not occupy too much attention.178 He holds that the Qur’ānic reference to 
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combatant angles, in fact, constitutes poetic element and that it was unprecedentedly 

remarkable victory of Badr, which made Muslims believe that angles fought in their side 

against infidels. Moreover, holy Prophet Muḥammad (peace be on him) may have also 

believed in the existence of intermediate beings and celestial messengers from God to man. 

Nevertheless, Ameer Ali cautions that one must not ridicule these notions because what a 

modernist considers natural laws they named them angles and heavenly creatures.179 By 

separating, religious and secular realms, he recognizes the duality of holy Prophet 

Muḥammad’s (peace be on him) role as prophet and political leader, and classifies many of 

his decisions as a political leader and not as a prophet.180 On the vexed questions of slavery, 

polygamy, divorce, and status of women in Islam, his approach hardly differs from that of 

Sayyid Aḥmad Khān and Chirāgh ‘Alī etc., whose works he also cited.181 Perhaps the only 

discernable difference among them is that whereas the latter adopted generally a defensive 

and apologetic response to these issues, the former combined polemical response with 

offensive strategy and by surveying the history of these customs and notions in ancient 

worlds, western and eastern, he made a powerful polemical attack on European Christendom.  
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1.4 Responses to Modernism by Indian Traditional ‘Ulamā’ 

Muslim modernists were not the only fraction of Muslim society who perceived and 

responded to the challenge of the modernity. Several traditional Indian ‘ulamā’ of the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries also addressed the issues raised by modern Western 

thought. These ‘ulamā’ hailed from prominent centers of traditional scholarship such as 

Delhi, Lucknow, Bareilly, Bhopal, Deoband, Khairābād, etc., and had diverse denominational 

orientations. However, they all shared a common traditional worldview.  

1.4.1 Faḍl-i Ḥaqq Khairābādī (1797-1861) 

Faḍl-i Ḥaqq Khairābādī was a distinguished scholar of rational sciences and Arabic literature. 

He belonged to a family famous for its scholarship and learning especially of rational 

sciences. He memorized the Qur’ān in a short span of four months, studied most of sciences 

under his father Faḍl-i Imām Khairābādī and ḥadīth under ‘Abd al-Qādir b. Walī Allāh 

Dihlavī. He completed his studies at the age of thirteen years. He excelled in dialectics, 

rational sciences, and Arabic poetry, etc. According to some of his biographers, the number 

of verses he said amounts to four thousands.182 Nawāb Ṣiddīq Ḥasan Khān writes, “He was 

the most celebrated scholar of rational and philosophical sciences of his time and had no rival 

in this field.”183  In his Āthār al-ṣanādīd, Sayyid Aḥmad Khān praises him in a way, which 

one finds not free of wild exaggeration, “He had matchless expertise in all arts and sciences. 

It appears as his most profound insights laid down foundations of logic and philosophy. No 
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one dared to argue with him. . . .”184 Students came to study under him from the four corners 

of India. He authored many books and treatises but most of them are commentaries and 

marginal notes on the contemporary textbooks of rational sciences, such as al-Jins al-ghālī fī 

sharḥ al-jawhar al-‘ālī; al-Hadiyyah al-sa‘īdiyyah fī al-ḥikmah al-ṭab‘iyyah; Ḥāshiyah ‘alā 

talkhīṣ al-shifā’ of Ibn Sīnā; Ḥashiyah ‘alā ’l-ufuq al-mubīn of al-Sayyid Bāqir Dāmād; 

Risālah fī taḥqīq al-ajsām; and Risālah fī taḥqīq al-‘ilm wa ’l-ma‘lūm, among many others.185 

In addition to these, he also authored a number of polemical treatises in refutation of some 

theological views, which Shāh Muḥammad Ismā‘īl of Delhi expounded in his Taqwiyat al-

īmān.  

 After completion of his studies, he started teaching. However, like many of his family 

members, he joined government job as sar-i rishtahdār in the British Residency of Delhi in 

1231/1816 and continued to serve East India Company for about sixteen years. After the 

death of his father, he resigned from the service of the Company. He served various Muslim 

and non-Muslim local states on distinguished positions between 1833 and 1857. In 1859, he 

was arrested in accusation of supporting the freedom fight of 1857. He was trialed and exiled 

to Andaman Islands where he passed away on August 20, 1861.186 Some of his biographers 
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portray him as a great hero of the War of Independence 1857.187  However, in the light of 

many historical evidences it would be safer to hold that though he had been involved in the 

War of Independence 1857, he did not play any vital or leading role in this struggle nor did 

he sign on the famous fatwā of jihād.188  It is interesting to note that during his long career, 

Faḍl-i Ḥaqq Khayābādī continuously worked either under or with British administration and 

had the opportunity to remain very close to many English officers for a long time. However, 

unlike Sayyid Aḥmad Khān and Chirāgh ‘Alī etc., one hardly finds any impression of his 

interaction with British government and encounter with modern science or civilization on his 

thought or writings, perhaps with only exceptions of al-Thawrah al-Hindiyyah and al-

Hadiyyah al-sa‘īdiyyah fī al-ḥikmah al-ṭab‘iyyah to some extent.  

He authored al-Tawrah al-Hindiyyah, living in exile to the end of his life in order to 

explain causes and record events of the War of Independence 1857. While referring to the 

causes, he explains how after consolidating their rule in India, British Christians (he always 

refers to them as Christians) sought to convert all Indian population, Muslim and Hindu, to 

Christianity because they held that plurality of religions was one of the most essential causes 

of the disintegration of states. Therefore, they left no stone unturned in order to remove this 

difference and make all people atheists (malāḥidah) like themselves. They founded schools in 

order to educate children and teach them their own language and religion on one hand and 

closed down the old madrasahs and centers of knowledge on the other. They encouraged 

Christian priests and clergymen to teach, educate, evangelize, and mislead people. Moreover, 

they took all crops of the lands from the native people and paid them small amount of money 
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as wages, in order to control prices and make people dependent and needy. They also had 

secret plans to stop circumcision, veil, and religious laws. However, they first tried to change 

the beliefs and religious ideas of Muslim and Hindu soldiers of their army, assuming that any 

change in the military heroes would necessarily affect the public opinion. For this purpose, 

they enforced Muslim and Hindu soldiers to use bullets, which contained pig and cow fat that 

had to be removed by teeth before using the bullets. Cow is holy for Hindus and pig is 

anathema to Muslims. Therefore, soldiers denied to comply with the orders of their seniors 

and thus started the revolt, which spread most of the parts of India in few days.189 This 

indicates that Khairābadī traced main causes of the revolt to economic conditions and 

religious sentiments of society.   

 As for al-Hadiyyah al-sa‘īdiyyah, a book on Greco-Islamic philosophy, I could 

discern only one place, where the author mentions the modern Western view about the 

rotation of the earth on its axis from the west to east. Like most of his Greco-Islamic 

predecessors, Kayrābādī holds that the earth is stationary and that it is Heaven, which moves 

with planets fixed into it. He raises a number of objections to the theory of earth’s movement 

around its axis, such as if the earth continually rotates from west to east then a stone thrown 

into air ought to fall to a point somewhat further west and not to a point vertically below it, or 

a piece of clay thrown to the west ought to be faster than that was thrown to the east, whereas 

the observation proves otherwise in both cases.190 However, such objections were also raised 

when Copernicus (1473-1543) proposed his theory of earth’s rotation in the West.191 These 

                                                           
189 Qamar al-Nisā’, al-‘Allāmah Faḍl Ḥaqq al-Khayrābādī, 349-53. 

190 Muḥammad Faḍl Ḥaqq Khayrābādī, al-Hadiyyah al-sa‘īdiyyah fī al-ḥikmah al-ṭab‘iyyah (Kānpūr: al-Maṭba‘ 

al-Ladhī Ya‘zī ilā Shu‘lat Ṭūr, 1958), 65-73. 

191 See Bertrand Russell, History of Western Philosophy and Its Connection with Political and Social 

Circumstances from the Earliest Times to the Present Day (Woking: George Allen and Unwin, 1947), 549-55. 



58 
 

  

and other similar objections had been answered by the law of falling bodies, parallelogram 

law, and law of inertia discovered by Galileo (1564-1642).192  

One immediately notices that like Sayyid Aḥmad Khān, Faḍl-i Ḥaqq Khairābādī also 

served East India Company for a long period and had opportunities of interaction with 

European officials, but unlike Sayyid Aḥmad Khān one hardly finds any influence of Western 

thought on Khairābādī’s scholarship. One possible interpretation of this difference is that 

Khairābādī hailed from a distinguished scholarly family of Muslim India and acquired a 

strong foundation of traditional sciences especially the rational ones before joining the 

service of East India Company. This perhaps let him maintain confidence in his traditional 

erudition in the face of Western sciences. On the other hand, Sayyid Aḥmad Khān though 

hailed from an elite Muslim family but his family was not famous for scholarly 

achievements. Moreover, he joined East India Company before completing his traditional 

education. Therefore, it was natural that he gradually lost confidence in traditional knowledge 

against the onslaught of Western sciences. 

1.4.2 Muḥammad ‘Abd al-Ḥayy Lakhnavī (1848-1886) 

Muḥammad ‘Abd al-Ḥayy Lakhnavī studied most of rational and transmitted sciences under 

his father ‘Abd al-Ḥalīm and completed his studies when he was seventeen-years old. He 

served and taught in Hyderabad for some years. Meanwhile he performed two pilgrimages 

and studied ḥadīth under the scholars of Ḥijāz. Later he resigned from services in Hyderabad, 

settled in Lucknow, and devoted rest of his life to teaching, writing, and counseling in Islamic 

law.193 He became one of the most famous scholars of Farangī Maḥallī family.  

 ‘Abd al-Ḥayy Lakhnavī excelled in most of Islamic and rational sciences of his time 

and had a good command of both principles (uṣūl) and details (furū‘) of Islamic law. 
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Although a confessed ḥanafī, he was free of bigotry and always ready to follow the evidence 

not taqlīd (adherence) when he would find a clear normative text (naṣṣ) against any ḥanafī 

opinion. In his book al-Nāfi‘ al-kabīr, Lakhnavī says, “Among His bounties on me is that I 

have been blessed with a keen interest in ḥadīth and fiqh al-ḥadīth. I do not rely on any legal 

opinion unless I find its evidence in ḥadīth or the Qur’ān. I abandon any opinion that 

contradicts a clear and sound ḥadīth. . . . However, I am not one of those who confuse 

ignorant public; rather, I address people according to their intellectual level.”194 In his 

relatively short span of life, he authored a lot of books on diverse Islamic disciplines such as 

al-Ta‘līq al-mumajjad ‘alā muwaṭṭa’ Muḥammad (ḥadīth), al-Raf‘ wa ’l-takmīl fī ’l-jarḥ wa 

’l-ta‘dīl (science of ḥadīth), al-Si‘āyah fī kashf mā fī sharḥ al-wiqāyah (Islamic law), Hidāyat 

al-warā ilā sawā’ al-hudā (logic), al-Ma‘ārif limā fī ḥawāshī sharḥ al-mawāqif (Islamic 

philosophy), al-hadiyyah al-mukhtāriyyah sharḥ risālah al-‘aḍadiyyah (dialectics), al-

Fawā’id al-bahiyyah fī tarājim al-ḥanafiyyah (biographical history), Khayr al-kalām fī taṣḥīḥ 

kalām al-mulūk mulūk al-kalām (Arabic grammar), and al-Tibyān sharḥ al-mīzān (Arabic 

morphology).195 These are just a few examples. Otherwise, his academic contribution 

constitutes a vast corpus of writings, including a three-volume collection of his juristic 

verdicts and a six-volume anthology of his treatises. However, an analysis of his writings 

shows that most of them are commentaries or marginal notes on contemporary textbooks. 

Moreover, most of his writings are of polemical nature, addressing disputed issues of Islamic 

law, logic, and biographical history. 

 A study of his fatāwā would help to understand his approach to certain issues possibly 

linked with modern science or ancient philosophy. Once someone asked him whether it is 

lawful to negate the existence of Heavens (al-samāwāt) altogether or regard them thin (laṭīf) 
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substances, relying on astronomical views of Pythagoras or Ptolemy. He held that in this 

regard neither astronomy of Pythagoras nor that of Ptolemy had any authority. Instead, the 

Qur’ān, ḥadīth, and the sayings of the companions are the reliable sources. Then he went on 

mentioning Qur’ānic verses, which, in his view, proved the existence of not only one rather 

seven Heavens (al-samāwāt), whose negation would ultimately lead to the negation of the 

Qur’ān itself. He supports his view about the thickness (kathāfah) of Heavens (al-samāwāt) 

by a number of Prophetic traditions, which indicate that their substance is not thin rather 

contains some kind of thickness. He finally concludes that in such matters, one should believe 

in what the Qur’ān and the Prophetic traditions teach and not what Pythagorean or Ptolemaic 

philosophers say in contradiction to Islamic teachings, relying on their own reasons.196 In 

response to another question, he opines, relying on the apparent meaning of certain Prophetic 

traditions, that God created the first plants and trees on the earth without seeds.197 This shows 

that Lakhnavī considers the Qur’ān, ḥadīth, and sayings of the companions reliable 

authorities in matters of some natural phenomena of the physical world, instead of relying on 

the astronomical views of Pythagoras or Ptolemy. 

In another place, Lakhnavī holds that angels and jinns, and spirits of dead human 

beings—whether good or evil—can appear to human beings in different forms.198 On the 

question of ijtihād and taqlīd, he writes that ijtihād signifies striving to infer legal rulings 

from their sources. The Prophet appreciated ijtihād by saying, “He who practiced ijtihād and 

arrived at a correct decision, would be rewarded twice and he who performed ijtihād but 

failed to reach a correct opinion, would be rewarded once.” That is why, senior companions 
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practiced ijtihād. As for the taqlīd, it is to follow someone else in words and deeds. Taqlīd 

has also been commended by Allah and His Messenger (peace be on him).199 He considers 

India dār al-Islām and not dār al-ḥarb, arguing that the British rulers have not yet interfered 

with the signs of Islam (sha‘ā’ir al-Islām) and though the judges are mostly infidels and 

generally give verdicts against Islamic law but still they give many verdicts in accordance 

with Islamic law as well.200 For Lakhnavī, learning English language is lawful if the purpose 

is to enable oneself to read letters written in English or to know the contents of books written 

in that language and not to bear resemblance to infidels. It is lawful not only because of the 

essential permissibility of things but also because the Prophet (peace be on him) himself 

asked Zayd b. Thābit, a renowned companion, to learn Hebrew.201 On the question of 

instructing females in writing, he declares it permissible and rejects those arguments, which 

are commonly presented to prove otherwise.202 One does not fail to notice that the approach 

of Lakhnavī to certain issues like relation between religion and science, relation between 

reason and revelation, certain supernatural phenomena, and tashabbuh is strikingly different 

from that of the modernist Muslims discussed above.  

1.4.3 Nawāb Ṣiddīq Ḥasan Khān (1832-1890) 

Nawāb Ṣiddīq Ḥasan Khān studied early books under his brother Aḥmad Ḥasan and other 

scholars of Farakhābād and Kānpūr. Later he came to Delhi and systematically studied 

rational and transmitted sciences of his time under Muftī Ṣadr al-Dīn Khān and completed his 

education at the age of twenty-one years. When he was serving in Bhopal, a local state of the 

British India, as mentor of the grandsons of minister Jamāl al-Dīn al-Ṣiddīqī, he took 
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opportunity to study ḥadīth under Zain al-‘Ābidīn b. Muḥsin of Yemen who was then a judge 

in Bhopal. In 1868, he performed the pilgrimage. Meanwhile he copied several rare 

manuscripts of ḥadīth collections, purchased many other books, and studied ḥadīth under 

ḥadīth scholars of Yemen. When he returned Bhopal, he was appointed first in the 

department of education and then in the department of establishment. This was the time when 

the widow queen of Bhopal, Nawāb Shāhjān Bēgam came to know his nobility and erudition 

and offered him to marry her. After the marriage, he became Mu‘tamad al-Muhāmm of the 

state and the British Indian government bestowed upon him the title of “Nawāb Wālājāh 

Amīr al-Mulk Sayyid Muḥammad Ṣiddīq Ḥasan Khān Bahādur.”203 Thus, besides enjoying 

the fame of an erudite scholar of Islamic sciences, he also became a political dignitary of the 

colonial India.  

Ṣiddīq Ḥasan Khān kept himself busy in both the state-related responsibilities and 

academic works until he was accused of preaching jihād and wahhābiyyat among many other 

charges. Consequently, the British Indian government took all of his titles and honors back 

and prevented him from taking any state-related responsibility. However, he stayed patient 

and content. His wife Shāhjān Bēgam remained loyal to him and continuously struggled to 

exonerate him from all these charges and restore his previous prestigious status. However, he 

had passed away before the British restored his title of “Nawāb.” The last book he authored 

was Maqālāt al-iḥsān, the translation of Futūḥ al-ghayb, by shaykh ‘Abd al-Qādir Jīlānī. He 

was an erudite scholar and prolific writer who authored books on many subjects. His 

involvement with the state business did not affected his academic life and he stayed dedicated 

to scholarship. The number of his books amounts to two hundred and twenty-two. Some of 

them are as follows: Fatḥ al-bayān, ‘Awn al-bārī, al-Sirāj al-wahhāb, al-Tāj al-mukallal, 

Nayl al-murām, al-Rawḍah al-nadiyyah, Risālat dhamm ‘ilm al-kalām, al-mu‘taqad al-
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muntaqad, Itḥāf al-nubalā’, and Abjad al-‘ulūm.204 Many of his books especially Risālat 

intiqād, Risālat qaṭf al-thamar, Risālat al-qā’id ilā ‘l-‘aqā’id, Risālat bughyat al-rā’id, Fatḥ 

al-bāb li ‘aqā’id ūlī ’l-albāb, and Kitāb al-mu‘taqad al-muntaqad may prove to be a valuable 

source of evaluating the response of nineteenth-century Ahl-i Ḥadīth movement to the 

challenge of modernism.   

 Nawāb Ṣiddīq Ḥasan Khān holds that no substantial difference exists between the 

principal doctrines of jurists, Sufis, Ahl-i Ḥadīth, and Ẓāhirīs. Ash‘arīs differ with Māturīdīs 

only over a dozen issues whereas Ḥanbalīs differ with both over even fewer matters. The 

same is true of Sufis’s difference with Ḥanbaīs and Ahl-i Ḥadīth’s with jurists. All of Ahl al-

Sunnah are agreed on the rest of doctrines. In other words, most of their differences are 

difference of expression and the issues in which the difference is real are very rare. He 

defines Ahl-i Ḥadīth with those who follow neither any jurist imām in furū‘ (practical 

injunction) nor Ashā‘irah, Māturīdiyyah, or Ḥanābilah in uṣūl (doctrines). Rather, they 

believe whatever they find in the Qur’ān and the authentic Prophetic traditions. The same is 

the case with Ẓāhirīs, who do not follow independent reasoning (ijtihād) of anyone else but 

rather believe in the literal and clear meaning of the Qur’ān and ḥadīth. Sufis are agreed with 

Ahl-i Ḥadīth in this matter with possible exception of disclosure and unveiling (kashf).205 

However, this again appears only a difference of expression because Sufis themselves have 

explained that disclosure, unveiling or dream do not enjoy any legal authority.  

 In his Fatḥ al-bāb li ‘aqā’id ūlī ’l-albāb, Ṣiddīq Ḥasan Khān mentions that the Qur’ān 

is not a creature rather it is the word, the book, and the revelation of God. Whoever holds 

otherwise is unbeliever. Being creature means, for him, that the Qur’ān’s meanings are from 

Allah and its words from the Prophet (peace be on him). So this was the belief of Mu‘tazilah. 
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Ahl al-Suunah, on the contrary, believe that this is the same Arabic word, which Gabriel 

brought from Allah to His Messenger Muḥammad (peace be on him).206 In this way, he 

clearly differs with modernists like Sayyid Aḥmad Khān about the nature of Qur’ānic 

revelation. 

 For Ṣiddīq Ḥasan Khān, the most prestigious knowledge is that of the exegesis of the 

Qur’ān, the meaning of the Prophetic traditions, and the details of the permitted (ḥalāl) and 

the prohibited (ḥarām) as transmitted from the companions, successors (ṭābi‘ūn), and 

successors of the successors (tab‘ al-tābi‘īn) to the great scholars of Islam. What has been 

articulated after this period is often devoid of any good except when it explain sayings of the 

pious ancestors (al-salaf al-ṣāliḥ). However, benefiting from this prestigious knowledge 

depends on distinguishing the authentic from the fabricated and this in turn needs expertise in 

the science of ḥadīth criticism (al-jarḥ wa ’l-ta‘dīl). Those who do not have this knowledge 

confuse the truth with the false and cannot reach certainty. This leads to suspicion about the 

whole corpus of Prophetic traditions and sayings of the pious ancestors (al-salaf al-ṣāliḥ) and 

declaring it unauthentic,207 as one can see in the writings of Sayyid Aḥmad Khān. However, 

like modernists, Ṣiddīq Ḥasan Khān severely criticizes the juristic traditionalism (taqlīd), 

which emerged three centuries after the advent of the holy Prophet (peace be on him) and in 

certain cases may amount to committing polytheism. Bid‘ah, classical or modern, is antithesis 

of the practice of the holy Prophet (peace be on him), and therefore, must be rejected at any 

cost. The credo of Ahl-i Ḥadīth is to belief in God, His books, His Prophets, and his angels as 

prescribed in the Qur’ān. Belief in God, however, entails belief in all His attributes 

mentioned in the Qur’ān and Prophetic traditions without any “modification, speculation, 

suspension, symbolization, or intellectualization.” This concept of divine Self stands in sharp 
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contrast to the rationalist approach of Mu‘tazilah and the traditionalist approach of Ash‘arīs 

alike. Ahl-i Ḥadīth consider the man responsible within the possibilities of good and evil, and 

yet deny him the exercise of free will and enter in polemics against anti-determinists, 

classical as well modern.208 It seems that being a revivalist Ṣiddīq Ḥasan Khān criticizes, like 

modernists, certain traditional views such as juristic adherence (taqlīd) on the one hand, and 

differs with modernists on many doctrines such as nature of Qur’ānic revelation, authenticity 

of the Prophetic traditions, and interpretation of divine attributions, on the other hand.  

1.4.4 Aḥmad Riḍā Khān Barailvī (1856-1921) 

Aḥmad Riḍā Khān Barailvī’s ancestors were Pathāns and probably migrated from Qandahar, 

a city in the modern Afghanistan, to the northern India in the seventeenth century. They 

served first Mughal Empire and after its decline, nawābs of Awadh as soldiers and 

administrators. His great-grandfather Kāẓim ‘Alī Khān had settled in Bareilly, in the Western 

UP. His grandfather Riḍā ‘Alī Khān (1809-1865/66) was perhaps his first Indian ancestor, 

who breaking with the profession of soldiering and state administrating, devoted himself to 

religious studies to became a scholar and Sufi master. His father Naqī ‘Alī Khān (1831-1880) 

carried out scholarly tradition established by his father.209 Aḥmad Riḍā Khān completed his 

studies under his father at the age of fourteen years and immediately started teaching and 

writing fatwās. Shortly after completion of his studies, he performed his first pilgrimage in 

company with his father in 1870. He was initiated by Shāh Āl-i Rasūl of Marehra in the 

Qādirī ṣūfī order in 1877. Aḥmad Riḍā Khān performed another pilgrimage in 1878 and 

benefited from the scholars of Makkah and Madīnah, especially Aḥmad b. Zainī Daḥlān, 

‘Abd al-Riḥmān Sirāj, and Ḥusayn b. Ṣāliḥ. He visited Ḥijāz many times, wrote some 

treatises there, and discussed some theological and juridical issues with the scholars of 
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Makkah and Madīna, who were impressed by his intelligence, richness of knowledge, 

productivity of writing, and acquaintance with Islamic juridical texts. He was a prolific 

writer, who extensively wrote on diverse subjects. However, his main contribution was 

writing juridical verdicts and polemical rebuttals against his sectarian rivals such as Nadvīs, 

Deobandis, Ahl-i Ḥadīth, and modernists, etc.210 Most of his juridical and polemical writings 

and treatises have been compiled in a thirty-volume al-‘Aṭāyā ’l-nabawiyyah fī ’l-fatāwā ’l-

riḍwiyyah.  

 Aḥmad Riḍā was against forming any coalition with unbelievers or misled Muslims 

and seeking infidels’ cooperation in pursuit of religious goals. On this and some other 

grounds, he opposed Nadwat al-‘Ulamā’, Khilāfat movement, and Noncooperation 

movement. He deemed British India dār al-Islām for similar reasons expounded by ‘Abd al-

Ḥayy Lakhnavī and consequently opposed Hijrah movement.211 He describes all those who 

deny any of the essentials of the faith (ḍarūrāt-i dīn) as unbelievers. For him, essentials of the 

faith include all those beliefs, which are based on clear verses of the Qur’ān, on well-known 

and authentic Prophetic traditions (mashhūr and mutawātir), and on ijmā‘. These beliefs 

include the unity of Allah, the prophethood, heaven and hell, the reward and punishment of 

grave, the questioning of the dead, the recognition of the day of judgement, divine 

predestination, kawthar, weighing of deeds, ṣirāṭ, and intercession for those who committed 

grievous sins, etc.212 On the ground of denying some of the essentials of the faith, he 

specifically described Aligarh modernists as unbelievers and apostates in one of his fatwās in 
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1900.213 Modernists reinterpreted many of the essentials of the faith, which Aḥmad Riḍā 

mentioned above. 

 Aḥmad Riḍā says that on his father’s advice he focused only on religious sciences 

during his student life and contented himself with the study of basic arithmetic and some 

textbooks of Greco-Islamic philosophy. Moreover, after completion of his study, he taught 

for some years and then devoted his life to writing juridical verdicts and refuting misled sects. 

However, during the last years of his life he had to write some treatises in refutation of 

modern and ancient philosophy after he was consulted about some astronomical views of 

modern scientists.214 His treatise on modern philosophy is Fauz-i mubīn dar radd-i ḥarkat-i 

zamīn. In this book, he criticizes law of gravity and scientists’ view that the earth moves 

around the sun. He holds that in light of the sharī‘ah neither earth nor heaven moves. Instead, 

only planets are moving. He produces 105 evidences to prove his view and refutes that of the 

scientists.215 In his treatise on ancient philosophy, al-Kalimah al-mulhamah fī ’l-ḥikmah al-

muḥkamah li wihā’ al-falsafah al-mush’amah, he criticizes those views of ancient 

philosophers, which he considers false and invalid.216 In Maqāmi‘ al-ḥadīd ‘alā khadd al-

manṭiq al-jadīd,217 he reviews Muḥammad Ḥasan Sanbhalī’s al-Manṭiq al-jadīd li nāṭiq 

alannā lahu ’l-ḥadīd.  

Moreover, he authored two other treatises, Nuzūl-i āyāt-i furqān bi sukūn-i zamīn-o 

āsmān and Mu‘īn-i mubīn bahar daur-i sham wa sakūn-i zamīn on this subject.218 In the 
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former, in response to a question addressed to him, he argues that the Qur’ānic verse (35:41) 

proves that both the earth and heaven are stationary, and strengthens this interpretation by 

quoting other Qur’ānic verses, Prophetic traditions, and sayings of the companions.219 In the 

latter, he refutes some predictions of an American astronomer and argues for the movement 

of the sun and stationary position of the earth.220 It appears that he seeks to establish 

definitive proofs about certain physical phenomena through the Qur’ānic verses, Prophetic 

traditions, and sayings of the companions. Thus, his approach stands in sharp contrast to that 

of Shiblī Nu‘mānī who holds that the realms of religion and science are completely separate. 

For Shiblī, it does not fall into the domain of religion to decide whether earth or sun are 

stationary or moving, or earth has gravity power or not, or what are the causes of earthquakes 

or raining. Instead, the religion deals with how to live a moral life and how to worship God. It 

is the function of science to explore the laws of nature and discover hitherto unknown 

physical realities, which can be observed or experienced. 
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1.5 Critical Appraisal 

This Chapter commenced with a brief survey of the concept of religion in the West. It 

showed that the Western concept of religion was influenced by various religious, 

philosophical, and social trends, such as medieval Christianity, Reformist Protestantism, 

Enlightenment philosophy, and modern thought. If sometimes, rituals and externalism were 

emphasized, some other times feelings got prominence and even some other times social or 

theological aspects were stressed. However, its essence always connoted some kind of human 

relation with transcendental reality. Theologians and religious thinkers widely differed over 

the nature and the degree of emphasis on different aspects of this concept. One of the most 

significant causes of difference over the concept of religion has been thinking about religion 

from traditional and modern perspectives.  

A belief or practice of any field is called tradition inasmuch as it is handed down from 

others rather than being invented or discovered. It is assumed that a tradition is handed down 

through reliable transmitters and hence deserves further transmission without substantial 

alteration. Consequently, it guaranties continuity and stability. Main Christian denominations 

differ over the authority and value of tradition. For the Catholics importance of tradition is 

tremendous. However, they differentiate apostolic tradition from ecclesiastical one on the one 

hand and tradition from the scripture on the other. Eastern Orthodox Church differs with 

Catholics on both these points whereas Protestants differ with both of Catholic and Orthodox 

Christians over the authority and value of tradition. They hold the theme of sola scriptura 

(scripture alone) as the final authority in the matters of faith and morals. This constitutes the 

essence of Protestantism.  

As for the major movements and events of modernity, they are democracy, capitalism, 

industrialization, science, and urbanization. At the heart of modernism, lies a readiness to 
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modify or negate certain traditional religious teachings in response to new scientific and 

social knowledge. It also refers not only to what exists today but also to something deemed to 

be distinctive of today or of the more recent past, hence commended. Moreover, it represents 

cultural attitudes dedicated to supporting what is perceived modern. In other words, 

modernism is associated with the explicit and self-conscious commitment to the modern in 

intellectual and cultural spheres of society. It is interesting to note that modernism more 

influenced Protestantism than it affected Catholicism or Eastern Orthodox Church. The 

reason is perhaps that clergy is much weaker in Protestant churches than in Orthodox or 

Catholic churches. Consequently, they lost their effectiveness against the onslaught of 

modernist views.  

As for the concept of religion in Islam, Muslim scholars frequently defines it as “a 

divine statute that guides the creatures blessed with reason to the righteousness in this world 

and the success in the hereafter, using their own choice.” In other words, dīn as a divine 

institution leads to the truth in beliefs and excellence in conduct and mutual relations. This 

definition has some very important implications. First, it presupposes the existence of God. 

Therefore, any thought system that does not constitute belief in the existence of God does not 

deserve to be called a true religion. Further, it describes religion as a divinely revealed 

institution in the first place and consequently rejects all those theories, which search for the 

origins of religion in human or natural conditions. Religion addresses only those persons who 

possess the faculty of reason. This reveals the significance of reason in religion. However, the 

reason is a tool to find the truth and not the sole criterion of judging the truth. This definition 

also stresses the freewill and declares religion a matter of choice. Moreover, religion is not 

merely a matter of otherworldly things rather it provides guidance for the betterment of the 

material world. Lastly, it presupposes the possibility of hereafter and guarantees salvation in 

afterlife that is its ultimate purpose. Islamic concept of true religion includes beliefs (al-
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īmān), physical practices (al-islām), and spiritual traits (al-iḥsān). However, this was the 

definition of true religion. Dīn in a broader sense of religiosity is to believe in a metaphysical, 

omnipotent, conscious entity or entities; a belief that encourages a devotee to pray to that 

exalted entity in awe and respect. As for dīn in the sense of an objective reality, it is a 

collection of theoretical principles and practical regulations, which define attributes of that 

divine entity and guide how to worship it respectively.  

Tradition in Islamic perspective is primarily represented in Prophetic narrations. 

Prophetic traditions are the very symbol of the Islamic tradition. Thus, they form the basis for 

the wider concept of Islamic tradition. Islamic concept of tradition should not be confused 

with custom, habit, inherited patterns of thought, etc. Rather it is inevitably related to 

revelation and religion, to the sacred, to the notion of orthodoxy, to authority, to the 

continuity and regularity of transmission of the truth, to the exoteric and the esoteric as well 

as to the spiritual life, science and the arts. Thus, from the Islamic point of view tradition is 

al-dīn, which embraces all aspects of religion. 

For Muslim traditionalist scholars, the term modernism, does not mean contemporary, 

rather it refers to a phenomenon, which is divorced from the transcendent and the immutable 

principles, which are made known to humanity through revelation. Modernism, therefore, is 

antithesis of al-dīn. The basic traits of modernism have been summarized as 

anthropomorphism, evolutionist progressivism, absence of any sense of sacredness, and 

continuous ignorance of metaphysical principles. Muslim responses to modernism are widely 

different. Not only modernists and traditionalists differed with each other, rather within each 

camp, there existed many shades. They, in their defense of modernism or tradition, have been 

accused of going too far or not going far enough. The above survey of modernists’ and 

traditionalists’ writings proves this fact. 
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2.1 Maulānā Thānavī: Social and Educational Background 

Maulānā Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī was born on Rabī‘ al-Thānī 5, 1280/September 19, 1863 in his 

ancestral town Thānah Bhavan1 and passed away on Rajab 6, 1362/July 9, 1943 in the same 

place. He was at once Fārūqī and ‘Alavī, for his lineage reached to the second righteous 

caliph of Muslims, ‘Umar b. al-Khaṭṭāb (584-644 CE) from his father’s side and to the fourth 

righteous caliph, ‘Alī b. Abī Ṭālib (600-661 CE) from his mother’s. His maternal great-

grandfather came from Jhinjhānah2 to settle in Thānah Bhavan, whereas his paternal 

ancestors migrated from Kabul and Ghaznīn3 first to Thānīsar4 and then to Thānah Bhavan. A 

distinguished personage in his paternal ancestors was Shihāb al-Dīn ‘Alī, alias “Farrakh 

Shāh” Kābulī5. Maulānā Thānavī’s father, ‘Abd al-Ḥaqq worked as an administrative officer 

(mukhtār-i ‘ām) in the estate of an Indian notable shaikh Ilāhī Bakhsh in Meerut. ‘Abd al-

Ḥaqq was highly proficient in Persian. With permission of his employer, he also signed 

                                                           
1 Thānah Bhavan is a small town in Muẓaffar Nagar, a district of the United Provinces (modern-day Uttar 

Pradesh), in northern India. Its original name was “Thānah Bhīm” because once it had been a thānah (police 

station) of Rājah Bhīm. However, with the passage of time, its name altered to become Thānah Bhavan. Long 

before the War of Independence 1857, the town was considerably large, having a populace of about 48,000 

inhabitants. In the aftermath of the war, however, its population reduced to 36,000. This decrease in population 

continued. Around 1935, it constituted only six to seven thousand people (‘Azīz al-Ḥasan and ‘Abd al-Ḥaqq, 

Ashraf al-sawāniḥ [Multan: Idārah-i Tālīfāt-i Ashrafiyyah, 1427 AH], 1:43).  

2 A town in Uttar Pradesh in India.  

3 Kabul and Ghaznīn (historic name of present-day Ghaznī) are two famous cities of present-day Afghanistan.  

4 A historic town in the state of Haryana in northern India.  

5 He was the governor of Kabul who conducted a number of military campaigns against India after the decay of 

Ghaznavī dynasty. In his later life, he renounced political life and devoted himself to Sufism. He is the ancestor 

of many Indian Muslim luminaries such as shaikh Farīd al-Dīn Ganj-i Shakar (1173-1265 CE), shaikh Jalāl al-

Dīn Thānīsarī (d. 1582), and shaikh Aḥmad Sirhindī (1562-1624) (‘Azīz al-Ḥasan and ‘Abd al-Ḥaqq, Ashraf al-

sawāniḥ, 1:40-41).      
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contracts with the British Commissariat and successfully made a considerable fortune 

through this business.6 Thanks to his Arab ancestry and riches of his father, maulānā Thānavī 

led a life of high status and considerable prosperity respectively.   

 Maulānā Thānavī was barely five years old when his mother passed away.7 The father 

brought up his children. He decided to send his elder son Ashraf ‘Ali to religious seminaries 

to render him a scholar of traditional Islamic sciences and his younger son Akbar ‘Alī to 

government schools where he was to study English and modern sciences. Maulānā Thānavī 

memorized the holy Qur’ān in his early life and then studied basic to advanced texts of 

Persian as well as elementary books of Arabic with teachers at Meerut and Thānah Bhavan. 

They included, among others, maulānā Fatiḥ Muḥammad8 and maulānā Thānavī’s maternal 

uncle Wājid ‘Alī, a learned scholar of Persian literature. Both of them left lasting imprint on 

the later development of his religious life.9 Sufficient knowledge of both Persian and Arabic 

was a prerequisite for studying traditional Islamic sciences in his time. In November 1878, he 

left for Dār al-‘Ulūm of Deoband in order to pursue higher studies. It was no accident that he 

chose Deoband for higher studies, as he had studied with maulānā Fatiḥ Muḥammad Thānavī, 

one of the earliest graduates of Deoband madrasah.  Deoband seminary had been founded 

hardly eleven years earlier. He studied there until late 1883 and graduated at the age of 

                                                           
6 Ibid., 1:34, 40, 43-45; Zaman, Ashraf ‘Ali Thanawi, 13. 

7 ‘Azīz al-Ḥasan and ‘Abd al-Ḥaqq, Ashraf al-sawāniḥ, 1:34. 

8 He was included in the first batch of students who graduated from Dār al-‘Ulūm of Deoband in 1285/1868. 

After graduation he was appointed as a teacher in a madrasah newly founded in Thānah Bhavan (see Sayyad 

Maḥbūb Riḍvī, Tārīkh-i Dār al-‘Ulūm Diyōband [Lahore: al-Mīzān, 2005], 2:25-27; Muḥammad Ẓafīr al-Dīn, 

Mashāhīr ‘ulamā’-i Dār al-‘Ulūm Diyōband [Deoband: Daftar-i Ijlās-i Ṣad Sālah Dār al-‘Ulūm Diyōband, 

1400/1980], 23-24).  

9 Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, Malfūẓāt-i Ḥakīm al-Ummat (Multan: Idārah-i Tālīfāt-i Ashrafiyyah, n.d.), 5:214-215. 
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twenty.10 His father’s decision to devote him to religious studies and his schooling at 

Deoband madrasah were crucial to the role he played in future. 

 His biographers note that during his stay at Dār al-‘Ulūm, maulānā Thānavī always 

focused on his studies. While staying in Deoband he never thought of expanding relations 

with his peers or with his distant relatives living in the town. Instead, he would either study 

his books or go to sit in the company of some of his teachers especially maulānā Muḥammad 

Ya‘qūb Nānōtavī (1833-1884), then the most senior professor at Dār al-‘Ulūm. Maulānā 

Thānavī won a fame among his peers for his intelligence, sobriety, and punctuality. He also 

studied some extra-curricular books with some of his teachers.11 His teachers admired him 

appreciating his commitment to studies. Having a natural aptitude for logic, polemics, and 

rational sciences, he soon acquired expertise in these subjects. However, despite having such 

an affinity, he would always subordinate rational sciences to the transmitted ones and 

consider the former merely instrumental to the latter. Once he said, “All praises belong to 

Allah! I never let emotions overcome reason nor let reason rule over the sharī‘at.”12 One 

should not fail to speculate that the balanced approach of maulānā Thānavī to reason and 

revelation owes much to his training at Deoband seminary whose hallmark was maintaining a 

striking balance between rational and transmitted sciences.   

 Among teachers at Dār al-‘Ulūm, maulānā Muḥammad Ya‘qūb Nānōtavī might have 

exerted the strongest influence on young Thānavī. For him, maulānā Ya‘qūb Nānōtavī 

embodied both exoteric and esoteric dimensions of Islamic knowledge. Maulānā Thānavī 

extensively benefited from his erudition and often narrated his sayings, wisdom, spiritual 

states, and religious experiences with great excitement to his audience in his later life. His 

                                                           
10 ‘Azīz al-Ḥasan and ‘Abd al-Ḥaqq, Ashraf al-sawāniḥ, 1:56-57. 

11 Ibid., 1:59-62. 

12 Ibid., 1:64. 
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other teachers included maulānā Sayyid Aḥmad, mullā Muḥammad Maḥmūd (d. 1886), 

maulānā ‘Abd al-‘Alī, and maulānā Maḥmūd Ḥasan (1851-1920), later to be known as 

Shaykh al-Hind. Maulānā Thānavī practiced the Qur’ānic recitation with famous muqrī 

Muḥammad ‘Abd Allāh muhājir Makkī during his stay in Makkah and achieved a distinction 

in this discipline as well.13 Maulānā Thānavī led a simple life, always showed great love and 

respect for his teachers, and sincerely believed that all his academic achievements in his later 

life owed much to his respect for religious scholars.  

 Foundation of Deoband madrasah was in itself a response to the challenges of modern 

world from a group of scholars who saw traditional Muslim scholarship and teachings of 

Islam in imminent danger after the unsuccessful Indian uprising of 1857. The aftermath of 

1857 Revolt led many Indian Muslim scholars to join forces in dispensing traditional 

religious education in a more organized pattern whose first example was Deoband madrasah. 

Maulānā Thānavī studied at this madrasah in its formative period. He was one of the early 

graduates of this religious seminary and had the privilege of studying with its founding 

fathers. He kept reviving his memories of this “Blessed Period” in his sermons and recorded 

conversations throughout his life. This helped partly in constructing the religious authority he 

wielded in the eyes of later generations of Deobandi scholars.  

                                                           
13 Ibid., 1:68, 72. 
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2.2 Sociopolitical Milieu of Maulānā Thānavī’s Period 

The Mughal rule in India reached its zenith with Emperor Aurangzēb’s (r. 1658-1707) 

conquest of the Deccan in 1689. Since the time of Emperor Ashoka (r. ca. 268 BCE -ca. 232 

BCE), no other Indian ruler had ever ruled over a territory as vast as that was ruled by 

Aurangzēb in the late seventeenth century. However, all this political grandeur evaporated 

just in over three-quarters of a century when Emperor Shāh ‘Ālam II (r. 1759-1806) ceded the 

authority of revenue collection in Bengal to the British East India Company in 1765 in return 

of £260,000 as annual pension from the Company. The Mughal dynasty survived, at least in 

theory, until 1857. However, there was no substance left to imperial pretensions after 1765.14 

An important reason, among others, of this rapid decline of the Mughal dynasty were 

successional wars among the descendants of Emperor Aurangzēb in a time when many other 

reginal and foreign forces were gaining power. Roughly, from 1800 onwards, Indian Muslims 

had to face the challenge of the modern world.15 This period marked the final assertion of the 

British power in India and the increasing engagement of Muslims with the possibilities of 

Western ideas, forms of organization, and technology. 

 The central Mughal dynasty was swiftly collapsing during the eighteenth century. 

However, certain Mughal traditions, institutions, and cultural styles continued in new 

regional states, which had once been part of the Mughal dynasty. These princely states were 

able to maintain at least profitable, if not always equal, relationships with the British East 

                                                           
14 Burjor Avari, Islamic Civilization in South Asia: A History of Muslim Power and Presence in the Indian 

Subcontinent (London: Routledge, 2013), 127. 

15 Francis Robinson, “South Asia to 1919” in The New Cambridge History of Islam, ed. Francis Robinson 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 5:212. 
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India Company until the mid of the eighteenth century.16 During the last two decades of the 

eighteenth century, the British brought the major Muslim successor states Mysore, 

Hyderabad, and Awadh under their control. They annexed Sind in 1843 and the Punjab in 

1849. By that time, British political power spread from the mountain range of Hindu Kush in 

the northwest to the hills of Assam in the northeast, and from the Himalayan Mountains in 

the north to the Indian Ocean in the south. The British now ruled roughly fifty million 

Muslims, about twenty percent of the population of India.17 In the northeast and northwest, 

Muslims formed roughly half of the population. In Sind, they were a substantial majority. 

Elsewhere they tended to be a small minority.18 Despite being in millions, Indian Muslims’ 

defeat at the hands of relatively a small number of foreign colonizers reveals the weaknesses 

and degeneration Muslims were experiencing during this period in different systems of life 

ranging from education and ethics to economics and politics.  

