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The nineteenth century is one of the most turbuybeniods in
the history of the Muslim peoples in the Indian carfttinent,
during which they lost their political grip overetregion. The
flames of the war of independence of 1857 werédait {peak and
the Muslims struggled vigorously, but in vain aheit sun set in
political chaos- Bahadur Shah Zafar (1837-1857), the last Mughal
ruler, lost his throne and was exiled to Rangooan@bn). The
lives of Muslims, their property and even honourevao longer
secure because of the British hostility towardsrth&he British
occupied Delhi and started a reign of terror in anglind the city.
Many Muslim villages were raided, homes set on fred the
helpless residents ruthlessly gunned down. A largmber of
Muslim houses were plundered. On false chargesynvarslims
were hanged from trees without trial at the insfim of their
neighbours. The British reaction to the unsuccesgfing of 1857
heralded the systematic demolition of an era asdvéry basic
structure. The entire milieu and the rich Muslimitete sadly
ended with the Mughal rufe.
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Besides this huge human loss, the subsequent \Westkural
invasion threatened the very existence of the Ummati the
fundamentals of its religion. Since the beginnir@hibli was
instrumental in defending Islam and the achievemehtMuslims
through his monograph series ‘Heroes of Islam’ theluded titles
like Al-Farug, Al-Ma’'man, Al-Ghazli, Sirat al-Numan, Swinih-i-
Maulana Ram, Aurangzeb ‘Alamg par aik Nazar, ‘Adl-i-
Jahangri and Srat al-Nabi, which emphasized the civilizational
impact of Islam and its role in enriching the humaeritage.
Among his other important works that will be stutlibere are
Ta'rikh-i-Ba‘d al-Islam, ‘llm al-Kalam, Al-Kakim, Shi‘r al-‘Ajam,
Khutbat-i-Shibi, Madqzlat-i-Shibli, Kulliyat-i-Shibli ~ and
Safarmima-i-Rim wa Misr wa Sém. Shibli was also active in the
development of Islamic and modem education forMuslims of
India and worked at Aligarh Muslim University, IrdiHe wanted
to modernize the Islamic system of education witldamaging its
core. With this aim, he worked for the foundingDar al-‘Ulum-i-
Nadvat al-‘Ulama’ in 1898 in Lucknow, India. He was ‘alim, a
historian, a writer, a biographer, a critic, an expon Islamic
philosophy and a poet, writing both in Persian &indu languages.
The drastic socio-political and economic changeshim Islamic
world had alerted him to the dangers ahead, aslglesdlected in
his prolific writings and stupendous intellectuaigput?

Family Background

‘Allama Shibli Nu‘manf was a descendant of a noble family
of the Riwat clan of Rajputs. His great-great-grandfathéiyi@j
Singh alias Siraj al-Din Chaudhuri, embraced Islarh540 during
the last days of Emperor Humayun (1530-1556). @higingh’s
acceptance of Islam is a fascinating instance R&jput’s pride. It

3 Muhammad Shibli Nu‘maniAl-Ma’mun, (Azamgarh: Dar al-Mussanifin, 3rd
edition, 1992), p.8Hayat-i-Shibli pp.18, 298-318; Aziz Ahmadin Intellectual
History of Islam in IndiaEdinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1969, p.108

4 ‘Allama,’” a very learned person. From the vesginning, Shibli was a staunch
follower of Imam Abu Harifa (d.150/767). He wrote his biograph$irat al-
Nu‘man, which was published from Aligarh in 1891. N@&nh was a title of Shibli,
given by his teacher Maulanaariq Chirayyikoti after the said lam. Later
Nu‘mani became part of his own name. Sayyid Sulayman Nathyat-i-Shiblj
Azamgarh: Matba'-i-Madrif, reprint 1999, p.69.
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is reported that one summer morning he went for ussal
business of Zamindari (landownership) and retutnade late. On
his arrival he rushed into the kitchen without takioff his shoes,
an act repugnant to Hindus. His brother’s wife bur® anger and
passed an insulting remark, calling him a Turk (NMops He

retorted that he would be one and straightaway Wethie nearby
mosque of the Khangah village to declare his aeregt of Islan.

