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discipline. Ahmad Sirhindi (twelfth century AH) was a notable example %3
Having grown up in an environment that recognized the authority of hadith,
he traveled to the Haramayn (Mecca and Medina) to pursue its study. Al-
though he derived his interest in the study of hadith from a conducive Indian
environment, Sirhindf’s uses of hadith did not conform with the outlines set
by the Indian school of hadith established by ‘Abd al-Haqq al-Dihlawi. Rather
than deploying it in the service of the Hanafi law, Sirhindi used hadith as the

criterion against which this law is judged, and as a basis for criticizing a num-

ber of Hanafi practices. Moreover, as an authority on hadith, Sirhindi could
legitimately claim to be a qualified mujiahid. He thus opposed taglid, was an
advocate of ijtihad, and claimed to be a mujtahid not just in Hanafi but also
in Shafi7 law. He is best known, however, for his criticism of Ibn al-Arab’s
idea of “unity of being [wahdat al-wujiad]” Against this school, which was
very popular among Indian Sufis, Sirhindi introduced the concept of wahdat
al-shuhiid (the unity of witnessing), which was intended to salvage the prin-
ciple of a unified Sufi experience of being while maintaining the absolute one-
ness and transcendence of God. In contrast to ‘Abd al-Haqq al-Dihlawi, whose
efforts gained wide approval among contemporary Indian scholars, Sirhindi’s
critical stand gained him many opponents. In the eighteenth century, the lega-
cies of both scholars, with all of their conflicting trends, were inherited by
Shih Wali Allah and were instrumental in shaping his thought and career.

The predicaments of: gh and his son Muhammad Isma‘il (the
martyr) bear some resemb of ‘Abd al-Haqq al-Dihlawi and
Abmad Sirhindi. Like Sirhindi, Muhammad Ismal had many opponents and
was accused by many Indian scholars of being anti-Hanafi. One reason that
may account for this opposition is the confrontational attitude that both schol-
ars displayed in their reform efforts. Wali Alldh, in contrast, was more like
Abd al-Haqq: he managed to introduce new ideas without antagonizing his
audience. Unlike those of ‘Abd al-Haqq, however, Wali Allih’s reforms were
far-reaching, multifaceted, and rigorous. He did not avoid charged issues, but
he managed to resolve them in a way that was acceptable to most parties in-
volved. He is thus widely recognized as the leading scholar of Islamic India,
and he continues to be revered by various schools across the intellectual spec-
trum of Indian Muslims,

While Wali Allah’s reforms relied on and were shaped by those of his Indian
predecessors, his were far more radical than theirs, both in scope and depth.
Aswith his Yemeni contemporaries, hadith was central to his project. He used
hadith to question and propose alternative structures of authority within the
Hanafi school. Inspired by the particular Indian intellectual background, Wali
Allah also developed a unique theory of hadith and argued for specific ways
of using hadith to define both textual and social authorities. The most charac-
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teristic feature of Wali Allah’s intellectual career was his attempt to reconcile
seemingly disparate Islamic intellectual traditions of scholarship. His thought
is fundamentally unsectarian, as it aimed to iron out differences within each
discipline and among different disciplines. Hadith was a central weapon in
Wali Allal’s war against all kinds of sectarian zeal.

Unlike ‘Abd al-Haqq, Wali Allah did not accept the notion that all hadith
collections are equally authoritative. Instead, he reverted to a definite rank-
ing of sources, with a notable diversion from the traditional ranking system
recognized by hadith scholars: he asserted that the highest rank in hadith col-
lections goes not to al-Bukhéri and Muslim but to the Muwatta® of Malik Ibn
Anas (d. 179/796), which serves as the cornerstone of Wali Allah’s new theory
of hadith.'*¢

Wali Allsh wrote a two-volume Arabic commentary on the Muwafta’, as
well as a Persian version of the same work.1%% In the introductions to both, Wali
Allzh spells out his views on the role and status of the Muwat}a’ in relation to
other works of hadith 106 He first provides a dramatic account of his confusion
as he tried to sort out differences between various legal schools and parties of
scholars.197 The reason for his anxiety, he adds, is that with endless differences
among scholars, he was having great difficulty deciding which of their views
was valid. After failing to find anyone to help him resolve this problem, Wali
Allih turned to God and received an inspiration that directed him toward the
Muwatta’. Other factors, aside from divine inspiration, may have helped turn
‘Wali Alldh to the Muwatta’; foremost among these is his earlier training dur-
ing his stay in the Haramayn under Wafd Allah al-Makki Ibn Muhammad Su-
laymin al-Maghribi and Tj al-Din al-QalaT al-Makki al-Hanafi.'% Irrespec-
tive of the motivation, however, Wali Allih contends that he “became certain
that, in jurisprudence, there is no other book today which is stronger than the
Muwatta’ of Malik."10?