 The political and military history of the world reveals that when some nation conquer 

a new country, they introduce there their own culture and policies, which secure their 

interests and have sometimes drastic impacts on the locals.19 Muslims did so when they 

conquered India and the British India was no exception. As British consolidated their rule in 

India, they introduced a number of administrative, financial, and cultural policies, which hit 

Muslims hard. Among them were new approaches to landholding and taxation; the abolition 

of Persian as the language of government; the supersession of the old knowledge and skills 

                                                           
16 Avari, Islamic Civilization in South Asia, 128. 

17 Robinson, “South Asia to 1919,” 5:213. 

18 Ibid. 

19 The holy Qur’ān also refers to this sociopolitical reality, quoting the Queen of Saba’, in the following verse: 

َعُلونَ ﴿ ًة َوَكَذلَِك َيفم لَِها َأِذلَّ َة َأهم َيًة َأفمَسُدوَها َوَجَعُلوا َأِعزَّ ﴾إِنَّ اْلمُُلوَك إَِذا َدَخُلوا َقرم  (27:34) “In fact when the kings enter a town, 

they put it in disorder, and put its honorable citizens to disgrace, and this how they normally do.” 
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needed for success by new Western ones; and a steady undermining of the symbols of 

Mughal authority.20 In Bengal, the permanent settlement of 1793 rendered Hindu revenue-

collectors the landowners and excluded Muslim cultivators from the landowning stratum. By 

the resumption of revenue-free grants, which supported the work of Muslim scholars and 

Sufis, the traditional Muslim education suffered badly. In the judicial and revenue 

departments, the number of Muslim office-holders steadily declined between the 1770s and 

the 1850s.21 In northern India, however, there was no permanent settlement policy. In the 

judicial and revenue services, Muslims still held nearly three quarters of the positions by the 

1850s. Moreover, they formed a majority in the police department. Between 1828 and 1840, 

however, 1,750,000 acres of land held as revenue-free grants were confiscated. Like in 

Bengal, ‘ulamā’ and traditional Muslim education suffered from this policy.22 In Sind and the 

Punjab, however, the impact of British rule was very different. In the northwest, the British 

were more concerned to establish a secure system of political control. In Sind, the landed 

elites, entirely Muslim, were transformed into landlords. The issue of revenue-free lands was 

also treated more leniently than elsewhere. In the Punjab, British policy took a similar course 

of line and retained many native institutions and customs.23 This led to the creation of a 

powerful landlord class who became closely connected to British interests. This also shows 

how severely Muslims suffered from British policies during the course of eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. However, the British introduced these policies pragmatically, applying 

them strictly or leniently to different situations according to their vested interests.  

                                                           
20 Robinson, “South Asia to 1919,” 5:214-215. 

21 Ibid., 5:215. 

22 Ibid. 

23 Ibid., 5:216. 
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These developments, among others, formed the background of Muslim responses to 

the British presence in India. Some chose religious resistance. Others preferred peaceful 

interaction. Arguably, the most striking example of the former was the jihād movement of 

Sayyid Aḥmad Barailvī (1786-1831). Sayyid Aḥmad Barailvī hailed from Rā’ē Barailī, a city 

in the northern India. He lacked interest in receiving formal education and could study only 

few basic tracts of Islamic knowledge. He was more inclined to Sufism and initiated into 

Chishtī, Qādirī, and Naqshbandī orders by Shāh ‘Abd al-‘Azīz (1745-1823), the famous 

Muslim scholar of India and the son of celebrated Shāh Walī Allāh (1703-1762) of Delhi.24 

For a while, he joined the army of an Indian warlord Muḥammad Amīr Khān (1769-1834), 

later to be known as the Navāb of Tonk. From 1818 to 1826, Sayyid Aḥmad Barailvī 

preached a message of Islamic reform through northern India, interspersed in 1821-1823 with 

a pilgrimage to Makkah.25 He contended that Muslims had lost power in India primarily 

because they had failed to comply with the commandments of the sharī‘ah.  

Sayyid Aḥmad Barailvī won substantial support for his message across northern India. 

In 1826, he migrated to the tribal areas of the northwest traveling through Afghanistan. He 

sent his envoys to the Muslim rulers of Kabul, Kāshghar, and Bukhārā in order to seek their 

cooperation. With the support of some Pashtun tribes, he established a small state in the 

northwestern areas. In 1827, he launched jihād against the Sikhs, defeating an army sent by 

Ranjīt Singh (1780-1839), the ruler of the Sikh dynasty established in the northwestern India 

during the first half of the nineteenth century. However, Sayyid Aḥmad Barailvī could not 

sustain his Pashtun alliances. In 1831, he and Shāh Muḥammad Ismā‘īl (1779-1831), his Sufi 

                                                           
24 Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, Arvāḥ-i thalāthah (Karachi: Maktabah-i ‘Umar Fārūq, 2009), 103-104. However, 

another report says that he was quite good at his studies and read not only books of Arabic grammar but also 

Mishkāt al-maṣābīḥ, a ḥadīth collection, with Shāh Muḥammad Isḥāq (see ibid., 103).  

25 Robinson, “South Asia to 1919,” 5:216; al-Ḥasanī, Nuzhat al-khawāṭr, 7:33-34. 
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disciple and the grandson of Shāh Walī Allāh, along with roughly 600 companions were 

killed by the Sikhs at the battle of Bālākōṭ26. Sayyid Aḥmad Barailvī, however, left a network 

of supporters through the towns and cities of northern India. His reforming movement 

continued through the preaching efforts of his spiritual followers who carried his message 

into Bengal, Hyderabad, and Madras.27 Prominent among them were Wilāyat ‘Alī (1791-

1853) and ‘Ināyat ‘Alī (1794-1858) of ‘Aẓīmabād and Karāmat ‘Alī of Jaunpūr (1800-

1873).28 His reforming efforts helped to promote publication of Islamic books and their 

translations throughout India. Religious and political awakening of Indian Muslims also 

directly or indirectly owes much to his reforming ideas. His movement left a lasting imprint 

on Islamic literature and thought in India, and played an important role in bringing social 

reform, condemning repugnant customs, eliminating Hindu influences, and returning to the 

pristine Islamic life style.29 An analysis of the historical development of Sayyid Aḥmad 

Barailvī’s movement unveils the crucial role northern India played in its rise and spread. 

Though not successful in terms of immediate military and political achievements, it left 

permanent and ever-deepening imprints on the social and religious thought of South Asian 

Muslims. Whereas Deobandi and Ahl-i Ḥadīth traditions positively appropriated certain 

elements of this movement, Barailvī tradition emerged as a reaction to it and strongly 

disapproved its puritanical approach.  

Much Muslim engagement with the British did not take a specifically religious form. 

Rather, the Muslim elite of the towns and cities of northern India displayed a cautious 

pragmatism. In Delhi, Shāh ‘Abd al-‘Azīz declared India as dār al-ḥarb (the adobe of war) 

                                                           
26 A town in the present-day province of Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa province of Pakistan. 

27 Robinson, “South Asia to 1919,” 5:217; al-Ḥasanī, Nuzhat al-khawāṭr, 7:36-37. 

28 Al-Ḥasanī, Nuzhat al-khawāṭr, 7:378, 432-434, 575-576; Metcalf, Islamic Revival in British India, 62. 

29 Nadvī, Tārīkh-i da‘vat-o ‘azīmat, 5:374. 
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when British consolidated their rule in the vast tracts between Calcutta and Delhi. However, 

he did not prevent his followers from engaging with British and permitted establishing good 

relations with them unless something forbidden was involved.30 Thus, many of Muslim elites 

worked for the British.  

Delhi College, founded in 1825, played a leading role in introducing Western 

knowledge to Muslims who formed roughly 35 percent of its 350 students in 1840s. Several 

leading ‘ulamā’, including maulānā Mamlūk al-‘Alī (d. 1267/1851), taught there. However, 

this excited interaction between Muslims and Western knowledge decreased as soon as 

Christian missionaries adopted an increasingly aggressive approach towards Islam and 

Muslims found some implications of western science threatening certain theological notions 

of theirs. As a result, Muslim enrolment at the collage sank and Polemical debates between 

Muslim theologians and Christian missionaries were sparked off, in which famous Muslim 

theologian maulānā Raḥmat Allāh Kairānavī (1817-1891) and German Protestant missionary 

Karl Gottlieb Pfander (1803-1865) played a leading role.31 All this led Muslims to suspect the 

British, with some justification, of meddling with their religious affairs.   

During the first half of the nineteenth century, circumstances in Lucknow, however, 

were less strained, perhaps because its Muslims had greater independence and its shī‘ī 

mujtahids (jurists) greater flexibility. Shī‘ī mujtahids of Lucknow allowed people not only to 

work for the British but also invest in East India Company Stock. Their approach to Western 

science, however, remained less accommodating. Moreover, since early 1840s, their attitude 

towards the British also became less relaxed in the context of increasingly deteriorating 

relations of the British with Awadh regime.32 Acknowledging the existence of other causes as 

                                                           
30 Ahmad, Islamic Modernism, 19-20. 

31 Robinson, “South Asia to 1919,” 5:219; Ahmad, Islamic Modernism, 23, 26-27. 

32 Robinson, “South Asia to 1919,” 5:219-220. 
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well, one may ascribe Awadhi Shī‘ī state’s rather friendly relations with British to the 

political situation of the period in which it sought help from the British against its 

surrounding rival Sunni princely states. 

While these developments were taking place, the drastic events of 1857 sparked off. 

In the analysis of the pioneering Indian Muslim modernist Sayyid Aḥmad Khān (1817-1898), 

following reasons led to the revolt: Indians’ apprehension that their religions and customs 

were in grave danger because of the government policies and aggressive preaching of 

Christian missionaries; the passing of laws resuming revenue-free grants or creating a market 

in land, which had brought ruin to many; Government’s ignorance of the circumstances of its 

subjects and consequent introduction of laws regarding employment or pensions, which had 

devastating effects on society; the British failure to show Indians proper respect either 

personally in day-to-day relations or collectively as a society; and the British failure to 

manage their Indian troops effectively.33 Maulānā Faḍl-i Ḥaqq Khairābādī (1797-1861), a 

famous Indian philosopher and scholar of traditional rational sciences, writes that Indians 

revolted in 1857 because “the English were planning to destroy the culture and civilization of 

India.”34 However, the British succeeded in suppressing the uprising forcefully. The 

aftermath of the revolt was devastating for Indians in general for Muslims in particular. As 

many as 30,000 citizens were said to have been killed in the sack of Delhi. Mughal princes 

were slaughtered and the old Mughal Emperor exiled.35 The British shot about fourteen 

hundred people in a premises where Shāh ‘Abd al-‘Azīz once preached and taught. The 

government blamed Muslims disproportionately for their part in uprising, as it believed that 

                                                           
33 See Sayyid Aḥmad Khān, Risālah asbāb-i baghāvat-i Hind, 2nd ed. (Agra: Maṭba’-i Mufīd-i ‘Ām, 1903), 15-

56. 

34 Metcalf, Islamic Revival in British India, 84. 

35 Robinson, “South Asia to 1919,” 5:221. 
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Muslims fought for political reasons, Hindus for economic, the former motive being more 

dangerous.36 Perhaps Muslim responses to the British presence on Indian soils would have 

been substantially different if the events of 1857 had not taken place. The revolt of 1857 was 

the last major military attempt on the part of Indians to challenge the political dominance of 

British. 

After 1857, Sayyid Aḥmad Khān led the process of peaceful engagement with British 

rule. He kept writing on the issues of uprising and loyalty of countless Muslims for the 

government and strove to demonstrate that Islam was compatible with progress.37 To promote 

the knowledge of new sciences and disciplines, he founded Muhammadan-Anglo Oriental 

Collage at Aligarh in 1877 and All-India Muslim Educational Conference in 1886, two 

institutions, which played a major role in popularizing modern education and culture among 

Muslims of British India. This is known as Aligarh movement whose leading figures included 

Chirāgh ‘Alī (1844-1895), Mahdī ‘Alī (1837-1907), Dhakā’ Allāh (1832-1910), Nadhīr 

Aḥmad (1830-1912), and Alṭāf Ḥusain Ḥālī (1837-1914). In Bengal, Navāb ‘Abd al-Laṭīf 

(1828-1893) and Syed Ameer Ali (1849-1928) and in Bombay, the Sulaymānī Bohra leader, 

Badr al-Dīn Tayyabjī (1844-1906) made similar efforts.38 They were the pioneers of Muslim 

modernism that played an important role in introducing Western ideas in the Indian 

subcontinent. 

After the unsuccessful military uprising of 1857, the ‘ulāmā’ of Walī-Allāhī tradition 

sought to protect Muslim community under the British rule by preserving Islamic scholarship 

and heritage. For this purpose, they established a network of religious seminaries of which 

                                                           
36 Metcalf, Islamic Revival in British India, 84-85. 

37 See Aḥmad Khān, Asbāb-i baghāvat-i Hind; Aḥmad Khān, Sarkashī-i Ḍil‘a Bijnōr (Agra: Mofussilite Press, 

1858). 

38 Robinson, “South Asia to 1919,” 5:222-225. 



85 
 

  

the madrasah of Deoband stood most prominently. Founded in 1866 by Muḥammad Qāsim 

Nānautavī (1833-1880) and a group of ‘ulamā’, the Deoband madrasah focused on traditional 

theological learning. It followed Ash‘arī and Māturīdī interpretations in theology and Ḥanafī 

school of law in jurisprudence. Its objectives included promotion of traditional Islamic 

sciences, cultivation of Islamic morals and values, proselytization of Islamic teachings by 

oral and written means, avoiding governmental influence and interference, sustaining 

freedom of thought and knowledge, and developing a strong academic aptitude.39 Another 

characteristic of Deobandi tradition is its balanced approach to various epistemic and 

practical branches of Islamic tradition such as Qur’ānic exegesis, Prophetic traditions, Islamic 

law, Sufism, Muslim theology, and sciences related to political, economic, and societal 

aspects of human life, arguing that all of them originally emanated from the dynamic 

personality of the holy Prophet (peace be on him). Therefore, they do not support one or more 

of them at the cost of others. Moreover, they equally respect all scholars who devoted 

themselves to one or more of these branches and made extraordinary contributions to them.40 

They tried to reach elites and masses alike, synthesize knowledge and practice, and combine 

exoteric and esoteric as well as rational and transmitted knowledge. Perhaps this inclusive 

and moderate nature of their scholarship considerably contributed to the vast spread of their 

influence in Indian Muslim society. 

Like Deobandis, Ahl-i Ḥadīth scholars also hailed from the reforming tradition of 

Shāh Walī Allāh and strove to purify Muslim society of all practices not in accordance with 

the sharī‘ah. However, they differed with the former on certain issues. The most important is 

the issue of taqlīd. Whereas Deobandis approved taqlīd and accepted the Islamic scholarship 

as transmitted to them in the form of established schools of law, Ahl-i Ḥadīth neither 

                                                           
39 Riḍvī, Tārīkh-i Dār al-‘Ulūm Diyōband, 1:142-144.  

40 Muḥammad Ṭayyib, Maslak-i ‘ulamā’-i Diyoband (Karachi: Dār al-Ishā‘at, n.d.), 17-18. 
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emulated legal minutiae of any specific jurist nor did they follow theological principles of 

Ash‘arīs, Māturīdīs, or Ḥanbalīs. Rather they seek to bind themselves directly to the 

injunctions of the Qur’ān and the word and practice of the holy Prophet (peace be on him),41 

arguing that the best way to be a true Muslim was to go back to these textual sources and use 

the jurisprudential techniques that the founders of the law schools had done themselves.42 

Interestingly, their break with the traditional scholarship and their commitment to the direct 

access to the sources of Islam strengthened certain elements of the Muslim modernism in the 

Aligarh tradition.  

Another noticeable group of traditional Sunni ‘ulamā’ in Indian subcontinent is 

Barailvī school of thought. They follow the Ḥanafī school of law and cherish the theological 

interpretations of famous Indian jurist and theologian Aḥmad Riḍā Khān (1856-1921) of 

Bareilly. Historically, their distinctive sectarian identity gradually developed in reaction to 

the movement of Muḥammad b. ‘Abd al-Wahhāb (1703-1792) of Najd, some religious ideas 

of the descendants of Shāh Walī Allāh especially those of Shāh ‘Abd al-‘Azīz and Shāh 

Muḥammad Ismā‘īl, and the movement of Deoband. They also show great respect for the 

teachings of shaykh ‘Abd al-Ḥaqq (1551-1642) of Delhi.43 They differ with Deobandis 

mostly in theological matters of secondary importance and with Ahl-i Ḥadīth in matters of 

both theology and jurisprudence. Naeem observes that they rejected modernist views both 

from theological and juristic perspectives.44 They wished to conserve Islam as they found it 

in nineteenth-century India and enthusiastically proselytized their position. Some researchers 

                                                           
41 Khān, al-mu‘taqad, 3. 

42 Robinson, “South Asia to 1919,” 5:227. 

43 Ẓahūr Aḥmad Aẓhar, “Barailvī,” in Urdū dā’irah-i ma‘ārif-i Islāmī, ed. Sayyid Muḥammad Amjad Alṭāf et 

al. (Lahore: University of the Punjab, 1389/1969), 4:485. 

44 Naeem, “Traditional Islamic Response,” 93. 
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maintain that in his endorsement of an Islam of the Sufi shrines, Aḥmad Riḍā Khān offered 

an answer to the needs, primarily, of the illiterates in the villages.45  

A significant socio-economic aspect of all traditional Indian ‘ulamā’ of the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries was their independence from the colonial state. As the British 

confiscated most of the revenue-free grants, which had supported ‘ulamā’ under the Mughals 

and their successors, they solely relied on the public subscriptions and donations for 

continuing their educational and intellectual activities. Consequently, the ‘ulamā’ had to 

provide a service, which society valued enough to pay for it. The ‘ulamā’ in the Walī-Allāhī 

tradition took the lead in this process. They sought to widen as well as deepen their influence 

through writing in Urdu and other vernacular languages instead of Arabic or Persian, which 

were predominantly the languages of the elites alone. A key aid in widening the influence of 

the ‘ulamā’ was the printing press. In the early nineteenth century, ‘ulamā’ took the lead in 

adopting printing technology, in the form of lithographic printing, because they had 

recognized it as an important means of strengthening their position. Faced by the threats both 

of Western secular knowledge and Christian missionaries, ‘ulamā’ quickly came to use print 

to broadcast knowledge of Islam. Moreover, central to the spread of traditional teachings of 

Islam in Indian Muslim society was the foundation of well-organized religious seminaries. 

Dār al-‘Ulūm of Deoband was the classic example of this development. In its first hundred 

years, it taught over seven thousand students and its scholars issued fatwās, which gave 

Indian Muslims an opportunity to avoid the Anglo-Muhammadan law as administered 

through the British courts.46  

Maulānā Thānavī wrote, taught, and preached in a sociopolitical milieu in which 

Muslims had completely lost their political power to the British. They bore the brunt of the 
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46 Ibid., 5:229-231. 
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failed uprising of 1857. The colonial state introduced policies, which had devastating effects 

on the economy and culture of Muslims. In Bengal, the permanent settlement irrecoverably 

ruined the wealth of Muslims. The resumption of revenue-free grants badly affected the 

traditional Muslim education. Moreover, the abolishment of Persian as the official language 

prevented Muslims from entering the government offices. Christian missionaries were 

becoming increasingly active and aggressive against Islam. The ‘ulamā’, however, did not 

fail to perceive the threat Christian missionaries and Arya Samaj movement posed to the 

Indian Muslim community. In such circumstances, the traditional ‘ulamā’ of all major Sunni 

orientations—Ahl-i Ḥadīth, Deobandis, and Barailavīs—involved not only in intra- polemical 

debates but also responded to the challenges came from the colonial rule and modernist 

trends epitomized by Aligarh movement. Modernists aimed to fashion Muslims who were 

able to operate with success in the world of Western knowledge and British power. The aim 

was to make sure that the old Mughal elite continued to have its hands on the levers of state 

power. They lacked interest in the Muslim masses. The traditional ‘ulamā’, on the other hand, 

aimed to create Muslims who knew the scripture well and practice accordingly. They, 

moreover, sought to spread their message as widely through Muslim society as possible. 

Therefore, while studying the responses of the traditional Indian scholars to the challenges of 

modernism one must keep in mind the diverse milieus of nineteenth-and-early-twentieth-

century India in which they acted. 
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2.3 Maulānā Thānavī as a Teacher, Preacher, Sufi Master, and 

Theologian 

Maulānā Thānavī lived an extremely active life and served Muslim community in many 

ways. He was a skilled teacher of traditional Islamic sciences and taught successfully in 

Cawnpore47 for many years. He was also an effective preacher who attracted diverse 

segments of society through his sermons. For this purpose, he frequently travelled around 

India. He loved writing. His numerous books and treatises on almost every aspect of Islamic 

life earned him an everlasting fame of a prolific writer. He also served Muslims as a 

jurisconsult and issued numerous fatwās, which have been collected in multi volumes. 

However, perhaps the most prominent aspect of his religious career was Sufism. Maulānā 

Thānavī was a renowned Sufi master. He revived the Sufi lodge of his Sufi master Ḥājī 

Imdād Allāh Muhājir Makkī in Thānah Bhavan and devoted more than forty years of his life 

to the guidance of wayfarers on Sufi path. He left an impressive legacy of an enormous body 

of mystic literature and a large number of Sufi disciples many of whom were prominent 

scholars. Finally yet importantly, he was a well-trained theologian who wrote many 

theological tracts explaining and defending tenets of Islam against the onslaught of 

modernism. A detailed exposition of the foregoing aspects of maulānā Thānavī’s scholarship 

would arguably help better understand his intellectual life.   

2.3.1 Maulānā Thānavī as a Teacher 

Immediately after his graduation, maulānā Thānavī started teaching at Faiḍ-i ‘Ām, the oldest 

madrasah of Cawnpore, in Ṣafar 1301/December 1883. However, he left that madrasah after 

only three or four months of teaching, apparently in protest against the management’s 
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persistent demand for raising funds, in his public sermons, for the madrasah. He deemed such 

demand not only against his dignity but also against the principle of the division of 

responsibilities.48 After resigning from Faiḍ-i ‘Ām, he joined another madrasah Jāmi‘ al-

‘Ulūm that was specifically established by some of his admirers in order to persuade him not 

to leave Cawnpore. He enjoined here perhaps more freedom to put his educational ideas into 

practice. He taught there for the next fourteen years until he left Cawnpore in Ṣafar 1315/July 

1897 with the intention of settling in Thānah Bhavan permanently and embarked on a very 

different career.49 After leaving Cawnpore, he occasionally taught some of his relatives. 

However, he never taught regularly again.  

 Maulānā Thānavī had a distinctive teaching method. His lectures were 

characteristically smooth, well organized, and easy to comprehend. He always prepared well 

and took pains in order to make them readily understandable. Much like in today’s 

madrasahs, classical textbooks occupied central place in the educational system whose 

maulānā Thānavī was a part. He always confined himself only to expounding the contents of 

textbooks to his students. He was critical of those who dwelled on lengthy and often 

irrelevant discussions mostly with the intention of demonstrating their expertise in the 

subject. Such method, he argues, not only wastes students’ time but also hinders them from 

understanding their textbooks properly. He advises students that if they comply with the 

following three principles, they will surely acquire the required academic excellence: first, to 

study the contents of the lesson prior to reading them with their teacher; second, to 

                                                           
48 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 9:30-31. 

49 ‘Azīz al-Ḥasan and ‘Abd al-Ḥaqq, Ashraf al-Sawāniḥ, 1:74-78, 84-85. It is interesting to note that maulānā 

Thānavī also started studying Unani medicine with famous ḥakīm ‘Abd al-Majīd Khān in Delhi. However, he 

had to discontinue the study of medicine only after two weeks and returned to madrasah Jāmi‘ al-‘Ulūm again 

because of the persistent demand of the madrasah management (ibid., 1:79-80).   
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comprehend the lesson in the classroom properly; and third, to revise the lesson later at least 

once.50 His insights into educational psychology and his knowledge of teaching 

methodologies show that he was not only a skilled teacher but also an experienced 

educationalist. However, his educational approach appears to be in sharp contrast with that of 

modern educationalists who emphasize direct method of teaching and prefer subject-centric 

method to textbook-centric one. 

It also seems that maulānā Thānavī was not in favour of co-and extra-curricular 

activities, such as weekly debates, speeches, and essay contests, assuming that they would 

distract students’ attention from textbooks.51 He laments the lack of depth in knowledge 

among the younger generation of scholars. He admits that widespread popularity of journals 

and magazines has rightly contributed to the extensive book reading. Even students of 

ordinary caliber now demonstrate extensive knowledge of books and provide lengthy lists of 

references in their articles. However, this has caused, in his view, serious harm to the depth of 

their insight. Their opinions have been superficial and shallow, and critical thinking almost 

non-existent.52 One might argue that maulānā Thānavī’s criticism was aimed at the 

educational approaches and innovative initiatives of the founders of Dār al-‘Ulūm of Nadwat 

al-‘Ulamā’, an institution of Islamic learning in Lucknow, established in 1894 in order to 

create a middle path between Aligarh College and Deoband seminary. They emphasized on 

polishing their students’ lingual and creative skills, refining their writing and public speaking 

accomplishments through certain co-and extra-curricular activities, and introducing them to 

the latest developments in various disciplines by instructing them to read the latest research 
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52 ‘Abd al-Mājid Daryābādī, Ḥakīm al-Ummat: Nuqūsh-o ta’aththurāt, rev. ed. (Lahore: M. Shams al-Dīn 
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articles and books on the related subject. Maulānā Thānavī’s critique seems to be informed 

by the educational ethos of the founders of his alma mater Deoband madrasah who focused 

on developing in their students a specialized capability of and affinity with Islamic 

knowledge through a careful and thorough study of certain classical texts of Islamic 

sciences.53 For them, the depth of knowledge and solid competence were more essential than 

the breadth of knowledge and vastness of information respectively.  

During maulānā Thānavī’s time, the syllabus of madrasahs generally included books 

on rational and religious sciences. It was called darsiyyāt. Besides the curriculum of 

darsiyyāt, maulānā Thānavī innovated a separate syllabus of exclusively religious subjects 

(dīniyyāt) for those who preferred not to study rational sciences due to the lack of time, 

interest, or aptitude. He also devised a shorter syllabus ḍamān al-takmīl fī zamān al-ta‘jīl (the 

guarantee of completion in a time of precipitance) for those who lacked time. He compiled 

ten new shorter textbooks called Talkhīṣāt-i ‘ashar (Ten Abridged Textbooks) for this 

purpose. He practically examined the effectiveness of this syllabus by personally teaching it 

to some of his pupils.54 Some of his prominent students included maulānā Muḥammad Ishāq 

Bardavānī, maulānā Muḥammad Rashīd Kānpūrī, maulānā Aḥmad ‘Alī Fatiḥpūrī, maulānā 

ḥakīm Muḥammad Muṣṭafā Bijnōrī, maulānā Sa‘īd Aḥmad Atāvī, and maulānā Zafar Aḥmad 

‘Uthmānī.55 Maulānā Thānavī’s devising a purely religious curriculum (dīniyyāt) or a shorter 

curriculum for those who could not study the whole curriculum (darsiyyāt) for any reason 

shows his practical and pragmatic approach to education. Designing different syllabuses 
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Diyōband, 1:171-172.  

54 ‘Azīz al-Ḥasan and ‘Abd al-Ḥaqq, Ashraf al-Sawāniḥ, 1:90, 93. 

55 Ibid., 1:94-101. 
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according to the requirements of different students also reveals his strong conviction that 

nobody should be deprived of acquiring necessary Islamic knowledge.  

Teaching was the first responsibility maulānā Thānavī assumed after his graduation 

from the Deoband madrasah. He was then very young and enthusiastic. His teaching methods 

were effective and his lectures focused. However, he laid great stress on the careful study of 

classical textbooks of different Islamic disciplines. Moreover, he did not appreciate 

educational reforms undertaken by the founders of Dār ‘Ulūm of Nadwat al-‘Ulamā’ and saw 

their innovative educational initiatives with suspicion. To him as to the founders of his alma 

mater Deoband madrasah, the depth of knowledge was more impotent than its breadth. He 

was critical of any activities, which might hinder students from achieving this goal. However, 

he took the credit for devising not only a pure religious syllabus but also an abridged version 

of the complete traditional syllabus for those who were not able to study the complete 

syllabus of traditional Islamic sciences.  

2.3.2 Maulānā Thānavī as a Preacher 

An important aspect of maulānā Thānavī’s life was preaching and delivering public sermons. 

He was a gifted orator and left no stone unturned in order to benefit from this talent in 

inviting Indian Muslim community to the ideas and practices he held as authentic teachings 

of Islam. He formally started delivering sermons as early as he started teaching in Cawnpore 

in 1301/1883. He travelled to the four corners of the colonial India for preaching and 

successfully attracted masses and elites alike through his effective speeches. His audience 

constituted people of diverse social, theological, and sectarian orientations of not only 

different branches of Indian Sunni Muslims such as Deobandies, Barailvīs, and Ahl-i Ḥadīth, 

but also included adherents of Shī‘ī Islam. His sermons equally appealed to modernly 

educated classes of the society and helped them remove many of misgivings about Islamic 
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teachings. Even many educated non-Muslims have been said to be impressed when they 

listened to his speeches, thanks to his logical reasoning and rational treatment of the subject. 

It is noted by his biographers that he always delivered sermons on topics, which he deemed to 

have common good (maṣlaḥat-i ‘āmmah), instead of speaking on requested topics. He argues 

that such requests are mostly motivated by certain interests whereas a preacher must always 

prefer the common good of the community to individual interests.56 He mostly tried to avoid 

criticizing his opponents openly and dwelling in controversial topics. However, whenever he 

deemed it necessary, he did it indirectly and in a soft and polite manner lest it offend the 

sensibilities of the audience. 

 One remarkable aspect of Maulānā Thānavī’s preaching career is that a large number 

of his sermons were minutely transcribed, published, and widely circulated in his life as well 

as posthumously. Utilization of the modern technology of printing enormously extended the 

influence of his preaching. One hardly finds any other example, among his contemporaries, 

of such widespread publication of sermons. Over 300 sermons had already been published 

during his life.57 A catalogue of his publications lists 375 published sermons.58 He often 

delivered extended sermons, which mostly stretched over two to four hours, and occasionally 

to five and beyond.59 His sermons cover diverse aspects of Islamic teachings ranging from 

beliefs and rituals to economic, social, ethical, and spiritual aspects of human life. Through 

his published speeches and sermons, he is still exerting enormous influence on Muslim 

community especially on the scholars and laypersons of Deobandi orientation.  
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57 Ibid., 1:130. 

58 ‘Abd al-Ḥayy ‘Ārifī, Fahrist-i tālīfāt-i Ḥakīm al-Ummat (Karachi: Maktabah-i Dār al-‘Ulūm, 1407 AH), 181-

201. 
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2.3.3 Maulānā Thānavī as a Sufi Master 

Sufism constitutes one of the most important aspects of maulānā Thanavī’s persona. He is 

best known for his writings on and defense of Sufism. His followers held him in great esteem 

as the reviver of the true Sufism that had been buried under the thick layers of distortion. He 

belonged to a Sufi tradition that insisted that taṣawwuf and sharī‘ah were in full concord and 

that true Sufi ideas and practices were integral to the sharī‘ah.60 He always claimed that 

properly understood there was no contradiction between the norms of Islamic law and 

Sufism. Throughout his long career at the Sufi lodge of Thānah Bhavan, he employed varied 

strategies for substantiating this claim. For him, the claims of a Sufi master were not credible 

without a foundation in assiduous commitment to the religious law, just as a disciple’s 

aspirations to walk on the Sufi path were futile without such commitment.61 In other words, 

they are two aspects of the same reality and complement each other.  

 Maulānā Thānavī was inclined to Sufism from the very beginning. This is evident 

from his request to maulānā Rashīd Aḥmad Gangōhī (1829-1905), the patron of Dār al-‘Ulūm 

of Deoband, for initiation into Sufi order when he was still a student at Dār al-‘Ulūm in his 

teens. However, maulānā Gangōhī did not accept his request, thinking that the spiritual 

                                                           
60 Among prominent premodern South Asian Muslim scholars who synthesized Sufism and sharī‘ah were 

Sayyid Jalāl al-Dīn Bukhārī Makhdūm-i Jahāniyāṇ (1308-1384 CE), Shaykh Aḥmad Sirhindī (1562-1624), and 

Shah Walī Allāh of Delhi (1703-1762). For their contribution to synthesizing Sufism and sharī‘ah, see Amina 

M. Steinfels, Knowledge before Action: Islamic Learning and Sufi Practice in the Life of Sayyid Jalāl al-Dīn 

Bukhārī Makhdūm-i Jahāniyāṇ (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 2012); Yohanan Friedmann, 

Shaykh Ahmad Sirhindi: An Outline of His Thought and a Study of His Image in the Eyes of Posterity (New 

Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2000); Shāh Walī Allāh, The Conclusive Argument from God: Shāh Walī Allāh 

of Delhi’s Ḥujjat Allāh al-Bāligha, trans. Marcia K. Hermansen (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996).   

61 Zaman, Ashraf ‘Ali Thanawi, 80, 84, 87. 
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initiation at this early stage might hinder him from seeking formal knowledge properly. After 

a while in 1299 AH, maulānā Thānavī wrote to Ḥājī Imdād Allāh Muhājir Makkī (1817-

1899) who was the spiritual guide of maulānā Gangōhī as well, asking him to intercede with 

maulānā Gangōhī on his behalf. To his surprise, however, Ḥājī Imdād Allāh himself initiated 

him into his Sufi order in absentia. In 1301 AH, the year he graduated from Dār al-‘Ulūm of 

Deoband and started teaching in Cawnpore, he left for Makkah along with his father to 

perform the pilgrimage. During this journey, Ḥājī Imdād Allāh initiated him again formally. 

After the pilgrimage is over, he asked maulānā Thānavī to extend his stay in Makkah for 

another six months. However, maulānā Thānavī had to leave because his father did not allow 

him to stay there any further. On his return to Cawnpore, he continued his teaching and 

preaching activities. He remained in contact with his Sufi master through correspondence, as 

it is evident from letters published in Maktūbāt-i Imdādiyyah. Until 1307 AH, however, he 

remained mostly preoccupied with preaching and academic endeavors. From 1308 AH, his 

mystic experiences started to be intensified. In 1310/1893, he made another pilgrimage and 

stayed with his Sufi master for about six months in order to complete his spiritual training. 

The master and the disciple shared so much affinity that the master soon affirmed that 

maulānā Thānavī has completely absorbed and understood his teachings. Master’s complete 

trust in his disciple is evident from the fact that when he decided to send an admonitory letter 

to Sir Sayyid Aḥmad Khān and asked his disciples to prepare a draft, he approved of no other 

than maulānā Thānavī’s.62  

 Ḥājī Imdād Allāh advised maulānā Thānavī to settle in Thānah Bhavan permanently 

and restore his Sufi lodge if he would ever decide to leave Cawnpore.63 Therefore, when 

maulānā Thānavī resigned from Cawnpore in Ṣafar 1315/July 1897 and settled in Thānah 
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Bhavan in order to revive his master’s Sufi lodge, the master wrote him, “I appreciate your 

settling in Thānah Bhavan and hope that a great number of people would receive material and 

spiritual benefits from you. You should revive our madrasah and mosque. I continue praying 

for you.”64 It is interesting to note that Thānah Bhavan was the hometown of Ḥājī Imdād 

Allāh as it was of maulānā Thānavī. However, Ḥājī Imdād Allāh emigrated to Makkah after 

the failed uprising of 1857. Maulānā Thānavī’s career in Cawnpore as a teacher and preacher 

spreads over fourteen years starting from Ṣafar 1301/December 1883 to Ṣafar 1315/July 

1897.  

 From 1315/1897 to his death in 1362/1943, he thoroughly devoted himself to the 

spread of knowledge and dissemination of spiritual guidance through initiating disciples into 

his spiritual order, delivering speeches to the masses, responding to the letters of his disciples 

and others, and authoring books and treatises on almost every aspect of Islam. For him, 

taṣawwuf denotes the refinement and purification of actions that relate to human soul and 

heart. Elaborating its relation to sharī‘ah and fiqh, maulānā Thānavī comments that taṣawwuf 

constitutes an integral part of sharī‘ah that is the sum-total of divine commandments, which 

Muslims are bound to act upon and which encompass both physical and spiritual actions. 

Fiqh, in its earlier and wider sense, was understood as equivalent to sharī‘ah, as the pioneer 

of Ḥanafī school of law, Abū Ḥanīfah’s (d. 150/767) definition of fiqh, i.e. “soul’s knowledge 

of all that is beneficial and detrimental to it” clearly indicates it. However, later jurists tended 

to reduce its scope to the part of sharī‘ah that relates to the physical actions alone as that of 

taṣawwuf to the part that relates to the spiritual actions alone. Maulānā Thānavī criticizes 

extremist Sufis and scholars who deny the existence of taṣawwuf in the fundamental sources 

of Islam. For him, all sound fundamentals and essential issues of taṣawwuf emanate from the 
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Qur’ān and Prophetic traditions.65 To substantiate his views on taṣawwuf, he authored books 

like masā’il al-sulūk min kalām Malik al-mulūk; Tā’īd al-ḥaqīqah bi ’l-āyāt al-‘atīqah; 

Ḥaqīqat al-ṭarīqah min al-sunnah al-anīqah; al-Tasharruf bi ma‘rifat aḥādīth al-taṣawwuf; 

and al-Takashshuf ‘an muhimmāt al-taṣawwuf.  

Maulānā Thānavī argues that some commandments of the Qur’ān and Sunnah relate 

to the physical actions either positively as reciting kalimah, offering prayer, fasting, 

performing pilgrimage, paying zakāh, and caring about parents or negatively as making 

blasphemous statements, associating others with Allah, committing adultery, stealing, taking 

interest or accepting bribery. In the same way, certain commandments of the Qur’ān and 

Sunnah relate to the spiritual acts either positively as faith, affirmation, true doctrines, 

patience, gratitude, reliance upon Allah, contentment with one’s fate, submission, sincerity, 

and devotion to Allah and his holy Messenger (peace be on him) or negatively as invalid 

beliefs, impatience, ingratitude, hypocrisy, pride, and vanity. He further argues that as the 

Qur’ān commands Muslims to offer prayer, pay zakāh (2:43)66, fast (2:183)67, and perform 

pilgrimage (3:97)68 and depicts how hypocrites stand for their prayers lazily (4:142)69, it also 

orders them to be patient (3:200)70 and grateful (2:152)71, describes their devotion to Allah 

(5:54)72 and unveils hypocrites’ hypocrisy (4:142)73. If it condemns one, who does not offer 

                                                           
65 Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, Sharī‘at-o ṭarīqat, comp. Muḥammad Dīn (Mumbai: Maktabat al-Ḥaqq, n.d.), 34-35. 

66 “And be steadfast in prayer; practice regular charity.”  

67 “O ye who believe! Fasting is prescribed to you as it was prescribed to those before you, that ye may (learn) 

self-restrain.” 

68 “Pilgrimage thereto is a duty men owe to Allah—those who can afford the journey.” 

69 “When they stand up to prayer, they stand without earnestness.” 

70 “O ye who believe! Persevre in patience.” 

71 “Be grateful to Me.” 

72 “Whom He will love as they will love Him.” 
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prayer or pay zakāh, it also censures people for having traits like pride and vanity. Moreover, 

as one finds chapters, in ḥadīth collections, on prayer, fasting, purchasing, selling, and family 

matters, one also finds chapters on vanity and pride. He emphasizes that all physical acts of 

worshiping are, in fact, aimed at purifying one’s soul and that it is the purification of the soul 

that leads a person to salvation. The Qur’ān says, “Truly he succeeds that purifies it, and he 

fails that corrupts it!” (91:9-10)74 and “The Day whereon neither wealth nor sons will avail, 

but only he will (prosper) that brings to Allah a sound heart.” (26:88-89).75  

Maulānā Thānavī also refers to the first principles (uṣūl-i mauḍū‘ah) of taṣawwuf, 

which if followed, can, in his view, eliminate misgivings about taṣawwuf. These first 

principles are as follows: 

First, like every discipline, taṣawwuf has principles (mabādī), essentials (maqāṣid), 

and nonessentials (zavā’id-o tavābi‘). The principles of taṣawwuf are prerequisite knowledge 

and issues that precede taṣawwuf and are intended only for extrinsic reasons (maqṣūd bi ’l-

‘arḍ). They help one in conceiving and achieving the essentials of taṣawwuf properly. 

Essentials are the real purposes of taṣawwuf upon which success or failure of a novice 

depends. Nonessentials are elements whose existence or otherwise is not the criterion of 

success or failure respectively. They follow the essentials of taṣawwuf but never come within 

the fold of its purposes.  

Second, making a distinction between principles, essentials, and nonessentials is one 

of the most important and comprehensive prerequisite principles of taṣawwuf. Essentials of 

taṣawwuf are certain voluntary good deeds (a‘māl-i ṣāliḥah ikhtiyāriyah). Some of these 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
73 “To be seen of men.” 

74 “Truly he succeeds that purifies it, and he fails that corrupts ir!” 

75 Thānavī, Sharī‘at-o ṭarīqat, 37-38. 
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concern physical acts such as offering prayer, fasting, performing pilgrimage, paying zakāh 

and other obligatory and recommended deeds of worship and others concern soul and heart 

such as sincerity, humbleness, devotion to the Truth, gratitude, patience, contentment, 

submission, reliance, fear, and hope and elimination of their antitheses. These deeds of 

volition are the stations (maqāmāt), which normative texts of Islam require Muslims to act 

upon and achieve and to avoid and eliminate their antitheses. The ultimate purpose of these 

deeds is to seek the pleasure of the Truth (riḍā’-i Ḥaqq). Nonessentials are certain spiritual 

states (aḥwāl) such as taste (dhawq), yearning (shawq), contraction (qabḍ), expansion (basṭ), 

consciousness (ṣaḥw), intoxication (sukr), absence (ghaybah), and ecstasy (wajd). These are 

involuntary acts, which might or might not result from the essential deeds. Neither they nor 

the elimination of their antitheses is obligatory. If one achieve them, it is commendable. 

However, if one does not receive them, it causes no harm to the real purpose. Therefore, one 

must not occupy oneself with them. It is said, “One can achieve stations through human 

efforts but states depend entirely on divine favour.”76  

Third, these are the first principles whose application to particular individual 

situations might require one to consult a Sufi master. Maulānā Thānavī likens the roles of a 

disciple and Sufi master with those of a patient and physician. The patient describes his 

condition to the physician who prescribes specific medicine or particular treatment. The 

patient follows the prescription and informs the physician about further developments. The 

physician prescribes again and the patient follows accordingly. This process continues until 

the patient recovers completely from illness. In the same way, novices need to inform their 

spiritual guides about their spiritual traits and moral failings and follow their prescriptions 

                                                           
 .(اْلقامات مکاسب واألحوال مواهب) 76
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continuously (iṭṭilā‘-o ittibā‘) until they develop a strong affinity with the Truth (rusūkh-i 

nisbat ba Ḥaqq).77  

This brief account shows that maulānā Thānavī revived the authentic Sufi teachings in 

terms of both theory and practice. He did his best to erect the whole edifice of Sufism on the 

foundations of pristine teachings of the Qur’ān and the Prophetic traditions. On the one hand, 

he strove to purify taṣawwuf from the heretic innovations of his contemporary pīrs. On the 

other hand, he defended the authentic Sufi teachings and concepts against the onslaught of 

modernists and tried to clear misgivings of the scholars of exoteric sciences (‘ulamā’-i ẓāhir) 

about Sufism. He laid great stress on differentiation between purposes and means of 

taṣawwuf as well as between voluntary and involuntary human actions.  

2.3.4 Maulānā Thānavī as a Theologian 

After being a Sufi master and a jurist, the most important aspect of maulānā Thānavī’s 

scholarship was perhaps his expertise in theology. Thanks to his quick wit, presence of mind, 

and natural aptitude for rational sciences, he cherished engaging in polemical debates not 

only with Christian missionaries and Hindu Āryās but also with his coreligionists of rival 

sectarian orientations, during his years of studying at Dār al-‘Ulūm of Deoband.78 However, 

when he, in his later life, discovered negative effects of polemical debates of his time, he 

developed an attitude of disdain for them. He argued that since polemicists of his days were 

hardly sincere in finding and following the truth, such debates lead to no good.  

 Maulānā Thānavī got his theological training at Deoband seminary. Therefore, he 

worked within the theological framework of Deobandi scholarship. Maulānā Muḥammad 

                                                           
77 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 21:13-14. 

78 ‘Azīz al-Ḥasan and ‘Abd al-Ḥaqq, Ashraf al-sawāniḥ, 1:62-63. 
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Ṭayyib (1897-1983), a spiritual disciple of maulānā Thānavī and principle of Deoband 

seminary for about half a century, elaborates that Deobandi scholars, while respecting all 

Muslim theologians, follow the theological interpretations of Abū Manṣūr Muḥammad 

Māturīdī (853-944 CE),79 a Ḥanafī jurist and theologian who codified one of the two 

principal schools of Sunni theology, the Māturīdī theology. Māturīdī theology had originally 

developed within the confines of Ḥanafī school of Transoxiana. It spread to North India 

largely through central Asian influences.80 However, many Muslim theologians of South Asia 

preferred Ash‘arī theology or synthesized Māturīdī and Ash‘arī positions. Shāh Walī Allāh of 

Delhi appropriated many Ash‘arī views and deemed them closer to the views of the 

companions of the holy Prophet (peace be on him).81 Maulānā Muḥammad Qāsim Nānōtavī, 

one of the founders of Deoband seminary, while keeping his allegiance to Māturīdī theology, 

strove to reconcile it with Ash‘arī theology to the effect that their differences often appeared 

to be nominal. That is why, Deobandi scholarship is sometimes deemed as Ash‘arī because 

they, despite following Māturīdī theology, often reconcile Ahs‘arī positions with Māturīdī 

positions or vice versa.82 Therefore, under the influence of luminaries like Shāh Walī Allāh 

and maulānā Nānōtavī, many Sunni theologians of the nineteenth-century India made 

concessions to Ash‘arī positions. Maulānā Thānavī was no exception.  