Shibli’s grandfather, Munshi Hasan ‘Ali and uncleuihi
Waris ‘Ali were lawyers in the district court of Amgarh. His
father, Shaikh Habib Allah (d.1900), studied Persiaecame an
expert in this language and its literature and bigex a good taste
in poetry. He also studied law and became a leggliagtitioner in
the district®

Shaikh Habib Allah played a leading role in maintag law
and order irparganaSagri during the 1857 revolt and in pacifying
the communal violence on the issue of cow slauginter893 in
Azamgarh. In 1894 he was once again in the forgfrbalping
district authorities build a dam on local riverdieeck flooding. He
was popular with the people and served as hond@aairman of
the Municipal Corporation of Azamgarh till his deaf\part from
this, he had a flourishing business of refiningaugnd indigo.
Later, he became the disciple of Maulavi MuhammauainK of
Walidpur, AzamgarH.

Shibli's mother was the daughter of Hajji Qurbanner
Ansari of Phariha, Azamgarh. She was respectechéorpiety,
particularly for saying the prayers tdhajjud Shibli adored her
pious habits and boasted that his habit of easingiwas because
of her example. In her memory Shibli built Sadi&razil, a hall
in Shibli National College, Azamgarh, in Decemb888?

Shaikh Habib Allah’s children were Muhammad Shibli,
Mahdi Hasan (d.1897), Maulvi Shaikh Muhammada¢sfd.1914),

5  Hayat-i-Shibli pp.58-60.
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Muhammad Junayd Nu‘mani (d.1933) and a daughter.hbdd
another son Muhammad from his second wife. Shikds whe
eldest in his family, whose all members becameithgpddvocates
of Islam and famous judges in Allahabad High C8urt.

Birth and Early Education

Shibli Nu‘mani was born on 10 Shawwal 1273/ 3 JuB&7
which coincided with the very day on which someiamdsoldiers
had broken into Azamgarh jail, freed many of itss@ners and
captured the office of the district treasury. Tliss the peak of the
war of independence when the whole of India rosensg British
the rule!® His father named him Muhammad Shibli, perhapsr afte
the famous Sufi Shaikh Shibli Baghdadi (d.334/94%. was a
very bright child who was brought up with greatecadis parents
wanted him to specialize in religious education &edstarted his
early education in his village with the recitatiohthe Quran and
the rudiments of Persian under the guidance of irdakibd Allah
Jayrajpuri (d.1890) and subsequently Maulavi ShuMfah
Sabrhadi (d.1897). Hakim ‘Abd Allah noticed sigriddlliance in
Shibli who used to write chronograms. Shibli stddiender a
number of very able teachers in and around Azamgést. He
noted the greatness of his teacher, MaulafragrChirayyikoti
(d.1909) and acknowledged that he taught him books
philosophy likeRisala-i-Mr Zahid, Mir Zahid Mullz Jalal, Hamd
Allah, Sharh-i-Sadt and Shams-i-Bzigha Shibli also studied
logic under his guidance in Madrasa-i-Islamiyya, aAmarh,
founded by his father. Maulana Faruq also develdpeshibli a
love for Persian poetry.

After completing his early schooling Shibli decidednove to
Rampur and Lahore respectively, in 1874 and 18@b,hfgher
studies. Now he planned to look for distinguishedchers of
Hadith, Figh and Arabic literature. In those days, Lucknow,
Rampur, Saharanpur, Deoband and Lahore were wellskn

9 Ibid., pp.65-66.

10 Ibid., p.68.

11 Ibid., pp.68,70-71,77; Akhtar Wagar ‘Am, Shibli Bahaithiyat-i-Mua'rrikh,
Lahore: Sang-i-M Publications, 1968, p.49.



‘All ama Shibf Nu‘'mani (1857-1914): A Monumental Islamic Scholar 63

centres of Islamic scholarship. Shibli’'s father wast ready to
send him far from home for higher studies, but ladd mother
allowed him to join the centres of his choice. Shitent first to
Lucknow to see Maulana ‘Abd al-Hai Farangi Mahaliyt he
could not stay there long. He moved to Rampur wheremet
Maulana ‘Abd al-Hai Khairabadi and Maulana Irshadiskin
Rampuri, then prominent scholars in the field dforsal sciences
and Islamic jurisprudence respectively. Shibli sthywith ‘Abd
al-Hai Khairabadi for one year before he joined tiele of
Maulana Irshad Husain, an expertHigh andUsil-i-figh (Islamic
jurisprudence). Subsequently, he went to Deobamdabmut a
montll;, where he mastered fRisala-i-Fa@'iz (treatise on Muslim
law).

