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Shaikh Ahmad Sirhind?’s Letters to the Women: An
Analysis of the Key Themes

Munazza Batool ®

Abstract: The main purpose of the article is to highlight the key themes of letters by
Shaikh Ahmad Sirhindi to the Women and to analyse their social and intellectual
content. It is also important to explore the socio-historical significance of these letters.
The letters or maktubat of Ahmad Sirhindi are significant because they are a source of
the reformist ideology of Sirhindi, who is rightly acclaimed as mujaddid of the second
millennium. It is also important to nuance the significance of his maktiibat written in
the Persian language, being the magnum opus of the reformist ideas of Ahmad
Sirhindi. These maktibat comprise almost 526 letters in three volumes written to
different disciples and followers of Sheikh and have been extensively studied, discussed,
and translated into Arabic, Turkish, and Urdu and partially in English. This article
aims to study three letters written to women, to see the content of these letters as a
mirror to the academic, intellectual, and social perspectives of Muslim women in
sixteenth-century India as well as to have an insight into Shaikh’s attitude towards the
role of women in religious reform.

Keywords: maktiibat, Sirhindi, mujaddid, women, reform.

Summary of the Article

The article deals with the key themes of three letters by Shaikh Ahmad Sirhind1
addressed to women, with the purpose to analyze the content of these letters
from social and intellectual perspectives. It is also important to nuance the
significance of his maktibat written in the Persian language, being the magnum
opus of the reformist ideas of Ahmad Sirhindi. Given the high esteem and stature
of Shaikh who is rightly acclaimed as the mujaddid of the second millennium, his
letters are not only a source of reform but also widely read and shared as a
source of inspiration, discussion, and appreciation. These maktibat comprise
almost 526 letters in three volumes written to different disciples and followers of
the sheikh and have been a subject of study and discussion and translated into
Arabic, Turkish and Urdu and partially into English. The paper first delves into
the discussion of the three letters written to women, the biographies of the
addressees are, however, beyond the scope of this paper as it focuses mainly on
the themes of these letters. The content of these letters is very significant as it
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mirrors the academic, intellectual, and social perspectives of women in sixteenth-
century India on one hand and has an insight into Shaikh’s attitude towards the
role of women in religious reform on the other hand. The study is mainly a
content analysis of these three letters written to some close female relatives of
Sirhindi. These letters are seen in the backdrop of the religious and cultural
milieu as well as the Sufi and kalami discourse of the period. These letters are
very rich in terms of themes dealt with by Shaikh. The letters detail the themes
like ‘aqidah, ‘ibadah and akhldg. Letter no. 17 is of particular significance because in
it Shaikh outlined his views regarding tauhid and discussed at length the names
and attributes of Allah. In this letter, Sirhindi’s approach is very close to the
Maturidi one. He delves into the discussion of the personal attributes of Allah,
mentions the views of other schools of thought, and ends with his critical
evaluation. Letter on. 17 is very detailed on the issues pertaining to ‘aqidah and it
appears that the lady to whom it was addressed was well-versed in this
discipline.

The other significant theme is related to worship; letter no. 34 covers Sirhindi's
views on this aspect. He focuses on the need and relevance of salah (prayer) and
zakah (charity) and further delineates punctuality and steadfastness. Likewise, he
highlights some moral values and advises the addressee to be careful about
backbiting, lying, music, and being harsh to others. The style of letters shows that
Shaikh often gave such advice to the lady. The third letter addresses the ethics in
detail. Here Shaikh started with the verse of the holy Qur’an referring to the
pledge of women mentioned in the Qur’an in verse 12 of siirat al Mumtahinah. He
then continues to explain Islamic values and moral conduct and points out many
weaknesses of his contemporary womenfolk. This letter no. 41 is a reflection of
those ills that prevailed in his time. Here he talked about shirk, magic,
superstitions, theft, and adultery. While discussing adultery, he also discussed
homosexuality, which is very relevant to the present scenario as contemporary
societies are facing the same issue in the name of transgender and homosexual
rights. It also shows that our scholars need to focus on the moral upbringing of
the youth and women and need to talk about these moral issues from an Islamic

perspective.
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