One example will suffice to illustrate this point. Māturīdī and Ash‘arī theologians 

differed on whether unconnected people who did not receive the invitation to Islam and 

                                                           
79 Ṭayyib, Maslak-i ‘ulamā’-i Diyoband, 59. 

80 Ali Altaf Mian, “Surviving Modernity: Ashraf ‘Alī Thanvī (1863-1943) and the Making of Orthodoxy in 

Colonial India” (PhD dissertation, Graduate Program in Religion, Duke University, 2015), 57, accessed June 19, 

2017, https://dukespace.lib.duke.edu/dspace/handle/10161/9815. 

81 Shāh Walī Allāh al-Muḥaddith al-Dihlawī, al-Khayr al-kathīr (Bijnor: Madīnah Press, 1352 AH), 122-24. 

82 Ṭayyib, Maslak-i ‘ulamā’-i Diyoband, 59-60. 

https://dukespace.lib.duke.edu/dspace/handle/10161/9815
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consequently did not believe in Allah, would attain salvation or not. The former held that 

belief in the existence of God was a universal phenomenon warranted by natural reason. 

Therefore, all people are bound to believe in God regardless of whether they received 

invitation to Islam or not. The latter, on the other hand, held that those who did not believe 

because of not receiving any invitation to such belief would attain salvation. Abū Ḥāmid al-

Ghazālī (1058-1111 CE), a prominent Ash‘arī theologian, also held the same view.83 When 

asked about the fate of polytheists who never received invitation to oneness of Allah, 

maulānā Thānavī explained, “If they had ever doubted their beliefs but did not contemplate or 

research further, they would be accountable. However, if they never happened to contemplate 

the oneness of Allah, Muslim theologians had differed about their fate. Al-Ghazālī, may 

Allah’s mercy be on him, among others, holds that they would attain salvation. And Allah 

knows the best.”84 Here maulānā Thānavī refers to the difference of opinions between Ash‘arī 

and Māturīdī theologians over the matter in question. However, he refrains from giving any 

categorical answer. Yet, he specifically mentions an Ash‘arī theologian Abū Ḥāmid al-

Ghāzālī. This marks his inclination to the Ash‘arī view on this particular point. 

 Maulānā Thānavī started writing on theological matters from very early days of his 

career as a teacher, preacher, and jurisconsult in Cawnpore. One finds, in his fatāwā 

collections, a fatwā that dates back to August/September 1887 and condemns not less than 

fifty views, which maulānā Thānavī deemed heretical, of Sir Sayyid Aḥmad Khān and his 

associates such as Chirāgh ‘Alī (1844-1895), Dhakā’ Allāh (1832-1910), and Muḥsin al-

Mulk (1841-1917). In this fatwā, maulānā Thānavī mentions these views in columns, citing 

his sources along with volume and page numbers. He briefly refutes these views and cites 

                                                           
83 Mian, “Surviving Modernity,” 58. 

84 Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, Imdād al-fatāwā, ed. Muḥammad Shafī‘ ‘Uthmānī (Karachi: Maktabah-i Dār al-‘Ulūm, 

1431/2010), 5:404. 
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Qur’ānic verses and Prophetic traditions whose immediate meanings contradict these views. 

An analysis of these sources reveals that in addition to relying on some primary sources such 

as Sir Sayyid Aḥmad Khān’s periodical Tahdhīb al-akhlāq, maulānā Thānavī drew highly 

upon secondary sources.85 These sources included periodicals such as Nūr al-āfāq and Akmal 

al-akhbār and books such as Rahbar-i Islām and Imdād al-āfāq, which vehemently opposed 

modernist ideas of Aligarh movement of Sir Sayyid Aḥmad Khān. 

 In 1907, maulānā Thānavī compiled about one hundred views, which he deemed 

heretical, from the Qur’ānic exegesis of Sir Sayyid Aḥmad Khān, in Persian in columns. In 

1912, he decided to publish this work as a treatise entitled Namūdhaj min mu‘taqdāt ba‘ḍ ahl 

al-‘iwaj (Examples of the Doctrines of a Deviated Person). In a column devoted to the 

condemnation of these views, maulānā Thānavī found it suffice to refer to the volume and 

page numbers of al-Burhān ‘alā tajhīl man qāla bi ghayr ‘ilm fī ’l-Qur’ān (The Conclusive 

Proof of the Ignorance of a Person Who Interpreted the Qur’ān without Having Sufficient 

Knowledge). Al-Burhān was written by maulānā Thānavī’s senior contemporary, maulānā 

Muḥammad ‘Alī Bichrāyūnī in three volumes, to refute the views mentioned in the first 

volume of Sir Sayyid Aḥmad Khān’s Qur’ānic exegesis. For the refutation of views 

mentioned in the rest of the volumes of Sir Sayyid’s Qur’ānic exegesis, maulānā Thānavī 

briefly mentions the reason for the invalidity of each view of Sir Sayyid.86 Many of Sir 

Sayyid’s views mentioned in this treatise overlapped with those mentioned in maulānā 

Thānavī’s earlier fatwā of 1887. Moreover, maulānā Thānavī annexed contents of all three 

volumes of al-Burhān to his treatise in order to facilitate those readers who would be 

interested in knowing the detailed critique of Sir Sayyid’s views.87 Bichrāyūnī’s al-Burhān 

                                                           
85 Ibid., 6:168-85. 

86 Ibid., 6:270-80. 

87 Ibid., 6:281-309. 
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remained one of the important sources of maulānā Thānavī’s critique of modernist ideas. 

Maulānā Thānavī highly appreciated this work and recommended his readers to consult it for 

details. 

It is interesting to note that writing of this treatise was simultaneous with the 

completion of maulānā Thānavī’s famous treatise on the new Muslim theology al-Intibāhāt 

al-mufīdah ‘an al-ishtibāhāt al-jadīdah (The Beneficial Intimations Regarding the Newly-

Arisen Doubts). This work consists of sixteen intibāhāt (intimations) regarding diverse topics 

of Islamic tenets ranging from divine attributes, prophethood, miracles, sources of Islamic 

law, reality of angels and jinns, and Islamic eschatological doctrines to Islamic scriptural 

statements about the physical world, predestination, Islamic rituals, and sociopolitical, 

economic, and ethical teachings of Islam.88 Before embarking on detailed refutation of 

modernist ideas, maulānā Thānavī elaborates seven traditional philosophical principles to 

which he turns repeatedly during his critique of modernism. In his forward, he raises the 

question of developing a new Muslim theology (jadīd ‘ilm-i kalām). For him, the principles 

of classical Muslim theology are sufficient to address all modern issues. Therefore, in terms 

of principles there is no need to devise a new Muslim theology. However, since there are 

some issues and questions, which resulted from modern researches and developments one 

might consider them new phenomena and the discipline that debates and discusses them new 

                                                           
88 Naeem remarks that al-Intibāhāt “is divided into roughly twenty chapters, each being a lecture given to 

university students at Aligarh University on a particular topic concerned with the Islamic tradition” (Naeem, 

“Traditional Islamic Response,” 96). However, the fact is that the book is not a collection of lectures addressed 

to the students of Aligarh collage. Maulānā Thānavī delivered only one speech at the college, which was made 

the part of this treatise as inaugural speech. Rest of the book is an independent piece of writing, which was 

never presented at the college. 
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Muslim theology.89 He was highly critical of Sayyid Aḥmad Khān and other modernists who 

deemed the classical Muslim theology intrinsically incompetent to face the challenge of 

modernism and consequently called for a modern Muslim theology. 

Maulānā Thānavī’s other theological works include Ta‘līm al-dīn (Teachings of 

Religion), Iṣlāḥ al-khiyāl (Rectification of Thought), and al-Qaṣr al-mashīd li ’l-‘aṣr al-jadīd 

(Lofty Palace for the New Era). He also directed his student Sayyid Muḥammad Isḥāq ‘Alī to 

translate al-Risālah al-Ḥamīdiyyah90 by Ḥusayn Afandī al-Jasr (1845-1909) of Tripoli from 

Arabic to Urdu. In this treatise, the author critically assessed the assumptions and 

methodology of modern science and scientifically proved the logicality and rationales of 

Islamic beliefs and practices. The translation was completed in 1897, thoroughly revised by 

maulānā Thānavī, and published under the title Sā’ins aur Islām91 (Science and Islam). 

Maulānā Thānavī addressed the issue of modernism in many of his other works on beliefs, 

religious practices, ethics, and Sufism, and pointed out how modern ideas were detrimental to 

the traditional Islamic understanding of the topics he discussed. Among such works is his 

celebrated Ḥayāt al-Muslimīn (The Life of the Believers), a tract on the meaning and 

importance of Islamic beliefs and practices. His work al-Maṣāliḥ al-‘aqliyyah li ’l-aḥkām al-

naqliyyah (Rationales of Transmitted Commandments) is an elucidation of the rationality of 

                                                           
89 Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah ‘an al-ishtibāhāt al-jadīdah (Deoband: Maktabah-i Anvariyah, 

n.d.), 1-2. 

90 Ḥusayn Afandī ’l-Jasr, al-Risālah al-Ḥamīdiyyah fī ḥaqīqat al-diyānah al-Islāmiyyah wa ḥaqqiyyat al-

sharī‘ah al-Muḥammadiyyah (Cairo: Dār al-Kitāb al-Miṣrī, 1433/2012).  

91 Sayyid Muḥammad Isḥāq ‘Alī, trans., Sā’ins aur Islām (Lahore: Idārah-i Islāmiyyāt, 1405/1984). This is not a 

translation by maulānā Thānavī himself, contrary to what Naeem thinks (Naeem, “Traditional Islamic 

Response,” 95). 



107 
 

  

specific Islamic beliefs and practices.92 This is a work in line with the tradition of great 

Muslim philosophers and scholars like Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī, prominent Shāfi‘ī jurist and 

theologian ‘Izz al-Dīn b. ‘Abd al-Salām (1181-1262 CE), Shāh Walī Allāh (1703-1762) of 

Delhi, and Ḥusayn Afandī al-Jasr who had sought to explain Islamic beliefs and practices in a 

philosophical and rational manner before maulānā Thānavī. Naeem observes that all of 

Maulānā Thānavī’s corpus of books, whatever may be the subject they discuss, can be seen as 

an attempt to clear away doubts and errors and thereby lead the reader towards a more 

religious and spiritual existence. In his treatise al-Intibāhāt, he responded to the prevalent 

errors of modernism in the wake of the Western domination of India, and thereby removed 

the barriers for the Muslims, especially those with a Western education, which prevent them 

from penetrating into the truth of their own tradition.93  

It is hoped that this short biographical account of maulānā Thānavī’s life and time—

which briefly sketches out his educational and family background, sociopolitical environment 

in which he grew up and worked, his teaching and preaching activities, and services he 

rendered to Muslim society as a Sufi master and theologian—would help better understand 

different aspects of his scholarship especially his contribution to Muslim thought in defense 

of traditional teachings of Islam against the challenges of modernism. 

 

                                                           
92 Naeem, “Traditional Islamic Response,” 95. 

93 Ibid., 96. 
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2.4 Critical Appraisal  

Maulānā Thānavī grew up, studied, taught, wrote, and preached in a sociopolitical milieu in 

which Muslims had completely lost their political power to the British. They bore the brunt of 

the failed uprising of 1857. The colonial state introduced policies, which had devastating 

effects on the economy and culture of Muslims. In such circumstances, the traditional 

‘ulamā’ of all major Sunni orientations—Ahl-i Ḥadīth, Deobandis, and Barailavīs—involved 

not only in intra-polemical debates but also responded to the challenges came from the 

colonial rule and modernist trends epitomized by Aligarh movement. Modernists aimed to 

fashion Muslims who were able to operate with success in the world of western knowledge 

and British power. The traditional ‘ulamā’, on the other hand, aimed to create Muslims who 

knew the scripture well and practice accordingly.  

Maulānā Thānavī lived an extremely active life and served Muslim community in 

many ways. He was a skilled teacher of traditional Islamic sciences and taught successfully in 

Cawnpore for many years. He was also an effective preacher who attracted diverse segments 

of society through his sermons. For this purpose, he frequently travelled around India. He 

loved writing. His numerous books and treatises on almost every aspect of Islamic life earned 

him an everlasting fame of a prolific writer. He also served Muslims as a jurisconsult and 

issued numerous fatwās, which have been collected in multi volumes. However, perhaps the 

most prominent aspect of his religious career was Sufism. Maulānā Thānavī was a renowned 

Sufi master. He revived the Sufi lodge of his Sufi master Ḥājī Imdād Allāh Muhājir Makkī in 

Thānah Bhavan and devoted more than forty years of his life to the guidance of wayfarers on 

Sufi path. He left an impressive legacy of an enormous body of mystic literature and a large 

number of Sufi disciples many of whom were prominent scholars. Finally yet importantly, he 

was a well-trained theologian who wrote many theological tracts explaining and defending 
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tenets of Islam against the onslaught of modernism. He got his theological training at 

Deoband seminary. Therefore, he worked within the theological framework of Deobandi 

scholarship that was essentially Māturīdī. However, like many Muslim theologians of South 

Asia, he made concessions to Ash‘arī positions as well. He started writing on theological 

matters from very early days of his career as a teacher, preacher, and jurisconsult in 

Cawnpore. For him, the principles of classical Muslim theology are sufficient to address all 

modern issues. Therefore, in terms of principles there is no need to devise a new Muslim 

theology. However, since there are some issues and questions, which resulted from modern 

researches and developments one might consider them new phenomena and the discipline 

that debates and discusses them new Muslim theology. He was highly critical of Sayyid 

Aḥmad Khān and other modernists who deemed the classical Muslim theology intrinsically 

incompetent to face the challenge of modernism and consequently called for a modern 

Muslim theology.  
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3.1 First Principles of Muslim Theology as Elaborated by 

Maulānā Thānavī 

Recognizing the importance of principles in theological and metaphysical debates, maulānā 

Thānavī begins his famous response to modernism al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah by expatiating 

upon rational and philosophical principles, which rightly deserve to be named as “first 

principles” of his new Muslim theology. Not only discusses he these principles at length in 

this treatise but also constructs the whole edifice of his intellectual corpus on them. One 

repeatedly finds application of these principles in his writings, public sermons, and spoken 

discourses, which he regularly made at his Sufi lodge in Thānah Bhavan. Being a 

sophisticated theologian, he strictly adhered to these principles in his systematic treatment of 

newly arisen doubts about Islamic beliefs and practices and expected the same attitude from 

his respondents. Following is a summary and analysis of these principles. 

 First, one’s inability to understand something is no proof of its being false.1 This 

reflects the famous principle of Islamic philosophy that “non-existence of knowledge is not 

the knowledge of non-existence. Moreover, if one does not find something it does not 

necessarily require non-existence of that thing.2 He further elaborates this principle by saying 

that there is an essential difference between one’s inability to understand something and the 

falsity of that thing. The former merely implies that due to the lack of observation one fails to 

perceive something’s causes or modes of existence, but beside this, they are not able to 

produce any sound arguments, rational or based on report, against its existence. The latter 

                                                           
1 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 9. 

 Aḥmad b. ‘Abd al-Ḥalīm b. Taymiyyah, Kitāb al-radd ‘alā (عدم العلم لیس علاًم بالعدم وعدم الوجدان اليستلزم عدم الوجود.) 2

’l-manṭiqiyyīn, ed. ‘Abd al-Ṣamad Sharaf al-Dīn (Beirut: Mu’assasat Rayyān, 1426/2005), 141. 
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signifies that one is able to establish a sound proof, rational or based on report, against its 

existence.3 Therefore, one must not identify one with the other. 

 Second, if something is rationally possible and some authentic report informs about 

its existence, it is necessary to believe in the existence of that thing. In the same way, if some 

authentic report informs about the non-existence of some rationally possible thing, it is 

equally necessary to believe in its non-existence.4 This is one of the important principles of 

classical Muslim theology.5 It is, in fact, related to the following three-fold categorization of 

existence: necessary (wājib), impossible (muḥāl/mumtani‘), and possible (mumkin). 

Necessary is that whose existence reason inevitably demands, as to say that the number one is 

half of the number two. Impossible is that whose non-existence reason necessarily requires, 

as to say that the part is larger than the whole of which it is a part. Possible is that whose 

existence and non-existence are rationally equal, as to say, for instance, that the city A has 

larger area than the city B.6 One has to rely on the report-based argument(s) to confirm either 

side of possibilities. Maulānā Thānavī extensively employs this principle in his responses to 

modernism. 

Third, what is rationally impossible (muḥāl/mumtani‘) is squarely distinct from what 

is just improbable (mustab‘ad). They have quite different characteristics and predicates. 

Human intellect possesses sound argument(s) against the existence of impossible. However, 

the improbable is rationally possible and merely goes against the habitual facts since it lacks 

observation or sufficient number of reports. Moreover, the existence of a rationally 

impossible thing must be denied merely on the ground of its being impossible. On the other 

                                                           
3 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 9. 

4 Ibid., 10. 

5 Muḥammad ‘Abd al-‘Azīz al-Farhārī, al-Nibrās: Sharḥ sharḥ al-‘aqā’id (Astana: n.p., n.d.), 444. 

6 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 11. 
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hand, it is not permissible to negate the existence of an improbable phenomenon just for its 

being improbable. However, if some reliable external evidence(s) requires non-existence of 

an improbable event, then its existence must be denied. Maulānā Thānavī further remarks that 

in fact every incidence of human life is astonishing and improbable. However, many of them 

become ordinary and probable just because of habit, repeated observations, or frequently 

heard reports.7 Apparently, maulānā Thānavī does not differentiate between a probable 

possible and an improbable possible in terms of evidences required to prove their existence. 

For him, one must believe the existence of a possible phenomenon whether it is probable or 

improbable whenever some reliable report(s) demands such conviction. However, Shiblī 

Nu‘mānī (1857-1914), a renowned modernist contemporary of maulānā Thānavī, is highly 

critical of this view. For him, not all possible events are equal. Rather, probability or 

improbability of them is crucial to the acceptance of their existence or otherwise. The more 

improbable an event is the stronger evidence it requires to believe it. Criticizing foregoing 

Ash‘arī principle he says,  

It is ridiculous that when Ash‘arī theologians claim the existence of an improbable 

event, they content themselves with just proving that it is rationally possible and 

extend this possibility to the extent that it includes all kinds of improbabilities 

though they never ever existed before. On the other hand, they fail to perceive that 

reporters’ susceptibility of committing an error is more possible than the 

possibility they are to prove for that event. Therefore, if one has to rely on just 

possibility then why should one not take the possibility that is more probable?8 

One might argue that disagreement between maulānā Thānavī and Shiblī Nu‘mānī on 

this point would lead them to differ when some inconclusive report-based argument would 

require the existence of some improbable event. The former would prefer to accept the report 

literally, whereas the latter would prefer either to interpret the report metaphorically (if it is 

                                                           
7 Ibid., 12-13. 

8 Shiblī Nu‘mānī, ‘Ilm al-kalām aur al-kalām, 3rd ed. (Karachi: Nafīs Academy, 1979), 213-214. 
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conclusive in terms of its authentic transmission but inconclusive with respect to its 

connotation) or to cast doubt on its authenticity (if it is conclusive in terms of its connotation 

but inconclusive with respect to its authentic transmission). However, if the report is 

conclusive in terms of both meaning and authenticity, then Shiblī Nu‘mānī would agree with 

maulānā Thānavī in acceptance of that improbable event, but would disagree with Sir Sayyid 

Aḥmad Khān who accepts no report however it might be authentic or conclusive if it goes 

against the law of nature as he understands it. 

Forth, if something exists, it is not necessary that it must also be tangible or visible. 

Because one can know the existence of something by some or all of the following three ways: 

(i) personal observation; (ii) report(s) of reliable person(s); (iii) and rational argument. Of 

these, only the first is perceptible by senses.9 Therefore, if one proves the existence of 

something by a rational argument or by a sound report, no one has the right to demand to 

prove it again by observation. It is pertinent to note that Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī begins his 

famous theological tract Asās al-taqdīs10 with the discussion of this principle.  

Fifth, a purely reported fact cannot be proved by a purely rational argument. 

Therefore, it is unjustifiable to demand purely rational arguments for purely reported facts. 

As the previous principle shows, one can have knowledge about facts through diverse 

channels. Knowledge of some facts, however, solely depends on the report(s) of reliable 

person(s) and no one can prove them through observation or purely rational arguments. If one 

tends to rationalize such facts, the purpose of such efforts is no more than minimizing or 

eliminating their improbability (istib‘ād). Maulānā Thānavī expounds this principle with the 

following instance. If someone claims, for instance, that Alexander (r. 336-323 BCE), the 

                                                           
9 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 14. 

10 Al-Imām Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, Asās al-taqdīs, ed. Aḥmad Ḥijāzī ’l-Saqqā (Cairo: Maktabat al-Kulliyyāt al-

Azhariyyah, 1406/1986), 15. 
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king of the ancient Greek kingdom of Macedon and Darius (r. 336 BCE-330 BCE), the last 

king of the Achaemenid Empire of Persia fought against each other, one ought not to demand 

a purely rational argument to prove this purely report-based assertion nor can anyone prove 

this rationally. One can only say that existence of these kings and the battle between them is 

rationally possible and reliable historians have reported the existence of such kings and the 

war between them. Therefore, one must accept the existence of the battle between these kings 

as a fact.11 This principle is in fact an extension of the previous one. Maulānā Thānavī opines 

that one can prove all eschatological doctrines of Islam by this principle. He argues that they 

are rationally possible (as no one could have established that they are rationally impossible) 

and the holy Prophet (peace be on him) who is the most truthful and reliable reporter has 

informed that they are true and will certainly happen as reported. Belonging to the future, 

Islamic eschatological doctrines can be proved by report-based arguments alone. Therefore, 

no one should demand observational or rational arguments to prove them. 

Sixth, an argument is different from a precedent. One has the right to demand an 

argument but not precedent from a person, who makes an assertion.12 In the words of Fakhr 

al-Dīn Rāzī, it is not necessary that everything must have its precedent or like nor does the 

negation of the precedent or like of a thing necessitate the negation of the thing itself.13 

Maulānā Thānavī criticizes demanding a precedent because every precedent is, in fact, an 

event, which would further require another precedent leading to circular reasoning that is 

fallacious. He elaborates this as follows: If someone claims that English King George V (r. 

1910-1936) held his coronation at Delhi, it will suffice to say that people have heard this 

                                                           
11 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 14-15. 

12 Ibid., 15. 

 .Al-Rāzī, Asās al-taqdīs, 26 (لیس كل موجود جیب أن يکون له نظری أو شبیه .... لیس يلزم من نفى النظری والشبیه، نفى ذلك الشئ) 13
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from those, who attended the ceremony or the news has appeared in newspapers. However, 

one is not required to provide a precedent to show that some other English king has also done 

so before.14 Maulānā Thānavī complains that many modernly educated persons fail to 

distinguish between an argument and a precedent.15 Consequently, they insist on providing 

the precedent of an event—for instance, the bodily ascension of the holy Prophet Muḥammad 

(peace be on him) to heavens—even when proper arguments have proved it.   

The last principle relates to the problem of the contradiction between rational and 

report-based arguments. This is not a specifically modern debate, however. Classical Muslim 

theologians like Ibn Rushd (d. 595/1198), Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 606/1209), and Ibn 

Taymiyyah (d. 1328/728) dealt with this problem as well, though they did not always reach at 

similar conclusions.16 Maulānā Thānavī here seems to criticize those of his modernist 

contemporaries, who tend to give unconditional precedence to a rational argument over a 

report-based argument when one appears to contradict the other. They argue that it is a 

principle of Muslim theology that if reason (dirāyah) contradicts the report (riwāyah), the 

former takes precedence over the latter because reason is the basis of the report and the 

negation of the basis constitutes the negation of what depends on it but not vice versa.17 

However, maulānā Thānavī does not accept this principle in absolute terms. For him, this 

                                                           
14 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 15-16. 

15 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 14:189-190. 

16 See Abū ’l-Walīd Muḥammad b. Aḥmad b. Rushd, Kitāb faṣl al-maqāl wa taqrīr mā bayn al-sharī‘at wa ’l-

ḥikmah min al-ittiṣāl, ed. Al-Bīr Naṣrī Nādir, 2nd ed. (Beirut: Dār al-Mashriq, n.d.); al-Rāzī, Asās al-taqdīs, 15; 

Taqī ’l-Dīn Aḥmad b. ‘Abd al-Ḥalīm b. Taymiyyah, Dar’ ta‘āruḍ al-‘aql wa ’l-naql, ed. Muḥammad Rashād 

Sālim, 2nd ed., 11 vols. (Riyadh: Jāmi‘at al-Imām Muḥammad bin Sa‘ūd al-Islāmiyyah, 1411/1991).  

17 Muḥammad Muṣṭafā Khān Bijnōrī, Ḥall al-intibāhāt al-mufīdah ‘an al-ishtibāhāt al-jadīdah (Lahore: Idārah-i 

Islāmiyyāt, 1414/1994), 84-88. This principle is attributed to Ash‘arī theologians (see al-Farhārī, al-Nibrās, 

263). 
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principle is only applicable to a specific situation, to which we will return soon. It seems 

appropriate to explain first some of the terms, which maulānā Thānavī uses in the present 

context. One of them is the contradiction, which signifies presuming two statements that if a 

person supposes one of them to be true the other must be false. Other is rational argument 

that is an argument whose premises are solely based on reason. Another is report-based 

argument—also called traditional argument—that is an argument, which depends on the 

report of truthful reporter(s). Conclusiveness or inconclusiveness of a report-based argument 

relates to meaning and/or authenticity of a report.18 Maulānā Thānavī opines that only four 

situations are rationally possible in which a contradiction apparently might exist between a 

rational and a report-based argument.19 These situations are as follows: 

First, both arguments should be final and conclusive. Maulānā Thānavī, however, 

states that this is a purely hypothetical assumption, which cannot exist because two absolute 

truths can never contradict each other. Second, both should be inconclusive. Since Muslim 

theology has established the necessity to accept a report-based argument that is approximate 

to be true, the report-based argument would retain its literal sense and the apparent 

connotation of the rational argument would not be accepted. Among the reasons to prefer the 

report-base argument is the linguistic rules that require using the words in their literal and 

apparent sense unless there is a necessity to use them otherwise. To turn words away from 

their literal and apparent sense without a necessity is a kind of distortion.20 Elsewhere, 

maulānā Thānavī quotes Sharḥ al-‘aqā’id al-Nasafiyyah in order to support his view, “The 

normative texts are made to express their immediate meanings unless some conclusive 

argument requires turning them away from them. Turning them away from their apparent 

                                                           
18 Bijnōrī, Ḥall al-intibāhāt, 92-93. 

19 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 16-17. 

20 Ibid., 16-18.  
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sense to those meanings which Ahl al-Bāṭin21 claim is a heresy.”22 Moreover, abandoning an 

inconclusive rational argument does not violate any rational principles because rational 

argument, in this case, is itself inconclusive and subject to falsity. Therefore, the very 

inconclusive nature of the rational argument requires abandoning it when it contradicts even 

an inconclusive argument based on report.23 It must be noted, however, that when an 

approximate report-based argument is given precedence over an approximate rational 

argument, the belief in the meaning of that approximate report-based argument must not be 

elevated to the certainty (qaṭ‘iyyat) that is the characteristic of a conclusive argument alone. 

Therefore, in order to rank things properly, the possible truthfulness of other meanings must 

not be excluded in such cases.24 Third, report-based argument should be final and conclusive 

and the rational one inconclusive. In this situation like the previous one, the former would be 

preferred to the latter even with greater effect. Forth, the rational argument should be 

conclusive and the report-based argument inconclusive whether with respect to its meanings 

or authenticity. In this case, the former would be preferred to the latter, as the inconclusive 

report-based argument would be interpreted in its nonliteral sense in order to reconcile it with 

the conclusive rational argument.25 For Maulānā Thānavī, this is the only case in which a 

rational argument takes precedence over an argument based on report.  

                                                           
21 The term Ahl al-Bāṭin here refers to heretics especilly extremist Shī‘īs who claim that the real import of the 

normative texts of Islam is hidden meaning not their apparent sense and that these hidden meanings are known 

to the hidden imam alone (Sa‘d al-Dīn al-Taftāzānī, Sharḥ al-‘aqā’id al-Nasafiyyah [Karachi: Maktabat al-

Bushrā, 1430/2009], 381). 

22 Thānavī, Imdād al-fatāwā, 6:183; al-Taftāzānī, Sharḥ al-‘aqā’id, 381-382. 

23 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 16-18.  

24 See Bijnōrī, Ḥall al-intibāhāt, 104-107 

25 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 18-19. Though maulānā Thānavī does not mention the example of a 

contradiction between a conclusive rational argument and a report-based argument that is inconclusive only with 
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Maulānā Thānavī mentions one illustration for each of the second and fourth situation 

only. First, the apparent meaning of the Qur’ānic verse “He is the One who has created the 

night and the day, and the sun and the moon, each floating in an orbit”26 (21:33) proves that 

the sun moves from one place to other whereas some scientists opine that the sun spins on its 

axis only and is otherwise stationary. However, they have not been able to produce any 

conclusive evidence to prove their assertion yet, maulānā Thānavī maintains. Therefore, it is 

necessary to maintain the apparent sense of the verse and abandon the claim of these 

scientists,27 until they prove it by conclusive arguments. Second, conclusive rational 

arguments have proved that the sun is separated from the earth and never touches it during its 

movement. However, the apparent sense of the Qur’ānic verse: “He [Dhū ’l-Qarnayn] found 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
respect to its authenticity (as a khabr wāḥid having conclusive meaning), one may safely assume that his 

principle requires rejection of such an inconclusive report-based argument altogather (cf. Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 

15:228). However, it is not clear to me whether he would reject altogether or reinterpret a report-based argument 

that is inconclusive in terms of both the meaning and authenticity (as a khabr waḥid having inconclusive 

meaning) and contradicts a conclusive rational argument. However, one may arguably speculate that he would 

prefer to reinterpre such report-based argument to reject it in toto.  

َبُحون﴾ 26 َقَمَر ُكلٌّ ِِف َفَلٍك َيسم َس َوالم مم یمَل َوالنََّهاَر َوالشَّ ِذي َخَلَق اللَّ  .﴿َوُهَو الَّ

27 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 18-19. This example should be seen within the context of the geocentric 

theory versus heliocentric one. It seems that for maulānā Thānawī neither the movement of the sun nor its being 

stationary was absolutely proved by observation or conclusive rational arguments. Nor related report-based 

arguments are conclusive though their apparent sense inconclusively supports the movement of the sun and the 

earth’s being stationary (see Bijnōrī, Ḥall al-intibāhāt, 105-107). It is interesting to note that malānā Thānavī 

was not unaware that modern scientists first believed that the sun was stationary but later abandoning this view 

held that the sun was also orbiting around another star (or the centre of the Milky Way galaxy), as he mentions 

this with reference to the Qur’ānic commentory Rūḥ al-ma‘ānī (see Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, Mukammal bayān al-

Qur’ān [Karachi: Mīr Muḥammad Kutub Kānah, n.d.], 2:45; Abū ’l-Faḍl Maḥmūd al-Ālūsī, Rūḥ al-ma‘ānī fī 

tafsīr al-Qur’ān al-‘aẓīm wa ’l-sab‘ al-mathānī, comments on 55:5).  
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it [the sun] setting into a miry spring,”28 (18:86) may lead someone to conjecture, before 

rightly pondering, that the sun actually sets in a muddy spring. This apparent meaning, 

however, contradicts the conclusive rational arguments, which show that the sun never 

touches the earth. Therefore, in order to resolve this conflict the verse must be turned away 

from its literal sense and interpreted as follows: When Dhū ’l-Qarnayn looked at the sun, it 

just appeared to him as if the sun were setting in a muddy spring.29 In this way, the apparent 

contradiction between a conclusive rational argument and an inconclusive report-based 

argument would be resolved.  

To these first principles maulānā Thānavī returned repeatedly in his responses to 

modernism. He did not discover them for the first time. Rather one finds them scattered 

implicitly or explicitly within the books of classical Muslim theology.30 However, he 

successfully employed them in order to establish the tenets of Islam on rational grounds and 

reveal flaws found in the arguments of his modernist opponents. Being a trained theologian, 

he was fully convinced of the significance of debating within the framework of these 

principles. He neither himself ignored them nor let his interlocutors to do so. It is interesting 

to note that not all of these principles are purely rational. They only make part of an argument 

and cannot work alone. One has to add traditional premises (al-muqaddamāt al-sam‘iyyah) to 

them in order to complete the argument. Consequently, arguments based on these principles 

contain both rational and traditional premises. However, since maulānā Thānavī employs 

these arguments in his debates with Muslim modernists who accept in principle traditional 

                                                           
ٍ ََحَِئةٍ ﴾ 28

ُرُب ِِف َعْيم  .﴿َوَجَدَها َتغم

29 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 18-19. 

30 For instence, see al-Rāzī, Asās al-taqdīs, 15, 26; Ibn Taymiyyah, al-Radd ‘alā ’l-manṭiqiyyīn, 141; al-Farhārī, 

al-Nibrās, 444. 
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premises, this partly dependence on traditional premises neither weakens nor invalidates his 

arguments. 
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3.2 God and His Attributes 

Every theistic religion describes God as having specific attributes, which distinguish it from 

other religions as well as help it justify its independent position as a distinct religion. As for 

Islam, the divine attributes always occupied central place in Muslim theological debates. In 

fact, the divine attributes are among the earliest issues, which Muslim theology had to 

address. This debate also played a crucial role in the emergence of early Muslim 

denominations such as Mu‘tazilīs, Jahmīs, Ash‘arīs, and Māturīdīs, who hotly disputed over 

the nature of divine attributes during the medieval times. With the advent of the modern age, 

the debate on divine attributes re-emerged between modernist and traditionalist theologians.  

Maulānā Thānavī opines that no one can know the essence of divine Self and His 

attributes and that it is gravely dangerous to speak about them. Muslim theologians, however, 

spoke about them in response to heretical groups who first started discussing these matters. 

He quotes Abū ’l-Ḥasan Ash‘arī, a renowned Muslim theologian, saying that it is a heretical 

innovation (bid‘ah) to speak, without a necessity, about matters, which the righteous 

predecessors (salaf) have not spoken about. However, after the heretics started discussing 

these matters it became necessary for Muslim theologians to refute them and vindicate the 

true doctrines.31 In relation to anthropomorphic divine attributes, maulānā Thānavī clearly 

prefers the view of the righteous predecessors, that is, to take them referring to the real 

meanings but entrust the essence of these meanings to the knowledge of Allah alone without 

specifying their nature. However, he also equally defends the views of the later theologians 

who without denying the real significations of anthropomorphic divine attributes interpret 

them metaphorically in order to save laypersons from falling into the traps of heretical groups 

like Corporealists (Mujassimah) and Anthropomorphists (Mushabbihah). For him, views of 

both the righteous predecessors and the later theologians represent the views of Ahl al-

                                                           
31 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 5:371-372. 
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Sunnah wa ’l-Jamā‘ah.32 Coming to the modern age, maulānā Thānavī draws attention to two 

grave errors of the Muslim modernists who commit them regarding the divine attributes in 

pursuit of following the modern science. One of them relates to the eternity (qidm) of Allah 

and the other to His omnipotence (qudrah).  

Maulānā Thānavī states that modern scientists, like ancient Greek philosophers before 

them, view matter as eternal. By doing so, they associate matter with Allah with respect to 

eternity.33 He stresses that they do not possess any valid arguments to substantiate their 

assertion. As in many other claims of theirs, maulānā Thānavī argues, they solely depend on 

mere speculation, conjecturing that it is unthinkable that all these existents have come into 

being out of nothingness. However, they fail to perceive that merely inability to understand 

                                                           
32 Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, Tamhīd al-farsh fī taḥdīd al-‘arsh in Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, Bawādir al-nawādir (Lahore: 

Idārah-i Islamiyyāt, 1405/1985), 601-628, especially 602-603. 

33 Perhaps here maulānā Thānavī refers to scientists or naturalist philosophers and not to Sayyid Aḥmad Khān 

specifically. Because the latter in 1895 clearly denies the eternity of matter as he says, “And some of them say 

‘Allah was and there was something with Him.’ They call it matter through which He created all things. These 

are, however, mere speculations based not on knowledge. The truth is that Allah was and there was nothing with 

Him. He created the creation [out of nothingness]. However, we do not know how he created because human 

nature is not capable of knowing this” (Sayyid Aḥmad Khān, Maqālāt-i Sar Sayyid, 2nd ed. [Lahore: Majlas-i 

Taraqqī-i Adab, 1984], 3:310). However, much earlier in 1872, he implied to believe the coeternity of primary 

matter with Allah. He argued then that no one that truly existed was capable of non-existence (qābil-i ‘adm). 

Because if they were capable of non-existence then they would have also been non-existent at some time. 

However, one observes that no truly existing thing ever becomes non-existent; only a constant change of 

accidents or forms (‘awāriḍ yā ṣuwar) goes on. Therefore, if the specific and individual accidents (‘awāriḍ 

naw‘iyyah wa shakhṣiyyah) of all existing things fall into non-existence, then what remains will be imperishable 

(nāqābil-i ‘adm). Sayyid Aḥmad Khān refrains from giving any comments about the nature of this imperishable 

existent that remains after the perishing of the specific and individual accidents of all existing things. However, 

he definitely considers its capability to receive the accidents an effect of the Cause of all causes, that is, Allah 

(Ibid., 1:8-10).  
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something can furnish no valid arguments against its existence. Moreover, reason equally 

fails to understand that a thing such as, matter whose every mode of existence i.e., material 

changes that it undergoes, is preceded by non-existence, should not itself be preceded by non-

existence. Therefore, both the eternity of matter and its temporality are equally improbable.34 

Here Maulānā Thānavī not only employs the first principle mentioned above, in order to 

unveil the flaw found in the argument of his opponents but also uses another method of 

reasoning which is, according to the renowned Muslim theologian Ibn Taymiyyah (1263-

1328 CE), one of the important rational methods of the Qur’ān.35 That is the principle of 

making the same judgement about two similar things and different judgments about two 

varied things.36 Maulānā Thānavī argues that all would agree that material changes 

(taghayyurāt-i mādī) of matter are preceded by non-existence and that there is no difference 

between the existence of these material changes and that of matter. Therefore, matter must 

also be preceded by non-existence like its material changes.   

Furthermore, an independent argument proves the temporality of matter. The 

argument proceeds as follows: The modern science presumes matter to be void of any form 

(ṣūrah jismiyyah) for a long period whereas matter cannot exist without a form because 

matter-without-a-form signifies potential existence only. What brings matter to the actuality 

is the form. Therefore, assuming that matter existed without a form amounts to saying that 

something existed in act and did not exist in act simultaneously. That is obviously impossible 

because it leads to believe in the existence of two logical contraries at the same time (ijtimā‘ 

al-naqīḍayn). Therefore, assuming the existence of matter without a form, as do the 

                                                           
34 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 19-20. 

35 For details, see Ibn Taymiyyah, al-Radd ‘alā ’l-manṭiqiyyīn, 426-429. 
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scientists, leads to view matter as non-existent let alone eternal.37 Moreover,—maulānā 

Thānavī argues in another way—if one ignores all the rational arguments that prove the 

temporality of matter, there is no valid argument to prove its eternity either. Therefore, both 

the eternity of matter and its temporality are rationally equally possible. However, since the 

report-based arguments such as the Qur’ānic verse: “To Him is due the prime origin of 

heavens and the earth”38 (2:117) and the Prophetic tradition: “Allah was and there was 

nothing with Him,”39 prove the latter, it is necessary to view matter as temporal.40 Here he 

employs the second rational principle mentioned above.  

Second mistake of the modernists, as maulānā Thānavī expounds, relates to the 

omnipotence (qudrah) of Allah. He laments that modernly educated people often express that 

                                                           
37 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 20. 

ض﴾ 38 َرم اَمَواِت َواألم   .﴿َبِديُع السَّ

39 See Aḥmad b. ‘Alī b. Ḥajar al-‘Asqalānī, Fatḥ al-Bārī, ed. ‘Abd al-‘Azīz b. ‘Abd Allāh b. Bāz and Muḥibb 

Allāh al-Khaṭīb (n.p.: Dār al-Fikr, n.d.), 6:289. This Prophetic tradition has been narrated with slight variations. 

Bukhārī has narrated it as ( هُ  ُ ٌء َغریم م َيُکنم ََشم -Allah was and there was nothing other than Him” (Bukhārī, al“ (َكاَن اهلل َوََل

Ṣaḥīḥ, Kitāb bad’ al-khalq, Bāb mā jā’ fī qawl Allāh ta‘ālā “wa huwa ’lladhī yabda’ al-khalq….” [3191]) and 

ٌء َقبمَلهُ ) م َيُکنم ََشم  Allah was and there was nothing before Him” (ibid., Kitāb al-tawḥīd, Bāb “wa kāna“ (َكاَن اهلل َوََل

‘arshuhu ‘alā ’l-mā’” [7418]). However, one may note that Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (1149-1209 CE), a famous 

Muslim theologian and commentator of the Qur’ān, mentions that a Prophetic tradition narrated by one reporter 

alone (khabr wāḥid), being inconclusive, does not constitute a valid argument with respect to the principles of 

religion (uṣūl al-dīn) and doctrines related to the divine being and attributes, which require conclusive 

arguments (al-Rāzī, Asās al-taqdīs, 215-219). If one accepts this principle, maulānā Thānavī’s reference to the 

above-mentioned Prophetic tradition that is, in fact, a narration reported by one reporter alone, seems to be 

problematic. However, one may reply on the part of maulānā Thānavī that the original argument in this regard is 

the Qur’ānic verse (2:117). The Prophetic tradition has been mentioned only for further clarification.   

40 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 21-22. 
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nothing can happen against the law of nature. They argue for their views both rationally and 

traditionally.  

First, their rational argument unfolds as follows: one observes, for instance, that fire 

always causes burning and babies are always born of parents. These are, in fact, natural laws, 

whose violation has never been observed. Therefore, whatever goes against them is 

impossible. Many modernists deny the possibility of miracles, which are unusual things, on 

the same basis.41 Maulānā Thānavī, answering to this argument, says that it draws upon 

induction, according to which one draws a general conclusion relying on limited observation. 

However, this generalization neither serves certainty nor precludes the possibility of a 

different proposition with respect to those particulars, which have not come under 

observation. For such particulars, inductive method only proposes probability and possible 

perpetuity, provided a stronger argument does not prove a different proposition. If a stronger 

argument proves a different proposition, it is necessary to accept that stronger argument. In 

short, since there is no argument that negates the possibility of a different proposition and a 

stronger argument in case of some particulars proves a proposition different from what the 

induction implies, there is no reason for not accepting it.42 One does not fail to notice that 

maulānā Thānavī here mainly draws upon the second of his above-mentioned rational 

principles, i.e., if something is rationally possible and some authentic report informs about its 

existence, it is necessary to believe the existence of that thing. In the present case, since 

miracles are rationally possible and reliable reports inform about their existence, it is 

necessary to believe them. 

                                                           
41 For views and arguments of Sayyid Aḥmad Khān and ‘Allāmah Shiblī Nu‘mānī on laws of nature and 

miracles, see Aḥmad Khān, Maqālāt-i Sar Sayyid, 1:123-27; 3:239-47, 283-85; 13:78-91; Nu‘mānī, ‘Ilm al-

kalām, 209-18, respectively.  

42 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 22-23. 
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Second, the report-based argument runs as follows: natural laws are “the ways of 

Allah” (sunnat Allāh) whereas the verse: “No change wilt thou find in the law of Allah” 

(33:62) shows clearly that any “change” in the “ways of Allah” is impossible. The logical 

conclusion of this argument is that any change in the natural laws is impossible. Maulānā 

Thānavī, however, argues that the validity of this argument depends on two assumptions. 

First, “the way” (sunnah) mentioned here should be general including every kind of way. 

Second, the subject of “the change” (tabdīl) should be unrestricted including God and others. 

However, no evidence supports either of the assumptions, maulānā Thānavī emphasizes. On 

the contrary, the context of such verses suggests that the way here signifies specific matters 

mentioned in these verses such as “triumph of the truth over falsity either by arguments or by 

worldly power.” Moreover, if “the way” is meant to be unrestricted, the subject of “the 

change” (tabdīl) is other than Allah signifying that nobody other than Him can change His 

way. However, this by no means indicates that Allah too cannot change His own way.43  

Third, sometimes the argument combines with both rational and report-based 

premises as follows: Divine habitual practice (‘ādat Allāh) is a kind of practical promise 

whereas breaching a promise, on the part of Allah, is impossible, as the Qur’ānic text has 

explicitly expressed that “But Allah will not fail in His promise” (22:47). Therefore, the 

change in the divine habitual practice (natural law) is impossible. The first premise of this 

argument is rational the second report-based. Maulānā Thānavī, analyzing the argument 

critically, comments that the second premise is certainly accepted, the first, however, not. The 

reason for not accepting the first premise, he continues, is that the natural laws are not 

practical promises made by Allah. He explains this with the following example: If one 

assumes that natural laws are practical promises, they will also have to accept that the first 

drought that ever hit the temporal earth also constitutes the break of the divine promise. 