Next, Shibli decided to move to Lahore to join tiecle of
Maulana Fayz al-Hasan Saharanpuri (d.1887), PrafedsArabic
literature in the Oriental College, Lahore. Due lis busy
schedule, Maulana taught Shibli only during hislyda@ommute
from home to College. Shibli happily agreed to thiiscated time
and learned Arabic literature. When Maulana FayHHadan
decided to spend his two months summer vacatiortgsihome
town of Saharanpur, Shibli also accompanied hinyzFd-Hasan
instilled in Shibli a good understanding of the @ar On his
teacher's death Shibli wrote an elegy.

Following the normal sequence in education, Shthen
joined the circle of Maulana Ahmad ‘Ali Muhaddittal@aranpuri
(d.1297/1879) for the study dfadith. This was the last centre,
where he studiedunan-i-Tirmidhi Meanwhile, Shibli's parents
were embarking upon a Hajj trip to Makkah in 18 @ aalled him
to join them in Bombay. He did with the permissafrhis teacher.
During his stay at Makkah and Madinah, he visiteghynlibraries
and consulted numerous booksHzfdith.**

After completing his studies, Shibli spent four nge@l878-82)
in teaching and took part in various debates againes group of

12 Hayat-i-Shibli pp.78-80; Wagar ‘Azim, p.50.
13 Hayat-i-Shibli pp.80-4; Wagar ‘Azim, p.50.
14 Hayat-i-Shibli pp. 84-87, 91-94; Wagar ‘Azim, p.50.
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ghair mugallid (those who declined to follow any of the four
authenticmadhihib or schools of Islam and relied entirely on the
Quran andHadith) in Azamgarh. In the beginning, he defended
the Hanafi sect against this group and wrote a murob works,
Zill al-Ghamam fi Mas’alat al-Qirat Khalf al-lmamin Urdu
(1875) andlIskat al-Mu‘tadi ‘ala Isnat al-Mugtadiin Arabic
(1881). Shibli’'s scholarly Urdu writings elucidatéie core issues
like the minor differences between various secta wery simple
manner but without compromising the Islamic ethéd. his
father's urging, Shibli read for the law degree 1i&79-80 and
successfully completed it. However, when he sethigp law
practice, he failed to attract litigarits.

Pan-Islamism

After returning from the holy land, Shibli respodd® Jamal
al-Din Afghani’s (1838- 1897) call for Islamic uwpitn the face of
the Russian aggression against Turkey in 1877. liSkibs
instrumental in collecting donations in Azamgarh tlee Ottoman
Sultan ‘Abd al-Hamid II (1842-1918). As the secrgtaf the
Anjuman-i-Islam, Shibli admired the valour and heno displayed
in the jihad against the Russians by Ghazi ‘Usman Pasha. He
raised three thousand rupees which he handed ovétusain
Habib Efendi, the Turkish counsellor in Bombay.

Visit to Aligarh and Meeting with Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan

The last quarter of the nineteenth century witngégke drive
of Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s (1817-1898) educatiomalvement
that had a noticeable impact on the attitude cirged segment of
the Muslim community to modern education. His apgeathe
educated Muslims of the eastern districts of URaadesh was
warmly welcomed. Shibli’s father was much influedd®y this call
and became a great supporter for the movementehiehss son,
Mahdi Hasan, to Aligarh in 1876 for higher educatamd in 1881,
along with Shibli, visited Aligarh to see him. Sehsently, Shibli
wrote a eulogydasidg in Arabic in which he commended Sayyid

15 Hayat-i-Shibli pp. 88-90, 96-97, 100-116.
16 Hayat-i-Shiblj pp. 94-96.
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Ahmad for his successful project to promote modeduication
among the Indian Muslims which was published in #lgarh
Gazetteof 15 October 1881. Meanwhile, Shibli met Sayyitdad
Khan for the first time and was immensely impregsgtim?’

