
 
 
 
 
 
Reconstruction of Cultural History of Delhi in the 18 th Century                     By: Neda Saghaee  

  17 

 

 

 
 

Reconstruction of Cultural History of Delhi in the          
18th Century, Nasir 'Andalib's Malfuzat:  

Nale-yi-'Andalib 
 

 Neda Saghaee  
 

 
Introduction and historical context: India as an appropriate basis 

for mystical inspires and Sufi orders has kept and promoted Sufi 
traditions during centuries. In the 18th century, Delhi – as a centre of 
Sufi orders and a political centre of Mughal Empire – encountered a 
reformist movement. During the 18th century, Muslim world 
experienced a special condition. In this critical time in the history of 
Islam, Mughal, Ottoman and Safavid empires were in the process of 
decline, and the political control was decentralized with a realignment 
of the major politico-economic elements. In south Asia, the Mughal 
Empire disintegrated into territorial princely states, and Afghans and 
Marathas made attacks on the Mughal Capital of Delhi.1 

In this context, revivalist movements that aimed at the socio-moral 
reconstruction of society were emerged, and a general orthodox revival 
built up against the corruption of religion and moral laxity and 
degeneration prevalent in Muslim society especially in India. One of the 
most powerful elements of this revival was a reorientation of Sufi 
tradition on which often there were trends to return to early Islamic 
piety by concentrating on Quran and Sunna. This reformist tendency, as   
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some scholars believe, has much in Common with Christian movements 
in the Protestant church and that called deliberately for a change in the 
relationship between man and God, a religious renaissance so–to-speak, 
which was to establish a unity of divine message and human practice.2 

Among the reformist Sufi orders like Tijaniyya, Khatmiyya, and 
Sanusiyya which arose in this period,3 Naqshbandiyya order had strong 
communication with politics. Knowing educating and training as their 
absolute right especially about ruler level, masters of this order had an 
active role in internal continual quarrels between Timuri rulers, and 
were strongly influential in forming Islamic society. In the rapidly 
disintegration of Mughal Empire of the 18th century, Naqshbandi 
thought was articulated either through the teachings of Nasir 'Andalib 
(d. 1759) and his son, Khwaja Mir Dard (1721-1785), or in resorting to 
Hadith studies of Shah Waliullah of Delhi (1703-1762) and his 
progeny.4 Khwaja Muhammad Nasir 'Andalib – a renowned mystic 
saint of Delhi – was a famous representative of Naqshbandiyya order in 
the 18th century who established a new reformist Sufi order. 

The state of the art: the concept of Sufi reform in the 18th century 
has been a controversial issue during past decades. On the one hand, 
some scholars have criticized and denied the existence of such a reform 
and believed that enlightened tendencies didn't occur in the Muslim 
world in this period.5 On the other hand, some other scholars including 
Reinhard Schulze, John O. Voll, and Jamal Malik have verified the 

                                                        
2 Fazlur Rahman, Islam ,University of Chicago Press,1966, p. 196 and Voll, John 
Obert, Islam Continuity and change in the modern world, Syracuse University 
Press, 1994, p.231. 
 3 R.S.O ' Fahey, Enigmatic Saint Ahmad Ibn Idris and the Idrisi Tradition, 

Northwestern University Press, 1990, p.1. 
4 Weismann, itzchak, Naqshbandiyya Orthodoxy and Activism in a Worldwide 

Sufi Tradition, Routledge, 2007, p.133. 
5 Radtke, Bernd, “Sufism in 18th century: an attempt at a provisional appraisal,” in 

Die Welt des Islam, vol.36, Nov. 1996, p.361. 
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transformation of Sufism in this era.6 Among the scholarly literature 
written on Sufi reform in the 18th century one could mention Fazlur 
Rahman's "Revival and reform in Islam" 7, "Foundations for renewal 
and reform, Islamic movement in the 18th and 19th centuries" of John. 
O. Voll,8 and "Muslim culture and reform in the 18th century south 
Asia" of Jamal Malik.9 

'Andalib’s thought and his major work, Nale-yi-'Andalib, shows the 
influence and the role of Naqshbandiyya order in the Sufi reform 
happened in India in the 18th century. Although 'Andalib was a great 
Naqshbandiyya Master of the 18th century Delhi, there is no 
independent research about him, and his name is often mentioned under 
the shadow of his son’s name, Mir Dard. Dard inherited his mystical 
temperament from his father. Influenced deeply by his father's teaching, 
he propagated 'Andalib’s theological and mystical views, and the works 
written by and about him could be useful to understand 'Andalib’s 
thought.10 Among a few works containing some information about 
'Andalib himself are Annemarie Schimmel’s writings specially her Pain 
and Grace (Leiden,1976) and Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Univ. of 
North Carolina Press,1975). 