                                                           
43 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 23. 



128 
 

  

Because before the first drought hit the earth, the continuous fall of rain during the rainy 

season had been the habitual practice of Allah. The first draught on the earth changed this 

habitual practice. However, this is against the accepted assumption that Allah would never 

break His promise. Therefore, one must reject the premise that the divine habitual practices 

constitute practical promises on the part of Allah.44 One still might say that since the real 

habitual practice is the existence of casual relationship, the apparently divergent cosmic 

phenomena still come under the habitual practice, as they do not go contrary to the causal 

relationship. Maulānā Thānavī, answering to this objection, says that since physical causes 

need manipulation of the divine power and will in order to become effective, the real habitual 

practice, then, is the functioning of physical causes under the control of divine power and 

will.45 From this perspective, what is apparently opposed to the habitual practice becomes 

completely ordinary because no incident happens in the universe beyond the divine control 

and will. 

 

                                                           
44 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 23. 

45 Ibid., 23-24. 
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3.3 Prophethood and Miracles 

The phenomena of prophethood and miracles are perhaps the issues most hotly debated by 

modernist and traditionalist Muslims of the modern age. Maulānā Thānavī repeatedly draws 

the attention of his audience to the errors that modernist Muslims commonly commit 

regarding the prophethood and miracles. One of these errors, in his view, relates to the nature 

and reality of revelation. According to him, some modernists have described the nature of 

revelation in the following way: Some people naturally possess a passionate love for their 

nation and an exceptional zeal for its welfare. Their passion makes them preoccupied all the 

time with such thoughts. Obsessed with these thoughts, their imagination starts providing 

them with certain ideas. Sometimes this obsession leads them to imagine as if they are 

hearing a sound or seeing a figure and some other times it appears to them as a figure is 

talking to them. However, such sound, figure, or speech does not have any real or external 

existence. They are only imaginary entities.46 Maulānā Thānavī does not mention the names 

of specific modernists. However, it goes without saying that he meant Sayyid Aḥmad Khān 

and his associates who described the phenomenon of prophethood almost in the same 

manner. Sayyid Aḥmad Khān maintains that prophethood is a natural phenomenon that exists 

in the prophets by the exigency of their nature, as do the other human faculties. The person in 

whom this faculty exists is a prophet and whoever is a prophet possesses this faculty. This 

faculty or habitus (malakah) grows steadily strong and when it reaches its zenith, there 

emerges what is its exigency and is commonly expressed as prophetic mission (bi‘that). 

Between God and the prophet there is no other agent to convey the message except the 

habitus of prophethood, which they call Nāmūs-i Akbar and the sharī‘ah calls it Gabriel. The 

prophet’s heart itself is the mirror in which the splendour of the divine epiphanies become 

manifest. Whatever states and events pass through this heart, they happen in accordance with 

                                                           
46 Ibid., 24. 
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human nature and the law of nature. He himself hears the speech of his soul by the outer ears 

in the same way as when a second person is speaking to him. He sees himself by these outer 

eyes in the same way as if a second person stands in front of him.47 This account reveals the 

accuracy maulānā Thānavī maintained while quoting the views of modernists on the 

phenomenon of prophethood.   

To maulānā Thānavī, such explanation of the reality of revelation amounts to a blatant 

heresy and goes completely against the Islamic conclusive and explicit normative texts. 

These texts clearly describe the revelation as a transcendental phenomenon descending upon 

a prophet through the medium of an angel who either brings an inspiration, makes his voice 

heard, or appears in a physical form and speaks.48 Maulānā Thānavī further maintains that 

modernists deny the reality of revelation as described by the Islamic normative texts because 

they deny the very existence of the angels but without having any valid arguments. However, 

since the existence of angels is not impossible and authentic reports have proved their 

existence, it is rationally necessary to affirm their existence.49 He emphasizes that after 

having affirmed the existence of angels, there remains no reason for denying the reality of 

revelation as understood by the traditional Muslims in light of the Islamic normative texts. 

Another error of the modernists relates to the necessity of the belief in prophethood. 

Maulānā Thānavī notices that some modernists opine that belief in prophethood is not 

essential to salvation in the afterlife. They argue that since the prophets themselves came to 

affirm and preach the oneness of Allah, therefore, as long as one serves this purpose, disbelief 

                                                           
47 Aḥmad Khān, Maqālāt-i Sar Sayyid, 13:67-68; the translation is, with variations, of Troll, Sayyid Ahmad 

Khan, 281-82.  

48 For instance, “It is not fitting for a man that Allah should speak to him, except by inspiration, or from behind 

a veil, or by the sending of a messenger to reveal, with Allah’s permission, what Allah wills” (42:51); Bukhārī, 

al-Ṣaḥīḥ, Bāb bad’ al-waḥy (2-3). 

49 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 24. 
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in prophethood—that is, in their view, not intended to be the ultimate object—should cause 

no harm to those who believe in one God but disbelieve in prophethood. However, maulānā 

Thānavī strongly disagrees with this line of reasoning because this not only denies explicit 

and definite Islamic normative texts, which condemn the deniers of prophethood to disbelief 

and eternal torment in hell but also goes against rational arguments. One of these rational 

arguments unfolds as follows: Allah is necessarily truthful and never tells a lie. However, 

disbelieving the prophets necessarily constitutes falsifying Allah Himself because 

disbelieving the prophets leads to the denial of those divinely revealed texts,50 which clearly 

attest to prophethood and declare belief in prophets necessary.51 In al-Intibāhāt, maulānā 

Thānavī did not mention the names of modernists who denied, in his view, the necessity of 

belief in prophethood. However, elsewhere52 he ascribed to Sir Sayyid Aḥmad Khān the 

notion that all monotheists would attain salvation regardless of the religion they followed.      

The discussion on miracles closely relates to that of prophethood. To maulānā 

Thānavī, miracles stand for events that happen without the intermediation of any evident or 

hidden physical causes in order to prove the truthfulness of a prophet. He emphasizes that the 

miracles are the results of the direct will of Allah and no power, neither of the prophet nor of 

any other, has any effect on them.53 He explains that since the modernists deem miracles not 

only a violation of natural laws but also a breach of practical promises made by Allah, they 

deny their existence and proceed to make alternative interpretations of the miracles 

mentioned in the Islamic normative texts. These interpretations sometimes amount to 

                                                           
50 Such as the verse ﴾ٌد َرُسوُل اهلل  ”Muhammad is the messenger of Allah“ (48:29) ﴿ُُمَمَّ

51 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 28. 

52 Thānavī, Imdād al-fatāwā, 6:171. 

53 Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, Bawādir al-nawādir (Lahore: Idārah-i Islamiyyāt, 1405/1985), 382; Thānavī, al-

Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 24-25. 
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distortion, maulānā Thānavī remarks. By so doing, they seek to make miracles, mentioned in 

the Islamic normative texts, look like ordinary events. They have interpreted, for instance, the 

Qur’ānic verse (2:60)54 as signifying “[O Moses!] Walk to the mountain leaning on your 

stick.” On the contrary, traditional scholars have interpreted this verse as meaning “[O 

Moses!] Strike the rock with your staff.” Moreover, where the modernists fail to offer a 

completely rationalistic or naturalistic explanation of some miraculous incidents, they tend to 

classify them under the acts of mesmerism or hypnotism, which are in their view natural 

phenomena as well. A typical example is their interpretation of the transformation of Moses’ 

stick into a python (20:20)55 as an act of mesmerism.56  

In maulānā Thānavī’s analysis, the prime reason for denying the existence of miracles 

by modernists lies in their notion that nothing can happen against the natural law by which 

they mean the principle of causality. He has answered to this contention, in details, in the 

second intimation related to the omnipotence of Allah in his al-Intibāhāt (Intimations). He 

argues that the Omnipotent God who has created the physical causes themselves without the 

intermediation of any physical causes—otherwise one will have to presume infinite regress 

that is impossible—can, if He so wills, create the effects, too, without the mediation of any 

physical causes.57 At most, one can say that such a phenomenon is improbable. However, 

maulānā Thānavī reminds his readers that the improbable can exist and is squarely different 

from the impossible.  

                                                           
ََجَر ﴾ 54 بم بَِعَصاَك اْلم ِ   .﴿اْضم

َعى﴾ 55 َقاَها َفإَِذا ِهَي َحیٌَّة َتسم  ”.So, he threw it down, and suddenly it was a snake, running arround“ ﴿َفَألم

56 Aḥmad Khān, Maqālāt-i Sar Sayyid, 4:317-331; Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 25. 

57 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 25. 
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Another error that, in fact, results from the modernists’ denial of the miracles as 

supernatural phenomena is their refusal to accept them as proofs of prophethood.58 Rather 

they limit the argument for establishing prophethood of a prophet to the excellence of his 

teaching and moral conduct alone.59 It is evident that famous Muslim theologian, jurist, and 

philosopher of Muslim Spain, Abū al-Walīd Muḥammad b. Aḥmad b. Rushd (1126-1198 CE) 

deeply influenced some modernists of maulānā Thānavī’s time in this regard.60 One 

frequently finds them referring to his writings.61 Maulānā Thānavī remarks that the only 

argument that the modernists could produce for strengthening their assertion is that if 

supernatural phenomena should constitute arguments for prophethood, one will also have to 

accept mesmerism and conjuring tricks as proofs of prophethood. However, for him this is 

very facile reasoning, because one can clearly differentiate miracles from mesmerism and 

conjuring tricks. In fact, the latter is not supernatural at all. Rather they are the effects of 

hidden physical causes, which the related experts can not only discern but also challenge. As 

for the miracles, no one could ever point out to the hidden physical causes nor could anyone 

ever successfully challenge them as proving the existence of a non-existent is impossible.62 It 

is, however, pertinent to note that maulānā Thānavī’s this response does not remain much 

relevant when one sees that modernists do not accept miracles as supernatural phenomena at 

the first place. Rather, they ascribe miracles, mesmerism, and conjuring tricks to the same 

natural phenomenon, that is, the hidden power of human soul.     

                                                           
58 Aḥmad Khān, Maqālāt-i Sar Sayyid, 4:322; 13:92-103.  

59 Nu‘mānī, ‘Ilm al-kalām, 228-230.  

60 Ibn Rushd, Manāhij al-adillah fī ‘aqā’id al-millah, ed. Maḥmūd Qāsim (Cairo: Maktabat al-Anjalū al-

Miṣriyyah, 1964), 208-222.  

61 For instance, see Aḥmad Khān, Maqālāt-i Sar Sayyid, 13:92-103; Nu‘mānī, ‘Ilm al-kalām, 230. 

62 Thānavī, Bawādir al-nawādir, 382; Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 25. 
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Maulānā Thānavī emphasizes that the excellence of teaching and moral conduct is 

also certainly the proof of prophethood. However, the audience of the prophets do not possess 

the same level of understanding. Intellectual elites, among them, are capable of discerning the 

highest level of teaching and moral conduct, which itself is supernatural whereas dull-witted 

masses are generally devoid of such capability. Since the latter are not able to recognize the 

highest degree of teaching and moral conduct, they may err in assessing someone’s claim of 

prophethood if they have to rely exclusively on the excellence of teaching and moral conduct. 

Therefore, the divine wisdom also devised another mode of argument that should provide a 

compulsive recognition of the validity of someone’s claim of prophethood.63 For maulānā 

Thānavī, miracles belong to this mode of argument.  

In this section, one finds that maulānā Thānavī exposes certain errors of modernists 

regarding prophethood and miracles. He rightly points out that they consider prophethood as 

a natural phenomenon and deny the traditional view of the reality and nature of prophethood 

because they deny the very existence of angels. Moreover, they deny the existence of angels 

because they see their existence against the laws of nature. For them nothing can exist against 

the laws of nature. They negate the existence of miracles on the same ground. From the 

negation of miracles results another error, that is, negation of miracles as the proofs of the 

prophethood. However, maulānā Thānavī refutes their views and arguments with both 

rational and traditional arguments. He also effectively employs the rational principles he has 

set above. This discussion also reveals that most of the views and arguments of the 

modernists have no originality. Rather philosophers and rationalists of the premodern period 

have expressed such views and Muslim theologians have effectively responded to them. This 

fact strengthens maulānā Thānavī’s another conviction that principles of the classical Muslim 

                                                           
63 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 25. 
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theology are sufficient to clear away the doubts and objections raised by the modernists and 

that there is no need to found a new Muslim theology on new principles.            
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3.4 Existence and Its Levels 

The concept of existence (wujūd) has always been an important issue of Islamic philosophy, 

theology, and mysticism. Pioneering Muslim Philosopher Abū Naṣr Muḥammad al-Fārābī (d. 

339/950) is believed to be the first who explicitly raised the problem of existence in Muslim 

philosophy. However, it was Abū ‘Alī al-Ḥusayn b. Sīnā (d. 428/1037), the famous Muslim 

philosopher, who systematically addressed the issue and attempted to explain the relation 

between the essence (māhiyah) and existence (wujūd). His views, as interpreted by Muslim 

Philosopher Ibn Rushd and influential Christian Philosopher and theologian Thomas Aquinas 

(1225-1274 CE), played an important role not only in the history of Muslim thought but also 

in that of the western philosophy.64 Some Muslim philosophers do not define existence 

because they deem it self-evident (badīhī). Others define it as actual existence of something 

(thubūt al-‘ayn) or by which things can be divided into effective (fā‘il) and affected 

(munfa‘il) beings as well as into temporal (ḥādith) and eternal (qadīm) ones. However, these 

definitions include ontological existence alone. A more comprehensive definition reads, 

“wujūd is that what makes possible for a thing to be informed or reported.”65 This definition 

is more comprehensive because it includes the conceptual existence (al-wujūd al-dhihnī) as 

well. Whether essence and existence of something are the same or existence of a thing is 

additional to its essence is much-debated problem of Muslim philosophy, theology, and 

mysticism.  

 Some Muslim theologians have referred to certain levels of existence (marātib al-

wujūd) as an interpretive tool of explaining certain statements of the Qur’ān and ḥadīth, 

                                                           
64 Toshihiko Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence (Tokyo: Keio Institute of Cultural and Linguistic 

Studies, 1971), 2-3; also see, O. N. H. Leaman, “Wudjūd,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, ed. P. J. Bearman et 

al., 2nd ed. (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 11:216-217.   

 .see al-Thānawī, Kashshāf, 2:1766 (ما به يصح أن يعلم أو خیرب عنه) 65



137 
 

  

which are difficult to understand if meant to refer to the ontological existence alone. While 

discussing the concept of figurative interpretation (ta’wīl), Abū Ḥāmid Muḥammad al-

Ghazālī (1058-1111 CE) mentions five levels of existence. He maintains that if a person 

interprets Islamic normative texts as indicating any of these levels because conclusive 

arguments (al-brāhīn) have convinced them that interpreting these texts with any upper level 

of existence is impossible, then they are surely Muslims and should not be branded as 

unbelievers. These levels include ontological (dhātī), sensory (ḥissī), conceptual (khayālī), 

noetic (‘aqlī), and analogous (shabahī) levels in descending order.66 Following is a brief 

account of what al-Ghazālī means by these levels: 

First, the ontological existence refers to the real, concrete existence of things 

independent of both the senses and the mind such as the existence of the heavens, earth, 

animals, and plants. This is the most apparent level of existence. Rather, most people take 

this level as the only referent of the word “existence.”  

Second, the sensory existence refers to things that acquire form through the visual 

power of the eye, while they have no existence in the world outside the eye because they exist 

only on the level of the senses; no one else see them. Al-Ghazālī explains that it happens to 

the prophets and the saints that they occasionally see beautiful images resembling those of the 

angels in the state of full wakefulness and health and receive revelation and inspiration 

respectively regarding the unseen (ghayb) through their agency. In al-Ghazālī’s view, Jibrīl 

mostly appeared to the holy Prophet (peace be on him) on the sensory level alone. Because 

the holy Prophet (peace be on him) saw Jibrīl in his real form only twice. One may rightly 

                                                           
66 Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī, Fayṣal al-tafriqah bayn al-Islam wa ’l-zandaqah, ed. Maḥmūd Bījū (n.p.: n.p., 

1993/1413), 28; for English translation of Fayṣal al-tafriqah, see Sherman A. Jackson, On the Boundaries of 

Theological Tolerance in Islam: Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī’s Fayṣal al-tafriqa (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2002), 85-132.  
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argue that al-Ghazālī here does not mean that the very existence of Jibrīl was sensory not 

ontological. Rather he presumably aims to explain that Jibrīl’s appearance to the holy Prophet 

(peace be on him) in human form was sensory while he did exist ontologically in his original 

form.  

Third, the conceptual existence refers to the images of tangible things in instances 

where these things themselves are removed from the reach of the senses. For example, one 

can produce the image of an elephant or a horse even when their eyes are closed, to the point 

that it would be as if they were actually seeing it.  

Fourth, what al-Ghazālī has said about the noetic existence can be explained as 

referring to the existence of tangible things on the level of their teleological causes alone 

without positing any physical images of them in the imagination, senses, or the outside world. 

These teleological causes also constitute the essences of these things. For instance, one can 

perceive the physical image of a hand through the senses or one can simply conceptualize it. 

However, the essence (teleological cause) of the hand is the ability to seize and strike. 

Therefore, “the ability to seize and strike” constitutes the noetic existence (al-wujūd al-‘aqlī) 

of the hand.  

Fifth, the analogous existence refers to instances wherein a thing itself exists on none 

of the levels mentioned above. However, something analogous to it that possesses some 

quality or attribute peculiar to it exists.67 An example of this level includes anger, longing, 

joy, patience, or other sentiments attributed to Allah in Islamic normative texts. The essence 

of anger, for instance, is the boiling of blood in the heart engendered by a desire to satisfy 

one’s thirst for revenge. As this necessarily entails suffering a flaw or experiencing some 

pain, those who hold it logically impossible for Allah to experience anger as an ontological, 

sensory, conceptual, or noetic reality, interpret anger to imply some other attribute, which 

                                                           
67 Al-Ghazālī, Fayṣal al-tafriqah, 27-31.  
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causes effects similar to those of anger, such as the will to punish.68 Elsewhere al-Ghazālī 

implies that the noetic and analogous existence, in reality, refers to the allegorical (majāzī) 

and metaphorical (isti‘ārah) sense of things respectively.69  

 Some other Muslim theologians have referred to four levels of existence some of 

which overlap with those mentioned by al-Ghazālī. They say that first Allah recorded the 

complete script of the universe in the Origin (al-mabda’) known, in sharī‘ah, as the tablet 

preserved (al-lawḥ al-maḥfūẓ). Then He brought it into being in accordance with that script. 

Then human senses (ḥawāss) and imagination (khayāl) received images of the (ontological) 

universe and helped the imaginative power (wāhimah) to conceive realities. Then soul 

received impressions through the agency of imagination and conceived the realities preserved 

by the senses and imagination. In other words, realities conceived by the soul accord with the 

images preserved by the senses. The latter accords with the ontological universe that is 

independent of the human senses and imagination. The ontological universe, in turn, accords 

with the script written in the Origin. This leads one to assume that the existence, according to 

this classification, has following four levels: first, the primordial existence in the Origin; 

second, the ontological existence; third, the conceptual existence; and fourth, the noetic 

existence. Some of these levels are spiritual and others corporeal as well as the spiritual ones 

vary, among themselves, in terms of the intensity of their spirituality.70 One does not fail to 

discern, however, that the last level of al-Ghazālī’s classification does not appear in this 

classification just as the first level of this classification is not included in al-Ghazālī’s. 

However, rest of the levels mentioned by al-Ghazālī overlap with second, third, and fourth 

                                                           
68 Ibid., 38-39.  

69 Ibid., 41.  

70 See al-Thānawī, Kashshāf, 2:1199. 
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level of this classification. Because the third level of this classification includes both the 

second and third (sensory and conceptual) levels of al-Ghazālī’s.  

It is interesting to note that Ibn Taymiyyah severely criticizes the theory of the Unity 

of Being (waḥdat al-wujūd) as advocated by Andalusian Muslim theosophist Muḥyī ’l-Dīn 

Ibn al-‘Arabī (d. 638/1240). Ibn Taymiyyah refuted this theory for many reasons. One reason 

is Ibn al-‘Arabī’s view that “non-existent is a thing fixed in nothingness [or in the divine 

knowledge].”71 Ibn Taymiyyah opines that this belief leads to differentiation between the 

existence (wujūd) of a thing and its fixity (thubūt) and that the existence of a thing is 

additional to its essence.  For him, this eventually leads to the belief in the eternity of matter 

and that of the essences of all things.72 “Unity of Being” is a very complicated and 

controversial theory. It has many versions; one of them is of Ibn al-‘Arabī. Muslim scholars 

do not agree about the justification and validity of his theory. Whereas Ibn Taymiyyah and 

others vehemently condemned it, Muslim scholars like Shaikh Aḥmad Sirhindī, Shāh Walī 

Allāh Dihlavī, and maulānā Thānavī moderately defended it and tried to harmonize it with 

the theory of the Unity of Witness (waḥdat al-shuhūd).73 This is not the right place to dwell 

upon this controversy. However, the related point is that Ibn Taymiyyah also mentioned four 

levels of being in the context of this debate. He argues that everything exists either in external 

world or in mind/knowledge alone. Moreover, what exists in mind/knowledge alone may be 

                                                           
َعَدمِ ) 71 ٌء َثابٌِت ِِف الم ُدوَم ََشم  .(اْلمَعم

72 Taqī ’l-Dīn Aḥmad b. Taymiyyah al-Ḥarrānī, Majmū‘at al-fatāwā, ed. ‘Āmir al-Jazzār and Anwar al-Bāz, 3rd 

ed. (Al-Manṣūrah: Dār al-Wafā’, 1426/2005), 2:91-92. 

73 See Ibn Taymiyyah, Majmū‘at al-fatāwā, 2:91-152; Aḥmad Sirhindī, Maktūbāt-i Imām-i Rabbānī, trans. 

Muḥammad Sa‘īd Aḥmad, 2nd ed. (Karachi: Madīnah Publishing Company, 1973), 2:166-170; al-Shāh Walī 

Allāh al-Dihlawī, al-Tafhīmāt al-Ilāhiyyah (Bijnor: Madīnah Barqī Press, 1355/1936), 2:216-236; Ashraf ‘Alī 

Thānavī, Ẓuhūr al-‘adam bi nūr al-qidam in Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, Bawādir al-nawādir (Lahore: Idārah-i 

Islamiyyāt, 1405/1985), 640-665.  
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expressed with letters or written through script. In this way one finds following four levels of 

being: first, ontological existence (wujūd ‘aynī); second, conceptual existence (wujūd 

dhihnī/‘ilmī); third, existence in words (wujūd lafẓī); and fourth, existence in script (wujūd 

rasmī/khaṭṭī).74 It is, however, pertinent to note that the last two levels are in fact the 

subsidiary categories of the second one.  

Shāh Walī Allāh (1703-1762) of Delhi also refers to the existence of the world of 

images (‘ālam al-mithāl) along with the tangible world (‘ālam al-shahādah). Relying on 

many Qur’ānic verses and prophetic traditions, he opines that there do exist a non-material 

(ghayr ‘unsurī) world in which certain abstract realities assume bodily forms, which 

correspond with their properties and exist before their existence on earth. Moreover, many 

things, which do not possess corporeal body in the eyes of common people move and 

descend. However, not everybody sees them. For Shāh Walī Allāh, all such phenomena 

belong to the world of images. He mentions a number of prophetic traditions, which present 

many abstract realities as having corporeal forms.75 He further maintains that if one ponders 

on these normative texts, they will have to adopt one of the three approaches. First, one 

should interpret them literally and believe the existence of the world of images. Shāh Walī 

Allāh himself holds this position and comments that the principles of ḥadīth scholars support 

the same. Second, one should hold that such phenomena just appear to human senses and do 

not possess any external reality. As interpreting the Qur’ānic verse (44:10),76 the companion 

of the holy Prophet (peace be on him), ‘Abd Allāh b. Mas‘ūd (d. 32/653) says that when 

people of Makkah, suffering from a terrible famine, looked at the heavens they saw there 

                                                           
74 Ibn Taymiyyah, Majmū‘at al-fatāwā, 2:100-101. 

75 See Shāh Walī Allāh b. ‘Abd al-Raḥīm al-Dihlawī, Ḥujjat Allāh al-Bālighah, ed. al-Sayyid Sābiq (Beirut: Dār 

al-Jīl, 1426/2005), 1:43-44. 

اَمُء بُِدَخاٍن ُمبِْيٍ ﴾ 76 َم َتأمِِت السَّ َتِقبم َيوم  ”.So, wait for a day when the sky will come up with a visible smoke“ ﴿َفارم
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smoke because of starvation. In fact, this was the product of their imagination, having no 

external existence. Shāh Walī Allāh also refers to a Mālikī jurist Ibn Mājshūn (d. 212/827) 

who holds that whatever the Prophetic traditions inform about the movement and seeing of 

Allah on the day of judgement must be interpreted as referring to the transformation of 

peoples’ eyes, as they would imagine Him descending, being revealed, and addressing His 

creation. Nevertheless, in fact, He would not be subject to any change. Third, one should 

consider them as metaphors referring to some other facts. For Shāh Walī Allāh, those who 

resort to the last approach alone do not belong to the possessors of the truth.77 Then he 

quotes, at length, Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī who mentions all these approaches with reference to 

the torments of the grave.78 

Shāh Muḥammad Ismā‘īl (1779-1831), the grandson of Shāh Walī Allāh and a 

prominent exponent of his philosophy, explains the concept of the world of images as 

follows: A thousand or more normative texts of Islam cannot be adequately explained 

without recognizing the world of images that is free from the matter but contains forms and 

magnitude. It constitutes an independent and external existence as well as many spheres, 

which vary among themselves in terms of thickness and thinness. The world of images is 

incomparably greater than the tangible world. If one borrows the simile used by Andalusian 

Muslim theosophist Muḥyī ’l-Dīn Ibn al-‘Arabī (d. 638/1240), the latter resembles a tiny ring 

lying in a very vast desert when compared to the former. Because of such properties, the 

things of the world of images do not collide with each other and things having very large size 

or magnitude might exist in the smallest space of the tangible world (‘ālam al-shahādah).79 

                                                           
77 Al-Dihlawī, Ḥujjat Allāh al-Bālighah, 1:43-45. 

78 Ibid., 1:45-46. 

79 Shāh Ismā‘īl Shahīd, ‘Abaqāt, trans. Sayyid Manāẓir Aḥsan Gīlānī (Lahore: Idārah-i Islāmiyāt, n.d.), 410-411, 

425. 
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For Shāh Ismā‘īl, the tablet preserved (al-lawḥ al-maḥfūẓ) and the book of erasure and 

preservation (kitāb al-maḥw wa ’l-ithbāt) are only the different spheres of the world of 

images. Whereas the world of hereafter (dār al-ākhirah) along with paradise and hell is the 

extension of the world of images.80 He concludes that one needs not to accept all details of 

the world of images as expressed by Sufis. However, one must recognize that all things 

existing or occurring in the material world have a prior existence before their actual 

occurrence. Moreover, when these things will disappear from this tangible world, they will 

retain some kind of existence with God, regardless of whether this phenomenon should be 

called the world of images or something else.81 Ibn Taymiyyah, however, would insist on 

calling this kind of existence conceptual existence (existence in mind/knowledge) alone. 

Following earlier Muslim theologians and philosophers, maulānā Thānavī also holds 

the concept of the world of images. He maintains that mystic illumination (kashf) and 

implications of many Qur’ānic and Prophetic texts indicate its existence. It contains images 

of all things and acts of the material world. For maulānā Thānavī, there are three kinds of 

‘ālams (worlds); ‘ālam-i dunyā (material world), ‘ālam-i barzakh (intermediary world), and 

‘ālam-i ākhirat (world hereafter).82 He associates the world of images (‘ālam-i mithāl) with 

the intermediary world (‘ālam-i barzakh) and locates it between the material world (‘ālam-i 

mādī/dunyā) that constitutes both matter and quantity and the world free from both matter 

and quantity (‘ālam-i mujarradāt). Because the world of images is free from the matter but 

not from quantity.83 He holds that only the supra-material body (jasad-i mithālī) will enjoy or 

bear the reward or torment of the grave respectively though the human spirit will retain some 

                                                           
80 Ibid., 414, 420. 

81 Ibid., 425; Muhammad al-Ghazali, The Socio-Political Thought of Shāh Walī Allāh (Islamabad: International 

Institute of Islamic Thought, 2001), 18. 

82 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 27-28:296. 

83 Ibid., 13:158. 



144 
 

  

kind of connection with the material body as well. However, in the hereafter, the material 

body will be resurrected and receive the reward or torment of paradise or hell respectively 

along with both the human spirit and supra-material body. For him, the supra-material body 

coexists with the material body even in this world and leaves it along with the spirit at the 

time of human death.84 Relying on the prophetic account of the Ascension, maulānā Thānavī 

infers that the world of images is located in the first heaven.85 It is pertinent to mention here 

maulānā Thānavī’s view on some other related terms. For him, nāsūt refers to the tangible 

world (‘ālam al-shahādah), malakūt to the world of unseen (‘ālam al-ghayb) such as the 

spirit and angels, jabarūt to the divine attributes, and lāhūt to the divine Self alone. The word 

“‘ālam” (world), consequently, cannot be applied to the jabarūt and lāhūt because “‘ālam” 

(world) is other than God and His attributes.86  

In short, Muslim theologians like al-Ghazālī, Ibn al-‘Arabī, Ibn Taymiyyah, Aḥmad 

Sirhindī, Shāh Walī Allāh Dihlavī, Shāh Ismā‘īl Shahīd, and maulānā Thānavī have referred 

to certain levels of existence (marātib al-wujūd) as an interpretive tool of explaining certain 

statements of the Qur’ān and ḥadīth, which are difficult to understand if meant to refer to the 

ontological existence alone. Muslim theologians are not agreed upon the details of these 

levels neither insist they that all of these levels possess equal certainty. However, all do 

accept that ontological existence is not the only manifestation of the existence. With respect 

to some differences, it appears that they are just nominal. They refer to the same reality with 

different terms. Muslim theologians employ these levels of existence in order to interpret 

certain Islamic normative texts, which describe certain supernatural phenomena of this world 

and those of the hereafter. Muslim modernists, however, deny many of these levels such as 

                                                           
84 Ibid., 5:213-214; 15:243; 29:66-68. 

85 Ibid., 12:105. 

86 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 13:157-158. 
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the supra-material bodies. One may argue that if modernists had accepted all or some of these 

levels they would not have to deny many of Islamic normative texts outright.  
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3.5 Eschatology 

Islamic eschatological doctrines such as those related to the last events of the world, matters 

of the intermediary life, realities of the day of judgement, heaven, hell, the bridge of ṣirāṭ, the 

balance (mīzān) etc., have also been a source of much dispute between modernists and 

traditionalists. Muslim modernists raise objections to the significations of these 

eschatological doctrines as understood traditionally and tend to give them rational 

interpretations. For maulānā Thānavī, however, these objections mostly result from the 

neglect of rational principles mentioned above especially second, third, fourth, and seventh 

ones. He further comments that Mu‘tazilīs of the medieval times also raised many of these 

objections, which Muslim theologians have convincingly answered to in the classical Islamic 

theology.87 For the same reason, he contends that classical Muslim theology is sufficient to 

answer all the objections raised by modernists.  

Some of them, however, reappear in a new fashion. Maulānā Thānavī summarizes 

them as follows:  

When the soul of a dead man lying in the grave is no longer present in his body, 

how can he be conscious of pain or pleasure? How can he hear the questions of 

interrogating angels without possessing the sense of hearing, and make a reply 

without possessing the faculty of speech? Where are Heaven and Hell located? If 

they are really as vast as they are reported to be, which space can accommodate 

them? If the Bridge of Sirat is so narrow, how can one possibly walk on it? 

Human deeds not being physical bodies, how would they be placed in the 

Balance?88  

One common answer to all these objections, maulānā Thānavī argues, is that none of 

these events constitutes impossibility. At most, they are improbable. However, as the third 

                                                           
87 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 39. 

88 Ibid., 39-40; the ranslation is of Ashraf Ali Thanvi, Answer to Modernism, trans. Muhammad Hasan Askari 

and Karrar Husain, 2nd ed. (Karachi, Maktaba Darul-Uloom, 1992), 82.   
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principle states, improbable can exist and is not necessarily impossible that cannot exist. 

Therefore, when the arguments based on authentic reports inform about their existence, it is 

imperative to believe in their existence in line with the second principle.89 Here maulānā 

Thānavī’s argument includes both the rational and reported premises, as he proves the 

possibility of these doctrines through rational premises and their existence through reported 

premises. Moreover, doctrines about the events of the life hereafter belong to the realm of the 

categories, which can be proved by reliable reports alone. Reason can only prove their 

possibility or reduce their improbability.   

Maulānā Thānavī also gives specific answers to each individual objection. To the 

question how a dead body in the grave feels pain or pleasure, he argues that it is quite 

possible that the human body in the grave possesses only that much soul as to feel pain and 

pleasure but not be affected by the causes of this world nor physically moved by those of the 

intermediary world (barzakh). Alternatively, it is equally possible that the pain and pleasure 

should not affect the corporeal body lying in the grave rather relate to the soul residing in 

some adobe (a sphere also known as ‘ālam al-arwāḥ, the world of spirits) located somewhere 

in the vast space. As for the dead body’s hearing without possessing the sense of hearing and 

speaking without possessing the faculty of speech, maulānā Thānavī first reminds his 

audience that these organs are not rationally necessary for hearing and speaking respectively 

but only the habitual conditions. What contradicts habitual situation is improbable but not 

necessarily impossible. He further suggests that it is also possible that the habits of that world 

would change and the soul would resume some different kind of body, which would possess 

argons appropriate to the habits of that world.90 Here maulānā Thānavī appears to draw upon 

the concept of the supra-material body (al-jism al-mithālī).  

                                                           
89 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 40.   

90 Ibid.; also see Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 13:248.   
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Elsewhere, maulānā Thānavī clearly states that only the supra-material body (jasad-i 

mithālī) will enjoy or bear the reward or torment of the grave respectively though the human 

spirit will retain some kind of connection with the material body as well. However, when the 

life hereafter will start, the material body will be resurrected and receive the reward of 

paradise or the torment of hell.91 He also comments that some writings of Abū Ḥāmid al-

Ghazālī imply that paradise and its reward and hell and its torment will not be physical 

(jismānī). Rather the former refers to the bliss of soul and the latter to its suffering. However, 

maulānā Thānavī suggests that such implications are beneath the erudition of a scholar like 

al-Ghazālī. He explains that since Greek philosophy was very influential in al-Ghazālī’s time, 

he opted to express his views in a way that should not alienate his contemporaries, in order to 

bring them closer to the truth.92 Maulānā Thānavī’s this interpretation is further strengthened 

by al-Ghazālī’s explicit verdict in another place.93 He says that if someone denies the 

principal doctrines of Islam such as physical resurrection of human bodies and corporeal 

torments of the hereafter, they must be branded as apostates because they solely rely on mere 

speculations and improbabilities and have no conclusive arguments regarding the 

impossibility of the souls’ returning to human bodies.  

As for the location of heaven and hell, he remarks that they may exist in some place in 

the vast space, which man has hitherto explored very little and especially which modern 

scientists think to be infinite.94 This statement is as true in the second decade of the twenty-

first century as was it in early decades of the twentieth century when maulānā Thānavī was 

busy with writing his theological treatises such as al-Intibāhāt. Scientists confess that they 

                                                           
91 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 5:213-214; 15:243; 29:66-68. 

92 Ibid., 12:115-116; 13:188-189; Thānavī, Imdād al-fatāwā, 4:465-467; 5:412. 

93 Al-Ghazālī, Fayṣal al-tafriqah 56.  

94 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 40.   
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have been able to explore only four to five percent of the universe yet.95 This means that they 

have derived all of their scientific information from about 1/20th of the universe and are still 

unable to detect or comprehend the remaining ninety-six or ninety-five percent universe. 

Walking on the bridge of ṣirāṭ as described in Islamic normative texts is improbable, 

at the very most. However, the improbable is not necessarily impossible. As for the weighing 

of human deeds on the day of judgement, he responds that deeds are recorded in registers, 

which have bodies as the Islamic normative texts imply and can be weighed accordingly. 

Therefore, it is quite possible that description of every deed would take up particular space in 

the register. The increase in space would necessarily result in the increase in weight. 

Moreover, as heat and cold affect the weight of things equivalent in mass and nature, it is also 

possible that some of these spaces, in spite of being equivalent in mass, would differ in 

weight because of accidental qualities such as sincerity. This rule might apply to evil deeds as 

well. In brief, Prophetic traditions, which use words like biṭāqah (piece of paper) or sijillāt 

(scrolls),96 strengthen the view that the registers of deeds would be weighed in the balance 

(mīzān) and that differences in their weight would eventually result in differences in deeds.97 

It is evident that while responding to the objections of the modernists on the certain 

eschatological doctrines of Islam, maulānā Thānavī not only returns repeatedly to his rational 

principles in order to expose the fallacies found in their arguments but also refers to certain 

levels of existence, which has been discussed in the previous section.  

 

                                                           
95 Civan Ozturk,  “The Universe: A Short History”  The Fountain: On Life, Knowledge, and Belief, 

January/February 2017, 14.   

96 Muḥammad b. ‘Īsā ’l-Tirmidhī, al-Sunan, Kitāb al-īmān ‘an Rasūl Allāh ṣallā Allāh ‘alayhi wa sallam, Bāb 

mā jā’ fī man yamūt wa huwa yashhad an lā ilāha illā Allāh (2563).   

97 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 40-41.   
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3.6 Predestination 

Predestination is a doctrine, which perhaps caused one of the earliest schisms in Muslim 

society. It opened debate on the knowledge and will of Allah as well as raised the question 

whether belief in it entails repudiation of human will or not. Mu‘tazilīs, the premodern 

rationalists in Islam, were the first to open the debate on predestination. However, this issue 

re-emerged with the advent of modernism. For maulānā Thānavī, this debate ultimately 

relates to divine attributes such as knowledge and will. He contends that everyone who 

believes in God and the perfection of His attributes must also believe in predestination. 

However, he warns that his contemporary modernists commit various errors regarding this 

doctrine.98 Some of them deny this doctrine in toto.99 The only reason they give for this 

denial is their apprehension that the notion of predestination entails the repudiation of human 

freedom, which is in turn the source of all kinds of demoralization and degeneration. Maulānā 

Thānavī, however, rejects this apprehension as false supposition and argues that no Islamic 

normative text has ever denied or undermined the reality of human freedom. Instead, 

numerous Islamic normative texts explicitly emphasize human effort and struggle100 and 

induce humans to make their earnings,101 to carry provisions in their journeys,102 and to take 

                                                           
98 Ibid., 44.   

99 Thānavī, introduction to Ibn ‘Aṭā’ Iskandarī, al-Ikthīr fī ithbāt al-taqdīr tarjumah al-Tanwīr fī isqāṭ al-tadbīr 

ya‘nī Tadbīr-o taqdīr, trans. Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī (Multan: Idārah Tālīfāt-i Ishrafiyyah, 1426), 3.   

100 Muslim b. al-Ḥajjāj al-Qushayrī, al-Ṣaḥīḥ, Kitāb al-qadar, Bāb fī ’l-amr bi ’l-quwwah wa tark al-‘ajz (4816).   

101 Muḥammad b. Yazīd b. Mājah,  al-Sunan, Kitāb al-tijārāt, Bāb al-iqtiṣad fī ṭalab al-ma‘īshah (2135).   

َوى﴾ 102 اِد التَّقم َ الزَّ ُدوا َفإِنَّ َخریم  And take a provision (with you) for the journey, but the best of provisions is right“ ﴿َوَتَزوَّ

conduct” (2:197).  
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every possible step to protect themselves against any harm or intrigues of enemies.103 Even 

some Prophetic traditions describe one’s praying and taking medicine as part of their 

predestination.104 In the presence of such clear statements, if someone with distorted mind 

still negates or undermines human freedom and will, Islam is not to blame for this.105   

Some other modernists do not go as far as to deny the doctrine of predestination 

outright. Because they find it explicitly described in the Islamic normative texts. However, 

since they see it as necessarily repudiating man’s freedom of will and choice, which 

contradicts the observation, they tend to reinterpret it in another way. For them, 

predestination implies no more than divine knowledge. They argue that since the knowledge 

of a fact do not itself determine the fact, predestination, interpreted thus, would not affect 

human freedom or will. They explain this with the relationship that exists between the 

knowledge of astrologers and the events they predict to happen in future. Therefore, as the 

knowledge of astrologers has no causal effect on what they predict to happen, the 

predestination that is another name of divine knowledge does not affect human freedom and 

will.106 In other words, the divine knowledge is descriptive not determinative. Maulānā 

Thānavī, however, is not content with this interpretation either. He argues that predestination 

                                                           
103 “When thou (O Messenger) art with them, and standest to lead them in prayer, let one party of them stand up 

(in prayer) with thee, taking their arms with them; when they finish their prostrations, let them take their 

position in the rear. And let the other party come up which hath not yet prayed—and let them pray with thee, 

taking all precautions, and bearing arms: The Unbelievers wish, if ye were negligent of your arms and your 

baggage, to assault you in a single rush. But there is no blame on you if ye put away your arms because of the 

inconvenience of rain or because ye are ill; but take (every) precaution for yourselves. For the Unbelievers Allah 

hath prepared a humiliating punishment” (4:102). 

104 Al-Tirmidhī, al-Sunan, Kitāb al-ṭibb ‘an Rasūl Allāh ṣallā Allāh ‘alayhi wa sallam, Bāb mā jā’ fī al-ruqā wa 

’l-adwiyah (1991).   

105 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 44.   

106 Ibid., 44-45.   
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does not involve the divine knowledge alone rather it equally entails the divine will. For him, 

the divine knowledge combined with the divine will completes the true concept of 

predestination. Therefore, the objection that these modernists aimed to avoid through this 

reinterpretation persists. He further argues that the very premise that impossibility of 

anything going against the divine will necessarily entails the negation of human freedom is 

false.107 He refutes this premise with both negative and positive arguments.  

The negative argument runs as follows: If someone supposes that impossibility of 

anything going against the divine will necessarily negates the freedom of choice, it follows 

then that God Himself should have no freedom of choice in matters of His own acts because 

the divine will evidently relates to the divine acts as well. However, no sane person can 

accept such a proposition. Therefore, the premise that impossibility of anything going against 

the divine will necessarily entails the negation of human freedom is in itself wrong.108 The 

positive argument unfolds as follows: The divine will certainly relates to human deeds as 

does divine knowledge. However, being so does not repudiate human freedom because the 

divine will does not relate merely to the actuality of human deeds rather it relates to them 

with the condition that humans would act according to their own choice.109 In this way, the 

divine will far from eliminating the human choice clearly affirms and strengthens it.  

If one objects that people who believe in predestination are too often seen to suspend 

all activities and sit idle and helpless, maulānā Thānavī answers that this is, in fact, the 

consequence of their own indolence and not of this doctrine. Islam is not to blame for their 

inactivity. On the contrary, belief in predestination, he emphasizes, persuades a person to 

continue their struggle even when there is very little hope for success. This is what the 

                                                           
107 Ibid., 45.   

108 Ibid.; cf. Thānavī, Bawādir al-nawādir, 364.     

109 Thānavī, Imdād al-fatāwā, 5:397. 
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Qur’ānic verse (2:249)110 teaches that many times a small group overcomes a large group 

with the will of Allah. Moreover, a Prophetic tradition informs that Allah certainly 

reproaches a man for an attitude of abject passivity.111 However, the true consequence of 

believing in predestination is that one should not consider one’s device or plan efficacious by 

itself. This is the conclusion supported by both the rational and report-based arguments.112 

Maulānā Thānavī attempts to elaborate the status of human struggle and device with the 

example of a railway guard who waves the red flag in order to stop the train in time of 

danger, but considers his act neither completely ineffective nor completely efficacious by 

itself.  

One may rightly ask if the belief in predestination stands so firmly on rational and 

report-based arguments, then why many prophetic traditions prohibit Muslims from 

pondering on this matter.113 Maulānā Thānavī, in his response, differentiates rational causes 

of doubts from those of natural ones. Rational arguments are sometimes not enough to 

eliminate doubts caused by human nature. Rather one also needs to possess sound intuitive 

faculty. Since majority of masses do not possess such a faculty, the holy Prophet (peace be on 

him), in his wisdom and benevolence, thought it fit to prohibit such kind of enquiry, just as a 

sympathetic physician recommends sometimes a physically weak patient not to take too rich 

food.114 Elsewhere maulānā Thānavī suggests another reason for man’s inability to 

comprehend completely the question of predestination. He explains that the notion of 

                                                           
110 ﴾ ِن اهللِ  .How oft, by Allah’s will, hath a small force vanquished a big one?” (2:249)“ ﴿َكمم ِمنم فَِئٍة َقلِیَلٍة َغَلَبتم فَِئًة َكثِرَیًة بِإِذم

111 Sulaymān b. al-Ash‘ath al-Sajistānī,  al-Sunan, Kitāb al-aqḍiyah, Bāb al-rajul yaḥlif ‘alā ḥaqqih (3143).   

112 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 45.   