Fortunately, Wali Allah provides his own justification for his views on the
superiority of the Muwatja’. Books, he argues, are given preference over each
"other for 2 number of different reasons: the credibility of their authors; the
reputation of their hadiths; their criteria for the inclusion of hadiths; their
favorable acceptance by the majority of Muslims; and their organization and
scope, Wali Alldh then asserts that “in comparison to all books currently avail-
able throughout the world, all of these criteria are found in their most perfect
way in the Muwatta’"® Thus, the Muwatta’ is the only extant book that is
written by a member of the second generation of successors, No other author
of any book is as praised by scholars of hadith as Malik is. Moreover, thereis no
book by any of the imams of the “successors of the successors” of the Compan-
ions, that is, of the third generation of Muslims, other than the Muwaifa’ ! In
addition to his precedence, Malik is also praised by some of the leading schol-
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made in the first poem to Ibn Abd al-Wahhib. His problem with Wahhabi
dogma and practice is that they sanction the outrageous shedding of blood
and judge Muslims of all lands as unbelievers. Because of this, al-$an“ni de-
clares to Ibn Abd al-Wahhab: “I hereby dissociate myself from the acts you
committed against people; for in these you are neither right nor guided.”%3
In the remainder of the poem al-San‘ini distinguishes between two kinds of
unbelief, First, convictional or creedal unbelief (kufr i'tigad), in which a per-
son professes to be an unbeliever. This kind of unbelief is punishable by death,
enslavement, and confiscation of wealth until the unbeliever either becomes
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Muslim or enters into an agreement with Muslims, The second kind of un-

belief is one that results from committing certain grave sins, such as deliber-
ate neglect of prayer or accusing another Muslim of unbelief. Al-San‘ani then
asserts that this kind of unbelief does not automatically cast the person who
commits it outside the pale of religion (khdrij ‘an al-din) ¢ A difference is thus
made between kufr, which is a matter of judgment with no automatic legal
consequence, and khurij ‘an al-Din, which entails all the penalties prescribed
by, the 1a.W.loS ar 4 oo vt 2 2y e e ey ¢ .- B

Intellectual Synthesis:
ect Response to Wahhabism

Al-Sanani’s thought was decidedly and diametrically opposed to that of Ibn
‘Abd al-Wahhib, both in its content and scope. For a period of time, al-San‘ini
may have been uncertain of what to make of the person of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab,
but he never had doubts on creedal matters, His final verdict against Wah-
habism provides conclusive evidence of this fact. At first glance, the relation-
ship between other eighteenth-century thinkers and Wahhabism may seem
more difficult to untangle. For example, in view of the absence of any direct
mention of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhéb or Wahhabism in the works of Shah Wali Allsh
al-Dihlawi, ¢ scholars have argued that informal links and inffuences existed
~“Petween the two figures % Yet the inadequacy of such assertions can be easily
verified simply by reading what Wali Allah writes in any of his many books, To
be sure, like most of the other eighteenth-century thinkers, Wali Alldh writes
on many subjects unrelated to the issues raised by Ihn ‘Abd al-Wahhab. I will
examine many of Wali Allal’s ideas later in this book. Here, however, I will
consider only those views that situate Wali Allah relative to Wahhabism.
‘There is, of course, a most obvious difference between Wali Alldh and Ibn
‘Abd al-Wahhib that should disprove any suggestion of similarity or parallel-
ism between the two: Wali Allzh is a Sufi, and it is hard to conceive of a more
hostile attitude toward Sufism than that of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhib. It could be
argued that the intensity of this difference is diluted due to a presumed spe-
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cial brand of purified Sufism espoused by Wali Alizh. One of the prevalent
errors in studies of the eighteenth century is the contention that this century
witnessed the spread of 2 “neo-Sufism” that struggled to rid itself of inno-
vations that contradict the formal requirements of Islamic law. We will con-
sider this view at length in chapter 3. Suffice it to say here that Wali Allah was
a traditional Sufi and a loyal admirer of Ibn al-Arabi; in the eyes of Ibn Abd
al-Wahhab, however, the latter embodied all the evils of Sufism, Iba Abd al-
‘Wahhab went as far as to condemn as an unbeliever anyone who failed to de-
nounce Ibn al-Arabi.

Unlike Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, Wali Allih had serious social concerns, He was
primarily interested in unity, not just as a doctrinal issue but also as a social
reality. He was thus careful not to antagonize the majority of Muslims or to
pose as a radical reformer crusading against mainstream social trends. In sev-
eral places in his writings he conveys his belief that renewal does not neces-
sarily mean going against the trend. In one of his visionary dreams!%® he sees
the Prophet, who informs him that God wants “to bring about some unity to
the blessed community through you [yajn® shamlan min shaml al-umma al-
marhiima bikal; so beware of the common claim that a truthful person is not
truthfol unless a thousand friends accuse him of heresy; beware also not to
oppose people in the branches [of the law] for this contradicts what the Truth
wants [for you].”'%° Wali Allah’s purpose, then, is to unify not to antagonize. In
fact, in this secure and optimistic attitude, Wali Allzh differs not just from Ibn
‘Abd al-Wahhab but also from al-$an‘dni. The latter’s reflections on the social
estrangement (ghurba) of the virtuous scholar is completely absent from the
writings of Wali Allah, who, despite all the setbacks for the Muslim commu-
nity in India, has more faith in the potential for a moral and political recovery
of Muslim societies. In addition to trusting fellow Muslims, Wali Allzh also
cares for them; in the same visionary dream just mentioned, he is urged to ex-
hibit “sympathy toward the common people, by teaching them, guiding them,
striving for their well-being, and seeking what is directly or indirectly benefi-

" cial to them.”

Whereas Wahhabi doctrine functioned as an Inquisition-like ideology used
against ordinary Muslims, Wali Allal’s thought was meant to further the inter-
ests of these Muslims. This is clearly manifest in Wali Allah’s definition of be-
lief (fman), where he makes a distinction between a this-worldly man and an
otherworldly onel® Worldly belief is the profession of faith on the basis of
which worldly action is decided, whereas a person’s status in the hereafter is
decided on the basis of otherworldly faith. In the hereafter, cardinal hypocrisy
may entail eternal residence in hell, yet this-worldly takfir cannot be predi-
cated on a person’s intention!* Tukfir is only possible on the basis of an un-
ambiguous scriptural statement. Actions as extreme as prostration!®? to trees,
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