Teaching Career at Aligarh

In 1883, Maulana Fayz al-Hasan recommended Stublile
position of an Assistant Professor of Arabic atgaAth. Thus he
moved to Aligarh as a guest of Muhammad Karim, Ereputy
Collector of Aligarh. Meanwhile, Shibli met Maul8am® Allah
Khan, a friend of Sayyid Ahmad Khan, who appoint&th as an
Assistant Professor of Arabic and Persian in Muhanen Anglo-
Oriental College (MAO College). Shibli joined thel@ge on T
February 1883 and was subsequently promoted to full
professorship. At Aligarh Shibli found a conducigavironment
that triggered him to be productive. Apart fromci@ag he wrote
poems and publisheddavan (collection of poems). At Aligarh, he
realized the importance of English education andtevietters to
relatives and friends urging them to send theildeéin for modem
education'®

To promote the English education, Shibli foundesl Xtational
School in Azamgarh on 20 June 1883 and asked foattins
from family and friends. Though this school wagststh modestly
with one teacher and three students, yet by 188@dtdeveloped
into a junior secondary school and by 1895 a highosl.
Similarly, he founded another school in his hometa# Bindwal,
but it could not continue due to lack of suppotib’'s campaign
for the promotion of English was due to his conwictthat the
inability of Muslim religious teachers to commurteain this
language made it impossible for them to explain agligious
concept to the Westerners. In the 1899 Nadva ngstihe
unsuccessfully pleaded that English should be fdrpert of the
curriculum. However, from 1903 onward English catoe be
taught in Nadva. Shibli correctly maintained thailingual
Muslims could serve Islam better than monolinguak For

17 lIbid., pp.117-20; Wagar ‘Azim, p.51.
18 Hayat-i-Shibli,pp.120-24, 128-32.
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example, in British courts incorrect versionsHiflaya were cited
by non-Muslims:®

Soon the British government of India recognized biki
talent and in 1894 honoured him with the title &hams al-
‘Ulama’™ (literally ‘the sun of theulemg. Shibli was the first
person in the country to receive this exalted homoihe early age
of thirty-six. Many special gatherings were orga&aizn his honour
to celebrate the occasi6hMeanwhile, Shibli was simultaneously
appointed a Member of the Board of Studies in theuRy of Arts
and a Fellow of the University of Allahabad in 1895

Shibli and History of Islam

Right from the very beginning, Shibli was keen tody the
history of Islam. During his student days in Lahdre developed
this taste through his reading of various bookdstamic history.
His stay in Aligarh gave him a good chance to fulfis dream,
particularly through access to the well-stockedspeal library of
Sayyid Ahmad Khan, which included many books orarst
history and geography published in Europe, EgyptiaSand
Constantinople. Soon Shibli began writing books different
subjects, particularly so after studying a tramsftatof Edward
Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empiend Edward
Henry Palmer’s (Professor of Arabic, University@&mbridge, at
that time)Life of Haroun al-Rashid?

After gaining power in India, the British authoeii tried to
impress the Indian Muslims by emphasizing their spreed
supremacy in every walk of life. Hence a large nambf the
Western-educated Muslims assumed that Europe wasotiy
source of intellectual excellence. On the otherdhahe British
distorted Muslim history in a planned and calcudateanner. As
Shibli put it, “The hostile writers of Europe prashed to the
world incidents of Muslim rulers’ negligence, pigdcy and

19 Ibid., pp.133-35.
20 Ibid., pp.237-38.
21  Ibid., pp.264-65.
22 Ibid., p. 136-39.
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immorality so loudly that even we [Muslim] becam#luenced
and followed the Western leaé®”

It was necessary to be free from this mindset aneject this
inferiority complex through familiarity with the tgen epoch of
Islamic history that amply illustrated the great $Wion legacy.
Now Shibli was all set to write books on Islamistbry and later
narrowed his interest to the Abbasids. He pursiiesd ambitious
project in a high spirit, but stopped with Caliptuhsim Bi'llah
(833-842). However, he later modified his plan atetided to
choose only one hero of Islam from each dynastys fésulted in
his ‘Heroes of Islam’ series in which he studied tontribution of
matchless personalities from various dynastieg likmar Faraq
(Pious Caliphate), Al-Wadl bin ‘Abd al-Malik (Umayyads), Al-
Ma’'man bin Haran al-Raskd (Abbasids), ‘Abd al-Raham Nasir
(Umayyads of Spain), Sayf al-Dawlah (BaHamdin), Maliksiah
(Saljugs), Nir al-Din Zang (Nariyyah), Salah al-Din Ayyubi
(Ayyubids), Ya'qub bin Yusuf (Muwahids) and Sulaymahe
Magnificent (Ottomans). In 1885, he published imsian his first
mathnavi, Subh-i-Ummjdhat discussed the decline of Muslims,
but saw a silver lining in the Aligarh-based ediaral
movement?