113 Al-Tirmidhī, al-Sunan, Kitāb al-qadar ‘an Rasūl Allāh ṣallā Allāh ‘alayhi wa sallam, Bāb mā Jā’ fī ’l-tashdīd 

fī ’l-khawḍ fī ’l-qadar (2059).   

114 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 46.   
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predestination relates to some divine attributes such as divine knowledge and will. Therefore, 

as one cannot understand the quiddity of divine Self and His attributes, one is also incapable 

of comprehending the essence of predestination because of its connection with divine 

attributes.115 For this reason, one has to believe in predestination without knowing its secret 

as one believes in divine attributes without knowing their quiddity.  

                                                           
115 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 24:128. 
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3.7 Science and Religion 

Relationship between science and Islam or in a broader context between science and religion 

is perhaps one of the most contested debates of not only the Muslim theology but also the 

theology of every religion. In order to study maulānā Thānavī’s understanding of the 

relationship between Islam and science, one has to assess how he categorizes different 

branches of knowledge or wisdom (al-ḥikmah) and what are the primary objectives of Islamic 

sharī‘ah in his view.  

Maulānā Thānavī defines, in line with the ancient Greek philosophers and medieval 

Muslim thinkers, the philosophy or wisdom in its widest sense “as knowing existent entities 

as they are, in such a way that should earn the human soul some kind of excellence.” He 

categorizes the philosophy principally as practical and theoretical. The former deals with the 

actions and deeds, whose existence lies within the scope of human will and power and the 

latter relates to the existents, which are beyond the control of human power. The practical 

philosophy is further divided into three categories: ethics (tahdhīb al-akhlāq) if it deals with 

the good of the individual; domestic economy (tadbīr al-manzil) if it discusses the good of a 

group of people who live in a house; and politics (siyāsat al-mudun) if it pertains to the good 

of the whole community living in a city or country. As for the theoretical philosophy, 

maulānā Thānavī also divides it into three main categories. These are metaphysics (ilāhiyyāt) 

if it deals with the properties of entities, which do not intrinsically need matter for their real 

or imaginary existence; mathematics (riyāḍiyyāt) if it deals with the qualities of entities, 

which need matter for their real existence but not for their imaginary existence; and physics 

(ṭabī‘iyyāt) if it deals with the characteristics of entities, which need matter for their both real 

and imaginary existence.116 These are the main six branches of knowledge, which may 
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include further numerous subdivisions and subcategories, which emerge and develop with the 

march of time.   

The real objective of Islam, maulānā Thānavī writes, is to educate humans how to 

seek the pleasure of Allah by fulfilling their obligations to Him and to His creatures. This, 

however, does not mean that Islam ignores the good of worldly life. It surely secures the good 

of worldly aspects of the human life as well. However, where it seems to contradict the 

worldly good either collective good has been given precedence over the individual good or 

the so-called worldly good contained some greater spiritual harm that had to be eliminated.117 

One notes that maulānā Thānavī here refers to two Islamic legal maxims,118 which direct that 

elimination of collective harm must take precedence over that of the individual one and that 

elimination of harm must take priority over receiving benefit. 

Maulānā Thānavī holds that since mathematics and physics have nothing to do with 

the fulfilment of the objectives of Islam, it does not purposely discuss these two branches of 

philosophy. If Islam rarely discusses some topics of physics or mathematics it does so 

indirectly and only to argue for metaphysical doctrines.119 Maulānā Thānavī emphasizes that 

the holy Qur’ān is a book whose real purpose is to reform human souls. It is not a book of 

physical science, history or geography.120 He criticizes those who see the holy Qur’ān’s 

excellence lying in its containing scientific realities, discoveries or theories. For him, such an 

approach is the result of ignoring the real objectives of the Qur’ān. The real purpose of the 

Qur’ān is guidance (hidāyat) and betterment of the otherworldly life. He argues that since 

                                                           
117 Ibid., 7.   

 Maḥmūd Shammām, “Intizā‘ al-milk li ’l-maṣlaḥah (يتحمل الرضر اخلاص لدفع الرضر العام، ودرء اْلفاسد مقدم عىل جلب اْلنافع) 118

al-‘āmmah,” Majallat Majma‘ al-Fiqh al-Islamī 2:4 (1408/1988), 1008-1095.   

119 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 7.   

120 Ibid., 30.   
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scientific matters are unrelated to the Qur’ānic objectives, being devoid of them does not 

constitute any demerit of the holy Qur’ān. It is just as it is not a defect of a book on medicine 

if it does not discuss any unrelated problems, say shoe making or cloth weaving. On the 

contrary, discussing unrelated matters is a deficiency because this creates confusion.121 

However, sometimes the Qur’ānic context does require mentioning matters of 

physical sciences as a complement to the arguments of some metaphysical doctrines such as 

beliefs related to the oneness of Allah and hereafter. Nevertheless, allusions to scientific facts 

have always been made within the limits of necessity completely in line with the Islamic 

legal maxim “the necessary must be limited to the extent of necessity.”122 That is why; the 

holy Qur’ān briefly mentions certain facts about the creation of heavens, earth, human beings, 

and other creatures when it argues, for instance, in favour of the divinity, oneness, and 

omnipotence of Allah.123 However, whatever the holy Qur’ān conclusively affirms about the 

physical world in its pursuit of establishing certain metaphysical doctrines is certainly true 

because the word of the most Truthful contained it. Therefore, one must not believe the 

contrary relying on any other arguments because this would necessarily negate the true word 

of Allah.124 Nevertheless, if the apparent connotation of some Qur’ānic verse is not 

conclusive and some sound rational argument conclusively proves the contrary, one would 

interpret the verse metaphorically in accordance with the seventh rational principle 

mentioned above.  

Maulānā Thānavī also contends that if one holds that the holy Qur’ān purposely 

contains modern scientific theories and realities, this would also raise serious objections to 

                                                           
121 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 13:246; Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 30.   
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123 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 30.   
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the Qur’ānic mode of argumentation. His argument depends on the following premises: First, 

the Qur’ān does not mention scientific matters for their own sake. Rather, it alludes to them 

as premises of its arguments to prove some metaphysical propositions. Second, premises of 

an argument must have already been either acceptable to the audience, or proved through a 

proper argument or be of the nature of a priori. Otherwise, they will lose their validity. Third, 

Arabs who constituted the earliest audience of the holy Qur’ān were completely ignorant of 

the modern theories of the science. Now if someone holds that the modern scientific theories 

and facts are the real significations of the Qur’ānic verses, this would necessarily lead to the 

conclusion that the holy Qur’ān has been arguing with its earliest audience, relying on certain 

premises, which were neither axiomatic nor accepted by its audience, nor had yet been 

proved through proper arguments. It is evident that an argument based on such premises is 

invalid.125 Acceptance of such conclusion, in maulānā Thānavī’s view, obviously entails very 

serious objection to the Qur’ānic mode of argumentation. 

Another defect that maulānā Thānavī points out in the approach of Muslim modernists 

who attempt to find mention of scientific theories and opinions in the Qur’ān lies in the fact 

that scientific theories and thoughts are often prone to change. This approach would possibly 

lead Muslims to dangerous waters. Because if one interprets some Qur’ānic verses as 

signifying certain scientific theories, which are later proved erroneous, the opponents of 

Islam would have the opportunity to accuse the holy Qur’ān of containing false statements.126 

This problem arises only because of the modernists’ radical attitude towards the relationship 

between Islam and science. 

Maulānā Thānavī mentions that some modernists have claimed that the perfection of 

the holy Qur’ān lies in the fact that one can always interpret and reinterpret its texts in 
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126 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 13:246; Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 31.   
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complete harmony with the prevailing scientific ideas of the age. For him, such an approach 

renders any interpretation of the holy Qur’ān completely untrustworthy because it would 

make every connotation of the Qur’ānic verses “leave sufficient room for the possibility of its 

opposite being equally true. . . . Would it be just to call such a book a source of guidance for 

mankind?”127 Moreover, interpreting the holy Qur’ān in the light of modern scientific 

discoveries, which are mostly the contribution of non-Muslim western scientists, goes against 

the dignity and self-respect of Muslims. This would give the opponents an opportunity to say 

that Muslims even their Prophet could never understand the true meaning of the Qur’ān until 

the western scientists made it possible for them to interpret it correctly.128 Owning to these 

and similar reasons, maulānā Thānavī is strongly critical of those modernists who attempt to 

infer modern scientific theories and ideas from the Islamic normative texts. Following are 

some examples in which maulānā Thānavī criticizes some modernist interpretations of the 

Qur’ān, which go against the traditional interpretations.  

Maulānā Thānavī severely criticizes the implications of the theory of biological 

evolution regarding the origin of human race. He says that Islamic normative texts explicitly 

and conclusively state that Allah Himself created the first human being, Prophet Adam (peace 

be on him) out of clay. As no rational argument contradicts the import of these texts, it is not 

permissible to believe that human beings are the developed form of some earlier primitive 

species as English naturalist, geologist, and biologist Charles Darwin (1809-1882) claimed, 

because this goes against the explicit meaning of Islamic normative texts. Maulānā Thānavī 

says that neither Darwin nor his followers among Muslims possess any sound argument to 

prove their claims. As for Darwin, he heavily draws upon mere speculations rather than any 

                                                           
127 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 31; the ranslation is of Thanvi, Answer to Modernism, 60.   
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conclusive arguments whereas his Muslim proponents believe the theory of evolution merely 

because of imitation.129  

However, Muslim modernists have failed to imitate Darwin successfully in terms of 

both motivating cause and particular details, maulānā Thānavī remarks. They do not truly 

follow him in motivating cause, because being an atheist and materialist; he could not ascribe 

the appearance of the world to a Creator and thus had to resort to developing the evolutionary 

theory in order to explain each physical phenomenon by pointing out its physical cause and 

condition. Therefore, in search of physical causes of the emergence of the human race, he 

posited that humans also have evolved to the present form from some primitive ancestral 

species of theirs. However, those who believe in the existence of a Creator—as do the 

followers of different religions especially Muslims—do not need to believe any evolutionary 

theory at all. Because profession of faith in divine creation is sufficient for them to explain all 

the physical phenomena. Therefore, they can easily affirm that the omnipotence God Himself 

has created humans in the present form.130 This shows, in maulānā Thānavī’s view, that 

Muslim modernists do not follow Darwin in respect of the very raison d’être of the theory of 

evolution for they do not deny the existence of the Creator, as does he. However, maulānā 

Thānavī apparently fails to perceive that in the view of the Muslim modernists searching for 

the natural causes of the emergence of human race on the earth does not necessarily preclude 

the belief in God who creates the world through the laws of nature. 

As for particular details, Muslim modernists fail to imitate Darwin perfectly. Because 

he does not hold that first only one member of some specific beastly species evolved to 

become human nor does he have any need to assume so.131 Rather “he posits that in the 
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course of evolution when beastly nature acquired the potentiality to become man, a large 

number of individuals belonging to the same beastly species turned into the human species all 

at time. But Muslims, so long as they are Muslims, cannot accept such a hypothesis, for the 

Holy Qur’an and the Hadith explicitly state that the first man was a single individual.”132 This 

proves that Muslim modernists are still not in agreement with Darwin in particular details of 

the evolutionary theory even after reinterpreting the related Islamic normative texts in light of 

the Darwinian ideas. However, one should note that Muslim modernists do not take the 

related Islamic texts in the literal sense rather they give them allegorical and symbolic 

meanings that allow them to consider Adam (peace be on him) not a single individual.   

Coming to some other cosmological phenomena, Maulānā Thānavī says that some 

Qur’ānic verses implicitly and Prophetic traditions explicitly state how thunder (ra‘d), 

lighting (barq), and rain are produced. They relate them to the functions of an angel named as 

Ra‘d.133 Since the modern science identifies the physical causes of these natural phenomena 

differently, some Muslim modernists tend to deny the literal meaning of these texts arguing 

that their explicit sense contradicts what the observation, with the help of certain instruments, 

has established. However, for maulānā Thānavī there exists no such contradiction because the 

                                                           
132 Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, Ashraf al-javāb (Karachi: Maktabah-i ‘Umar-i Fārūq, n.d.), 535-41; Thānavī, al-

Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 42.  

ا َمنم َيَشاءُ ﴾ 133 َواِعَق َفُیِصیُب ِِبَ ِسُل الصَّ ِدِه َواْلمَََلئَِکُة ِمنم ِخیَفتِِه َوُيرم ُد بَِحمم عم  Nay, thunder repeateth His praises, and so do the“  ﴿َوُيَسبُِّح الرَّ

angels, with awe: He flingeth the loud-voiced thounderbolts, and therewith He striketh whosoever He will” 

(13:13). Once some Jews asked the holy Prophet (peace be on him): “O Abul-Qasim! Inform us about the 

thunder, what is it?” He said: “An angel among the angels, who is responsible for the clouds. He has a piece of 

fire that he drives the clouds with wherever Allah wills.” They said: “Then what is this noise that we hear?” He 

said: “It is him, striking the clouds when he drives them on, until it goes where it is ordered.” Al-Tirmidhī, al-

Sunan, Kitāb tafsīr al-Qur’ān ‘an Rasūl Allāh, Bāb wa min ṣūrat al-Ra‘d (3042). The translation is of Abū 

Khaliyl, English Translation of Jāmi‘ At-Tirmidhī (Riyadh: Darussalam, 2007), 5:427.  
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related Islamic texts never claim to lay down a general affirmative proposition that allows no 

exception or alternative nor can observation yield a law of this kind. Thus, in both the cases 

there are only partial or neutral propositions and it is a well-established principle of logic that 

there can be no contradiction between two partial or neutral postulates. Therefore, one can 

accept both arguments at the same time assuming that these natural phenomena come to 

existence sometimes by one set of causes and sometimes by another.134 In another place, he 

responds to the same objection by suggesting that the apparent cause of lighting would be 

what the scientists affirm but the real cause would be what the Islamic texts reveal.135 

Maulānā Thānavī responds to the objections related to the causes of plague in the same 

way.136 Responding to the objections related to the Islamic perspective on contagion, he 

interprets the related Prophetic traditions as negating only the contagion that is believed to 

occur necessarily and be effective in itself without any divine sanction.137 Here maulānā 

Thānavī reconciles Islamic normative texts with the known scientific facts by reinterpreting 

them in the light of the latter.   

Some Prophetic traditions indicate the plurality of earths and their existence beneath 

the globe.138 However, modernists suspect such traditions arguing that they could find no 

trace of them anywhere around the earth. Maulānā Thānavī, however, reminds them that 

one’s inability to find something does not necessarily imply its non-existence. Therefore, it is 

                                                           
134 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 42.  

135 Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, Bayān al-Qur’ān, comments on 13:13. 

136 Certain Prophetic traditions have ascribed plague to sins or to the pricking by jinns. Ibn Mājah, al-Sunan, 

Kitāb al-fitan, Bāb al-‘uqūbāt (4009); Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal, al-Musnad, ed. al-Sayyid Abū ’l-Mu‘āṭī ’l-Nūrī 

(Beirut: ‘Ālam al-Kutub, 1419/1998), 4:395 (19757). The modern science ascrbes this disease to a particular 

kind of germs. Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 42. 

137 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 42-43. 

138 Al-Tirmidhī, al-Sunan, Kitāb tafsīr al-Qur’ān ‘an Rasūl Allāh, Bāb wa min ṣūrat al-Ḥadīd (3220).  
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quite possible that they exist somewhere in the vast space too far away from our planet to be 

identified. As for their lying beneath our planet, this may be interpreted as referring to certain 

situations and occasions. Otherwise, with a change in their positions they may sometimes 

come above the earth.139 Maulānā Thānavī also criticizes those modernists who deny the 

literal import of Islamic normative texts regarding the existence of Yājūj and Mājūj (Gog and 

Magog)140 and the plurality and physical nature of heavens.141 He emphasizes that their sole 

argument is their inability to observe these phenomena. However, for him this does not 

constitute a valid argument for denying something whose existence has been proved by sound 

report-based argument(s). “Moreover, Yājūj and Mājūj quite possibly live in some 

unexplored part of the Poles or some hitherto unknown island.”142  

For maulānā Thānavī, neither the movement of the sun nor its being stationary has 

been absolutely proved by observation or conclusive rational arguments. Moreover, he 

cautiously posits that related report-based arguments are also not conclusive in this regard. 

                                                           
139 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 43. 

ا﴾ 140 َعَل َبیمنََنا َوَبیمنَُهمم َسدًّ ًجا َعىَل َأنم ََتم َعُل َلَك َخرم ِض َفَهلم َنجم َرم ِسُدوَن ِِف األم ِ إِنَّ يَ أمُجوَج َوَمأمُجوَج ُمفم
َنْيم َقرم  They said: ‘O Dhu al“ ﴿ َقاُلوا َيا َذا الم

Qarnayn! The Gog and Magog (people) do great mischief on earth: Shall we then render thee tribute in order 

that thou mightest erect a barrier between us and them?’”(18:94); ﴿َحتَّى إَِذا ُفتَِحتم َيأمُجوُج َوَمأمُجوُج َوُهمم ِمنم ُكلِّ َحَدٍب َينمِسُلون﴾  

“Until the Gog and Magog (people) are let through (their barrier), and they swiftly swarm from every hill” 

(21:96); Muslim b. al-Ḥajjāj al-Qushayrī, al-Ṣaḥīḥ, Kitāb al-fitan wa ashrāṭ al-sā‘ah, Bāb fī ’l-āyāt allatī takūn 

qabl al-sā‘ah (5162).  

اُهنَّ َسبمَع َساَمَواٍت ﴾ 141  َفَسوَّ
ِ
اَمء َتَوى إََِل السَّ  Then He turned to the heaven and made them into seven firmaments” 2:29“ ﴿ُثمَّ اسم

; ﴿ 
ِ
اَمء َواُب السَّ وا َعنمَها اَل ُتَفتَُّح ََلُمم َأبم رَبُ َتکم ُبوا بِآَياتِنَا َواسم ِذيَن َكذَّ ﴾إِنَّ الَّ  “To those who reject our signs and treat them with arrogance, 

no opening will there be of the gates of heaven” 7:40.  

142 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 43. 
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However, since the apparent sense of Islamic texts implies the movement of the sun and the 

earth’s being stationary, he tends to consider the sun moving and the earth stationary. 

Moerover, he accepts the rational possibilty that both the sun and the earth may have some 

kind of movement.143 However, in another place, he emphasizes that Islamic texts are scielent 

regarding the movement or motionlessness of the earth.144 It is interesting to note that malānā 

Thānawī was not unaware that modern scientists first believed that the sun was stationary but 

later abandoning this view held that the sun was also orbiting around another star (or the 

centre of the Milky Way galaxy), as he mentions this with reference to the Qur’ānic 

commentory Rūḥ al-ma‘ānī.145 

Some Prophetic traditions prophesy that near the end of this world the sun would once 

rise in the west instead of rising in the east.146 Modernists deny such possibility arguing that 

this phenomenon is against the natural law. However, maulānā Thānavī says that it is not 

impossible. At most, it is improbable because humans always observed the sun rising in the 

east. However, this cannot make rising of the sun in the west impossible. Unlike the 

impossible, the improbable can exist and when some reliable argument informs about its 

happening, it becomes necessary to believe it.147 Since reliable Prophetic traditions have told 

that near the end of this world the sun would once rise in the west, it is necessary to believe 

this.  

Modernits also deny the bodily ascension of the holy Prophet (peace be on him) 

arguing that living in a sphere where no air exists is against the nature. However, maulānā 
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Thānavī maintains that though this seems improbable, it is not impossible. Unlike the 

impossible, the improbable can exist. Therefore, when some reliable argument informs about 

its existence, it becomes necessary to believe it. In the present case, since authentic report-

based arguments prove that the holy Prophet (peace be on him) physically ascended into 

heavens on the occassion of the Ascension, it is rationally necessary to believe this. 

Moreover, if one extends the rational possibility a little further, believing that the holy 

Prophet (peace be on him) had been carried swiftly across the airless region to a higher one 

where some other element with similar properties existed, then this event will no longer 

remain improbable because humans’ living in the airless sphere is improbable only when they 

have to stay there for a considerable time. However, if they pass through that region with a 

quick movement like lighting then this will no longer be inhabitual as “we daily observe that 

if we keep our finger in the fire for some time, it gets burnt, but if we move it in and out of 

fire swiftly, it remains unscathed, in spite of having entered it.”148  

                                                           
148 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 43-44; the translation is of Thanvi, Answer to Modernism, 91.   
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3.8 Reason and Revelation 

The relationship between reason and revelation has been among the main topics of Muslim 

theology in premodern and modern times alike. Maulānā Thānavī relates the Islamic concept 

of reason (‘aql) to its literal sense in Arabic. He states that the literal meaning of ‘aql is to 

prevent. For this reason, the Arabic word for a cord used to hobble the feet of animals is ‘iqāl 

since it prevents them from running away. In the same way, reason (‘aql) stands for a 

cognitive faculty, which prevents humans from harm. He further argues that there are 

different kinds of harms and benefits. In fact, each benefit is mixed with some sort of harm 

and vice versa. However, the valid benefit is that which prevails the harm. Likewise the 

considerable harm is that which overwhelms the benefit. It is the function of reason to assess 

when and where an aspect of benefit or harm is overwhelming.149  

 Maulānā Thānavī emphasizes that one must differentiate reason (‘aql) from 

intelligence (dhahānat), memory (ḥāfiẓah), experience (tajribah), and cleverness (chālākī). 

For him, intelligence is a naturally gifted faculty that cannot be improved through human 

effort. On the contrary, memory is an ability that helps one to remember and memorize 

things. One can enhance it by strengthening the brain.150 Moreover, one may know certain 

things through experience but this does not necessarily imply that they also possess high level 

of reason and wisdom. Elaborating this point, maulānā Thānavī says that a farmer may be 

more knowledgeable about farming than the Viceroy of India, for instance, is. However, no 

sane person would conclude from this fact that the former possesses more reason than the 

latter does. This proves that experience is something different from reason.151 In the same 

way, there is no direct relation between intelligence and reason. He argues that certain people 

                                                           
149 Thānavī, Ashraf al-javāb, 607. 
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might be highly intelligent but they fail to discover reality, a function that falls into the 

domain of reason.152 He repeatedly emphasizes differentiation between reason and 

cleverness. For him, only Muslims possess real reason. Non-Muslims might be clever and 

ingenious but they are devoid of real reason. For this reason, he severely criticizes Muslims 

who praise Gandhi (1869-1948), a Hindu Politician of India, for his wisdom and reason.153 

By emphasizing the difference between the functions of reason and intelligence, maulānā 

Thānavī in fact refers to the difference between ‘aql-i ma‘āsh and ‘aql-i ma‘ād respectively.  

Maulānā Thānavī makes subtle nuances between these concepts. However, one 

notices that occasionally he uses reason (‘aql) and intelligence (dhahānat) interchangeably.154 

One may argue that maulānā Thānavī mentions all these differences in order to emphasize 

that Muslims are the sole custodians of real reason and wisdom and that non-Muslims can be 

characterized as having intelligence (dhahānat), sharp memory (ḥāfiẓah), experience 

(tajribah), and cleverness (chālākī), but they are devoid of reason (‘aql) in the real sense of 

the term. Muslim philosophers such as al-Fārābī and Ibn Sīnā also mention that ‘aql must 

lead to praiseworthy conduct, so that a man of bad character, however ingenious he might be, 

is not an ‘āqil (rational person).155 For this reason, one finds maulānā Thānavī saying that 

English people, who are famous for their wisdom in these days, have, in fact, immersed 

themselves in materialism and do not possess one iota of true reason.156 He admits that they 

are far more advanced in political and other worldly spheres than Muslims are. However, this 

advancement heavily draws on materialism and has no relation with reason in the true sence 
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of the term.157 This again refers to the difference between ‘aql-i ma‘āsh and ‘aql-i ma‘ād 

respectively. 

For maulānā Thānavī, religiosity and reason are corelated. He argues that acting upon 

religion creates a light that in turn enhances the rational faculties of a person. Likewise reason 

increases religiosity because the function of reason is to recognize the harms and benefits. 

Since the harms and benefits of the hereafter are eternal and those of this world temporary, 

the sound reason would necessarily prefer recieving the benefits and avoiding the harms of 

the hereafter to avoiding the harms and receiving the benefits of this world respectively.158 

Maulānā Thānavī holds that one must always prefer commandments of sharī‘ah to the 

material advantages and exigencies. He supports his view with the position that Abū Bakr 

(573-634 CE), the first caliph of Islam, took against the apostates who refused to pay zakāh to 

the Islamic state after the holy Prophet (peace be on him) passed away.159 Maulānā Thānavī 

even does not appreciate seeking rationales of the revealed commandments. For him, this 

might cause serious harm to Islam as it would eventually lead to the complete abandonment 

of many Islamic injunctions.160 He considers this tendency as one of the concequences of the 

modern education and naturalism. This also implies lack of love for Allah. Because it is 

observed that when someone loves some mortal, the former never looks for rationales behind 

the commandments or suggestions of the latter. Then why does Immortal God not deserve the 

same love?161 He also quots Aḥmad Sirhindī (1564-1624) saying that looking for rationales 

and advantages in the commandments of sharī‘ah amounts to the denial of the prophethood. 

Because it is, in reality, the following of rationales rather than that of the holy Prophet (peace 

                                                           
157 Ibid., 2:58-59; 5:62. 

158 Ibid., 5:62-63. 

159 Ibid., 3:32; 4:87. 
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be on him).162 Moreover, excessivly looking for rationales implies disrespect for Allah 

Almighty. Because the relation between God and humans resembles the relation between a 

master and slaves. As the slaves have no right to ask about the rationales of the 

commamdments of their master and if they insist, it will be considered a disrepectful 

behaviour on their part, in the same way Muslims’ desire to unveil the mystries (asrār) of the 

commandments of their real Lord contains elements of disrespect.163  

 In Maulānā Thānavī’s view, revelation never contradicts reason. Rather the former 

strengthens and refines the latter. For this reason, prophets were always perfect in terms of 

both the rationality and religiosity to the extent that Greek philosophers Plato (d. 348 BCE) 

and Aristotle (384-322 BCE) and Greek physician Claudius Galenus (130-210 CE) would 

accept their superiority.164 However, everyone does not necessarily understand the rationales 

behind the revealed commandments. Maulānā Thānavī draws an analogy between the laws of 

the parliament and those of sharī‘ah in order to explain how reason is subordinate to 

revelation and not vice versa. Everyone accepts, he goes on, that the laws of the state are 

superior to the individual reason and that it is not necessary that everyone should understand 

the rationales behind the laws made by the competent legislators of the parliament. Only few 

high-level government officials know their rationales. In the same way, revealed laws are 

completely in harmony with reason, maulānā Thānavī emphasizes. However, only sound 

reason (‘aql-i salīm) can perceive this. Even if no one could understand the rationale behind 

some revealed law, nobody has the right to change or negate it because the revealed laws are 

                                                           
162 Ibid., 3:32, 142; 5:118. 

163 Ibid., 7:234. 

164 Ibid., 2:217; 3:220; 5:62-63. 



170 
 

  

not subject to reason.165 For him, altering revealed laws is something absolutely beyond the 

legitimate mandate of reason. 

 Maulānā Thānavī further elaborates this issue with reference to judicial decisions of 

British courts. He says that if a judge gives a verdict against the accused and the latter enters 

a plea that the verdict is against reason, the judge would rightly reject such a plea, arguing 

that the law is superior to the individual reason not vice versa. No sane person would disagree 

with such an answer.166 He wonders, however, why modern-day Muslims instead of making 

their reason subordinate to the revealed laws always strive to make the latter subordinate to 

the former. 

For maulānā Thānavī, reason is not an absolute virtue. Rather, it is beneficial as long 

as it helps a person in practicing sharī‘ah. He argues that sharī‘ah has two aspects: 

knowledge and practice. The former relates to reason. Reason has, in fact, three levels: 

excessively high level (ifrāṭ), excessively low level (tafrīṭ), and moderate level (tawassuṭ). 

Among these levels, sharī‘ah appreciates only moderate level of reason that is called wisdom 

(ḥikmah). Neither excessively high level of reason (ghazārah) nor its excessively low level 

(ḥamāqah) is helpful in practicing sharī‘ah. Because they are in fact mental diseases. The 

former might cause serious harm to human thinking because it leads a person to doubt 

everything and consider every fact and reality as illusion.167 Maulānā Thānavī mentions, for 

instance, sophists (lā adriyah) who deny the existence of any reality, arguing that one 

observes that both internal and external human senses sometimes deceive. Therefore, one 

cannot rely on these senses. He emphasizes that there is a limit for everything. When 

                                                           
165 Thānavī, Ashraf al-javāb, 313. 

166 Ibid., , 312-313. 

167 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 23:384-385. 
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something exceeds its limits, it becomes harmful.168 For the very reason, many excessively 

genius persons ruined their lives just because they employed their reason for purposes, which 

were beyond its realm. 

Maulānā Thānavī acknowledges that reason is an important source of knowledge; 

however, the real criterion of truth is revelation alone. All other sources of knowledge, 

including reason, are inferior to it.169 He argues that continuous changes and developments in 

European researches and sciences clearly show that the ultimate truth is confined to 

revelation alone. All other sources are infallible. Rather they veil the reality.170 On the 

contrary, following the teachings of revelation leads one to the reality.171 For him, reason 

without the guidance of revelation is so insufficient that it frequently errs even in self-evident 

and tangible matters172 and can never lead to the reality.173 Therefore, the real function of 

reason is to convince humans of the necessity of their submission to Allah Almighty and 

abiding by revelation.174  

Maulānā Thānavī had a tendency to elaborate abstract themes with examples of 

tangible things. He likens sharī‘ah to a sultan and reason to a servant in order to shed light on 

the hierarchical relation between them. He stresses that it is not wise to accept the statements 

of the sultan because his servant confirms them. Rather, sultan deserves submission from his 

subjects for his own sake. In the same way, one must accept sharī‘ah for its own sake not 
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170 Ibid., 6:259. 

171 Ibid., 7:167. 

172 Ibid., 11:187. 

173 Ibid., 20:104. 

174 Ibid., 23:85. 
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because reason confirms it.175 However, one should not think that maulānā Thānavī’s 

foregoing remark contradicts his own position mentioned above, in which he assigns reason 

the role of convincing humans of the necessity of their submission to Allah Almighty. 

Because his earlier characterization of reason relates to the fundamental doctrines (uṣūl) and 

his characterization of reason as a servant of sharī‘ah belongs to the detailed commandments 

(furū‘). 

In another place, maulānā Thānavī likens reason to a horse in order to explain its 

limitations and qualified usefulness. A horse is a useful source of transportation in plain 

areas. However, it is dangerous to ride on it while climbing a mountain. If someone rides on a 

horse in plains and continues riding on it in mountain regions, they will be surely risking their 

lives, as both the rider and the horse will fall down from some uneven place. Neither are wise 

those who do not ride on their horses even in the plains and start their journey walking right 

from their homes. They will surely be exhausted before they reach the foot of the mountain 

and will not be able to continue their journey. The strategies of both kinds of these people are 

unwise. The first group thought that horses were so useful that they tried to finish their whole 

journey, riding on them even in a region, which was not suitable for horse riding. The second 

considered horses so worthless that they preferred not to use them even in an area where they 

could be of great benefit. The right decision, however, would have been to ride on a horse to 

the foot of the mountain and then to use some other suitable means of transportation. In the 

same way, it is wrong to use reason in all matters, as is wrong not to use it at all. One must 

use reason to understand and assess fundamental beliefs (uṣūl) such as the existence and 

oneness of Allah, the prophethood of the holy Prophet Muḥammad (peace be on him), and 

the authenticity and divine origin of the holy Qur’ān. However, once one has accepted these 

fundamental doctrines, they must not insist on discovering the rationales of the detailed 
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commandments (furū‘) of sharī‘ah. Rather, they must bow their heads before the 

commandments of Allah and His messenger whether they understand their rationales or 

not.176 The same is the established norm of the contemporary secular states in terms of 

making their laws obligatory for their citizens; maulānā Thānavī draws a parallel. Every sane 

person accepts that when the government introduces new laws it announces that George V, 

the Emperor, for instance, has passed so and so laws. Therefore, it is obligatory for all 

citizens to abide by them. After recognizing George V as the Emperor and accepting that the 

Emperor has sanctioned these laws, no one is allowed to assess each law individually in order 

to abide by it. Rather, one has to obey the law whether they understand its logic or not. This 

shows that one might use their reason in order to recognize the Emperor and ensure the 

authentic ascription of laws to him. However, after accepting these two premises, no one is 

allowed to use their reason to assess each law.177 In the same way, maulānā Thānavī 

emphasizes, after recognizing Allah, Muḥammad, and the Qur’ān as God, the messenger, and 

the word of God respectively, Muslims have no right to assess each revealed commandment 

rationally.  

In order to establish the limits of reason in another way, maulānā Thānavī argues that 

reason is a human faculty and every human faculty is necessarily limited. Therefore, reason 

must also have limits. For instance, eyesight is a faculty and has its limits, beyond which it 

needs telescope to see. Reason has its own limits, which are fundamental beliefs (uṣūl) as far 

as sharī‘ah is concerned. Beyond this limit, i.e., in detailed commandments (furū‘), reason 

cannot function alone. Rather, it needs guidance of revelation and submission to the holy 

Prophet (peace be on him).178 Here one does not fail to notice the imprints of great Muslim 
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177 Ibid,  375-376; Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 13:35-36; 20:173-174. 
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Sufi Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī’s (1207-1273 CE) ideas on the thought of maulānā Thānavī regarding 

the limits and vulnerability of reason. Maulānā Thānavī frequently refers to the poetry of 

Rūmī who undermines the exclusive role of reason in leading the wayfarer (sālik) to Allah.179 

Elsewhere maulānā Thānavī mentions that reason is a great blessing of God. It is reason that 

gives a wayfarer precedence over a maniacal (majdhūb).180 However, it necessarily has limits 

transgression of which transforms it into a curse.  

Another reason for the inability of reason to interfere in the matters of sharī‘ah is the 

insufficient knowledge about the nature and essence of reason itself. Maulānā Thānavī argues 

that philosophers have not agreed yet on whether reason is an abstract substance (jawhar 

mujarrad) or corporeal substance (jawhar mādī) and whether it is the same as the soul (nafs) 

or refers to some other reality.181 Therefore, when people even do not know the true nature 

and quiddity of reason, how can they employ it justifiably to assess the revealed 

commandments?182 Especially when it is so vulnerable that it even cannot resist illusions183 

and its decisions are too unstable to be relied.184  

Maulānā Thānavī further argues that people too often have to set aside reason and 

follow the experts in their worldly matters. For instance, when they fall ill, they, using their 

                                                           
179 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 8:104-105; 22:239; 23:382; 27:235-236; cf. 23:360-361. For instence, Rūmī says, “I 

tested reason that is characterized by the foresight. Then I made myself maniacal (dīvanah).” “By sharpening 
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180 Ibid., 3:41; 4:144-145. 

181 See al-Thānawī, Mawsū‘at kashshāf, 2:1194-1201, especially 1197. 

182 Thānavī, Ashraf al-javāb, 535. 
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reason, look for the most qualified doctors available. However, once they have chosen a 

doctor, they completely trust the doctor’s diagnosis and prescription. Neither they let their 

reason interfere with the doctor’s diagnosis and prescription nor does the doctor tolerate such 

interference. Every sane person agrees here with such an attitude and considers it the only 

logical consequence of consulting someone as a qualified doctor. In the same way, if 

someone believes in the holy Muḥammad (peace be on him) and the holy Qur’ān as God’s 

messenger and His word respectively, they have no right to reject any statement of the holy 

Prophet (peace be on him) or that of the holy Qur’ān merely on the account that they are 

against reason. If they do so, it only means that they have not believed in them yet, as they 

should have.185 This becomes even more evident when one contemplates that unquestioning 

obedience to revelation in intangible matters of the hereafter is far more reasonable than 

unquestioningly accepting the advice of experts in tangible worldly matters. Because people 

have more or less knowledge or experience of the latter, but they are completely ignorant of 

the former.186 Therefore, if one wants to understand the reality of the otherworldly matters in 

this world, one will have to believe unquestioningly in what the holy Qur’ān and the holy 

Prophet (peace be on him) have said in this regard and must not demand precedents and 

examples. 
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3.9 Critical Appraisal 

All of Maulānā Thānavī’s writings can be seen as an attempt to clear away doubts and errors 

about Islam. Being a sophisticated theologian, he strictly adhered to the theological principles 

in his systematic treatment of newly arisen doubts about Islamic beliefs and practices and 

expected the same attitude from his respondents. He did not discover them for the first time. 

Rather one finds them scattered implicitly or explicitly within the writings of Muslim 

theologians like al-Ghazālī, al-Rāzī, and Ibn Taymiyyah. However, he successfully employed 

them in order to establish the tenets of Islam on rational grounds and reveal flaws found in 

the arguments of his modernist opponents. It is interesting to note that not all of these 

principles are purely rational. They only make part of an argument and cannot work alone. 

One has to add traditional premises to them in order to complete the argument. Consequently, 

arguments based on these principles contain both rational and traditional premises. However, 

since maulānā Thānavī employs these arguments in his debates with Muslim modernists who 

accept in principle traditional premises, this partly dependence on traditional premises neither 

weakens nor invalidates his arguments. 

In relation to anthropomorphic divine attributes, maulānā Thānavī prefers the view of 

the righteous predecessors, that is, to take them referring to the real meanings but entrust the 

essence of these meanings to the knowledge of Allah alone without specifying their nature. 

However, he also defends the views of the later theologians who without denying the real 

significations of anthropomorphic divine attributes interpret them metaphorically. For him, 

views of both the righteous predecessors and the later theologians represent the views of Ahl 

al-Sunnah wa ’l-Jamā‘ah. He draws attention to two errors of the Muslim modernists 

regarding the divine attributes such as eternity (qidm) and omnipotence (qudrah). He states 

that modern scientists view matter as eternal. However, they do not possess any valid 
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arguments to substantiate their assertion and solely depend on speculation, conjecturing that 

it is unthinkable that all these existents have come into being out of nothingness. However, 

they fail to perceive that merely inability to understand something can furnish no valid 

arguments against its existence. He laments that modernly educated people often express that 

nothing can happen against the law of nature. However, their rational argument solely draws 

upon induction, according to which one draws a general conclusion relying on limited 

observation that can prove no certainty about the particulars, which have not come under 

observation. 

Maulānā Thānavī repeatedly draws the attention of his audience to the errors that 

modernists commonly commit regarding the prophethood and miracles. For them, 

prophethood is a natural phenomenon that involves no transcendental elements and functions 

completely in line with the natural laws. To maulānā Thānavī, such explanation goes 

completely against the Islamic conclusive and explicit normative texts. He maintains that 

modernists deny the reality of revelation as described by the Islamic normative texts, because 

they deny the very existence of the angels. However, since the existence of angels is not 

impossible and authentic reports have proved their existence, it is rationally necessary to 

affirm their existence. After having affirmed the existence of angels, there remains no reason 

for denying the reality of revelation as understood by the traditional Muslims.  

The discussion on miracles closely relates to that of prophethood. Maulānā Thānavī 

emphasizes that the miracles are the results of the direct will of Allah and no power, neither 

of the prophet nor of any other, has any effect on them. He explains that since the modernists 

deem miracles a violation of natural laws they deny their existence. He argues that the 

Omnipotent God who has created the physical causes themselves without the intermediation 

of any physical causes, can—if He so wills—create the effects, too, without the mediation of 

any physical causes. At most, one can say that such a phenomenon is improbable. However, 
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maulānā Thānavī reminds his readers that the improbable can exist and is squarely different 

from the impossible. From the negation of miracles results another error, that is, negation of 

miracles as the proofs of the prophethood. One finds the imprints of Muslim philosophers 

like Ibn Rushd on contemporary modernists. This strengthens the view that most of the 

opinions and arguments of the modernists have no originality. Rather philosophers and 

rationalists of the premodern times have expressed such views and Muslim theologians have 

effectively responded to them. This fact supports maulānā Thānavī’s conviction that 

principles of the classical Muslim theology is sufficient to clear away the doubts and 

objections raised by the modernists and that there is no need to found a new Muslim theology 

on new principles. 

Muslim theologians like al-Ghazālī, Ibn al-‘Arabī, Ibn Taymiyyah, Aḥmad Sirhindī, 

Shāh Walī Allāh Dihlavī, Shāh Muḥammad Ismā‘īl, and maulānā Thānavī have referred to 

certain levels of existence (marātib al-wujūd). They are not agreed upon the details of these 

levels neither insist they that all of these levels possess equal certainty. However, all do 

accept that ontological existence is not the only manifestation of the existence. With respect 

to some of these differences, it appears that the difference between them is but nominal. They 

refer to the same reality with different terms. Muslim theologians employ these levels of 

existence in order to interpret certain Islamic normative texts, which describe certain 

supernatural phenomena of this world and those of the hereafter. Muslim modernists, 

however, deny many of these levels such as the supra-material bodies. One may argue that if 

they had accepted all or some of these levels they would not have to deny many of Islamic 

normative texts outright.  

Relationship between science and Islam or in a broader context between science and 

religion is perhaps one of the most contested debates of not only the Muslim theology but 

also the theology of every religion. The real objective of Islam, in maulānā Thānavī’s view, is 



179 
 

  

to educate humans how to seek the pleasure of Allah by fulfilling their obligations to Him 

and to His creatures. Maulānā Thānavī holds that since mathematics and physics have 

nothing to do with the fulfilment of the objectives of Islam, it does not purposely discuss 

these two branches of philosophy. If Islam rarely discusses some topics of physics or 

mathematics it does so indirectly and only to argue for metaphysical doctrines. The holy 

Qur’ān is a book whose real purpose is to reform human souls. It is not a book of physical 

science, history or geography. He criticizes those who see the holy Qur’ān’s excellence lying 

in its containing scientific realities, discoveries or theories. For him, such an approach is the 

result of ignoring the real objectives of the Qur’ān. The real purpose of the Qur’ān is 

guidance and betterment of the otherworldly life. He argues that since scientific matters are 

unrelated to the Qur’ānic objectives, being devoid of them does not constitute any demerit of 

the holy Qur’ān. However, whatever the holy Qur’ān conclusively affirms about the physical 

world in its pursuit of establishing certain metaphysical doctrines is certainly true because the 

word of the most Truthful contained it. Here he differs with modernists who hasten to 

reinterpret Islamic normative texts, which they thought to be against the scientific facts of the 

day. They brand all such texts symbolic, allegorical, or legendary. Maulānā Thānavī 

maintains that interpreting the Qur’ān in the light of the current scientific theories would lead 

Muslims to dangerous waters. Because scientific theories are prone to change and 

modifications. This would cast doubts about the truthfulness of Qur’ānic statements.  

Owning to these and similar reasons, maulānā Thānavī is strongly critical of those 

modernists who attempt to infer modern scientific theories and ideas from the Islamic 

normative texts. One striking example of this tendency is theory of evolution according to 

which present human race is the developed form of some earlier primitive species. Sir Sayyid 

Aḥmad Khān was perhaps the first Muslim modernist to attempt to reconcile the Darwinian 

theory of evolution with Islamic tenets of creation. The literal reference in the Qur’ān to the 
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creation of the universe is the use by God of popular belief for the sake of argument. Maulānā 

Thānavī says that neither Darwin nor his followers among Muslims possess any sound 

argument to prove their claims. As for Darwin, he heavily draws upon mere speculations 

rather than any conclusive arguments whereas his Muslim proponents believe the theory of 

evolution merely because of imitation. 

For maulānā Thānavī, reason (‘aql) stands for a cognitive faculty, which prevents 

humans from harm. He differentiates reason from intelligence, memory, experience, and 

cleverness. For him, Muslims alone possess real reason. By emphasizing the difference 

between the functions of reason and intelligence, maulānā Thānavī in fact refers to the 

difference between ‘aql-i ma‘āsh and ‘aql-i ma‘ād, a recurrent theme of Muslim moralists. 

Religiosity and reason are corelated. He does not appreciate seeking rationales of the revealed 

commandments. For him, this would eventually lead to the complete abandonment of many 

of Islamic injunctions. He considers this tendency as one of the concequences of the modern 

education and naturalism. Revelation never contradicts reason. Rather the former strengthens 

and refines the latter. However, reason is not an absolute virtue. It is only beneficial as long 

as it helps a person in practicing sharī‘ah. Reason is an important source of knowledge; 

however, the real criterion of truth is revelation alone. All other sources of knowledge, 

including reason, are inferior to it. Maulānā Thānavī had a tendency to elaborate abstract 

themes with examples of tangible things. In this context, he likens sharī‘ah to a sultan and 

reason to a servant in order to shed light on the hierarchical relationship between them. In 

another place, maulānā Thānavī likens reason to a horse in order to explain its limitations and 

qualified usefulness. He further argues that reason is a human faculty and every human 

faculty is necessarily limited. Therefore, reason must also have limits.  
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4.1 Islam and the State 

The debates over administration of Muslim community, ideal modes of governance, and 

relation between the rulers and their subjects have always engaged Muslim theologians and 

philosophers of the classical and modern times alike. Soon after the demise of the holy 

Prophet Muḥammad (peace be on him), a dispute over who should politically lead Muslim 

community emerged. The companions of the holy Prophet (peace be on him) managed to 

settle this disagreement for some years. However, after the martyrdom of the third righteous 

caliph ‘Uthmān b. ‘Affān (r. 23-35 AH/644-656 CE), political disputes again erupted, caused 

the earliest schism in Islam, and tore Muslim community apart. Since then Muslim 

theological debates1 inevitably included the issue of imāmah and political matters disputed by 

different denominations of Muslim community.  