The importance of studying Nasir 'Andalib and his Nale-yi-
'Andalib: studying 'Andalib’s thought and his Nale-yi-'Andalib is 
necessary for investigating Sufi reform in Islamic world. Being a great 
                                                        
6 For a short study of this debate, see: R. S. O’fahey and Bernd Radtke, “Neo-

Sufism reconsidered,” in Sufism, Critical Concepts of Islamic Studies, Routledge, 

2008, pp. 1-34. 
7 In the Cambridge History of Islam, vol.2, ed. by P. M. Holt and others, 

Cambridge University Press, 1970, pp.632-59. 
8 In the Oxford History of Islam, John L. Esposito, Oxford University Press, 1999. 
9 In Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, vol .13, July 2003. 
10 For instance, Maikhana-yi Dard of Nasir Nadhir firaq (Dehli,1925) which is a 

comprehensive description of Dard and his family in Urdu. 
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Indian mystical writer and reputed Sufi master in the 18th century Delhi, 
'Andalib had deep connection to both of the Sufi institution and politics 
which made him an effective master of his time. On the one hand, in 
addition to being a master of Naqshbandiyya, he connected to Qadiriyya 
order through his wife who was descended from 'Abdul–al-Qadir Jilani 
(1088-1166), the founder of Qadiriyya. His first master was Shah 
Sa'dullah Gulshan (d.1728), a famous poet who had been instrumental 
in early development of Urdu poetry in Delhi, and his second mystical 
master was Muhammad Zubair –the fourth and the last great master 
from the family of the Ahmad Sirhindi (1564–1624). On the other hand, 
he was a descendant of Baha'uddin Naqshband (1318 – 1389) – the 
founder of Naqshbandiyya order, and his ancestors had arrived in India 
in Emperor Awrangzeb's day, Married into the Mughal family, and 
given important positions in the administration. 'Andalib himself had a 
military career before choosing a life of contemplation and poverty. 
When Muhammad Zubair died in 1740, 'Andalib set up a new 
orthodoxy wave in Sufism by establishing of a new order called Tariqa 
Muhammadiyya or the Muhammadan Way. This “neo-Sufism” which 
has its counterparts in Islamic world from North Africa to south Asia 
tried to couple Sufi discipline with Shari'a orthodoxy. 

'Andalib's Muhammadan Way – as it was explained in Nale-yi-
'Andalib – was a part of Mujaddidiyya Naqshbandiyya that pursued Sufi 
revival current in context of Delhi. 'Andalib in his Nale-yi-'Andalib 
discussed and elaborated upon the principles of his new order not in an 
unalloyed treatise on Sufi doctrines, but in a book of the Dastan genre 
(fables or tales). His Dastan revolved around the exploits of a prince 
and reads like an imagined construction of the process of the making of 
Mughal political culture. This book on mysticism and theology is a 
mine of information for the religious and cultural history of medieval 
India, which represents the Delhi of the 18th century with all its hope, 
faith and buoyancy. Mir Dard considered this book the highest 
expression of mystical wisdom and the source book for the teaching of 
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the Muhammadan path, and stated that he had gained his gnostic 
knowledge and learning only from the abundant grace of this book. 

There are at least two other points which adds to the importance of 
Nale-yi-'Andalib. Firstly, this book was written in Delhi, one of the 
centers of the Chishtiyya and Naqshbandiyya, the two orders which not 
only helped in Islamizing the country but also contributed to the 
development of literature and music including mystical poetry in 
Persian and later in the regional languages. One of these literary 
developments was emergence of the literary style of Malfuzat, the 
words and saying of Sufi masters, which has been considered as the 
most important literary achievement of Medieval India. Among the 
numerous books written in this style, Nale-yi-'Andalib is believed to be 
the best work composed in Malfuzat in the 18th century Delhi. 11 This 
style, in addition to be an influential style of writing which could attract 
a variety of readers, allows us to know about the spiritual as well as the 
social life of the author’s circumstance. 

Secondly, Nale-yi-'Andalib is written in Persian, a language that for 
many years was the most important language for literary works in the 
subcontinent. Persian was the official language of the Muslim rulers in 
India which had settled in the northern part of the subcontinent shortly 
after 1000. However, while Delhi became a center for Persian after 
Aurangzeb's death around 1700, Indian cultural history was surprised 
because the members of 'Anti-artistic Naqshbandiyya order were 
influential in the development of a new literary medium to supersede 
Persian and to become the typical language of Indian Muslims, that was 
Urdu. In spite of flourishing Urdu in his time, 'Andalib used Persian to 
state delicate mystical thought in his work that is one of the last good 
Indian mystical book in Persian came to an end.  

 
 

                                                        
11 Nizami, Khaliq Ahmad, On History and Historians of Medieval India, 

Munshiram Manoharlal, Pvt. Ltd, 1983, pp.163-166. 
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Abstract 

 
 

This art icle discusses the signif icance of  “Nala-e-Andalib” 
a collect ion of  the words and sayings of  a renowned 
Naqshbandiyya Sufi  of  the 18th century in Dehli .  Nasir  
Andalib was the father of  famous Urdu poet  Khawaja Mir 
Dard who was not  given as much at tention by the scholars 
and researchers as he deserved.  His work throws l ight  on 
the contribution of  Sufi  Orders that  played a vi tal  role in 
the development of  l i terature and music in the Medievel  
India.  
 