In Aligarh Shibli had a good opportunity to shars hdeas
with a European professor, T. W. Arnold. Soon thegame close
friends and taught Arabic and French to each otBlkibli learned
and adopted in his books the modern style of vgjtimhile Arnold
mastered Arabic and soon published his famous bdbk
Preaching of Islan?®

Shibli learned French because in those days mamgylasty
books on Islam were written in this language. Heuamted
himself with those works and responded in writingheir biased
views on Islam. He also developed good relationth Wiaulvi

23 Sayyid Sulayman Nadvi (compNlagalat-i-Shiblj Azamgarh: Matba'-i-Mairif,
3 edition, 1956, Vol.IV, p.82. Wagar ‘Azim, pp.96-97

24 Hayat-i-Shihli p.139; Al-Ma’'mun, pp.8-9; ‘Allama Shibli Nu‘mani,Sirat al-
Nu‘man, Azamgarh: Dar al-Musannifin Shibli Academy, 199&; Waqgar ‘Azim,
p.86.

25 Hayat-i-Shibli pp.140-41Al-Ma’mun, p.66;Sirat al-Nu‘man p.4.
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Sayyid Ali Bilgrami, an expert in European langusgeho helped
him in translating some relevant passages of neéerdoooks. In
his Life of Haroun al-RashidPalmer had, for example, accused
Muslim rulers of prejudice against other faithst Bhibli refuted
these allegations in his booRI-Ma’'mun and convincingly
responded inSrat al-Nu‘man to Sheldon Amos’s charge that
Islamic Figh is derived from the Roman civil law. This schojarl
drive soon popularized Shibli, as an expert innstascholarly
circles and in Europe as well and he started retgiv
complimentary copies of many books, journals andjamaes
from Egypt and Europ®.

Shibli’s Influence on MAO College

MAO College was an institution whose students aathers
were a mixture of Europeans, Hindus and Muslimsw#s a
cultural confluence of east and west in which Shibinfortably
accommodated himself. Unlike those of many othelarm#’,
Shibli’s presentations in scholarly and culturakhgaings were
well received. Some European scholars commended his
outstanding position and mastery of Islamic schsbiigr. Shibli
gave Quranic lessons to students in an attracttyde and
inculcated the love of the Prophet among them.d&ssihe gave a
series of lectures at his house that covered difteaspects of the
life of the Prophet (SAW) and arranged his birthdalebrations at
his own residence. Similar functions were also pizgd in Slar
Manzil and later, on 30 October 1891, in Stracheyl.Fboon these
became the official functions of the university.the westernized
atmosphere of Aligarh, Shibli turned students talgalslam and
they themselves organized different religious fiomg and
activities in the College. They foundédajlis Bakht al-Sait to
call students for the five daily prayers on timeskles, most of the
members of the College community enthusiasticaditipipated in
the construction of the proposdami‘ Mosque on the campds.

By now Shibli had seriously undertaken researchartored
many books. Soon he changed the entire culturelighvh where

26 Hayat-i-Shibli pp.144-5AI-Ma’mun,p.97.
27 Hayat-i-Shiblj pp.147-50.
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teachers and students could now produce good warkdrdu,
Persian and English. Due to Shibli's writings, Ali became well
known in India and overseas. To develop the tasteAfrabic
among the students, he founded Arabic and Urdtatiecircles,
like Bakht al-Adaband Ikhwan al-Safi. He also arranged annual
literary activities on the campds.