Politics has always been an integral part of Islamic teachings, which relate to the 

governance as well as to other aspects of life. Maulānā Thānavī criticizes people who aim at 

excluding religion from the political domain and demand to separate political sphere from the 

religious one. He considers such a view a grave mistake and distortion of religion.2 He opines 

that there is only one criterion to assess whether a particular action falls in the domain of 

Islamic teachings or not. That criterion is to see whether sharīʻah promises any reward or 

warns of any punishment on that action or not. If it does, that action would certainly fall in 

the domain of Islamic teachings, otherwise not. Maulānā Thānavī argues that when someone 

looks into the Qur’ān and collections of the Prophetic traditions, they frequently find 

                                                           
1 For instance, see Abū ’l-Ḥasan al-‘Ash‘arī, al-Ibānah ‘an uṣūl al-diyānah, ed. Fawqiyyah Ḥusayn Maḥmūd 

(Cairo: Dār al-Abṣār, 1397/1977), 251-260.  

2 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 3:162. 
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promises of rewards and warnings of punishment in matters related to politics.3 This proves, 

in his view, that politics are not beyond the jurisdiction of Islamic teachings. However, this 

should not lead one to assume that maulānā Thānavī elevates politics to the objectives of 

religion. He opines that the government itself is not an objective. Rather, it is a means to 

bring peace to the creatures of God and eliminate injustice form human society. Moreover, 

the purpose of religion is to connect the servant to Allah through worshiping and doing good 

deeds. Politics is only one of many means to pursue this purpose. Therefore, Islamic politics, 

in maulānā Thānavī’s view, are only those, which lead to this end.4 If the establishment of 

government had been the end in itself, he argues, people like Nimrod, Pharaoh, Haman, and 

Shaddād5 would have been much close to Allah. Nevertheless, they were the most cursed 

creatures.6 For maulānā Thānavī, this proves that establishing government is appreciable only 

if it coexists with seeking divine pleasure and does not violate any Islamic injunctions.  

Elsewhere reasoning from the Qur’ānic verse “(They are) those who, if We establish 

them in the land, establish regular prayer and give regular charity, enjoin the right and forbid 

                                                           
3 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 48. 

4 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 2:155; Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, Khuṭbāt-i Ḥakīm al-Ummat (Multan: Idārah-i Tālīfāt-i 

Ashrafiyyah, 1429/2008), 16:316-317; Muḥammad Taqī ‘Uthmānī, “Ḥakīm al-Ummat kē siyāsī afkār” in Islām 

aur siyāsat, comp. Muḥammad Isḥāq Multānī (Multan: Idārah-i Tālīfāt-i Ashrafiyyah, 1427/2006), 22.   

5 Shaddād b. ‘Ād was an ancient Yemeni king of Himyar empire. He was enthroned after al-Nu‘mān b. Ya‘far. 

He conquered many lands and founded many cities. He also constructed  a unique palace in Ma’rib beside the 

dam. See Khayr al-Dīn b. Maḥmūd al-Zirkalī, al-A‘lām, 8 vols. 15th ed. (n.p.: Dār al-‘Ilm li ’l-Malāyīn, 2002), 

3:157-58.  

6 Thānavī, Khuṭbāt, 16:316-317.   
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wrong” (22:41),7 maulānā Thānavī argues that the religion is the end in itself whereas the 

politics and jihād are not the ends in themselves. Rather, they are the means to establish the 

religion. He further supports this view, referring to the historical fact that all Prophets (peace 

be on them) were invariably given religious commandments but not all of them were 

commissioned to wage jihād or get involved in politics.8 In this way, he rejects secularism 

that bars religion from shaping polity on the one hand, and opposes making politics and 

governance the real objectives of religion, on the other.  

Numerous systems of governance have developed throughout the human history. Of 

these systems, maulānā Thānavī principally prefers the monarchy (shakhṣī ḥukūmat) to 

democracy. One frequently finds him advocating the former and criticizing the latter.9 For 

him, the monarchy stands for a system of governance in which the ruler is required to run 

governmental affairs in consultation with others. However, he is not bound by the majority 

decision. As for the democracy, maulānā Thānavī sees it as a political system in which the 

opinion of the majority always prevails and the ruler is bound by the majority decision of the 

parliament.10 It seems that for maulānā Thānavī democracy was equivalent to the majoritarian 

rule. 

In order to support his view, maulānā Thānavī refers to certain Qur’ānic verses. One 

of them is the following: “And consult them in affairs (of moment), then when thou hast 
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in the land, establish regular prayer and give regular charity, enjoin the right and forbid wrong: with Allah rests 

the end (and decision) of (all) affairs (22:41). 

8 ‘Uthmānī, “Ḥakīm al-Ummat kē siyāsī afkār,” 20-21. 

9 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 26:364. 

10 Ibid., 12:113-114. 
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taken a decision, put thy trust in Allah” (3:159).11 His argument based on this verse is 

manifold. First, he reasons that the very nature of consultation demands that the ruler must 

not be compelled to agree with the majority decision of the parliament. Because in Islamic 

law, the consultation has no binding authority. That is, consulters are not legally bound by the 

advice. Rather, they are free to accept or reject it. The purpose of counselling, continues 

maulānā Thānavī, is just to explore maximum aspects of a matter. To prove this premise, he 

refers to an incident in which the holy Prophet (peace be on him) gave an advice to Barīrah 

bint Ṣafwān (d. after 60 AH/680 CE), a female companion and freed woman of ‘Ā’ishah, the 

wife of the holy Prophet (peace be on him). However, neither she accepted his advice nor did 

he condemn her decision of not accepting the advice. Maulānā Thānavī wonders that when an 

ordinary woman is not bound by the advice of a prophet-cum-ruler, how a ruler could be 

convincingly bound by the advice of his subjects!12 Therefore, the ruler is, he concludes, free 

to accept or reject a proposal regardless of whether it comes from the majority or minority. 

Even the ruler can ignore all advices and prefer his own opinion. Second, maulānā Thānavī 

reasons that the Qur’ān, in the above verse, gives the authority of decision to the holy Prophet 

(peace be on him) alone (i.e., “when thou hast taken a decision,” as it uses the singular 

pronoun of the second person) and not to the companions whom he was asked to consult 

with.13 This clearly proves, in his view, that the ruler remains free to form an opinion and 

make decisions even after consultation with the parliament and that a majority opinion can in 

no way restrict the decision-making power of the ruler.  

                                                           
لم َعىَل اهلل﴾ 11 َت َفَتَوكَّ ِر َفإَِذا َعَزمم َمم ُهمم ِِف األم  .﴿َوَشاِورم

12 Thānavī, Khuṭbāt, 16:278  

13 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 12:113. 
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It is pertinent to mention that Maulānā Thānavī was not unaware that some of his 

contemporaries present the Qur’ānic verse (3:159) in support of democratic system as it 

directs the holy Prophet (peace be on him) to run governmental affairs in consultation with 

his companions, a principle that is the essence of democratic system. However, for him this 

line of reasoning is faulty for many reasons. First, they failed to perceive the real nature of 

consultation that had no binding authority in Islam. Second, the later part of the same verse 

(i.e., “when thou hast taken a decision”) denies this inference as it gives the ruler the right to 

decide independently even after his consultation with the parliament. Third, prevailing 

democratic system is not just consultation. Rather, it has certain characteristics. One of them 

is that the elected head of the state cannot decide against the majority opinion of the 

parliament. If he does so, he would remain no longer a democratic ruler.14 In this way, using 

internal evidences of the verse, he criticizes those who use the same verse to support the 

democracy.   

Another verse to which maulānā Thānavī refers in order to prove that the Muslim 

ruler is not bound by the majority decision of the parliament is 24:62.15 This verse contains 

instructions to the holy Prophet (peace be on him) about giving his companions permission to 

on certain occasions. Maulānā Thānavī argues that this verse gives the holy Prophet (peace be 

on him) the right to give permission to leave to those companions whom he wishes regardless 

                                                           
14 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 12:89, 113; 15:152. 

ِمنُونَ  بِاهلل َوَرُسولِِه َفإِ َذا  15 ْم ِذيَن ُي ِذُنوَنَك ُأوَلئَِك الَّ َتأم ِذيَن َيسم ِذُنوُه إِنَّ الَّ َتأم َهُبوا َحتَّ ى َيسم م َيذم ٍر َجاِمٍع ََل ِذيَن آَمنُوا بِاهلل َوَرُسولِِه َوإَِذا َكاُنوا َمَعُه َعىَل َأمم ِمُنوَن الَّ ْم اَم اْلمُ ﴿إِنَّ

ِفرم ََلُُم اهلل َتغم َِنِمم َفأمَذنم ْلَِنم ِشئمَت ِمنمُهمم َواسم ِض َشأم َذُنوَك لَِبعم َتأم ﴾اسم  “Only those are Believers, who believe in Allah and His 

Messenger: when they are with him on a matter requiring collective action, they do not depart until they have 

asked for his leave; those who ask for thy leave are those who believe in Allah and His Messenger; so when they 

ask for thy leave, for some business of theirs, give leave to those of them whom thou wilt, and ask Allah for 

their forgiveness.” 
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of whether some or all of them seek permission. Because the third-person plural pronoun 

“they” may refer to the whole community as to some of them.16 For maulānā Thānavī, this is 

another scriptural evidence that undermines the majority opinion in face of the Muslim 

ruler’s authority.  

Proponents of democracy hold that majority decision has precedence over the 

minority decision. Maulānā Thānavī questions the soundness of this proposition and refers to 

several Prophetic traditions and practices of the righteous caliphs, which indicate that the 

majority decision is not necessarily always preferable. One of such incidents relates to the 

fate of Makkan polytheists taken captive in the battle of Badr during the second year of the 

Islamic calendar. The holy Prophet (peace be on him) preferred the majority opinion that 

suggested prisoners’ release against the ransom money to the minority opinion that demanded 

slaying all of them. However, the later Qur’ānic revelation attested the correctness of the 

minority opinion in this case.17 Other examples include the first caliph Abū Bakr’s decision 

to wage war on tribes who refused to pay zakāh after the demise of the holy Prophet (peace 

be on him) and his insistence on launching Usāmah b. Zayd’s military campaign immediately 

and under the very leadership of Usāmah despite opposition from the majority of the 

companions to these decisions.18 

Maulānā Thānavī’s critique of democracy is not informed by the Islamic normative 

texts and precedents from the early Muslim history alone. He also analyzes and challenges 

the rationales and philosophical assumptions underlying this concept. He notes that one of 

such assumptions is the notion of so-called absolute freedom of and equality between the 

members of a community. For him, the absolute freedom is against nature, hence nonexistent. 

                                                           
16 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 12:114. 

17 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 10:248-250. 

18 Thānavī, Khuṭbāt, 16:316-317.  
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Even democracy does not offer absolute freedom. The system of the world depends on a 

relationship of subordination and superiority (tābi‘iyyat-o matbū‘iyyat) between the existents. 

This principle of subordination and superiority applies to all social and political institutions. 

The governance is no exception. Because its essence lies in withholding freedom from some 

people (subordinates) for the sake of some others (superiors). If there is no government, every 

person will be free and the whole system will collapse. He notes that some people are against 

the governance. However, he wonders how it would be possible to run a system and settle 

disputes without a government. If one assumes that this might be done through the majority 

opinion, this majority will exactly constitute the government. Because it takes away the 

freedom of those who constitute the minority.19 Thus, the champions of democracy and 

staunch supporters of freedom and equality, in his view, would also have to admit eventually 

what they denied previously. 

To support his view further, maulānā Thānavī refers to the established practice of 

Allah who sent his messengers, revealed His messages to them, and commanded all other 

humans to follow their teachings, instead of revealing His commandments directly to all His 

creation, despite having been fully capable of doing so. Even if Allah sometimes sent two 

Prophets at the same time, He made one of them the superior and other the subordinate as 

was the case with Prophets Mūsā and Hārūn (peace be on them) respectively.20 In this way, 

maulānā Thānavī supports his political views and criticizes those of his opponents with not 

only scriptural and philosophical arguments but also resorts to the natural law (habitual 

practice of God), a principle to which modernists of his time return repeatedly.   

                                                           
19 Ibid., 16:271-272.  

20 Ibid., 16:274-275.  
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Maulānā Thānavī’s analysis of democracy leads him to hold that the so-called 

democracy is in reality none other than a deformed form of monarchy. He elaborates this in a 

rather philosophical way. In Philosophy, he says, a whole of different things is also 

considered a single thing; though this is a presumed single thing, not a real one. In the same 

way, though the parliament consists of tens or hundreds of individual parliamentarians, one 

can presume them a single person as a whole. Especially because the legislation is a result of 

collective not individual opinions of the parliamentarians. This proves, in his view, that the 

supporters of democracy also end in advocating the government of a single person (the 

monarch), though this single person is not a real person rather a presumed one. It goes 

without saying that taking a real person as a ruler is better than accepting a presumed person 

a ruler,21 maulānā Thānavī remarks.  

To prove the precedence of monarchy over democracy, maulānā Thānavī also argues 

in another way. There remains no doubt, he says, both the monarchy and democracy make 

people subordinate to the government. However, the monarchical system of government 

make people subordinate to only one person, that is, the monarch. Whereas in democratic 

system people are subordinate to a multitude of rulers. For maulānā Thānavī, the former 

situation is far better than the latter.22 This line of reasoning echoes the Qur’ānic verse,23 

which reads, in a different context, as follows: “Allah puts forth a Parable—A man belonging 

to many partners at variance with each other, and a man belonging entirely to one master: are 

those two equal in comparison?” (39:29). 

                                                           
21 Ibid., 16:271-272.  

22 Ibid., 16:273.  

َتِوَياِن َمَثًَل ﴾ 23 َب اهلل َمَثًَل َرُجًَل فِیِه ُشَ َكاُء ُمَتَشاكُِسوَن َوَرُجًَل َسَلاًم لَِرُجٍل َهلم َيسم   ﴿َْضَ
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Maulānā Thānavī also addresses certain objections, which modernists raise to the 

monarchical system of governance. He maintains that existence of such negative aspects in 

monarchy is just hypothetical but in democracy certain. For instance, they argue that it is 

unwise to leave the whole system to the mercy of a single person’s opinions, which may 

prove to be wrong. Therefore, a group of people rather than a single person should run the 

governmental affairs. However, maulānā Thānavī argues that just as the opinion of the 

monarch in monarchical system may prove to be wrong, the opinion of the parliament in 

democratic system may also prove to be wrong. Because it is not necessary that the opinion 

of a single person should always be wrong and of a group always correct. In order to 

strengthen this premise, he refers to the fact that most of scientific inventions have been a 

contribution of individual minds who succeeded in drawing conclusions, which a thousand 

minds failed to reach. Moreover, sometimes a single person solves problems of an academic 

discussion so convincingly that opinions of a multitude of academics seem to be worthless 

when compared to it. Now, if the opinion of the parliament were wrong in a certain matter, 

the ruler would be compelled to decide according to an opinion that is surely wrong in his 

view. Because in democratic system, the ruler is bound by the majority decision. However, in 

monarchical system, the ruler is always free to decide in accordance with the correct opinion 

whether it is his own or of his ministers. Maulānā Thānavī concludes that making it necessary 

to decide always in accordance with the majority opinion is wrong in principle, hence unjust. 

The true principle is to decide according to the right opinion regardless of whether it is of a 

single person or of a majority.24 This implies that deciding according to the right opinion is 

possible only in monarchial government not in democratic government, which is compelled 

to act always in accordance with the majority opinion whether it is right or wrong.  

                                                           
24 Thānavī, Khuṭbāt, 16:275-276.  
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Interestingly, maulānā Thānavī refers to a dialogue supposedly held between 

renowned Indian modernist Sayyid Aḥmad Khān and a senior traditional contemporary of 

maulānā Thānavī, maulānā Muḥammad Ḥusain of Allahabad about the rationale of deciding 

through the majority opinion. Maulānā Ḥusain argued that deciding through majority opinion 

would eventually lead to deciding through foolishness. Because it is a law of nature that 

foolish people always outnumber the wise ones. Therefore, the former would always make 

the majority and subsequently dominate the decision-making process. Sayyid Aḥmad Khān 

replied that foolish people would certainly outnumber the wise ones if we took people 

randomly. However, we do not take them in that way. Rather our committees consist of 

selected people who are all wise ones. Therefore, their majority would represent wisdom and 

not foolishness. In his response, maulānā Ḥusain resorts again to the natural law, arguing that 

among the wise people the less-wise people always outnumber the perfectly wise ones. 

Therefore, deciding through the majority opinion would lead to leaving the perfect wisdom 

aside and deciding through the less wisdom if not deciding through foolishness altogether.25 

On this, Sayyid Aḥmad Khān quit arguing any further, maulānā Thānavī remarks.  

In maulānā Thānavī’s view, subordinating ruler’s decision power to the approval of 

the parliament reveals modernists’ lack of trust in the capabilities of their rulers. He questions 

the rationale of entrusting the rule to a person who is not able to decide independently, hence 

requires approval of the parliament. For him, Islam supports the monarchy because it 

instructs those in power (ahl al-ḥall wa ’l-‘aqd) to entrust the rule to such a wise person that 

if he holds a view contrary to the views of the whole world, one could still hold that his 

opinion might be correct. This implies that maulānā Thānavī’s support for the monarchy is 

conditional. That is, he supports the monarchy on the assumption that Muslims should entrust 

the rule to wise persons like exemplary personalities of the righteous caliphs. However, in 

                                                           
25 Ibid., 16:276-277.  
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circumstances when entrusting the rule to such a wise person is not viable, maulānā Thānavī 

himself expresses his preference for the democratic system, arguing that in such a case the 

monarch would do more injustice than a democratic ruler would. In his argument, he refers to 

the following famous legal maxim: “a person caught between two evils should take the lesser 

of them.”26 This leads one to infer that maulānā Thānavī’s preference for the monarchy and 

dislike for democracy do not stem from some intrinsic merits of the former or demerits of the 

latter. Rather, his judgements about the both political systems rely largely one certain 

assumptions and circumstances, which if change, the judgements would change accordingly. 

In sum, maulānā Thānavī places politics in the domain of Islamic teachings but does 

not elevate it to the objectives of religion. In this way, he threads his way between 

secularism, which calls for separation between politics and religion, and Islamism, which 

makes establishment of divine government one of the lofty objectives of Islam. This 

moderate approach is not without wider implications. Since he does not separate politics from 

religion, he holds that all political actions and policies of Muslims must conform to Islamic 

norms and teachings. He does not approve any political action, which he deems contrary to 

Islamic teachings. Moreover, since he does not consider politics one of the objectives of 

religion, he does not deem it necessary for everyone especially for ʻulamā’ to practically 

participate in politics. For that reason, he sought to reform Muslim society from bottom to top 

rather than from top to bottom. His discussion of autocracy and democracy shows how he 

relates his political views to Islamic normative texts. He also supports his traditional 

arguments with a number of rational arguments. He not only responds to the objections raised 

by the proponents of democracy to autocracy but also questions the viability of underlying 

rationales and assumptions of democracy. However, in the absence of any qualified candidate 

                                                           
 .Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 26:364-365 (من ابتىل ببلّیتْي فلیخرت أهوَنام) 26
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for the position of the ruler, maulānā Thānavī himself prefers democracy to autocracy, 

relying on a well-known principle of traditional jurisprudence that reads, “A person caught 

between two evils should take the lesser of them.” This further confirms his view that 

government is a means and not an end itself.  
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4.2 Civilization and Inter-Cultural Borrowing  

The term “civilization” has a broad meaning that includes almost every aspect of a nation. 

However, maulānā Thānavī defines civilization in a narrower sense as being straightforward 

and free of pretention (banāvat).27 He equates it with social and cultural relations of a person 

with other human fellows (muʻāsharat).28 In this way, he makes the civilization an integral 

part of religion (i.e., Islam and sharīʻah). For him, the religion comprises of five elements. 

First, doctrines and beliefs (ʻaqāʼid) such as believing in Allah and His messengers; second, 

rituals or acts of worship (ʻibādāt) such as prayers and fasting; third, contracts (muʻāmalāt) 

such as financial dealings; fourth, social and cultural relations with fellow human beings 

(muʻāsharat) such as practices and customs related to various occasions of joy and sorrow; 

and lastly, ethics and morality such as spiritual traits of humbleness, bravery, generosity, 

kindness, and submission to the will of Allah.29 Maulānā Thānavī continuously reminds his 

readers and audience that religion stands for this “whole” of which civilization (tahdhīb) is a 

part.  

 Since maulānā Thānavī makes an unbreakable relation between civilization and 

religion, he maintains that only a true Muslim can possess the civilization in the real sense of 

the term. He argues that civilizing one’s manners and morals is an act of volition. Therefore, 

it must have some objectives. Other nations’ objectives are mostly worldly, which can be 

achieved by fair means or foul. Therefore, they seek to achieve their objectives by any sorts 

of deeds whether civilized or uncivilized. However, a Muslim’s goal is always to seek the 

                                                           
27 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 23:195. 

28 Ashraf ʻAlī Thānavī, Islāmī tahdhīb, comp. Muḥammad Zaid (Multan: Idārah Tālīfāt-i Ashrafiyyah, 1416 

AH), 19. 

29 Thānavī, Ashraf al-javāb, 518; Thānavī, Islāmī tahdhīb, 19. 



195 
 

  

pleasure of Allah, an objective that never changes. Therefore, he never seeks this goal by an 

act of disobedience.30 Elsewhere, he argues—without making any clear reference to 

nonbelievers—that since ethics of worldly people depend on their mundane interests, which 

change from time to time, their ethics also change accordingly. On the contrary, since the 

ethics of religious people depend on religious objectives, which never change, their ethics do 

not change as well.31 In this way, maulānā Thānavī regards religion as an important factor 

that strengthens civilization and stabilizes moral and ethical values in society.   

Maulānā Thānavī emphasizes that the sharī‘ah demands its followers to concentrate 

on reality and resort to forms just as a means to achieve that reality. One finds such a 

balanced approach in Islamic civilization alone. For him, other civilizations do not possess 

this characteristic. For instance, the Awadhi civilization has overemphasized on pretentions 

and formalities to the extent that it has suppressed the reality. As for the modern civilization, 

it lacks the reality itself. It stands for securing one’s self-interests and establishing one’s 

superiority over others. Its proponents show kindness and leniency towards others only in the 

hope of achieving their self-interests and proving their superiority. For that reason, when they 

give up such a hope, not only they show no kindness and leniency but also turn their backs on 

even mercy and justice,32 maulānā Thānavī argues. 

Noticing the exaggerated etiquettes and formalities of the modern civilization, 

maulānā Thānavī maintains that it is a kind of torment (taʻdhīb) rather than civility 

(tahdhīb).33 He deems it an un-Islamic civilization, which causes a lot of discomfort.34 

                                                           
30 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 20:34-35. 

31 Ibid., 26:292-93. 

32 Ibid., 29:242. 

33 Ibid., 6:318; 7:102. 

34 Ibid., 23:191. 
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However, maulānā Thānavī was not critical of the modern civilization alone; he also disliked 

the indigenous civilizations of Muslims in certain Indian regions such as Hyderabad, Delhi, 

and Awadh for having too much formalities and affectations.35 Maulānā Thānavī also 

criticizes Muslim proponents of the modern civilization for ridiculing sharī‘ah injunctions, 

not having due respect for them, and considering compliance with them a disgrace.36 

However, he acknowledges that the British do have highly developed externals of 

civilization. He narrates at least two incidents in this regard.37 However, he also suggests that 

since they do not follow the true religion (Islam), these external phenomena are just 

pretentions of ethics not the real ethics.  

Maulānā Thānavī laments that contemporary Muslims consider the progress and 

esteem only what the Europeans deem progress and esteem but fail to realize that Europeans 

achieved this progress only by following certain Islamic principles.38 Elsewhere he comments 

that although Muslims search for the reasons of the progress of other nations, they have not 

discovered the true reasons yet. Some suggest that religion prevents Muslims from the 

progress, because it prohibits interest and many other contracts, which have been current in 

the modern world of business. Maulānā Thānavī rejects such a proposition as groundless, 

arguing that if this had been the case, the majority of Muslim community who do not comply 

with the sharī‘ah regulations regarding trade and business would have been as mush 

prosperous and materially advanced as other nations have been. However, the reality is that 

they are far behind than other nations in material progress. This means the real causes of 

other nations’ progress lie in something else. In maulānā Thānavī’s view, the real causes of 

                                                           
35 Ibid., 8:268-69; 7:193; 15:134-35; 29:242. 

36 Ibid., 8:348. 

37 Ibid., 7:193-94. 

38 Ibid., 26:201. 
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other nations’ progress are the qualities, which they have borrowed from Muslims. These 

qualities include discipline, steadfastness, punctuality, tolerance, unity as well as guarding 

national secrets, foreseeing the results, and working wisely not emotionally. These are the 

qualities, which Islam has taught Muslims but they have forgotten them to the extent that 

when they find them in other nations, they associate these qualities with them. He emphasizes 

that they are Muslims’ lost treasure. Whoever will adopt these qualities will progress because 

this is the intrinsic effect of these qualities.39 Maulānā Thānavī persuades Muslims to make 

themselves acquaint with their own lost treasure instead of looking to and imitating other 

nations.     

It seems that the issue of tashabbuh bi ’l-kuffār (imitation of non-Muslims) lies in the 

heart of Maulānā Thānavī’s approach to other civilizations especially the British one. 

However, he does not prohibit every kind of imitation. For him, prohibited imitation stands 

for adopting customs or objects, which have been specifically associated with non-Muslims’ 

religion and have become their national symbols.40  This indicates that for him the issue of 

tashabbuh relates to and depends on ‘urf (customary law). 

Elsewhere maulānā Thānavī classifies the issues related to the imitation of non-

Muslims as follows: (1) imitation of non-Muslims in religious matters; (2) imitation of non-

Muslims in national symbols; (3) imitation of non-Muslims in the use of scientific inventions 

of which Muslims have alternatives; and (4) imitation of non-Muslims in the use of scientific 

inventions of which Muslims have no alternatives. For him, the legal status of these kinds of 

imitations is not the same. He considers the imitation of non-Muslims in religious matters 

strictly prohibited (ḥarām). As for the imitation of non-Muslims in their national symbols, it 

                                                           
39 Thānavī, Ashraf al-javāb, 448-49. 

40 Ibid., 465; Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 19:290. 
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is strongly undesirable (makrūh-i taḥrīmī). Maulānā Thānavī considers the use of the 

inventions of non-Muslims of which Muslims have alternatives undesirable (makrūh).41 

However, he sees no problem in using inventions of non-Muslims of which Muslims have no 

alternatives, such as guns, canons, motorcars, and airplanes.  

As maulānā Thānavī relates certain kinds of tashabbuh to ‘urf (customary law), the 

prohibition or permissibility of a specific act of such imitation (tashabbuh) would change 

with a change in the ‘urf related to it. Therefore, if  a particular thing or practice no more 

remains a symbol of non-Muslims as Muslims adopt it to the extent that it has no specific 

association with non-Muslims, it would be no longer prohibited just because of non-Muslims’ 

imitation (tashabbuh bi ’l-kuffār).42 For this reason, he maintains that it is undesirable for 

Muslims to wear English dress in India but not in London. He argues that the English dress in 

India is the national dress of the British, hence their national symbol and undesirable for 

Muslims. However, in London, it is a common dress, which people of various nationalities 

and religions wear, hence not a symbol of any specific religion or nation.43 This implies that 

if someday English dress gets so much currency in India that it does not remain specifically a 

British dress, it will not then be undesirable for Indian Muslims as well.  

 In order to support his view regarding the issue of prohibited tashabbuh, maulānā 

Thānavī advances mainly three kinds of arguments: traditional (naqlī), rational (‘aqlī), and 

customary (‘urfī).  As for the traditional arguments, he refers to a number of Qur’ānic 

verses and Prophetic narrations. Qur’ānic verses, maulānā Thānavī mentions, include 30:3144 

                                                           
41 Thānavī, Ashraf al-javāb, 465. 

42 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 19:290. 

43 Thānavī, Imdād al-fatāwā, 4:268; Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 19:290. 

44 “Fear Him, establish regular prayers, and be not ye among those who join gods with Allah” (30:31). 
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and 11:113.45 He argues that in the former verse Allah has ordered Muslims to offer prayers 

and not to join polytheists by imitating them in not offering prayers.46 This indicates that 

imitation of non-Muslims is prohibited. As for the latter verse, maulānā Thānavī’s argument 

depends on two premises. First, Allah has forbidden Muslims from inclining to those who do 

wrong (nonbelievers). Second, imitation of nonbelievers cannot exist without some kind of 

inclination to them. Therefore, one must not imitate them. Maulānā Thānavī referred to this 

verse when he came to know that some students of Deoband seminary deem the Prophetic 

tradition (whoever imitates some nation, belongs to them)47 not authentic. He asserted that 

the same has been proved by the Qur’ānic verse as well.48 He also refers to a number of 

Prophetic traditions to support his view. Once he argued that the Prophet (peace be on him) 

forbad his companions to name the ‘ishā’ prayer as ‘atamah just because people of the 

Ignorance used the name ‘atamah for that time.49 He also frequently refers to often-quoted 

Prophetic narrations such as “whoever imitates some nation, belongs to them” and “whoever 

increases the number of some nation (by imitating them), belongs to them.”50   

 Maulānā Thānavī argues that the reason also demands Muslims to maintain their 

distinct identity among other nations in the same way as it urges men to distinct themselves 

from women and vice versa in their dresses. That is why; no sane person wears the dress that 

                                                           
45 “And incline not to those who do wrong” (11:113). 

46 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 20:352. 

47 Abū Dāwūd Sulaymān b. al-Ash‘ath, Sunan, Kitāb al-libās, Bāb fī lubs al-shuhrah (3512). 

48 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 26:135-36. 

49 Aḥmad b. Shu‘ayb al-Nisā’ī, Sunan, Kitāb al-ṣalāh, Bāb al-karāhiyah fī dhālika (538-539); Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 

20:350. 

50 Aḥmad b. Abī Bakr al-Būṣīrī, Itḥāf al-khiyarah al-maharah bi zawā’id al-masānīd al-‘asharah (Riyadh: Dār 

al-Waṭan, 1420/1999), 4:135 (3297). 
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is specific to the opposite gender.51 Maulānā Thānavī advances his customary argument 

(dalīl-i ‘urfī) against the backdrop of hostility between the British and Germans. He points 

out that if a person wears German dress or speaks German language in India without any 

necessity, the British government would never approve such a behaviour. This proves that the 

issue of imitation of others especially of those with whom one is not on good terms is not an 

issue of little importance. Rather civilized nations of the world take this seriously. Therefore, 

if the sharī‘ah forbids its followers from imitating its opponents, there should be no objection 

to this,52 maulānā Thānavī concludes.  

 Moreover, maulānā Thānavī relates this issue to etiquette and decency (adab), love, 

and respect. He argues that though imitation of non-Muslims in certain matters is not strictly 

prohibited Muslims should avoid them just because the sharī‘ah did not like this. They 

should not investigate whether these issues are strictly prohibited (ḥarām) or just undesirable 

(makrūh). If people had sentiments of love and respect for the sharī‘ah, they would have 

never committed an action, which is, for some intrinsic or extrinsic reason, undesirable in the 

sharī‘ah. To support his view, he refers to two behaviours of people in their public life. He 

notes that when people go to courts, they do not speak unfamiliar words of Arabic and 

Persian in their conversations with court officials. Speaking obsolete words of Arabic and 

Persian in courts is not against the law, but since people realize that the court officials do not 

appreciate this, they avoid using them.53 Maulānā Thānavī states that one of his 

acquaintances once appeared in the court wearing scented dress. The court staff later 

admonished him not to wear scented dress before Europeans because they do not like this. 

Maulānā Thānavī argues that speaking obsolete words of Arabic and Persian in courts or 

                                                           
51 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 18:270. 

52 Ibid., 20:350. 

53 Ibid., 20:350-51. 
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appearing before Europeans in scented dress is not against the law. That is why; no one can 

take a legal action against a person who commits this. However, since such behaviour is 

against etiquettes and people hold worldly rulers in high regard, they avoid this. In the same 

way, maulānā Thānavī continues, if people had love and respect for the sharī‘ah, they would 

have avoided deeds that were even against sharī‘ah etiquettes and never questioned whether 

they were strictly prohibited or just undesirable in the same way as the companions of the 

Prophet (peace be on him) never asked this. It was only later jurists who inferred the 

hierarchy of sharī‘ah injunctions from the sacred texts in response to the questions of the 

masses.54 In this context, maulānā Thānavī once declared that speaking English in a mosque 

was not prohibited but it was certainly against the sharī‘ah etiquette.55 He laments that people 

often belittle the etiquette that is in fact of great significance. 

After this brief survey of maulānā Thānavī’s writings about the concept of civilization 

and inter-cultural borrowing, one may conclude that he defines civilization in its narrower 

sense and equates it with social and cultural relations between human beings (mu‘āsharat), an 

important element of his concept of religion. Since maulānā Thānavī relates civilization to 

religion, he seems to be suspicious of any civilizational phenomenon not constructed on 

religious foundations. Consequently, he suggests that Muslims need not to imitate non-

Muslims in religious and civilizational matters because they have the best religious and 

cultural teachings embodied in the Qur’ān and Sunnah as well as in the rich Muslim tradition 

that has emanated from these two foundational sources throughout history. He reminds 

Muslims that much of the progress of other nations has in fact resulted from following the 

teaching, which Islam has taught Muslims centuries ago. Therefore, instead of imitating other 

nations blindly, they should struggle hard to rediscover their lost treasure and return to the 
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sources of their own civilization. For this purpose, he advances arguments based on Islamic 

normative texts, reason, and etiquettes on the one hand, and instigates Muslims’ national 

pride on the other. 

 However, maulānā Thānavī allows Muslims to benefit from scientific inventions and 

administrative systems, which other nations have developed, provided Muslims do not 

possess the alternatives. One does not fail to note that like many other Muslim scholars and 

reformers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, maulānā Thānavī seems to have the 

notion that Muslims may benefit from the fruits of Western technology without being 

affected by Western scientific worldview, which gave birth to the former. However, such a 

notion has been severely criticized by other Muslim intellectuals who believe that the 

Western technology and Western cultural and civilizational worldview on which the former 

have depended are inseparable. They emphasize on Islamization of modern Western sciences 

in order to protect Muslims from the adverse effects of modern technology. 
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4.3 Knowledge and Education 

Maulānā Thānavī was not only a religious reformer but also a skilful teacher and 

educationalist who successfully taught at religious seminary Jāmi‘ al-‘Ulūm, Kanpur for 

continuous fourteen years and frequently expressed his educationist views through his 

writings and sermons. His concept of knowledge (‘ilm) is mainly esoteric. He defines it as a 

“sound and strong perception, which leads swiftly to correct results.”56 For him, the real 

knowledge does not stand for knowing words alone. Wrong doers and unbelievers can also 

possess this kind of knowledge. He admits that there are Arab and German Christian experts 

of Arabic literature and Islamic sciences in Beirut and Germany. Their knowledge of Islamic 

sciences may exceed that of many Muslim scholars. The real knowledge, however, is a light 

(nūr) and divine gift, which ceases to exist due to sins and never coexists with them. Hence, a 

wrongdoer or unbeliever cannot possess knowledge in the real sense of the term. Maulānā 

Thānavī also associates knowledge with nūr and rūḥ mentioned in the following Qur’ānic 

verses: “There hath come to you from Allah a (new) light and a perspicuous book” (5:15); 

“Can he who was dead, to whom We gave life, and a Light whereby he can walk among men, 

be like him who is in the depths of darkness” (6:22); and “For such He has written Faith in 

their hearts and strengthened them with a spirit” (58:22).57  

For maulānā Thānavī, the real knowledge emanates from taqwā (piety). He also 

equates it with fiqh, which has been commended in the following Prophetic traditions: “One 

faqīh is harder on Satan than one thousand worshippers”58 and “Allah gives fiqh 

                                                           
56 Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, al-‘Ilm wa ’l-ulamā’ (Lucknow: Idārah-i Ifādāt-i Ashrafiyyah, 1438), 60. 

57 Ibid., 56-57. 

58 Muḥammad b. Yazīd b. Mājah, Sunan, Kitāb al-faḍā’il, Bāb faḍl al-‘ulamā’ wa ’l-ḥathth ‘alā ṭalab al-‘ilm 
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(understanding) of al-dīn (religion) to whom He decides to give benevolence.”59 Elsewhere, 

maulānā Thānavī says that real knowledge is the consequence of Allah’s grace and leads one 

to Allah.60   

Based on such understanding of knowledge, maulānā Thānavī draws a clear line of 

distinction between religious and secular knowledge. He does not acknowledge any relation 

between knowledge and scientific inventions, which are, in his view, merely manifestations 

of material and industrial progress.61 Even he does not deem it appropriate to call modern 

sciences (‘ulūm-i ma‘āsh) knowledge.62 As he links knowledge with faith, he holds that only 

Muslims possess the knowledge. He acknowledges that other nations are advancing in 

material sciences and making progress through scientific inventions. However, they are 

devoid of the real knowledge, which only Muslims possess. He emphasizes that Muslims 

possess the light of faith (nūr-i īmān), which is such a great wealth that belittles all progress, 

richness, and wealth of other nations. He argues that all this material progress, richness, and 

wealth is temporal whereas the faith is eternal. Moreover, the success in the hereafter would 

solely depend on faith.63 His comparison of material progress and faith seems to be informed 

by certain Qur’ānic verses (e.g., 20:73, 131; 28:60; 42:36; 83:16-17), which compare worldly 

life with the life hereafter and establish the latter’s precedence over the former.  

Maulānā Thānavī also demonstrates precedence of religious knowledge over secular 

knowledge in another way. He argues that merit of a science depends on the merit of its 

content (ma‘lūm). If the merit of the content of a science were higher than that of the content 

                                                           
59 Ibid., ḥadīth nos. 216-17; Thānavī, al-‘Ilm wa ’l-ulamā’, 58-59. 

60 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 15:50, 56. 

61 Ibid., 7:87. 

62 Ibid., 6:256; 8:241. 

63 Ibid., 8:241. 
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of another science, the former would have precedence over the latter. The content of religious 

knowledge is the Person and attributes of Allah as well as the injunctions of religion whereas 

the content of other sciences is worldly things and whatever other than Allah. Since Allah and 

His attributes have precedence over the world and everything other than Allah, religious 

knowledge has priority over other sciences. Moreover, he argues that compared to the 

religious knowledge, other sciences do not deserve to be called knowledge at all. One should 

call them art, profession, vocation, or means of earning but not knowledge.64    

Maulānā Thānavī was a leading opponent of modern educational system introduced 

by British government in colonial India. His writings and sermons criticize its various 

aspects. However, his opposition to modern education was mainly due to what he perceived 

as its adverse effects on religious beliefs of Muslims.65 He opined that modern education 

often inculcated atheism and naturalism (nēchariyat) in Muslims.66 He also held that those 

who sought modern education without having sufficient knowledge of Islamic sciences often 

fell prey to deviated beliefs. If they had first sought sufficient Islamic knowledge and then 

embarked on seeking modern education, there would have been only a little chance of 

doctrinal deviation. This is the right way of seeking modern education in the view of maulānā 

Thānavī. He complains that Muslims do not follow the right way of seeking modern 

education and consequently often fall prey to doctrinal deviations. However, when ‘ulamā’ 

criticize such attitude, modernists lay blame on ‘ulamā’ for prohibiting Muslims from 

seeking modern education and preventing them from profiting from modern sciences.67 He 
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emphasizes that ‘ulamā’ do not forbid Muslims from seeking modern education. Rather they 

only urge them to adopt the right and safe way of seeking it.  

Maulānā Thānavī was not against English as a language. He wrote a detailed treatise 

Rirsālah-i taḥqīq-i ta‘līm-i Angraizī in order to explain his juristic opinion about learning 

English. He holds that like all other languages learning English is permissible (mubāḥ). For 

this, he refers to the companion Zaid b. Thābit’s learning Syriac, the script and language of 

Arab Jews.68 However, because of three extrinsic reasons (‘awāriḍ), maulānā Thānavī 

considers learning English objectionable. First, some sciences associated with or contained 

by English are against the sharī‘ah and lead those who do not possess adequate knowledge of 

the sharī‘ah to distorted doctrines or even unbelief.69 Western historians of Aligarh 

movement also notice such effects of learning English on the subjects of British India. David 

Lelyveld observes, “English was no neutral tool; it was to be an intentional instrument of 

acculturation to Victorian values and ideas.”70 Second, learning English often involves 

company of dissolute persons. This often has adverse effect on one’s beliefs or practices. 

Being a spiritual master, maulānā Thānavī puts great emphasis on adopting good company 

and avoiding bad one. Third, people often learn English to secure employment regardless of 

whether a particular employment is lawful or otherwise. Such intention is itself a spiritual sin. 

Moreover, reason and revelation both affirm that if a lawful act necessarily leads to an 

unlawful one, the former itself becomes unlawful. Therefore, because of these extrinsic 

reasons, in maulānā Thānavī’s view, learning English becomes unlawful. However, if none of 
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69 Thānavī, Imdād al-fatāwā, 6:157-58. 
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these reasons exists, learning English is lawful. Moreover, if one learns it to serve the 

religion, it becomes an act of worship,71 maulānā Thānavī concludes.  

In maulānā Thānavī’s thought, purity and soundness of Muslims’ beliefs had the 

utmost priority on which he never compromised. Once someone told him that unfortunately 

many Muslims in Kashmir adopted the profession of janitors and sweepers. However, as the 

modern education was making inroads into Kashmir, they would probably abandon this 

profession. Maulānā Thānavī commented that adopting the profession of modern education 

would prove no better than adopting the profession of janitors and sweepers. Because the 

latter causes material uncleanliness (ẓāhirī najāsat) whereas the former leads to spiritual 

uncleanliness (bāṭinī najāsat).72 By spiritual uncleanliness, he means distortion of and 

deviation from authentic beliefs and doctrines of Islam.  

For maulānā Thānavī, the adverse effects of modern education include casting 

rationalistic doubts on normative texts of Islam,73 irrational attitude, lack of understanding, 

obsession with worldly progress and success, indifference to the hereafter,74 overemphasis on 

personal opinion,75 obsession with fashion, pretention, formality, and affectation,76 and 

arrogance.77 He blames parents and guardians for such adverse effects and complains that 

parents engage their children in secular sciences (ʻulūm-i maʻāsh) from very beginning and in 

a way, which keeps them aloof from Islam and its teachings throughout their educational 
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life.78 In his view, seeking modern education exclusively is characteristically excessive 

attitude, which not only holds Muslim children aloof from their religion but also turns them 

against religion.   

 In maulānā Thānavī’s time, modern education—patterned on Western educational 

system—steadily won popularity among Indian Muslims especially the well-to-do families. 

He was aware of religious and cultural consequences of this education. However, he also 

realized that the trend of seeking modern education had gathered such a momentum that there 

was no use of forbidding Muslims from it. Therefore, he did not ask them to avoid it. Instead, 

he urged them to gain sufficient knowledge of their religion before embarking on English 

education. For him, the first thing a Muslim child should learn is the Qur’ān and the essential 

teachings of Islam. He argues that childhood is the ideal age for learning and memorizing the 

Qur’ān. In this age, children are not able to seek other sciences due to lack of cognitive 

abilities. Moreover, education they receive at this age would benefit them throughout their 

lives.79 He emphasizes teaching Muslim children essentials of their religion whether in Urdu 

or Arabic, before engaging them in modern education. 

 He was aware that many of his Muslim audience deemed spending time on 

memorizing the Qur’ān and learning the fundamentals of Islam wastage of time, which would 

probably have adverse effects on future life especially careers of their children. He addresses 

this issue by comparing it with another situation. He asks them how they would behave if a 

medical doctor advises them not to teach their children English for three years, arguing that 

this would possibly harm their mental health. Maulānā Thānavī says that people would surely 

accept doctor’s advice despite knowing that this is the only time in which their children could 
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pass examinations and that if they left their studies for a period of three years they would 

probably forget everything and may not be able to resume their studies. The reason for 

accepting doctor’s advice is that parents prefer mental and physical health of their children to 

the loss of three-year education. In the same way, maulānā Thānavī argues, they should 

suppose that they have admitted their children to a religious seminary for two or three years 

for the sake of their spiritual health. He further reasons that the period of two or three years 

do not harm any worldly matters at the first place. Many children waist such a time just in 

playing and matters of no significance. Even if it does harm, Muslims must prefer their 

religion to everything else,80 maulānā Thānavī finally concludes. 

