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Religious Prose in Urdu Literature (in the First

Half of the Nineteenth Century)

Sajid Siddique Nizami®

Abstract: Religious texts played a significant role in the advancement of Urdu prose
during the early period of Urdu literature. In the late seventeenth century, some
religious books were written or translated from Arabic and Persian, albeit with limited
scope and circulation. At the beginning of the eighteenth century, however, this
practice gradually increased. Some important factors contributed to this growth.
Firstly, the social, moral and religious milieu of the sub-continent experienced
deterioration. Secondly, the introduction of the modern printing press paved way for
the publication of books in large numbers. Thirdly, Christian missionaries propagated
their religious views to convert the locals. All these factors provoked different scholars
to massively compose religious books in Urdu. These scholars focused on the themes
like Qur’anic exegesis, translation of the Holy Prophet’s traditions, amelioration of
social life, and rebuttal of the Missionaries’ arguments. This article reviews and
evaluates the religious prose of the first half of the nineteenth century in the said
context.
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Summary of the Article

The tradition of prose in Urdu formally begins in the late sixteenth century and
early seventeenth century in Deccan (Southern India). On the other hand, the
tradition of Urdu prose in North India can be found in the early eighteenth
century. Although Urdu prose in this century was mostly based on distans and
hikayats, religious prose also attracts our attention. In this context, Karbal Katha
and Tafsir-i Muradiyah can be mentioned. The first one consists of the orations for
the first ten days of Muharram, while the second one is the fafsir (commentary) of
the thirtieth chapter of the Qur’an. Apart from this, Shah ‘Abd al-Qadir and Shah
Raft” al-Din also made the first translations of the Qur’an in the same century. In
short, by the beginning of the nineteenth century, the number of religious texts
had increased significantly. In this article, some significant religious titles, which
were written in the first half of the nineteenth century, will be examined.
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Before 1819, Shah Zahur al-Haq “Azimabadi had written a brief pamphlet Kasb al-
Nabi. Zahur al-Haq drew the attention of common people to the principle of
Islamic equality that no profession is insignificant or despised. He gave examples
from the lives of various prophets and the blessed life of Muhammad (peace be
upon him) to support his claim. Although he preferred the literal translation of
Qur’anic verses and hadith, he generally explained the concerned topics in simple
language and a straightforward manner. i

Shah Isma‘il Shahid penned down Taqwiyat al-Iman in 1820-21, his only writing in
Urdu. The family (of Shah Wali Allah) to which Shah Isma‘il belonged, was the
supporter of the religious reformation of the Muslims. Therefore, the prose of
Taqwiyat al-Iman appears to be very advanced in terms of its time. However,
Arabic phrases such as Qur'anic verses and hadiths were mentioned and
translated verbatim and at these places, the Arabic syntax had a strong influence
on the Urdu syntax. Well-known poet of Urdu, Mirza Salamat “Ali Dabir, also
wrote a book in prose, named Abwaib al-Masa’ib in 1829. It was written to be
recited in congregations and had a rhetorical style of narration, but the prose is
heavily personalized.

The first complete tafsir, commentary on the Qur’an, in the Urdu language is also
found in this period. Tafsir-i Ra’iifi by Shah Ra'af Ahmad Mujaddidi was
completed in two volumes in 1833 with two different styles of prose: translation
of Qur’anic verses and its commentary in the style of idiomatic prose.

‘Abbas Bin Nasir's Subh ka Sitarah (1833-34) and the Khulasat Sawlat al-Daygham
(1842) are the well-known religious works of this period. The first one is a
translation of Daga’iq al-Akhbar by Imam Ghazali while the second one contains
general debates and discussions about Islam and Christianity. Remarkably, the
author evaluates various controversial debates in a purely scholarly manner.
Among the religious writers of this period, Muhammad Qutb al-Din Khan is a
very well-known author. Qutb al-Din wrote about forty books and pamphlets on
various religious topics in Urdu prose. But his efforts are valuable in the sense
that the Urdu language, through religious prose, reached a large circle of
common people and its readership increased. In this article, for the sake of
brevity, only one book, Mazdihir-i Haqq is mentioned, which is a translation of
Mishkat al-Masabih.

While reviewing the religious literature of this period, it seems more appropriate
to mention two more books which are about the art of tajwid: Wasilat al-Qart “ala
Kalam al-Bart (1838) by Hafiz Karim Allah Khan and Fakhr al-Mut’allimin (1842) by
Qar1 Hafiz Fakhr Allah Rampuri. Furthermore, in 1839, Muhammad Sibghat Allah
Madrasi of Chennai (Tamil Nadu, India) wrote Fava’id-i Badriyah. This is a
complete biography of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). Muhammad Nir al-
Din Chatgami translated Qadi Thana” Allah Pani Patt’s book Ma Labudda Minh
under the name of Kashf al-Hajat in 1846.

Thus, the list of religious works in this era is rich and long, but selected works
have been analyzed. As a whole, the religious literature of this period focuses on
the simplicity of narration. The main reason for this is the common Muslims of
the subcontinent, who were becoming unacquainted with Arabic and Persian.
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The enlightened intellectuals of that era chose Urdu prose for the diffusion of
religious teachings. Publishing facilities also played a vital role in the
development and expansion of religious literature in Urdu.

As a whole, the religious literature of this period played an important role in
conveying various religious topics to a large number of people of this region and
also laid the foundation for describing different types of subjects in Urdu and
increased the expressive capacity of Urdu prose.
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