These student bodies later grew into the “Studdditsbn” in
which Shibli actively participated, particularly bgelivering
lectures on Islamic issues. Shibli'#\l-Jizya (1889) and
Kutubkhana-i-Iskandriyy§1892) left a great impact in Europe and
cleared hostility and prejudice against Islam andshms. He
wrote Ta'rikh Ba'd al-Islamas a textbook for graduate students.
Shibli was appointed editor of the Urdu sectionTofe Aligarh
Institute Gazetteand the MAO College Magazinewhere he
published a series of articles on socio-culturat gwolitical
activities of Muslims that were later compiled ibh@ok form®®

Shibli was very keen on the advancement of Mustincation
and actively involved himself in the Muhammadan &ational
Conference founded by Sayyid Ahmad Khan in 1886iriguthe
summer vacation of 1887, Sayyid Ahmad Khan and IBhiited
Nainital, a hill station, where being impressed thg amazing
scenery and natural beauty of the place, Shiblupied himself
there and then in writing books on different isstles

Literary Activities

In the beginning Shibli’s literary activities in iarh were
confined to poetic compositions, but he soon turicetheda‘'wah
issue also. He noticed that some European inteléstwere
propagating negative views on Islam and its histdrieadership,
which incited the Muslim youth against their owrstbry and
religion. Shibli took up this challenge by authgrimorks that
stressed the role of Islam as a saviour of humar@y 27
December 1887 at the second Muhammadan Educational
Conference held at Lucknow, he presented his fammaser

28 Ibid., pp.147, 158-59.
29 Ibid., pp.149, 160-61.
30 Ibid., pp.162, 168; Wagar ‘Azim, p.64.
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“Muslim Education in the Past” that opened the ege#uslims
throughout the country. It was the beginning of thtellectual
writing of Shibli and was circulated by the orgaeriz of the
conference all over the count}y.

With Sayyid Ahmad Khan, Shibli was nominated in 189
member of the second educational delegation to tdyde to seek
donations for the MAO College. In this trip Shibfiet important
personalities and received an audience with NawMetMahbub
‘Ali Khan (1869-1911), the ruler of Hyderabad al€mnsequently,
Shibli became well-known in the intellectual ciclef Hyderabad
and was honoured there by various educationaliterdry bodies.
Finally after achieving considerable success thssion returned
to Aligarh via Bhopaf”

Visit to Constantinople (Istanbul) in 1892

The climate of Aligarh had become unsuitable foibfh
health because of the malaria endemic. He wantetsita<ashmir
valley for a change, but could not. Meanwhile, Adyca close
associate of Shibli, planned to travel outsidedndiMay 1892 for
the summer vacations. Thus the latter also dedioletsit Turkey
to consult Arabic books and manuscripts formegnum opusAl-
Farag. While in Istanbul, Shibli visited many librariés collect
research material, including some rare Arabic mempis and
extensively studied the Turkish educational systamd Islamic
madiris (religious schools). He visited schools, collegasd
academies and met many famous scholars in the rgoure
admired their educational system, residential actirtical colleges
and was very much impressed by the religious zetdeoTurkish
students. He was very glad to see different sgeethlcolleges in
various disciplines, though he was rather disturbd®gd the
deteriorating conditions of the Islamic seminaride. maintained
that all these good developments were the resulthef good
policies of the government, though he dismissed Theks
themselves as lethargic and unenthusiastic, just tihe Indian
Muslims and anticipated the decline of the Ottonsahiphate in

31 Ibid., p.163; Wagar ‘Azim, p.64.
32 Ibid., pp.182-88.
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noneggoo distant a future. Shibli also learnt thekish language
there:

Sultan ‘Abd al-Harrd used to say Friday prayers in the Jami’
Hamidiyyah, after which ceremony ofesm-i-saimliq was
performed in which a grand procession of governnufitials
also took place. Shibli was very much impressethieyceremony,
which was held on Fridays and Eid occasions. Thapsuous
scene of the Sultan’s departure between columramy officers
was particularly memorable for Shibli. During thig, he also met
Ghazi ‘Usman Pasha, who admired Shibli’'s valour and asked him
to see him again before returning home. Meanwhdle,the
suggestion of the Pasha, the Ottoman Sultan awardettl medal,
“Tamgha-i-Majidi” to Shibli on 13 Muharram 1310/7 ugust
1892. After a three-month’s stay in Constantinofkibli left for
Cairo, on 26 Muharram 1310/ 20 August 18$2.

On his way to Egypt, Shibli stopped in Beirut whéee met
Shaikh T&hir al-Jaz’iri and visited many educational institutions.
He went to Damascus and on 8 Safar 1310/ 1 Septel892 left
for Jerusalem where he stayed in the Indawiyya (hermitage),
met Mufti Sayyid Tahir and attended some intellatyatherings.
Finally he reached Cairo and stayed at Al-Azhar domonth,
during which he studied the Egyptian educationatesy. During
this trip, he realized that Muslims in India, Idbaih Beirut and
Egypt, face similar educational problems, which deskto be
urgently addressed and he was particularly upset thoy
deteriorating condition of Al-Azhar at the tirfe.