 During maulānā Thānavī’s life, student strikes in Indian educational institutions 

became commonplace. It was not only modern educational Institute Aligarh Collage (later 

Muslim University) and reformed religious seminary Dār al-‘Ulūm Nadwat al-‘Ulamā’, 

Lucknow which were affected by this phenomenon but traditional madrasahs also suffered 

from it. When students of Dār al-‘Ulūm, Deoband went on a week-long strike against the 

madrasah administration in 1346 AH/1927 CE, someone asked maulānā Thānavī about his 

juristic opinion about student strikes.81 His response was a complete condemnation of the 

phenomenon for both intrinsic and extrinsic reasons.  

For him, student strike stands for students’ boycott of those who help them directly 

(as teachers) or indirectly (as administration) in seeking religious knowledge. He argues that 

since seeking religious knowledge is an act of worship, those who assist people directly or 

indirectly in receiving religious knowledge, assist them in an act of worship. Hence, they 

deserve the merits of the following Qur’ānic verse: “Help ye one another in righteousness and 
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piety” (5:2) as well as of the Prophetic tradition: “The world and what it contains are cursed 

except for remembrance of Allah, what is associated with it, the scholar, and the student.”82 

Moreover, as teachers and administration of a madrasah are beneficent towards students, they 

deserve affection and respect from them in line with the following Prophetic traditions: 

“Those who do not thank people do not thank Allah”83 and “The person who teaches 

someone a verse of the Book of Allah becomes the friend of the latter who should not desert 

the former neither should give preference over him.”84 Further, this relation of affection and 

respect is among the relations, which Allah has ordered to maintain and whose violation 

attracts Allah’s curse and wrath.85 The foregoing is the intrinsic reason for maulānā Thānavī’s 

condemnation of the student strike. 

As for extrinsic reasons for the condemnation of the student strike, Maulānā Thānavī 

mentions five of them. First, strikers seek to enforce madrasah administration to provide them 

with what is not their due. Such a demand is not lawful from the sharī‘ah perspective. 

Second, they enforce other students to join the strike and consequently lead them to material 

and academic loses; an act prohibited through the Qur’ānic verse 8:47 and the Prophetic 

tradition: “Islam does not allow harming.”86 Third, in order to achieve their objectives, they 

seek the help of wrong doers who indulged in real reprehensible actions compared to the 

allegedly reprehensible actions of madrasah administration against whom students strike. 
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Moreover, they do not admonish them. Such an attitude is condemned by the Qur’ānic verses 

4:60 and 5:79. Fourth, strikers prefer the way of wrong doers to the way of the followers of 

the right path; hence become the referent of the following Qur’ānic verse: 4:51. Fifth, strikers 

deprive themselves temporarily or permanently from learning religious sciences; an act that 

makes them resemble with the referents of the following Qur’ānic verse: 2:90.87 It is pertinent 

to note that maulānā Thānavī appended to his fatvā on student strikes two writings of his 

associates Ḥabīb al-Raḥmān Kairānavī and Shabbīr Aḥmad ‘Uthmānī.88 The former argued 

against the student strikes through legal maxims (qawā‘id shar‘iyyah) of Islamic law whereas 

the latter critically analysed the arguments of ‘Abd al-Salam Nadvī who published in July 

1914 an article in al-Hilāl magazine in support of student strike against the then Na╘im of 

Nadwat al-‘Ulamā’, Lucknow. 

To conclude, one may argue that maulānā Thānavī mostly defines knowledge in 

religious sense. That is why he relates it to faith, piety, light, and fiqh, and considers it a 

divine gift, which cannot coexist with sins. Perhaps keeping in mind the objectives of 

religious knowledge, he equates secular sciences with arts, professions, vocations, or means 

of earning and refuses to call them knowledge. He is not against acquiring training in modern 

professions and vocations. However, he opines that modern education often inculcates 

atheism and naturalism (nēchariyat) in Muslim youth. A reason for maulānā Thānavī’s 

ambivalence towards modern education may be sought in historical context of his life. He did 

not live in Muslim state, rather lived in colonial India. Modern educational institutions of the 

state were not responsible for inculcating sufficient knowledge of Islamic teachings in 

Muslim students. Majority of teachers and students belonged to faiths other than Islam. 

Obviously, it was very difficult for Muslim students, in such an environment, not to accept 

                                                           
87 Thānavī, Imdād al-fatāwā, 6:201-02. 

88 Ibid., 6:203-09. 



212 
 

  

alien influences, which in maulānā Thānavī’s view, included casting rationalistic doubts on 

normative texts of Islam, obsession with worldly progress and success, arrogance, 

indifference to the hereafter, overemphasis on personal opinion, and obsession with fashion, 

pretention, formality, and affectation. For this reason, he necessitates acquiring sufficient 

knowledge of the essentials of Islam first. He emphasizes that ‘ulamā’ do not forbid Muslims 

from seeking modern education. They only urge them to adopt the right and safe way of 

seeking it.  
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4.4 Concept of Progress 

For maulānā Thānavī, progress (tararqqī) and honour (‘izzat) are not only commendable in 

Islam but also a religious obligation of Muslims. Because Allah urges Muslims to strive 

together towards all that is good89 and declares that honour only belongs to Allah and His 

Messenger, and to the Believers.90 Maulānā Thānavī also acknowledges the necessity of 

material progress. He relates his concept of progress to those of wealth and honour. He 

argues that all human actions aim at either securing benefit (jalb al-manfa‘ah) or avoiding 

harm (daf‘ al-maḍarrah). Since wealth is a means of securing benefits and honour is a means 

of avoiding harms, they are also necessary and commendable in Islam, because means of a 

necessary objective is also necessary (muqaddamat al-wājib wājib).91 This proves that Islam 

commends progress in the form of earning wealth and seeking honour. However, what Islam 

denounces is overwhelming love of wealth and honour, which, as the Qur’ān reveals, results 

in preferring wealth and honour to the teachings of Allah and His Messenger (9:24). 

Maulānā Thānavī holds that Islamic concept of progress and ways of achieving it 

differ from the concept of progress and its ways advocated by modernist Muslims. He argues 

that from Islamic perspective the real progress is religious and otherworldly one. Material 

progress is subordinate to the religion. Muslims must not seek the former at the cost of the 

latter. They may achieve religious and material progress together. However, if achieving 

material progress violates commandments of Islamic law, Muslims must refrain from such 

material progress. Criticizing the modernist concept of the progress, maulānā Thānavī 

comments that “progress” has become a popular and attractive slogan of the day. However, 
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what it denotes in the modernist parlance is no more than greed (ḥirṣ) and  lengthy 

expectations (ṭūl-i amal), two spiritual diseases, which Islam aims to completely eradicate 

from human society. He argues that one does not find such concept of progress in the 

teachings of the Prophet (peace be on him) nor in the biographical accounts of his 

companions. They always strove for the progress of their religion, which consequently led 

them to an unprecedented material progress as well.92 However, their prime objective was the 

progress of the religion. That is why, Allah has prescribed their qualities as follows: “(They 

are) those who if we establish them in the land, establish regular prayer and give regular 

charity, enjoin the right and forbid the wrong.”93 Comparing the modernist concept of 

progress with that of the companions, he comments that they are as divergent from each other 

as are curved and straight lines.94 This simile is particularly relevant because it indicates that 

as some parts of a curved line meet with those of a straight line and others do not, certain 

modernist views of progress correspond with those of the companions of the Prophet (peace 

be on him) and others do not. 

 Maulānā Thānavī also criticizes modernist Muslims for resorting to unlawful means 

to achieve progress. For him, such measures are doomed to failure. To strengthen his view, 

he refers to the recent history of Muslims in colonial India on the one hand, and articulates 

theological arguments on the other. As for the former, he draws Muslims’ attention to 

measures taken by modernist Muslims for progress. However, these measures, in his view, 

led Muslims to further decline instead of progress. Compared to contemporary Muslims, 

Muslims’ forebears (aslāf) especially the companions of the Prophet (peace be on him) were 

deprived of material resources. However, they had political superiority over other nations, 
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which were more advanced in material sense than they were. The real cause of their success 

was that they developed a very strong bond between themselves and Allah and resorted only 

to lawful means. Consequently, divine support accompanied them.95 This historical view 

leads maulānā Thānavī to his theological argument, which unfolds in the following way. 

Accepting the Ash‘arite understanding of causality, he holds that measures taken for progress 

are not effective for themselves. Rather their effectiveness solely depends on the will of Allah 

(mashiyyat), which further depends on His approval (riḍā) as far as Muslims are concerned. 

Moreover, one cannot get His approval by resorting to unlawful resources. This proves, in 

maulānā Thānavī’s view, that Muslims cannot achieve progress by adopting unlawful means 

because these means will not be effective due to lack of Allah’s approval and His subsequent 

will.96 Therefore, maulānā Thānavī concludes that Muslims cannot progress without pleasing 

Allah and resorting to lawful measures. 

In the same line of reasoning, maulānā Thānavī argues that Muslims cannot progress 

by blindly imitating non-Muslims in their ways of progress. Because every nation has its own 

spiritual characteristics. Therefore, means suitable for the progress of one nation are not 

necessarily suitable for the progress of another one. This idea is in agreement with the 

following couplet of Muhammad Iqbal, the Poet of the East: “Judge not your nation on the 

criteria of Western nations/Special in composition is Hashimi Prophet’s nation.”97 Maulānā 

Thānavī argues that due to Islam Muslims have a very delicate disposition. Therefore, 

measures of progress that benefit non-Muslims do not necessarily benefit Muslims. He likens 

Muslims to a cap and non-Muslims to shoes. One may tolerate dirt in his/her shoes but not in 

                                                           
95 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 5:112-14; 25:192-93. 

96 Ibid., 5:114; 25:186-87. 

97 Muhammad Iqbal, The Call of the Caravan Bell, in Collected Poetical Works of Iqbal, accessed September 

10, 2018, http://www.allamaiqbal.com/works/poetry/urdu/bang/translation/03call.pdf, p. 212.  

http://www.allamaiqbal.com/works/poetry/urdu/bang/translation/03call.pdf
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his/her cap.98 For this reason, Allah does not tolerate the dirt of sins and disobedience in 

Muslims and punish them immediately whereas He gives a respite to non-Muslims and 

provides them with progress whenever they take relevant measures.  

Maulānā Thānavī particularly criticizes some of his contemporary Muslim reformers 

who opine that the actual cause of Muslims’ decline is outlawing interest. They argue that 

those nations who practice interest-based businesses have tremendously progressed. 

However, in maulānā Thānavī’s view, interest cannot lead Muslims to progress. For him, it is 

not a means of progress neither from religious perspective nor from business perspective. As 

for religious perspective, taking interest causes spiritual diseases and hardens peoples’ hearts. 

Consequently, they show no mercy to others and feel no sympathy for humanity on its 

sufferings. Moreover, being a sin it is against teachings of Islam. Hence, preferring a small 

material benefit to the teachings of Islam is not appropriate. As for the worldly perspective, 

maulānā Thānavī argues that many Muslims involve interest-based transactions, but they 

cannot enjoy it. Because the purpose of money is to benefit from it, whereas they generally 

spend their whole life in collecting money and die without having enjoyed it. Moreover, the 

real cause of progress is a means that benefits common people. For that reason, advanced 

nations are those whose most members prosper and possess wealth. Whereas interest is not 

such a means. Because all members of a society are not wealthy enough to lend their money 

on interest. Only a few are able to do so. The majority pay interest on the money they borrow 

and consequently destroy their economic life.99  

Maulānā Thānavī also responds to the objections of contemporary Muslim reformers 

who opined that wearing veiling by Muslim women was a hindrance to Muslims’ progress. 

                                                           
98 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 23:134; 25:206-07. 

99 Thānavī, Ashraf al-javāb, 442-43. 
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They argued that if Muslim women were emancipated from the custom of veiling, they would 

be able to seek modern sciences and arts and hence not only progress themselves but also 

pave the way for the progress of their younger generation. For maulānā Thānavī, veiling is 

not a hindrance to Muslims’ progress. He argues that only women of elite families (shurafā’) 

wear the veil in India. These women constitute a very small number compared to numerous 

Muslim women of lower classes who do not wear the veil. If abandoning the veil were the 

cause of progress, the Muslim women of lower classes should have progressed. However, 

they have not progressed either.100 This proves, for maulānā Thānavī, that abandoning the 

veil is not the cause of progress. Nor is veiling a hindrance to it. 

Responding to modernists’ objection that ‘ulamā’ are against the progress, maulānā 

Thānavī holds that material progress is of two kinds. First, which contradicts religion and 

second which does not. ‘Ulamā’ are against the former, not the latter. He argues that 

‘ulamā’’s this approach is completely in accordance with reason. Because reason dictates that 

when one has to choose between two harms, he/she should choose the lesser one. Since the 

harm caused by refraining from a certain material progress is lesser than the harm caused by 

the violation of religious injunctions, ‘ulamā’ suggest to refrain from such kind of material 

progress and not to violate religious rulings. This proves that ‘ulamā’ are against only that 

material progress, which leads to a greater harm (i.e., violation of religious commandments). 

Maulānā Thānavī likens this approach to that of a father who punishes his son for some 

deviation and of a government, which punishes robbers for robbery.101 Therefore, Islam has 

certain principles and limitations regarding progress. Islam recommends only those forms of 

progress, which are in agreement with its principles. Maulānā Thānavī further elaborates this 

by a number of examples from everyday life. One of them is as follows: If a person’s body 

                                                           
100 Ibid., 361. 

101 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 23:173. 
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swells for some reason, he/she consults a doctor. If every kind of progress is admirable than 

people should not consult physicians for swellings, because they are also a kind progress as 

the body has become bigger. Another example relates to a cook who works for a person on a 

reasonable salary. A guest of the latter admires the tastes of food prepared by the cook and 

offers him/her a raised salary to work for himself. Maulānā Thānavī remarks that people 

would appreciate the cook for his/her loyalty to his/her existing employer if he/she chooses 

not to accept the offer of a better salary and blame him/her for disloyalty if he/she opts to 

accept the offer. Whereas by the standers of the modernists, he/she should be blamed for the 

first choice and admired for the second one.102 These examples suffice, in maulānā Thānavī’s 

view, to explain that not every material progress is appreciable. Rather one should have to 

consider certain religious, moral, and social aspects before deciding about a specific form of 

progress. 

A recurrent theme in maulānā Thānavī’s sermons and writings is that the progress that 

reformers of Aligarh movement advocate amounts to the betterment of a tiny minority but 

decline of a majority.103 Once he acknowledged that proponents of Aligarh movement 

achieved remarkable material progress and that those who associated with them generally 

developed a sense of sympathy for the nation. However, they achieved this progress at the 

cost of religion, which is not appreciable from Islamic perspective. Moreover, what “nation” 

denotes in modernist parlance is not poor classes of Muslims who being numerous in number 

rightly deserve to be called the “nation.” Rather for modernists, the “nation” comprises of 

elites, not even all elites but only those of their won camp.104 Maulānā Thānavī’s these 

                                                           
102 Ibid., 8:106-07; 26:111-12, 458-59. 

103 Ibid., 8:56. 

104 Ibid., 12:222. 
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comments reflect a common scholarly perception that Aligarh movement represented Muslim 

elite not Muslim masses. 

Maulānā Thānavī’s concept of progress significantly differs from the concept of 

progress modernists of his time uphold. He accepts the necessity of material progress. 

However, Islamic perspective of progress, in his view, is religious and otherworldly at the 

first place. Material progress is subordinate to religion. One must not achieve the former at 

the cost of the latter. He identifies underlying motives of the modernist concept of progress as 

greed and lengthy expectations, which he deems serious spiritual diseases. To strengthen his 

concept of progress, he returns to early Islamic history when Muslims made unprecedented 

material progress without compromising Islamic teachings. Besides producing historical 

evidences, he also articulates theological arguments. His major concern is that modernists 

often resort to unlawful means in order to achieve material progress. Such unlawful means 

include legalizing interest, blindly imitating unbelievers, and opposing women’s veil. For 

him, Muslims can never achieve real progress by resorting to unlawful means. Rather they 

must consider certain religious, moral, and social aspects before adopting any specific means 

of material progress. 
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4.5 Critical Appraisal  

This chapter discusses views of maulānā Thānavī about some modern sociopolitical issues. 

These include politics, civilization, inter-cultural borrowing, knowledge, education, and 

progress. This is a selective not exhaustive study. However, it does help in understanding his 

overall approach to certain social and political issues of his time. Since people are generally 

products of their age, it is important to analyze maulānā Thānavī’s views within the 

sociopolitical and historical context of his period. He lived in colonial India where Muslims 

were dominated by Hindus numerically and by British politically. General literacy rate was 

very low, influence of mass media was limited, and access to information was not as easy as 

is it in the digitalized world of today. Even many modern concepts have radically evolved 

since early twentieth century. The influence of social and historical forces on maulānā 

Thānavī’s thought is particularly evident from his understanding of democracy and his 

approach to the education of modern sciences.  

Maulānā Thānavī does not include politics among the objectives of religion. This 

implies that Muslims, in his view, can satisfactorily, if not ideally, practice teachings of Islam 

in a society where they do not have political sovereignty. However, since Islamic teachings 

do involve politics as well, he necessitates running of governmental business according to the 

principles of Islam where Muslims are politically sovereign. For this reason, he allows rather 

encourages struggle for Muslims’ political sovereignty but qualifies this with two main 

conditions. First, Muslims must never resort to any means or strategies, which violate 

teachings of Islam. Second, they should work within their capabilities so that their political 

struggle should not result in any greater harm. This approach, in fact, stems from two 

principles of Islamic jurisprudence on which he puts great emphasis. First, ends do not justify 

means. Second, a man is not obliged to do what he is not capable of. Maulānā Thānavī’s 
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views about certain modes of governance draw upon his understanding of related Islamic 

normative texts. He also strengthens his traditional arguments with a number of rational 

arguments and questions the viability of the underpinning rationales of democracy. However, 

it is pertinent to note that his advocacy of autocracy is conditioned with an ideal situation, in 

which enthronement of a just and capable king is viable. If this is not possible, he himself 

prefers democracy to autocracy. Because in such circumstances, the democratic ruler with 

restricted powers is expected to commit less injustice compared to a powerful monarch with 

absolute authority. It is important that maulānā Thānavī returns to a traditional source even 

when he prefers a rather modern concept like democracy. 

As for civilization, maulānā Thānavī equates it with social and cultural relations 

between human beings (mu‘āsharat) and relates it to religion. This sheds light on his 

understanding of religion itself. He does not confines religion to doctrines and rituals alone. 

Rather religion, in his view, encompasses all aspects of human life, including beliefs, rituals, 

contracts, social relations, and morals. For this reason, he seems to be suspicious of a 

civilizational phenomenon not based on religious foundations. He further suggests Muslims 

not to imitate non-Muslims in religious and civilizational matters. Because they themselves 

possess the best religious and cultural teachings. He draws Muslims’ attention to the fact that 

the progress of other nations owes much to teachings of Islam. Therefore, they should 

rediscover their lost treasure and return to the sources of their own civilization. He 

strengthens his views by articulating arguments based on Islamic normative texts, reason, and 

etiquettes on the one hand, and instigating Muslims’ national pride on the other. However, he 

allows Muslims to benefit from scientific inventions and administrative systems, which other 

nations have developed, provided Muslims do not possess alternatives. One notices that like 

many other Muslim scholars and reformers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 

maulānā Thānavī seems to have the notion that Muslims may benefit from the fruits of 
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Western technology without being affected by Western scientific worldview, which gave 

birth to the former. However, many later Muslim intellectuals who directly studied history of 

Western sciences contest this view and believe that the Western technology and Western 

cultural and civilizational worldview on which the former has depended are inseparable. 

They emphasize on Islamization of modern Western sciences in order to protect Muslims 

from the adverse effects of modern technology. 

Like medieval Muslim scholars maulānā Thānavī mostly defines knowledge in 

religious sense, equates modern secular sciences with arts, professions, vocations, or means 

of earning, and prefers not to call them knowledge. He is not against acquiring training in 

modern professions and vocations. However, since modern education, in his view, often 

inculcates atheism and naturalism (nēchariyat) in Muslim youth, he necessitates acquiring 

sufficient knowledge of the essentials of Islam first. He emphasizes that ‘ulamā’ do not 

forbid Muslims from seeking modern education. They only urge them to adopt the right and 

safe way of seeking it. Education is interlinked with progress. Maulānā Thānavī does not 

undermine material progress. However, he makes it subordinate to religion and does not 

allow achieving the former at the cost of the latter. He criticizes modernists for elevating 

material progress to the position, which it does not deserve and deems their obsession with it 

a serious spiritual malaise. To strengthen his concept of progress, he refers to early Islamic 

history when Muslims made unprecedented material progress without compromising Islamic 

teachings. Besides producing historical evidences, he also articulates theological arguments. 

His major concern is that modernists often resort to unlawful means in order to achieve 

material progress. For him, Muslims can never achieve real progress by resorting to unlawful 

means. Therefore, they must consider certain religious, moral, and social aspects before 

adopting any specific means of material progress. 
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5.1 Sources of Islamic Law  

Sources of Islamic law are a hotly debated topic between traditionalist and modernist 

Muslims. By sources of Islamic law, maulānā Thānavī means sources to which one may turn 

to prove the authenticity of sharīʻah injunctions. For him, there are four main sources of 

Islamic law, the Qur’ān, Prophetic traditions (ḥadīths), consensus of juristic opinion (ijmāʻ), 

and analogy (qiyās). Modernist Muslims such as Chirāgh ʻAlī,1 Sayyid Aḥmad Khān,2 and 

Muḥsin al-Mulk3 challenge the authority of many of them, especially the Prophetic traditions, 

consensus of juristic opinion, and analogy. In maulānā Thānavī’s view, they commit a 

number of errors regarding these sources.  

 As for the Qur’ān, maulānā Thānavī refers to two main errors of the modernists. First, 

they consider the Qur’ān the sole source of Islamic law. Second, they attempt to prove 

modern scientific theories by the Qur’ān. His response to the second error has already been 

discussed above with reference to the relationship between science and religion.4 His 

response to the first error is manifold. First, he opines that considering the Qur’ān the sole 

source of sharīʻah commandments entails denying authority of other sources (i.e., Prophetic 

traditions, consensus of juristic opinion, and analogy). He emphasizes that many Islamic 

normative texts (nuṣūṣ) conclusively establish the authority of these three sources of Islamic 

law. Muslim jurists have discussed them in details in manuals of Islamic jurisprudence.5 

                                                           
1 For instance, see ‘Ali, Proposed Political, Legal, and Social Reforms, 282-86.  

2 For instance, see Ahmad, Islamic Modernism, 40-54.  

3 For instance, see ibid., 67-71.  

4 See above section 3.7.  

5 For instance, see Aḥmad b. ‘Alī al-Jaṣṣāṣ, al-Fuṣūl fī ’l-uṣūl, ed. ‘Ajīl Jāsim al-Nashmī, 4 vols. (Kuwait: 

Wazārat al-Awqāf wa ’l-Shu’ūn al-Islāmiyyah, 1405/1985-1414/1994), 3:63-109, 257-67; 4:17-19; Muḥammad 

b. Aḥmad b. Abī Sahl al-Sarakhsī, Uṣūl al-Sarakhsī, 2 vols. (Beirut: Dār al-Ma‘rifah, n.d.), 1:296-300. 
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Since there are diverse sources of Islamic law, no one may justifiably demand to prove a 

sharī‘ah commandment by a specific source. Rather it would suffice to prove it from any of 

the sources of Islamic law. He further elaborates this with a physical example of the practices 

of his contemporary British courts. He says that if a plaintiff provides the court with 

witnesses in support of his/her claim, the defendant has the right to cross-examine them. 

However, if the witnesses pass cross-examination, the defendant has no right to demand—

instead of them—any specific witnesses such as certain dignitaries or prominent 

personalities. This is in line with the well-established principle of the art of polemics that one 

may demand an authentic proof from the person who makes an assertion. However, one has 

no justifiable right to demand any specific proof.6 In the same way, maulānā Thānavī argues, 

Muslims have the right to produce a proof based on any of the four sources of Islamic law but 

no one has the right to demand them a specific argument based, for instance, on the Qur’ān 

alone.  

For the same reason, maulānā Thānavī criticizes modernists who acceding to 

opponents’ demand of proving certain sharī‘ah commandments by the Qur’ān alone, ask 

Muslim scholars to produce such proofs when they themselves fail to do so. Maulānā 

Thānavī argues that since such demands are based on a false assumption, that is, each 

sharī‘ah commandment must be proved by the Qur’ān alone, Muslims need not to answer 

them. Moreover, acceding to such demands betrays sheer lack of foresight and would 

eventually lead to the negation of many fundamental teachings of Islam.7 Because no one on 

the earth is able to prove, for instance, the prescribed number of the rak‘āt of daily five 

prayers or the minimum amount of property liable to the payment of the zakāh (niṣāb) and 

the money payable as zakāh on the bases of the Qur’ān alone. 

                                                           
6 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 28-29. 

7 Ibid., 28-29. 
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Maulānā Thānavī admits that not all of these four sources of Islamic law are equal in 

authority and validity. However, as they differ in authority, the sharī‘ah commandments, 

which rest on them differ in validity as well. Some of them are definitive with definite 

signification (qaṭ‘ī ’l-thubūt wa ’l-dalālah), some are approximative with approximative 

signification (ẓannī ’l-thubūt wa ’l-dalālah), others are definitive with approximative 

signification (qaṭ‘ī ’l-thubūt wa ẓannī ’l-dalālah), and even some others are approximative 

with definite signification (ẓannī ’l-thubūt wa qaṭ‘ī ’l-dalālah). However, despite this 

variation in the degree of validity, no one has the right not to abide by approximative 

commandments. Maulānā Thānavī again stresses the binding nature of approximative 

arguments with an example of his contemporary British courts. He asks, 

Do not we see many a judge, against whose judgement no appeal can lie, often 

pronounces his judgement on the mere ground that he has thought fit to apply to a 

case brought before him a certain section of the legal code, and though the section 

of the code is definitive, his decision that the particular case falls under that 

section is approximative? The substance of such a judgement would be that the 

particular section of the code has been established definitively, but its application 

is approximative--in other words, it rests on a definitive argument, but its 

signification is approximative. But everyone can see for himself what the 

consequences would be if one were to question that judgement.8  

 One cannot help but appreciate maulānā Thānavī’s keen observation of British 

judiciary system and frequent references to it in order to strengthen his views in his debates 

with contemporary modernists.  

 Maulānā Thānavī frequently refers to modernists’ errors regarding the Prophetic 

traditions, the second most important source of Islamic law. One of their errors, in his view, 

is the assumption that neither the texts of Prophetic traditions nor their contents were 

authentically preserved. As for the texts, they were not written down rather transmitted orally 

                                                           
8 Ibid., 29. The translation is of Thanvi, Answer to Modernism, 56. 
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during the Prophetic period. Moreover, having a memory strong enough to remember the 

exact words is against nature. As for the contents of Prophetic traditions, they were also not 

authentically preserved because when people heard the Prophet (peace be on him) say 

something, they understood the meanings of his sayings in their own way and consequently 

transmitted them to others in a way which was not necessarily the real import of his 

conversation.9 Modernists emphasize that when the actual words of the Prophet’s (peace be 

on him) sayings were not retained and what was transmitted was no more than the personal 

understanding of the Prophet’s speech by the transmitters, which was not necessarily the 

actual import of his sayings, how the Prophetic traditions can be authentic and consequently 

authoritative source of Islamic law. 

 In maulānā Thānavī’s analysis, modernists’ error regarding the authenticity of 

Prophetic traditions results from not taking full account of the lives of early Muslim 

traditionists (muḥaddithūn). They simply judge early Muslim traditionists on themselves in 

terms of weak memory, want of zeal, and lack of piety. For him, however, this analogy is not 

correct. Because early Muslim traditionists surpassed later generations in terms of strong 

memory, zeal for the preservation of Prophetic traditions, and having high standards of piety. 

He argues that reliable historical sources witness to the unusual memory of early Muslim 

traditionists. He refers to incidents that stress the exceptional memory of, ‘Abd Allāh b. 

‘Abbās, Muḥammad b. Ismāʻīl al-Bukhārī, and Muḥammad b. ʻĪsā al-Tirmidhī. He further 

argues that historical sources record that Muslim traditionists frequently examined their 

master traditionists by asking them to repeat Prophetic traditions, which they had reported to 

them earlier. On repeating the earlier reports, the former found no difference between the 

earlier and later accounts. Moreover, biographical dictionaries of ḥadīth-transmitters testify 

that Muslim traditionists took great pains to identify those ḥadīth-transmitters who had a 

                                                           
9 Ibid., 32-33. For the details of Muslim modernists’ views on this topic, see above sections 1.3.1 to 1.3.5. 
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weak memory and exclude their reports from the authentic Prophetic traditions. This 

highlights the efforts made by Muslim traditionists to preserve the Prophetic traditions 

authentically. To further support his claim about the unusual memory of early Muslim 

traditionists, maulānā Thānavī also refers to some of his contemporaries who had 

extraordinary memory.10 One does not fail to notice that in all these arguments maulānā 

Thānavī relies on history,11 a discipline to which modernists attach a great importance.  

 Maulānā Thānavī argues that Muslim traditionists demonstrated unusual zeal for the 

preservation of Prophetic traditions and displayed extreme caution in transmitting their exact 

words. Because the Prophet (peace be on him) himself prayed for the felicity of a person who 

heard his saying, memorized it, preserved it intact, and transmitted it as he heard it.12 On the 

other hand, the Prophet (peace be on him) also warned against attributing to him what he did 

not say: “The man who falsely imputes to me something, which I have not said, should take it 

granted that his resting place is hell.”13 Moreover, traditionists’ practice of giving alternative 

expressions or adding phrases that indicate approximation of the words especially in lengthy 

Prophetic traditions, testifies to the preservation of Prophetic traditions’ exact words and 

utmost care traditionists took in this regard.14 With such degree of zeal and caution, there 

remains no need for preserving Prophetic traditions in writing, maulānā Thānavī concludes. 

                                                           
10 Ibid., 32-33. 

11 Even if he rarely refers to a ḥadīth, he makes sure that that ḥadīth should fall under the category of history 

(qiṣaṣ) and not law (aḥkām).  

12 See Muḥammad b. ‘Īsā al-Tirmidhī, Sunan, Kitāb al-‘ilm, Bāb mā jā’ fī ’l-ḥathth ‘alā tablīgh al-simā‘ (2582); 

Muḥammad b. Idrīs al-Shāfi‘ī, Musnad (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, n.d.), 240 (1208).  

13 Bukhārī, Ṣaḥīḥ, Kitāb al-‘ilm, Bāb ithm man kadhabs ‘alā ’l-Nabī ṣallā Allāh ‘alayhi wa sallam (110). 

14 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 33. 
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 As modernists resorted to nature to prove inauthenticity of the Prophetic traditions, 

maulānā Thānavī also referred to it to support his own views. He argues that it is the law of 

nature that people develop qualities and skills according to the needs of their age. Because 

human faculties develop with exercise. The development of special mental faculty needed for 

scientific inventions and discoveries in the present period also testifies to this. For this reason, 

in accordance with the law of nature, traditionists developed unusual power of memory for 

memorizing Prophetic traditions before they were compiled in writing. However, after the 

written compilation of Prophetic traditions, traditionists started relying on writing. 

Consequently, their power of memory gradually decreased due to lack of exercise.15  

 Maulānā Thānavī also argues for the authenticity of Prophetic traditions in another 

way. For him, if all Prophetic traditions are collected and their texts and chains are compared 

with each other, this will reveal that most texts are similar and most chains divers and 

multiple. This fact elevates them to the position of mutawātir, a category of Prophetic 

traditions in which a great number of transmitters repot a Prophetic tradition in each period. 

This category precludes the necessity of examining the credibility of individual reporters and 

its validity does not rest on the integrity, good memory, and sound judgement of individual 

reporters.16 In this way, objections of modernists regarding credibility of reporters become 

irrelevant. 

 Maulānā Thānavī does not deny that in some instances only the sense, instead of 

actual words of the saying of the Prophet (peace be on him), was reported. However, he 

emphasizes that reporting the sense alone was rare. Because having good memory, they only 

occasionally needed to report the sense alone. Moreover, diverse authorities often reported 

                                                           
15 Ibid. 

16 Ibid., 34. 
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the same Prophetic tradition. If some narrated the sense, others reported the words as well. 

Furthermore, agreement of the former with the latter proves that those who narrated the 

sense, they mostly understood correctly. Maulānā Thānavī also argues that even if the words 

of a Prophetic tradition are lost to no trace—though it is very rare—the understanding of the 

companions must take precedence over that of others. Because they had more knowledge 

about the personality of the Prophet (peace be on him) than anyone else. Consequently, their 

understanding of the Prophet’s speech would be more authentic. Therefore, it is not 

justifiable to reject their understanding just because of reason, maulānā Thānavī concludes.17 

It is obvious that here maulānā Thānavī refers to a well-known principle of history, which 

states that contemporary witnesses/evidences should have precedence over later 

witnesses/evidences. 

 As for the errors of modernists regarding the ijmā‘ (consensus of the opinion), 

maulānā Thānavī holds that they do not give ijmā‘ the status more than the personal opinion 

and consequently deny its binding authority.18 For him, such approach to the ijmā‘ is 

erroneous. He produces both traditional and rational arguments to prove his view. First, he 

argues that the authority of the ijmā‘ rests on traditional arguments, that is, the Qur’ān and 

Prophetic traditions. These arguments state, “If the Ulema of a particular age come to agree 

upon a particular issue, their opinion is binding, whether it pertains to beliefs or to actions, 

and, in the presence of such a consensus, to follow one’s personal opinion is to be 

misguided.”19 Muslim jurists have discussed these arguments in details in their works of 

jurisprudence.20 He further explains this with following example. If a book of law is accepted 

                                                           
17 Ibid. 

18 For instance, see ‘Ali, Proposed Political, Legal, and Social Reforms, 285.  

19 Ibid., 35. The translation is of Thanvi, Answer to Modernism, 69. 

20 For instance, see al-Jaṣṣāṣ, al-Fuṣūl fī ’l-uṣūl, 3:257-67; al-Sarakhsī, Uṣūl al-Sarakhsī, 1:296-300.   
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as authoritative, it necessarily entails that all of its articles are obligatory. In the same way, 

when the Qur’ān and Prophetic traditions are final authority, it means that all of their laws are 

obligatory. As one of their laws is that consensus is a definitive authority, this law must be 

obligatory as well and its denial would amount to the denial of the Qur’ān and Prophetic 

traditions.21 

 In his rational argument, maulānā Thānavī resorts to the nature. He argues that as we 

naturally prefer majority opinion to the individual one and give no weight to the latter against 

the former in our matters, the consensus—that is even superior to the majority opinion—must 

be given precedence over the individual opinion. Unlike Muḥsin al-Mulk,22 maulānā Thānavī 

does not allow the later generations to make a consensus against the consensus of the earlier 

generations. Because the former to the latter are like expert persons to inexpert ones. As 

inexpert persons’ opposition to expert ones carries no weight, in the same way, later 

generations’ consensus against the consensus of earlier generations is invalid. To justify this, 

he refers to a natural law according to which it is a habitual way of Allah that sincere and 

selfless work deserves divine favour while work motivated by personal desire (gharż parastī) 

does not. His second premise is that if a consensus—which is considered definitive 

authority—already exists, there is no religious need to exercise personal judgement in face of 

it. Consequently, such activity would be motivated by personal desire and would not deserve 

divine favour. On the other hand, if there were no previous consensus, exercising personal 

judgement would be in response to a religious need. Consequently, it would not be inspired 

by personal desire and would deserve divine favour.23 This argument is in line with maulānā 

                                                           
21 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 35. 

22 Ahmad, Islamic Modernism, 70.  

23 Ibid. 
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Thānavī’s another view that ijtihād (independent reasoning), for its authenticity, requires 

especial divine favour, which, in turn, is closely associated with piety and sincerity.  

 Regarding the fourth source of Islamic law, qiyās (analogy), maulānā Thānavī refers 

to a number of errors, which the modernist Muslims, in his view, commit. The first one is 

about the concept of analogy. For him, the modernist concept of analogy differs from the 

concept of analogy, which sharīʻah affirms. He argues that since sharīʻah provides guidance 

on matters related to this world as well as the hereafter, if it is silent on certain matters, it 

does not mean that it has not laid down injunctions for these matters. It only means that 

sharīʻah has laid down injunctions for such matters in a veiled and inexplicit way. In order to 

infer such veiled injunctions, sharīʻah has introduced the mode of analogy. According to this 

mode, one first has to examine the situations about which the Islamic normative texts, the 

Qur’ān and the Prophetic traditions have provided explicit injunctions (maqīs ʻalayah) in 

order to determine to which of them, the situation under review (maqīs) bears closest 

resemblance in certain qualities and characteristics. Second, he should determine the 

characteristic, which forms the most probable basis (ʻillah) for the injunction in the situation, 

to which the situation under review bears closest resemblance. Third, he should assess 

whether this particular characteristic also exists in the situation under review. Finally, if that 

particular characteristic is present in the situation under review, the same injunction will be 

extended to this situation as well. This extension of injunction is called analogy. For maulānā 

Thānavī, this is the essence of analogy, which the sharīʻah approved and Muslim jurists 

proved. This detail also shows, he argues, that real sanction behind the injunction inferred by 

analogy is the Qur’ān or Prophetic traditions whereas the analogy only manifests it. After 

explaining the essence of analogy, maulānā Thānavī holds that the analogy in the parlance of 

modernist Muslims is not the analogy explained above. Rather it is just individual opinion, 
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which does not rest on the Islamic normative texts, the Qur’ān and Prophetic traditions.24 

Certain expressions they use also attest to this conclusion as they say, “ʻin our opinion’ and 

‘we think’.”25 For maulānā Thānavī, such interpretation of analogy amounts to declare 

oneself as the Legislator of the sharīʻah, which is evidently an irrational approach. Moreover, 

the Qur’ān, Prophetic traditions, and early masters have condemned following individual 

opinion.26 Thus, the modernist concept of analogy is condemnable by both reason and 

tradition, maulānā Thānavī concludes.  

 Second error pertains to the object (maḥall) of analogy. For maulānā Thānavī, the 

object of analogy is the situation about which Islamic normative texts are apparently silent. 

That is why, one needs to identify the ratio legis (‘illah) of a situation, about which Islamic 

normative texts have provided an injunction, only for extending its injunction to an analogous 

situation, about which the Islamic normative texts are apparently silent. Therefore, unless 

there is an actual need, determining the ratio legis of an explicit injunction is unlawful. 

However, modernist Muslims, in maulānā Thānavī’s view, determine the ratio legis of the 

explicit injunction without a need and then venture to make the very existence or 

nonexistence of this injunction depend on the existence or nonexistence of this imagined ratio 

legis.27 In this way, they transfer the object of analogy from the situation about which Islamic 

normative texts are apparently silent (maqīs) to the situation about which Islamic normative 

texts have provided explicit injunction (maqīs ‘alay). 

 Third, Muslim modernists misunderstand the purpose of analogy. For maulānā 

Thānavī, the purpose of analogy is to extend the explicit injunction to an analogous situation, 

                                                           
24 Ibid., 36-37. 

25 Thanvi, Answer to Modernism, 76. 

26 Thānavī, al-Intibāhāt al-mufīdah, 37. 

27 Ibid. 
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about which Islamic normative texts are apparently silent. However, they use, in his view, the 

analogy as a tool to alter the explicit injunction itself.28  

 The fourth error of modernists relates to the qualification of exercising ijtihād. They 

declare anyone eligible to exercise analogy relying on the Qur’ānic verse: “To you be your 

way and to me mine” (109:6). For maulānā Thānavī, the verse does not support this claim. 

Moreover, jurists have established, with strong arguments, requisite expertise for the exercise 

of ijtihād. He further supports his critique with an example of British court system. He argues 

that the essence of analogy and independent reasoning as explained above is comparable to 

lawyers’ application of a certain section of the legal code to a particular case. If everyone 

were eligible to do this, there would be no need to study law and pass exams of legal 

education. However, this is not the case. Rather there are certain conditions, which must be 

fulfilled—such as the lawyer should have studied law, he should still remember what he 

studied, he should have understood the ratio legis of different laws, and should have the 

ability to differentiate between the intricacies of cases he is dealing with—before he is 

regarded as qualified to decide which case falls under which section of the legal code.29 In the 

same case, a person must fulfil conditions prescribed by the jurists for the qualification of 

exercising ijtihād.    

                                                           
28 Ibid. 

29 Ibid., 38. 
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5.2 Rationales of the Sharī‘ah Commandments 

In the present context, “rationales of the sharī‘ah commandments” refer to wisdom (ḥikmah) 

and objectives/advantages (aghrāḍ/maqāṣid/maṣāliḥ) of these injunctions. One should not 

confuse the rationale with the ratio legis (‘illah) of sharī‘ah commandments. In maulānā 

Thānavī’s time, searching for rationales of the sharī‘ah injunctions became a famous 

phenomenon. He considered the spread of this phenomenon one of the consequences of 

modern English education. For him, the freedom of thought resulted from modern education, 

encouraged people to seek rationales of the sharī‘ah commandments.30 It is pertinent to note, 

however, that searching for rationales of the sharī‘ah commandments is not an altogether 

modern phenomenon. Muslim scholars of premodern period also wrote on this theme. For 

instance, one finds discussions on mysteries (asrār) and advantages (maṣāliḥ) of sharī‘ah 

commandments in the writings of Ḥamd b. Muḥammad al-Khaṭṭābī (d. 388/998), Abū Ḥāmid 

al-Ghazālī (d. 505/1111), and ‘Izz al-Dīn b. ‘Abd al-Salām al-Sulamī (d. 660/1262). Al-

Sulamī deserves special mention because his Qawā‘id al-Aḥkām fī Maṣāliḥ al-Anām31 

contains very detailed discussions on securing benefits (jalb al-manāfi‘) and avoiding harms 

(dar’ al-mafāsid) from sharī‘ah perspective. To the end of medieval ages, the Indian Muslim 

sage Shāh Walī Allāh (d. 1762) of Delhi’s contribution to this discipline perhaps surpassed 

all earlier contributions made by his predecessors to this field. His magnum opus Ḥujjat Allāh 

al-bāligh is completely devoted not only to the description of the mysteries and advantages of 

sharī‘ah commandments but also to the principles of this particular knowledge.  

                                                           
30 Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, Aḥkām-i Islām ‘Aql kī Naẓar meṇ (al-Maṣāliḥ al-‘Aqliyyah li al-Aḥkām al-Naqliyyah) 

(Karachi: Maktabah-i ‘Umar-i Fārūq, 2009), 13-14. 

31 ‘Izz al-Dīn ‘Abd al-‘Azīz b. ‘Abd al-Salām al-Sulamī, Qawā‘id al-Aḥkām fī Maṣāliḥ al-Anām, 2 vols. (Cairo: 

Maktabat al-Kulliyāt al-Azhariyyah, 1414/1994). 
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However, maulānā Thānavī does not appreciate seeking rationales of the revealed 

commandments. For him, sharī‘ah commandments solely depend on Islamic normative texts 

(nuṣūṣ), which are their ratio legis (‘illah). Therefore, sharī‘ah rulings require no other 

rationale for being legally binding upon Muslims. He argues that denying to practice sharī‘ah 

commandments without discoving their rationales amounts to revolt against Allah in the same 

way as denying to abide by government laws without knowing their rationales amounts to the 

same.32 For maulānā Thānavī, excessively seeking rationales of the sharī‘ah commandments 

might cause serious harm to Islam. Because such attitude would eventually lead to the 

complete abandonment of many Islamic injunctions.33 This also implies lack of love for 

Allah. Because it is observed that when someone loves some mortal person, the former never 

looks for rationales behind the wishes or suggestions of the latter. Then why does Immortal 

God not deserve the same love?34 He also quots Aḥmad Sirhindī (1564-1624), a pre-eminent 

Muslim sage of premodern India, saying that looking for rationales and advantages in the 

commandments of sharī‘ah amounts to the denial of the prophethood. Because it is, in 

reality, the following of rationales rather than that of the holy Prophet (peace be on him).35 

Moreover, excessivly looking for rationales implies disrespect for Allah Almighty. Because 

the relation between God and humans resembles the relation between a master and slaves. As 

the slaves have no right to ask about the rationales of the commamdments of their master and 

if they insist, it will be considered a disrepectful behaviour on their part, in the same way 

                                                           
32 Thānavī, Aḥkām-i Islām ‘Aql kī Naẓar meṇ, 13-14. 

33 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 2:341. 

34 Ibid., 1:73-74; 3:142. 

35 Ibid., 3:32, 142; 5:118. 
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Muslims’ aspiration to unveil the mystries (asrār) of the commandments of their real Lord 

contains elements of disrespect.36 

 However, maulānā Thānavī’s criticism of looking for rationales of the sharī‘ah 

commandments does not mean that he denies the existence of such rationales. For him, divine 

commandments do have rationales but everyone is not necessarily able to understand them. 

Maulānā Thānavī draws an analogy between the laws of the parliament and those of sharī‘ah 

in order to explain how human beings are not necessarily able to discover the real rationales 

of divine commandments. Everyone agrees with, he continues, that it is not necessary that 

everyone should understand the rationales behind the laws made by the competent legislators 

of the parliament. Only few high-level government officials know their rationales. In the 

same way, revealed laws do have rationales, maulānā Thānavī emphasizes. However, only 

sound reason (‘aql-i salīm) can identify them. Even if no one could discover the rationale 

behind a revealed law, no Muslim has the right to change or reject it. Because revealed laws 

are not subject to reason.37 For him, altering revealed laws is something absolutely beyond 

the jurisdiction of reason. 

