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WALI ALLAH, SHAH (1703-1762), the most
prominent Muslim intellectual of eighteenth-century In-
dia and a prolific writer on a wide range of Islamic top-
ics in Arabic and Persian. Shih Wali Allah’s formal
name was Qutb al-Din Ahmad Aba al-Fayyad. Bio-
graphical material and anecdotes concerning his life and
family may be found in his brief Persian autobiography,
Aljuz’ al-latif fi tarjamat al-abd al-da‘if and.in his Per-
sian work Anfas al-‘drifin. Some additional material on
his life appears in the hagiographic account Al-gawl! al-
jali, written by his close disciple Muhammad ‘Ashiq
(1773).

Shah Wali Allah’s father and spiritual guide, Shih
‘Abd al-Rahim (d. 1719), was a well-known scholar in
charge of his own madrasah in Delhi and also a practic-
ing mystic. Shah ‘Abd al-Rahim devoted considerable
attention to the education of his precocious son: besides
religious subjects, his studies included astronomy,
mathematics, Arabic and Persian language and gram-
mar, and medical science (2ibb), from which many con-
cepts and theories influence his works.

He was married at fourteen to the daughter of his ma-
ternal uncle. When he was fifteen years old, his father
accepted him as a disciple in the Nagshbandiyah order,
and he began to perform its practices. He also com-
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pleted his course in Islamic studies in that year and was
permitted by his father to teach others. For twelve years
after his father’s death Shah Wali Allah taught and stud-
ied the religious sciences and continued in medirtative
discipline. Then, in 1731, he left India to perform the
pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina, where he stayed for
some fourteen months.

This stay in the Hejaz was an important formative in-
fluence on his thought and subsequent life. There he
studied hadith, figh, and Sufism with various eminent
teachers, the most important influence being Shaykh
Abi Tahir al-Kurdi al-Madani (d. 1733). These teachers
in Mecca exposed Shah Wali Allih to the trend of in-
creased cosmopolitanism in Aadith scholarship that be-
gan to emerge there in the eighteen century from a
blending of the North African, Hejazi, and Indian tradi-
tions of study and evaluation (Voll, 1980). While in the
holy cities Shah Wali Allih developed a particular re-
spect for Malik’s work, the Muwarta’, on which he later
wrote two commentaries, Musawwd (Arabic) and
Musaffa (Persian).

Shah Wali Alldh’s writing career began in earnest on
his return from pilgrimage. His most important and in-
fluential work, Hujjat Allah al-balighah (in Arabic), in
which he aimed to restore the Islamic sciences through
hadith studies, was composed sometime during the de-
cade after his return. This is the most readily available
and best-known of his works; even today it is consid-
ered important by the present generation of Islamic re-
formers, whether Islamists or modernists, and it is stud-
ied in the Arab Middle East and Southeast Asia as well
as in Muslim South Asia.

Shah Wali Allah’s activities after his return to India
included teaching in his madrasah, acting as a guide in
Sufism, and writing on a wide range of Islamic subjects.
In 1744, having been widowed, he made a second mar-
riage from which four sons and one daughter were born;
he had a son and a daughter from his first marriage.

His works are often characterized by a historical, sys-
tematic approach coupled with an attempt to explain
and mediate divisive tendencies. Among his other im-
portant writings are: Al-budir al-bazighah, an Arabic
work outlining his theory of social and religious devel-
opment in human history, closely parallel to some sec-
tions of Hujjar Alldh al-balighah; Fath al-Rahman fi tar-
jamat al-Qur'an (completed in 1738), a pioneering
annotated Persian translation of the Qur’an; Al-fawz al-
kabir fi usil al-tafsir (Persian), a study of the principles
of Qur’anic interpretation (zafsir); and Al-tafhimar al-
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ilahiyah, a two-volume collection of shorter mystical re-
flections in Arabic and Persian. In addition, he wrote
two works in Persian supporting the Sunni position on
the issue of succession to the caliphate, Qurrat al-
‘aynayn fi tafdil al-shaykhayn and Izdlat al-khafa® ‘an
khilafatr al-kRhulafd’.

After Shah Wali Allah’s death in 1762, his teachings
were carried on by his descendants, in particular his
sons, Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz (do. 1824) and Shah Rafr* al-
Din (d. 1818), and his grandson Shah Isma‘il Shahid (d.
1831). The influence of this notable family was termed
the “Wali Allihi movement” by ‘Ubayd Alldh Sindhi
(d. 1944), a South Asian activist who wrote extensively
in Urdu interpreting Shah Wali Allah’s thought and em-
phasizing its reformist, progressive tendencies. With the
creation of Pakistan, Shah Wali Alldh began to be char-
acterized by certain historians and by the popular imagi-
nation as an early nationalist hero and political activist,
in much the same way as the role of the seventeenth-
century mystic Shaykh Ahmad Sirhindi had been reen-
visioned. [See the biography of Sirhindi.]

Today all major religious movements in Muslim
South Asia claim Shah Wali Allah as an intellectual pro-
genitor. One such group, the Deobandis, trace their in-
spiration through his son Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, a noted
scholar and teacher with a wide circle of pupils, some of
whom were directly associated with the establishment of
the Deoband madrasah. This institution came to sym-
bolize a particular mode of thought among South Asian
Muslims that can be characterized as an acceptance of
the mystical elements of the Islamic intellectual and
practical tradition combined with a rejection of those
practices more associated with local customs and the
less-educated masses (Metcalf, 1984). [See Deobandis
and the biography of ‘Abd al-“Aziz.]

Movements characterized by a more anti-Safi, puritan
outlook, such as the Ahl-i Hadith and even the followers
of Mawldna Mawdidi, find in Shah Wali Allah’s return
to the fundamentals of shari“ak and political rejection of
alien influences a precursor of their own reformist be-
liefs. Wali Allah’s grandson Shih Isma‘l Shahid, who
advocated the elimination of local practices and a jihdd
against non-Muslim forces, would seem to be the closest
intellectual link to such movements, if one overlooks the
fact that he also composed works of theosophical mysti-
cism in the style of Ibn al-‘Arabi. Yet another group of
his successors, best exemplified by his closest disciple
and cousin Muhammad ‘Ashiq (1773), seems to have

practically pursued his mystical inclinations, for there is
some indication that Wali Alldh attempted to establish
his own eclectic Sifi order and a theory and repertoire
of mystical practices (see Al-tafhimar al-ilahiyah 2, §-
98). Finally, South Asian Islamic modernists such as
Muhammad Igbal (d. 1938) and Faziur Rahman (d.
1988) have seen in Shdh Wali Alldh a thinker who re-
sponded to the crisis of his time by accommodating di-
verse legal and ideological opinions, calling for a re-
newed inthad and searching for the spirit behind the
tradition. [See the biographies of Iqbal and Rahman.]
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