Shibli, the Historian

Before moving to Aligarh, Shibli was an activepaulvi
always ready for debate on religious issues. Hig at Aligarh was
a crucial phase in his life that later influenckd shape and course
of his history writing. Shibli wrote in 1889 his Weesearched
article, “Al-Jizya”, to counter a popular, but emsous charge
propagated by non-Muslim historians that Muslimgased this

33 Ibid., pp.188-202.
34 Ibid., pp.204
35  Ibid., pp.212-15.
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“unjust” tax to force non-Muslims to accept IslaHe argued that
the jizya was not a symbol of oppression but a sign of maroy
that Muslim rulers had given minorities easy tertaspay this
small tax and exempted them from military servideey could not
have possibly got such concessions from any govembrother
than a Muslim one. To support his thesis, Shibloterin 1898,
Hugiq al-Zimmn (the rights of theZimmis, the non-Muslims
under Muslim rule), which he personally translatatb Arabic

and, which on the initiative of Sayyid Ahmad Kharaswlater
translated into English as wéfl.

Similarly, Shibli wrote in 189Xutubkhana-i-Iskandriyydo
challenge another false accusation widely acceipt&tirope, that
the Muslims had always been uncivilized and ignbramorder to
support this claim, they maintained that during tomquest of
Alexandria in 21/641-42 and on the directive of then Caliph
‘Umar ibn Khattb (634-44), Muslims burnt the city’'s ancient
Greek library. Shibli’'s researches showed that bélhis library,
founded by an ancient Egyptian emperor, had, ity fa@en burnt
many centuries before by Julius Caesar (102/108@% and the
rest of its books were dispersed. This unfoundeargey Shibli
continued, was propagated by a Christian writer elgmAba al-
Farj (b.1226). It is interesting to note that thecke was translated
in different languages and obliged many Europedmlacs to
admit the fallacy of this assumption. These an@ottritings drew
attention to Shibli’'s serious scholarship during greriod 1892-98.
Of particular significance were his articles onitsplike Muslim
Sultanates and Public Hospitals in Muslim countr{@895),
Libraries in Muslim countries, Muslim Engineers atglamic
Religious Schoold’

One of Shibli's outstanding works was a criticaliesv of
Jurji Zaidan’s bookslamic Civilization In this book also, Zaidan,
an Egyptian Christian and the editor AFHilal, attacked Islam

36 Ibid., pp.161-63; Aziz Ahmadislamic Modernism in India and Pakistan 1857-
1964,London: Oxford University Press, 1967, pp.77 80Magalat-i-Shiblj Vol.I,
1999, pp.I75-209Magalat-i Shiblj Vol.IlIl, 1955, pp.1-36 Waqar ‘Azim, p.64.

37 Ibid., pp.162-63; Aziz Ahmad, p.7¥laqalat-i-Shiblj Vol.VI, 1989, pp.113-51;
Wagar ‘Azim, p.92.
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and the Arabs and accused them of burning the ditmatry of
Alexandria. He also claimed that the Umayyad andoasi
caliphs blasphemed their own religion and that @@akl-Mansur
(754-775) built a dome in Baghdad imitating the &’ He also
asserted that al-Mu‘tasim Billah duplicated at $ara in Iraq
Safa and Marwa, two revered places in the Hajjsrit8hibli
particularly exposed Zaidan’s deceptive way of mgkithese
accusations and tore apart his sneaky method efliley charges
against Muslims. Interesting enough, the third woduof Zaidan’s
book Islamic Arts and Sciencewas entirely based on Shibli's
research articles on Muslim contributions to tHartsc sciences®

To continue his task of writing history, Shibli foded in 1910
a research unit for the “verification of errors laktoriography,”
and appointed Sayyid Sulayman Nadvi as its firstezary. Shibli
wrote letters to different universities and congactMuslim
scholars regarding distortions in history books.t#ed to find out
the names of such books through newspaper advedigs and
wrote to the authorities to exclude these booksftioe syllabus of
their universities. The books which needed coroesti were
revised and he took a bold stand against MarsderdsDelafoce’s
histories of India. The untiring effort of Shibliade him a great
historian of Islant’