 Maulānā Thānavī was aware of Shāh Walī Allāh’s criticism of those Muslim scholars 

who denied the existence of the rationales of the sharī‘ah commandments. Maulānā Thānavī 

attempted to harmonize both views by suggesting that there might have been some 

misunderstanding of the position of Muslim scholars whom Shāh Walī Allāh criticized for 

denying the rationales of the sharī‘ah commandments. Because no action of all-wise Allah 

can be devoid of wisdom and rationale. They must have meant that human intellect alone is 

not necessarily sufficient to discover the rationales of all sharī‘ah commandments. In order to 

reconcile both views, maulānā Thānavī divides sharī‘ah commandments into two categories, 

                                                           
36 Ibid., 7:234. 

37 Thānavī, Ashraf al-javāb, 313. 
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general (e.g., prohibition of telling a lie) and specific (e.g., offering four rak‘ahs of Ẓuhr 

prayer). Both kinds of commandments have rationales. However, understanding rationales of 

general commandments is easier than understanding rationale of specific commandments. 

The more a commandment is general the easier is to discover its rationales and the more a 

commandment is specific the more difficult is to identify its rationale.38 Perhaps for this 

reason, maulānā Thānavī holds that only general and fundamental doctrines (uṣūl) of Islam 

need to be proved by rational arguments and that rest of detailed commandments (furū‘) need 

not any rational justification.39 Rather, it should be enough to prove that Islamic normative 

texts (the Qur’ān and sunnah) enjoin to perform them. 

However, when maulānā Thānavī observed that some unqualified contemporary 

authors wrote books on the rationales of the sharī‘ah commandments and that many 

Muslims, who failed to resist temptation to look for the rationales of the sharīʻah 

commandments, read them with interest, he deemed it impractical to forbid them from 

reading unauthentic books without providing them with authentic alternatives. Therefore, he 

himself penned a book to explain the rationales of detailed commandments (furū‘) of 

sharī‘ah. He based his book, in fact, on another book, which someone sent to him for review. 

He found it containing a mixture of authentic and unauthentic information. He removed what 

he deemed unauthentic and added relevant material from other sources especially al-Risālah 

al-Ḥamīdiyyah of Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Jasr. Maulānā Thānavī also refers to Ḥujjat Allāh 

al-Bāligh of Shāh Walī Allāh and Asrār al-Sharīʻah40 of an Egyptian scholar Ibrāhīm Āfandī 

ʻAlī as well as acknowledges that al-Khaṭṭābī, al-Ghazālī (d. 505/1111), and al-Sulamī also 

                                                           
38 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 17:317-20. 

39 Thānavī, Ashraf al-javāb, 375. 

40 Ibrāhīm Afandī, Asrār al-sharīʻah al-Islāmiyyah wa ādābuhā ’l-bāṭiniyyah (Cairo: Maṭbaʻat al-Wāʻiẓ, 1328 

AH). 
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wrote on the subject.41 The sources of the book include, among others, Ḥujjat Allāh al-bāligh 

of Shāh Walī Allāh, al-Risālah al-Ḥamīdiyyah of al-Jasr, Iʻlām al-muwaqqiʻīn of Ibn Qayyim 

al-Jawziyyah, Sharḥ musnad al-Imām al-Aʻẓam, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkiyyah of Ibn al-ʻArabī, 

and Mufarriḥ al-qulūb Sharḥ Qānūnchah. It is pertinent to note that maulānā Thānavī did not 

mention the name of the book, on which he mainly based his work nor did he identify the 

name of the author.42 Moreover, nowhere in the book he distinguished his text from that of 

the book he drew upon.  

In sum, Maulānā Thānavī does not deny that revealed commandments have rationales. 

However, he does not appreciate seeking rationales of revealed commandments. For him, this 

would eventually lead to the complete abandonment of many of Islamic injunctions. He 

considers this tendency as one of the concequences of the modern education and naturalism.  

 

                                                           
41 Thānavī, Bawādir al-nawādir, 601-628, especially 602-603. 

42 Later I came across a book section of Muniruddin Ahmed (d. 2019) who held that the book on which maulānā 

Thānavī heavily relied was Asrār-i sharī‘at written by his paternal grandfather maulavī Muḥammad Fażl Khān 

(d. 1938). Asrār-i sharī‘at was first published in 1909/1327 about seven years before the publication of maulānā 

Thānavī’s book al-Maṣāliḥ al-‘aqliyyah li ’l-aḥkām al-naqliyyah that was written in 1916/1334. According to 

Ahmed, about ninety-five per cent of al-Maṣāliḥ al-‘aqliyyah were verbatim quoted from Asrār-i sharī‘at. He 

supported his claim by comparing several excerpts of the both books. See Muniruddin Ahmed, “Maulānā Ashraf 

‘Alī Thānavī kā ‘ilmī sariqah,” in Chūṇ kufr az ka‘bah khaizad: Mashāhīr-i ‘ilm-o adab kē sariqōṇ kā 

muḥāsabah, ed. Ash‘ar Najmī (Lahore: Aks Publications, 2018), 233-48. If Ahmed is correct about the 

proportion of the text that maulānā Thānavī quoted form Asrār-i sharī‘at, attributing the authorship of al-

Maṣāliḥ al-‘aqliyyah to maulānā Thānavī will be problematic. However, this does not affect our discussion of 

the rationales of the sharī‘ah commandments, as it is based on other works of maulānā Thānavī. For 

biographical account of maulavī Muḥammad Fażl Khān, see Ahmed, Maulavī Muḥammad Fażl Khān: Aik 

‘ālam-i rabbānī kī dāstān-i ḥayāt, https://ia802707.us.archive.org/3/items /Fazl1/Fazl.pdf.     

https://ia802707.us.archive.org/3/items%20/Fazl1/Fazl.pdf
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5.3 Muslims’ Relations with Non-Muslims 

As maulānā Thānavī lived in British colonial India populated with a majority of Hindus, his 

writings and sermons mostly address the question of Muslims’ relations with non-Muslims in 

the context of their relations with the British and Hindus. It is pertinent to note that when 

maulānā Thānavī was at the zenith of his career as an erudite Muslim scholar and popular 

preacher, the movements of khilāfat and non-cooperation, which brought Hindus and 

Muslims closer to each other and called for Hindu-Muslim alliance against the British, 

emerged. Therefore, one should assess his views about the British and Hindus in the 

backdrop of sociopolitical circumstances of his time. 

Maulānā Thānavī’s views about Muslim-non-Muslim relations heavily draw upon 

classical Islamic jurisprudence and his understanding of certain Qur’ānic verses. He 

composed several treatises to explain legal status of Muslims’ relations with non-Muslims 

such as Mu‘āmalāt al-Muslimīn bi Ahl al-Kitāb wa ’l-Mushrikīn;43 al-Rawḍah al-nāḍirah fī 

’l-masā’il al-ḥāḍirah;44 Risālat mu‘āmalat al-Muslimīn fī mujādalat ghayr al-Muslimīn;45 

and Ṣiyānat al-Muslimīn ‘an khiyānat ghayr al-Muslimīn.46 He frequently refers to certain 

terms of classical Islamic jurisprudence such as dhimmī, musālim, and ḥarbī and discusses 

                                                           
43 Thānavī, “Mu‘āmalāt al-Muslimīn bi Ahl al-Kitāb wa ’l-Mushrikīn” in Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, Imdād al-Fatāwā 

(Karachi: Maktabah-i Dār al-ʻUlūm, 2010), 4:268-71. 

44 Thānavī, “al-Rawḍah al-nāḍirah fī ’l-masā’il al-ḥāḍirah” in ‘Azīz al-Ḥasan and ‘Abd al-Ḥaqq, Ashraf al-

sawāniḥ (Multan: Idārah-i Tālīfāt-i Ashrafiyyah, 1427), 3:247-59. 

45 Thānavī, “Risālat mu‘āmalat al-Muslimīn fī mujādalat ghayr al-Muslimīn” in ‘Azīz al-Ḥasan and ‘Abd al-

Ḥaqq, Ashraf al-sawāniḥ (Multan: Idārah-i Tālīfāt-i Ashrafiyyah, 1427), 3:284-95. 

46 Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, “Ṣiyānat al-Muslimīn ‘an khiyānat ghayr al-Muslimīn” in ‘Azīz al-Ḥasan and ‘Abd al-

Ḥaqq, Ashraf al-sawāniḥ (Multan: Idārah-i Tālīfāt-i Ashrafiyyah, 1427), 3:300-07. 
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Muslims’ relations with non-Muslims within the framework of following terms muvālāt, 

mudārāt, muvāsāt, and mu‘āmalāt.  

 Muvālāt means friendship. Maulānā Thānavī divides muvālāt with non-Muslims into 

several categories such as muvālāt-i ḥaqīqī (heartfelt friendship); muvālāt-i ṣūrī (pretended 

friendship); muvālāt-i nuṣrat (friendship in terms of providing help); and muvālāt-i istinṣār 

(friendship in terms of seeking help). For him, muvālāt-i ḥaqīqī (i.e., heartfelt-friendly 

relation with non-Muslims) is absolutely prohibited (muṭlaqan ḥarām) whether non-Muslims 

are dhimmī or ḥarbī and whether ḥarbīs are musālim or muḥārib.47 To support his view, 

Thānavī refers to the following two Qur’ānic verses:48 “O ye who believe! Take not the Jews 

and the Christians for your protectors” (5:51) and “O ye who believe! Take not My enemies 

and yours as friends (or protectors)—offering them your love” (60:1).  

As for relations of pretended friendship with non-Muslims (muvālāt-i ṣūrī), he terms 

it mudārāt as well. He declares this kind of muvālāt lawful in certain circumstances and 

unlawful in others. He considers it lawful if Muslims have non-Muslims as guests, if they use 

it as a tactic to defend themselves against harm, which non-Muslims could cause, or if they 

hope for the acceptance of Islam by non-Muslims.49 To prove permissibility of mudārāt in 

case of Muslims having non-Muslims as guests, Thānavī refers to Abū Dāwūd’s narration 

                                                           
47 Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, “al-Rawḍah al-nāḍirah,” 3:249. 

48 Ibid., 3:255. 

49 Ashraf ‘Alī Thānavī, Tafsīr bayān al-Qur’ān (Lahore: Maktabah-i Raḥmaniyyah, n.d.), 1:226. It is pertinent 

to note that the authors of Ashraf al-sawāniḥ, probably confusing ḍayf with ḍaʻīf in the seventh mas’alah of “al-

Rawḍah al-nāḍirah,” mention that when Muslims are weak they may deal with non-Muslims with mudārāt 

(Thānavī, “al-Rawḍah al-nāḍirah,” 3:249). However, the fact is that maulānā Thānavī here menas hospitality of 

non-Muslim guests not vulnerability of Muslims. This is evident by the evidence he provides to support the 

sesventh mas’alah of “al-Rawḍah al-nāḍirah” as well as his comments on the Qur’ānic (3:28).  
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that the Prophet (peace be on him) accommodated the delegation of Thaqīf in his mosque.50 

To prove the permissibility of mudārāt with non-Muslims in case Muslims hope for their 

conversion to Islam, maulānā Thānavī refers to the following Qur’ānic verses: “As to one 

who regards himself as self-sufficient, to him dost thou attend” (80:5-6).51 These verses 

describe Prophet’s (peace be on him) mudārāt with a certain pagan Qurashī leader in hope of 

his conversion to Islam.  

Regarding the mudārāt with non-Muslims as a defense against a harm from non-

Muslims, maulānā Thānavī refers to two Qur’ānic verses; one to prove the permissibility of it 

in case where the harm is reasonably expected (maẓnūn) and the second to prove its 

impermissibility in case where the actuality of harm is only remotely feared (mawhūm). The 

first verse reads, “Let not the believers take for friends or helpers unbelievers rather than 

believers: if any do that, in nothing there will be help from Allah: except by way of 

precaution, that ye may guard yourselves from them” (3:28). The second verse reads, “Those 

in whose hearts is a disease—thou seest how eagerly they run about amongst them, saying: 

‘We do fear lest a change of fortune bring us disaster’” (5:52).52 The hypocrites of the 

Prophet’s (peace be on him) time attempted to justify their friendship with non-Muslims by 

expressing their fears that some disaster might befall them if they would not pretend to make 

friends with them. However, as their fears were groundless, Allah did not accept their 

excuses and disapproved their attitude. This shows—in Maulānā Thānavī’s view—that only 

remotely feared harm does not justify mudārāt with non-Muslims.  

Maulānā Thānavī considers mudārāt with non-Muslims unlawful if it is intended to 

gain material benefits or admiration. Moreover, such kind of relation is more strongly 

                                                           
50 Abū Dāwūd, Sunan, Kitāb al-Ṣalāh, Bāb Taḥzīb al-Qur’ān (1185). 

51 Thānavī, “al-Rawḍah al-nāḍirah,” 3:255. 

52 Ibid. 
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prohibited if it is likely to harm one’s religion.53 To support his view, Maulānā Thānavī refers 

to the Qur’ānic verses 4:138-39, which read: “To the Hypocrites give the glad tidings that 

there is for them (but) a grievous Penalty—Yea, to those who take for friends Unbelievers 

rather than Believers: Is it honour they seek among them? Nay—all honour is with Allah.”  

 Muvālāt-i nuṣrat with non-Muslims means helping them. Maulānā Thānavī holds that 

it is absolutely prohibited if it causes harm to Islam whether those who help non-Muslims 

intend to harm Islam or do not intend so but the means or actions, which they adopt to help 

non-Muslims have been devised to harm. Moreover, helping non-Muslims in unlawful 

matters is equally prohibited even if such help does not harm Islam.54 To prove this, he refers 

to the following Qur’ānic verse 5:2, which urges Muslims to help each other in righteousness 

and piety and forbids them to cooperate in sins and rancor.55 As for helping non-Muslims in 

lawful matters in a way that is not harmful to Islam, if such help involves no financial 

substitute, this is termed muvāsāt (consolation/sympathy) and if it comes against some 

financial substitute, it is a mu‘āmalah (contract).56 The legal status of these two situations 

will be discussed shortly.  

 Muvālāt-i istinṣār signifies seeking help from non-Muslims. For maulānā Thānavī, if 

Muslims seek services of subordinate non-Muslims who pose no threat of treachery, it is 

lawful. However, if Muslims seek cooperation of non-Muslims on equal bases, or the former 

are subordinate to the latter or the latter may pose a threat of treachery to the former, such 

kind of relation with non-Muslims is not lawful because it may cause harm to Islam, maulānā 

                                                           
53 Thānavī, Tafsīr bayān al-Qur’ān, 1:226-27. 

54 Thānavī, “al-Rawḍah al-nāḍirah,” 3:250. 

55 Ibid., 3:255. 

56 Ibid., 3:250. 
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Thānavī argues.57 However, he excludes forced seeking help from this prohibition as he 

allows Muslim subjects of a non-Muslim state to seek help from their non-Muslim rulers.58 

To support these views, maulānā Thānavī quotes from fiqhī manuals of Ḥanafī school of 

thought such as al-Durr al-mukhtār, Radd al-muḥtār, and Fatḥ al-Qadīr as well as from the 

Qur’ānic commentary of al-Ṭabarī.   

 Muvāsāt with non-Muslims stands for treating them with kindliness and sympathy. 

Maulānā Thānavī holds that such kind of relation with dhimmīs and musālims is lawful but 

deems it unlawful with ḥarbīs. However, there are two exceptional situations wherein a 

Muslim may extend muvāsāt to a ḥarbī as well. First, treating a ḥarbī with kindliness is in 

favour of Muslims or it may cause his conversion to Islam. Second, the ḥarbī is in an urgent 

need of help such as he is dying of hunger or thrust or on the brink of death due to a fall or 

collapse.59 Maulānā Thānavī first refers to the following Qur’ānic verses 60:8-9,60 which 

clearly allow rather urge Muslims to deal kindly and justly with dhimmī and musta’min non-

Muslims but forbid them from making friends with those who are at war with Muslims. He 

also quotes from al-Fatāwā al-Hindiyyah, al-Fatāwā al-Tatārkhāniyyah, and Ḥāshiyat al-

ʻAllāmah Shaykhzādah ʻalā al-Bayḍāwī.61 However, he furnishes with no evidence in support 

of two exceptions he mentioned except for a Prophetic tradition,62 which reads, “There is a 

reward for serving any living being.”  
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 As for mu‘āmalāt (contracts), they are lawful with dhimmī, musālim, and ḥarbī non-

Muslims provided they do not involve any unlawful activity nor do they harm Islam. 

However, there are certain exceptional contracts, which are prohibited by sharī‘ah such as 

marrying non-Muslim women other than people of the book. Lawful contracts include 

employing non-Muslims, being employed by them, borrowing, mortgaging, buying, and 

selling etc.63 To support these views, maulānā Thānavī first refers to certain events of the 

Prophetic life in which the Prophet (peace be on him) himself or his companions entered into 

contacts of employing non-Muslims, being employed by them, borrowing, giving and 

accepting presents, and mortgaging with non-Muslims. He then quotes from fiqhī manuals of 

Ḥanafī school of thought64 such as al-Muḥīṭ, al-Fatāwā al-Hindiyyah, al-Baḥr al-rā’iq, al-

Hidāyah, Fatāwā al-Imām Ṭāhir al-Bukhārī, al-Durr al-mukhtār, and Radd al-muḥtār as well 

as from ‘Umdat al-qārī, and Fatḥ al-Bārī, in order to show which kinds of contracts Muslims 

can enter into with non-Muslims and which they cannot. 
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5.4 Gender Issues 

Gender issues such as women’s rights, Islamic marriage laws, veiling, gender equity, and 

women’s role in society, especially in public space are perhaps one of the most controversial 

debates between traditionalist and modernist Muslims. With the march of time, this debate 

increasingly became complicated and intensified. It seems that in maulānā Thānavī’s time, 

the debate was not as intensified as it looks today. He mostly addressed, in his writings, 

sermons, and conversations, attributes of ideal Muslim women, rights of women, women’s 

education, veiling, polygamy, and gender equality/differentiation.  

 Maulānā Thānavī’s perception of Muslim women and their traits seems to be 

informed by the characteristics of Muslim women as described in the holy Qur’ān and 

Prophetic traditions. He often refers to Qur’ānic verses and Prophetic traditions when he 

remarks about positive or negative traits of women. For instance, when he comments that 

service, devotion, and chastity are special qualities of Indian Muslim women, he refers to the 

Qur’ānic verse 24:23 in relation to the last trait.65 For him, women are, by nature, more 

vulnerable to the impact of both evil and virtue than men are. For this reason, he thought 

modern education detrimental to them and was against educating them in modern sciences 

such as history and geography.66 They should only be taught the Qur’ān and essential 

injunctions of sharī‘ah instead.67 He argues that indiscretion and not knowing the means of 

wickedness are among the praiseworthy qualities of women, quoting once again the Qur’ānic 

verse 24:23.68 He also describes women as being free of arrogance69 and having more 
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sympathy and passiveness than men have, characteristics, which help reform them easily and 

rapidly.70 In his view, one rarely finds discerning (fahīm) women though one frequently finds 

among them righteous ones.71 For maulānā Thānavī, women should speak with strangers with 

clear but stern voice. Neither should they talk with them politely. However, they need not to 

be rude.72 Such instruction is obviously informed by the Qur’ānic verse (33:32), which 

forbids wives of the holy Prophet (peace be on him) from being complaisant of speech with 

strangers. For him, shyness (ḥayā’) is a special characteristic of Muslim women who must 

never compromise on it. He once lamented the legislation of a so-called Islamic state—

perhaps Turkey—which banned veiling for young women.73 He also remarks that women 

have more devotion (ʻaqīdat) compared to men, because they are soft-hearted and do not 

have independent opinion (ṣāḥib-i rā’ē).74  

In order to support Islamic doctrine of veiling, maulānā Thānavī not only resorts to 

the scriptural evidences from the holy Qur’ān and Prophetic traditions, but also to rational 

evidences such as natural law and cultural practices. As for the scriptural evidences, he 

discusses them at length in his treatises “al-Qawl al-ṣawāb fī mas’alat al-ḥijāb” and “Ilqā’ al-

sakīnah fī taḥqīq ibdā’ al-zīnah”75  and in his commentary on the Qur’ānic verse (24:31).76 He 

opines that the obligatory ruling of veiling includes covering the faces and hands of women 

as well, except when they need to uncover them. For him, it is incorrect to infer from the 
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Qur’ānic expression “illā mā ẓahara minhā”77 that women are not required to hide their faces 

and hands from strangers. He argues that this incorrect inference, in fact, results from 

disregarding following facts. First, divine preference for the expression “mā ẓahara” instead 

of “mā aẓharna” despite the fact that rest of the acts mentioned in the verse are attributed to 

women, indicates that the exception includes only inevitable uncovering not the deliberate 

one. Second, the context of the Qur’ānic verse (24:31) such as the expressions “they should 

lower their gaze and guard their modesty” and “they should not strike their feet in order to 

draw attention to their hidden ornaments,” requires hiding faces and hands of women without 

necessity. Lastly, many other Qur’ānic verses indicate that exception of the face and hands 

from veiling in the Qur’ānic verse (24:31) bases on necessity, and is not a general rule.78 

Such Qur’ānic verses include the following: “And stay quietly in your houses” (33:33), “and 

when ye ask (his ladies) for anything ye want ask them from before a screen” (33:53), “they 

should cast their outer garments over their persons (when abroad)” (33:59), and “such elderly 

women as are past the prospect of marriage—there is no blame on them if they lay aside their 

(outer) garments” (24:60). For him, all these facts prove that the permissibility of disclosing 

women’s faces and hands is conditioned with difficulty, hence an exception and not a general 

rule. Since there is no contradiction between these facts, they all must be considered 

collectively. Otherwise, certain Qur’ānic verses will contradict each other, a defect not 

possibly found in the speech of an ordinary rational person let alone the absolute Wise.79 

Maulānā Thānavī acknowledges that there is a difference between the obligation of covering 

women’s faces and hands and that of covering the rest of their bodies, in the sense that the 

latter constitutes the satr whereas the former does not. However, this difference only affects 
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the degree of obligation and not the obligation itself. Moreover, permission for women to 

uncover their faces and hands in certain circumstances does not necessarily allow men to 

stare at them, maulānā Thānavī emphasizes.80 Because they are after all required to lower 

their gazes.  

As for rational evidences for the necessity of veiling for women, maulānā Thānavī 

refers to a number of them. First, comparing women with wealth, he argues that since people 

tend to hide their money lest someone should steal or harm it, women must also veil 

themselves lest somebody harm them. Moreover, since women are more valuable and deserve 

more protection than the material wealth, they must veil themselves. Practicing contrary to 

this, he infers, would render them less valuable even than the material wealth.81 Second, 

maulānā Thānavī relates the issue of veiling to human honour (ghairat). For him, human 

honour—that is a natural phenomenon—also demands that women should veil themselves.82 

Third, he opines that the nature itself necessitates the veiling of women. For this reason, if 

there had been no Islamic normative text (naṣṣ) necessitating it, it would have been 

obligatory for the demand of nature.83 Fourth, he argues for the necessity of veiling of women 

by stressing the negative consequences of unveiling. He holds that unveiling is the major 

cause of fornication (zinā), which is such a serious crime that its committers deserve as 

severe punishment as stoning (rajm). Since fornication mostly results from unveiling, the 

significance of veiling becomes self-evident in order to prevent this crime,84 maulānā 

Thānavī concludes. He also refers to European societies where obscenity and adultery prevail 
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because European women do not veil themselves.85 Fifth, he relates the rationale of veiling of 

women to the deficiency in their intellect (nuqṣān al-ʻaql).86 He argues that as a complete 

deficiency in the intellect of an insane person requires his/her confinement to a closed area, a 

partial or relative deficiency in the intellect of women also requires a reduced freedom of 

their movement in the sense that they should not go out of their homes without a need.  

Maulānā Thānavī also responds to various objections of modernists to the Islamic 

doctrine of veiling. One of these objections is that the practice of veiling restricts Muslim 

women from progress. They argue that progress depends on knowledge whereas one cannot 

receive knowledge in seclusion that results from veiling. In response to this objection, he 

holds that unveiling does not necessarily lead to knowledge. Because women of many social 

groups in India do not veil themselves. Moreover, there are many Muslim strata in India, who 

do not practice Islamic law of veiling. However, their women have made no distinction in 

knowledge. This proves that unveiling is not the road to knowledge and progress. The real 

key to knowledge and progress is concentration and determination disregard to whether one 

practices veiling or not. On the contrary, practicing veiling may help women in mastering 

knowledge. Students and scholars often resort to seclusion when they intend to write or 

ponder on some important matter. Since this seclusion is already available to Muslim women, 

they can even surpass men if they engage themselves in seeking knowledge. In this way, 

maulānā Thānavī emphasizes, practice of veiling proves to be a means of women’s 

excellence in knowledge and not a hurdle.87 Another objection is that veiling is a kind of 

confinement for women hence it reduces their freedom. For maulānā Thānavī, this objection 

results from misconception about the seclusion that Muslim women enjoy thanks to 
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practicing veiling. For him, confinement means forcing someone to stay in a place against 

his/her will. Considering this definition, one cannot label Muslim women’s stay at homes as 

confinement. Because they willingly restrict themselves to the confines of their homes just 

out of modesty.88 Therefore, their stay at homes, in maulānā Thānavī’s view, is in no way 

confinement for them. 

Unlike Muslim modernists of his time who championed gender equality, maulānā 

Thānavī supported gender differentiation. For him, Muslim modernists, in blind imitation of 

English people, cherish the idea of equality between men and women. However, they 

disregard not only the consequences of such a view but also the fact that a nation who follow 

a religion cannot imitate in this matter a nation who do not abide by any religion.89 He 

describes English as a nation who do not abide by any religion, probably because many 

contemporary English people, in his view, were actually atheists and not true People of the 

Book.90  

For maulānā Thānavī, women are subordinate to men both by law (tashrīʻan) and by 

nature (takwinan). In order to support his view of gender differentiation, he resorts to reason, 

experience, and tradition. As for the reason and experience, he argues that it is a universal 

consensus that women are deficient in certain matters compared to men. The establishment of 

such a universal consensus on this view implies, for him, that this view must have rational 

and natural premises. In order to elaborate these differences, he refers to some biological, 

intellectual, and psychological differences between men and women. Men are physically 

stronger than women are. Moreover, the former possess not only superior intellect and more 
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matured opinion but also a heavier voice.91 This differentiation between men and women is a 

part of maulānā Thānavī’s larger view of inevitable differentiation between the members of a 

society. For him, an absolute equality is impossible. Differentiation and hierarchy (ḥifẓ-i 

marātib) are necessary for the survival and development of society. The system itself 

necessitates that not all members are equal. Rather some must be subordinate to others.92 The 

real meaning of equality, in maulānā Thānavī’s view, is that the members of a society are 

equal in common rights. Therefore, one should not be given precedence over the other in 

these common rights. However, along with these common rights there are certain specific 

rights of different members of a society.93 Regarding these specific rights, not all members of 

a society are equal.    

There was a possibility that men should be subordinate to women. However, he 

rejects this hypothesis, arguing that women are naturally inferior to men both in intellect and 

in ability to form an opinion. Therefore, assigning superiority to women would have led to 

anarchy and disintegration of society. He likens them to the insane and minors. As it is in the 

interest of the insane and minors to be kept under the authority of others, it is also in the 

interest of women to live under the authority of men,94 he argues. 

As for the traditional arguments for the superiority of men to women, maulānā 

Thānavī refers to the famous Qur’ānic verse (4:34), which declares husbands as protectors 

and caretakers of wives. He argues that this verse establishes the precedence of men over 

women and presents two reasons for this precedence. First reason is gifted (wahabī) and the 

second one is earned (iktisābī).95 The gifted reason is that Allah made men naturally superior 
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to women on the account of the former’s superior intellect, courage, and bravery. The earned 

reason is that husband spends money on his wife in terms of dowry and wife’s living 

expenses.96 As the giving hand is superior to the receiving hand, the husband is superior to 

the wife.   

Maulānā Thānavī also refers to some Qur’ānic verses in order to emphasize some 

characteristics of women, which make them inferior to men in certain matters. These verses 

include 43:16 and 18. The second verse particularly refers to two characteristics of women, 

which, in maulānā Thānavī’s view, indicate deficiency in their intellect and opinion. First is 

women’s upbringing among trinkets and ornaments. For maulānā Thānavī, women’s 

fascination with jewellery and decoration is a sign of their short-sightedness. He argues that a 

rational person always focuses on his/her ends and his/her involvement with means never 

exceeds the limit of necessity. Dress, jewellery, etc. are means of living and not ends in 

themselves. Therefore, excessive involvement with beautification and adornment is an 

indication of short-sightedness. Second characteristic is inability to give a clear account in a 

dispute. In maulānā Thānavī’s view, this also results from deficiency in women’s intellect. 

For him, these deficiencies are not peculiar to women in Muslim societies where 

opportunities for them of mastering communication skills are rare.97 Rather European well-

educated women are also less eloquent than European men and inferior to the latter in 

academic achievements. 

For maulānā Thānavī, the real cause of modernists’ fascination with the idea of 

gender equality is imitation of Europe. However, he also refers to some of their arguments 

about the gender equality. First, they liken the role of men and women in society to that of the 

wheels of a vehicle. They argue that as equality between two wheels of a vehicle is essential 
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for its proper functioning, in the same way, equality between men and women is necessary 

for the development of society. Therefore, inequality between men and women would be as 

disastrous for society as inequality between two wheels would be destructive for a vehicle. 

Second, they argue that mothers play an essential role in the creation of children. Therefore, 

women are essence of human race, hence superior to men. Responding to these arguments, 

maulānā Thānavī first ironically comments that one must applaud modernists for confronting 

sharīʻah with such absurd similes. Then he answers both arguments. As for the first 

argument, he observes that the example of vehicle and wheels is not appropriate. Because 

women are physically weaker than men whereas two wheels of a vehicle are always equally 

strong. Therefore, man and woman do not accurately correspond to the two wheels of a 

vehicle. More appropriate simile, in maulānā Thānavī’s view, is that of the king and his 

vizier. Both are essential but their relationship is hierarchical. The former is superior to the 

latter. In the same way, man and woman are both essential for society but the former is 

superior to the latter. As for the second argument, he argues that dependence of children’s 

creation on mothers does not prove precedence of women over men. Because the role of 

father is more essential than that of the mother is. Moreover, the produce of grains surely 

depends on the field. However, it does not necessarily mean that the field is superior to the 

seed let alone the one who sows.98 Maulānā Thānavī concludes that sharīʻah aims at 

establishing such a balanced relation between men and women that at once ensures an 

affectionate relation between them and a hierarchy. This, in his view, would lead to both the 

religious and material success. 

It is pertinent to note that maulānā Thānavī’s view about veiling and the intellectual 

and physical deficiency of women also informs his views about women’s rights and roles in 

society. They include, for instance, women’s rights compared to the rights of their 

                                                           
98 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 29:246. 



255 
 

  

husbands,99 their right to divorce,100 their share in inheritance,101 their right of receiving 

education,102 their segregation from public space,103 and their leadership. His view about the 

leadership of women is particularly interesting. In April 1912, someone asked maulānā 

Thānavī about his legal opinion on the status of states headed by women, with reference to 

the famous Prophetic tradition: “A nation, who entrusted their affairs to a woman, would 

never succeed.”104 Instead of expressing his view in a straightforward affirmation or negation, 

he goes on, in his fatwā, dividing modes of governance into different categories.  

For maulānā Thānavī, primarily there are three kinds of governments. First, the 

government in which the authority of the leader is both absolute (tāmm) and general (ʻāmm). 

Absoluteness means that the leader is independent and does not need consent of any superior 

to his degrees. In other words, he is an autocrat. As for the general authority, it signifies that 

the authority of the leader is not restricted to a very small community. Rather it is 

widespread. Second, the government in which authority is absolute but not general. Third, the 

government in which the authority is general but not absolute. For maulānā Thānavī, internal 

and contextual evidences of the above-mentioned Prophetic tradition indicate that it 

condemns only the first category of government in which the woman possesses autocratic 

authority. As for the second and third categories of the governments, they do not fall within 

                                                           
99 Thānavī, Imdād al-fatāwā, 6:157-58; Thānavī, Tuḥfah-i zaujain, comp. Muhammad Zaid (Karachi: Maktabah-

i ‘Umar Fārūq, n.d.). 

100 Ashraf ʻAlī Thānavī, al-Ḥīlah al-nājizah (Deoband: Maktabah-i Raḍī, n.d.); Khan, “Traditionalist 

Approaches to Sharī‘ah Reforms.”  

101 Thānavī, Malfūẓāt, 29:239. 

102 Ibid., 23:152. 

103 Thānavī, Tafsīr bayān al-Qur’ān, 2:573-76. 

104 Bukhārī, Ṣaḥīḥ, Kitāb al-maghāzī, Bāb kitāb al-Nabī ṣallā Allāh ‘alayhi wa sallama ilā Kisrā wa Qaysar 

(4073). 



256 
 

  

the purview of the condemnation referred to in the Prophetic tradition, because of lacking in 

generalness and absoluteness of the authority of the leader respectively. He also refers to the 

rule of the Queen of Sheba and identifies it with the third category of the government 

mentioned above. Maulānā Thānavī holds that the third category of the government is 

democratic, in which the symbolic ruler (vālī-i ṣūrī) is not the real ruler rather only one 

member of the larger consultative body. The real ruler is the consultative body collectively. 

He argues that the present governments of women in certain states are explicitly (ẓāhiran) or 

implicitly (bāṭinan) democratic. They are explicitly democratic if they have parliaments. 

However, if they do not have parliaments, they are still implicitly democratic because their 

female rulers require the consent of some superior authority in most of governmental affairs. 

This makes them fall in the third category of the government. Hence, maulānā Thānavī 

excludes the governments of these states from the condemnation of unsuccessfulness 

described in the Prophetic tradition.105 It is difficult to identify which states maulānā Thānavī 

or the questioner have in mind, because they never mentioned this in their question or the 

response. However, one does not fail to surmise that they were referring to some indigenous 

Indian states headed by Muslim princesses, especially the state of Bhopal ruled by Baigam of 

Bhopal. 

It is interesting to note that commenting on the same Prophetic tradition but in a 

different context, maulānā Thānavī responses to the same issue slightly in a different way. In 

one of his sermons, he emphasizes that the rule of women leads to unsuccessfulness as 

predicted in the Prophetic tradition. However, then he himself raises an objection that many 

civilised nations ruled by women, in past as well as in present, have made tremendous 

progress. This apparently contradicts the prediction of this Prophetic tradition. His response 

to this objection is twofold. First, he denies that they have made progress in the true sense of 
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the term. Because the material progress alone is not the real national success (falāḥ-i qaumī). 

The real success includes moral, academic, and spiritual progress as well. Therefore, he 

doubts that the nations headed by women have made moral, academic, and spiritual progress. 

Second, he argues that even if one accepts that they have made the real progress, it is still not 

against the Prophetic tradition. Because being democracies, the rule of women in such states 

is symbolic not real. The real governing body is parliament.106 It is interesting that in his 

above fatwā, which was probably about states headed by Muslim women, maulānā Thānavī 

did not suspect whether their progress was real or not. Rather he straight went on classifying 

modes of governance and declaring their governments as democratic excluded them from the 

condemnation mentioned in the above Prophetic tradition. However, talking about European 

states headed by women first he questions whether such states really progressed. For him, 

they did not. He chose second answer only after presuming that they might have progressed. 
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5.5 Critical Appraisal 

This chapter sheds light on maulānā Thānavī’s views on some modern issues related to 

Islamic law. For him, there are four main sources of Islamic law, the Qur’ān, Prophetic 

traditions, consensus, and analogy. He criticizes Muslim modernists for committing a number 

of errors regarding these sources. First, they accept the authority and authenticity of the holy 

Qur’ān but err in its interpretation and hermeneutics. Second, they accept the authority of 

Prophetic traditions but suspect their authenticity. Third, they reject the authority of 

consensus in toto. Fourth, they replace analogy with individual opinion, which they regard as 

the source of injunctions. As discussed above in the first chapter, one finds many of such 

views in writings of Indian modernists like Chirāgh ʻAlī, Sayyid Aḥmad Khān, and Muḥsin 

al-Mulk. In his response to the views of modernists, Maulānā Thānavī not only resorts to 

traditional arguments, but also refers to rational arguments, natural laws, and history. In this 

way, he criticizes them using the same tools, which they employ. Moreover, he frequently 

mentions precedents from British systems in order to support his views.  

Maulānā Thānavī does not deny that revealed commandments have rationales. 

However, he does not appreciate seeking rationales of revealed commandments. For him, this 

would eventually lead to the complete abandonment of many of Islamic injunctions. He 

considers this tendency as one of the concequences of the modern education and naturalism. 

However, observing that it is impossible to bar people from resorting to inauthentic books on 

the subject, he himself pens a book to explain the rationales of detailed commandments 

(furū‘) of Islam. Nevertheless, one cannot assess his original contribution to this subject, 

because he based his work on another book and mixed his views in such a way that one 

cannot distinguish them from that of the original book. 
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Maulānā Thānavī frequently discusses issues related to the qualities of ideal Muslim 

women, rights of women, women’s education, veiling, and gender equality/ differentiation. 

He often refers to Qur’ānic verses and Prophetic traditions when he remarks about any 

positive or negative traits of women. For him, women are, by nature, more vulnerable to the 

impact of both evil and virtue. For this reason, he was against educating them in modern 

sciences. To support his views of veiling, maulānā Thānavī not only resorts to the scriptural 

arguments but also to rational evidences such as natural law and cultural practices. Quoting 

Qur’ānic verse (24:31), he argues that the obligatory ruling of veiling also includes covering 

the faces and hands of women. For him, it is incorrect to infer from the Qur’ānic expression 

“illā mā ẓahara minhā” that women are not required to hide their faces and hands from 

strangers. He argues that this incorrect inference, in fact, results from disregarding certain 

internal and external evidences, which prove that the permissibility of disclosing women’s 

faces and hands is conditioned with difficulty, hence an exception and not a general rule. He 

acknowledges that there is a difference between the obligation of covering women’s faces 

and hands and that of covering the rest of their bodies. However, this difference only affects 

the degree of obligation and not the obligation itself. As for rational arguments for the 

necessity of veiling for women, maulānā Thānavī refers to a number of them. First, he likens 

women to wealth and argues that as safety of the latter requires hiding it, the protection of the 

former also demands veiling them. Second, he relates the issue of veiling to human honour 

(ghairat), a natural human trait. Third, he stresses negative consequences of unveiling, a 

major cause of fornication (zinā). Fourth, he relates the rationale of veiling of women to the 

relative deficiency in their intellect (nuqṣān al-ʻaql).  

Responding to modernists’ objection to the Islamic doctrine of veiling, maulānā 

Thānavī holds that the real key to knowledge and progress is determination and 

concentration. Veiling does not prevent from knowledge. Rather it may help women in 
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mastering knowledge. Because one requires seclusion to concentrate. Since this seclusion is 

already available to Muslim women, they can even surpass men if they engage themselves in 

seeking knowledge. Responding to another objection, maulānā Thānavī remarks that veiling 

is not a confinement for women neither restricts it their freedom. Because Muslim women 

willingly restrict themselves to their homes out of sheer modesty. Unlike Muslim modernists 

of his time, maulānā Thānavī supported gender differentiation. He resorts to reason, 

experience, and tradition to support his view of gender differentiation. As for the traditional 

arguments, he refers to the Qur’ānic verse (4:34), which declares husbands as protectors and 

caretakers of wives, and to the Qur’ānic verse (43:18), which, in his view, indicates 

deficiency in their intellect and opinion. As for reason and experience, he argues that it is a 

universal consensus that women are deficient in certain matters compared to men. This 

implies, for him, that this view must have rational and natural premises. He also refers to 

some biological, intellectual, and psychological differences between men and women.  

This differentiation between men and women is a part of maulānā Thānavī’s larger 

view of inevitable differentiation between members of society. For him, an absolute equality 

is impossible. Differentiation and hierarchy (ḥifẓ-i marātib) are necessary for the survival and 

development of society. The system itself necessitates that not all members are equal. Rather 

some must be subordinate to others. The real meaning of equality, in his view, is that the 

members of a society are equal in common rights. One does not have precedence over the 

other in these common rights. However, along with these common rights there are certain 

specific rights of different members of society. Regarding these specific rights, not all 

members of a society are equal. His view about veiling and intellectual, and physical 

deficiency of women also informs his views about women’s rights and roles in society. His 

opinion about the leadership of women is particularly interesting. He does not consider 
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women eligible for political leadership. However, he excludes from this general rule 

democratic leadership. Hence, women may assume democratic leadership in his view. 
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Conclusion 

The concept of religion in West was informed by various religious, philosophical, and social 

trends. Catholic and Orthodox Christians put greater emphasis on the tradition, but Protestant 

Christians differ with them over its authority and value. Western modernism represents 

cultural attitudes, which support what is perceived modern. Democracy, capitalism, 

industrialization, and urbanization are major phenomena of modernism in the West. As for 

the religion in Islam, it is a divine institution, which leads humanity to the truth in beliefs and 

excellence in conduct and mutual relations. This concept of religion has many implications. 

Islam as a religion includes beliefs (al-īmān), physical practices (al-islām), and spiritual traits 

(al-iḥsān). Prophetic traditions are the very symbol of the Islamic tradition and form the basis 

for its wider concept, which embraces all aspects of religion. For Muslim traditionalist 

scholars, modernism is antithesis of the Islamic concept of religion. Muslim responses to 

modernism are widely different. Not only modernists and traditionalists differed with each 

other, rather within each camp, there existed many shades.  

Maulānā Thānavī served Muslim community in many ways. He taught traditional 

Islamic sciences in Cawnpore for fourteen years. He was an effective preacher who attracted 

diverse segments of society through his sermons, a prolific writer who authored numerous 

books and treatises on almost every aspect of Islamic life, a renowned Sufi master who 

guided wayfarers on Sufi path for more than forty years, and a well-trained theologian who 

wrote many theological treatises to explain and defend tenets of Islam against the onslaught 

of modernism. Being a sophisticated theologian, maulānā Thānavī strictly adhered to the 

principles of classical Muslim theology in his response to modernism. He did not invent these 

principles. Rather they are found implicitly or explicitly in the writings of classical Muslim 

theologians. He, however, successfully employed them in order to establish the tenets of 
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Islam on rational grounds and reveal flaws found in the arguments of his modernist 

opponents.  

Third chapter deals with maulānā Thānavī’s approach to some modern metaphysical 

and theological issues, such as attributes of God, prophethood, miracles, predestination, 

levels of existence, eschatological issues, science and religion, and reason and revelation. He 

responded to the views of the modernists about these issues in light of the above principles. 

Maulānā Thānavī had a tendency to elaborate abstract themes with examples of tangible 

things. For instance, he likens the sharī‘ah to a sultan and reason to a servant in order to shed 

light on the hierarchical relationship between them. In another place, he likens reason to a 

horse in order to explain its limitation and qualified utility. For him, reason is an important 

source of knowledge. However, the real criterion of truth is revelation alone. All other 

sources of knowledge, including reason, are inferior to it. This approach to the relationship 

between reason and revelation distinguishes Maulānā Thānavī and other traditional scholars 

from the modernists who tend to prefer reason when it apparently contradicts revelation.  

Fourth and fifth chapters study maulānā Thānavī’s approach to certain modern 

sociopolitical and legal issues respectively. These include politics, civilization, knowledge, 

education, progress, sources of Islamic law, relations of Muslims with non-Muslims, 

rationales of the sharī‘ah commandments, and gender issues. This study helps to understand 

his overall approach to these sociopolitical and legal debates. An important feature of his 

response to modern sociopolitical and legal issues is to refer to sociopolitical realities of his 

time and relate his arguments to them. This makes his arguments more effective. It is 

important to analyze maulānā Thānavī’s views within the sociopolitical and historical context 

of his period. He lived in colonial India where Muslims were a religious and political 

minority. The influence of social and historical forces on maulānā Thānavī’s thought is more 

evident from his understanding of democracy and his approach to the education of modern 
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sciences. He relates civilization and sociocultural relations between human beings to religion. 

This sheds light on his understanding of religion itself. He does not confines religion to 

doctrines and rituals alone. Rather religion, in his view, encompasses all aspects of human 

life, including beliefs, rituals, contracts, social relations, and morals. He strengthens his views 

about civilization and social relations by articulating arguments based on Islamic normative 

texts, reason, and etiquettes on the one hand, and instigating Muslims’ national pride on the 

other. 

The study concludes that maulānā Thānavī aimed at clearing away doubts and errors 

about Islamic teachings and leading the reader to a more religious and spiritual existence. In 

his critique of modernism, he resorted to the traditional sources of Islamic thought and 

applied principles of classical Muslim theology. He frequently referred to modern-day 

realities in order to elaborate his views and strengthen his arguments. This made him a 

forceful critic of modernism. The study recommends further research on deeper and wider 

levels in order to enrich ongoing debate on tradition and modernity. 
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