Shibli was very careful in his approach to histoepd
historical incidents, in the sense that he cargfebamined the
chain of reporters tracing them back to the origim#nesses. He
followed the principles of scientific research awds the first
writer to use the following criteria in Urdu histography:

1. Was the event treated amenable to reason or not?

2.  Were the habits and inclinations of the peoplehefperiod
to which the event referred in agreement with Wené?

3. If the event was extraordinary, was the evidencsupport
of it strong enough to be acceptable?

38 Ibid., pp.230, 578-81; Aziz Ahmad, p.8Maqalat-i-Shibli Vol.VI, p.285; ibid.,
Vol.lV, 1956, pp.113-77.

39 Hayat-i-Shibli,pp.524-25; Waqgar ‘Azim, p.67.
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4. To what extent did the witness’ conjecture and igpifbias
interfered with his report?

5. Did the witness to the event overlook any aspecthef
event?

6. What changes did succeeding ages make in the ascoin
the same event?

Shibli’s opinion was that impartiality was the kleod of
historiography and he advised historians that steyuld write the
truth and not compromise on facts even if they wareonflict
with their religious beliefs. Shibli complained trearly historians
focused on political history to the neglect of gsalg the socio-
cultural, moral, religious and economic conditiooisa period.
They paid much attention to describing the warswdécession,
conquests and rebellions. On the contrary, Shibhted people to
see the present-day world as the result of devetopsnin the
past?°

Shibli does not accept the lengthy accounts of ration
ceremonies as history. In his opinion the historaescription of
socio-cultural and religious life of the common pko were
actually far more important. He argued that thdaubn historical
theme should adopt a multidimensional approachsioiiography
and ensure that the events described were compatith the era
to which they belonget.

A Critical Analysis of Shibli's Works

Shibli embarked in 1887 upon his ‘Heroes of Islagaties
with Al-Ma’mun, a brief history of the Abbasids. It was one o hi
most popular books in Urdu and very favourably eaxgd. Shibli
maintained that Urdu was a fast growing languagehhd become
the language of scholarship. Although a large grafuptellectuals
produced history books in Arabic and Persian, Undd almost
become the national language of India. With thignimd, Shibli

40  Shibli Nu‘mani, Al-Fariq, Delhi: Murid Book Depot, n.d., pp.15-16,30,38-93;
Muhammad Shibli Nu‘maniSrat-al-Nabi, Azamgarh: Dar al-Musannifin, 1996,
\ol.l, p.45.

41  |bid., p.10; Waqar ‘Azim, p.67.
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planned to write a comprehensive Islamic history timat
languagé'?

Unlike earlier historians, Shibli tried to traceetloriginal
sources of information to prove his thesis. In fdc$ work is not
only a biography of Caliph Al-Ma’'mun, but also artcaunt of the
Abbasid dynasty, published from Aligrah. In it heote that after
thirteen centuries of Islam, there was not a sirigleslim ruler
who equalled Al-Ma’'mun. The book is divided intoawparts, of
which the first discusses Al-Ma’'mun’s early lifedueation,
coronation, internal conflicts, conquests and deathile the
second explains the socio-economic conditions & period,
sketches the character of Ma’mun al-Rashid andsshigiat on the
cultural activities of his time. The style is sira@nd attractive and
the events are recounted in a detached manner @ndutvbeing
coloured by prejudice or partiality. Shibli compéral-Ma’mun
with Al-Amin and expressed his views regarding lgiéer's many
gualities and gave details of Amin’s cold-bloodedrder at the
behest of his brother. Similarly, Shibli acknowledghe greatness
of Zubayda, the mother of Caliph Amin, in the feliog words:
“When ‘Ali bin ‘Isa was going to arrest Al-Ma’'munshstepmother
Zubayda gave him a chain of silver to handcuff Ma‘mand
instructed him to be gentle with him, after all\was also her son,
being the son of Harun al-Rashid and the brothdresfown son
Amin.” On the other hand, Shibli records that “Whemin asked
his slave Ahmad bin Salam for news about Ma’mun &ad told
that he was alive, Amin cursed those who had sptkadfalse
report of Ma’'mun’s death.” By contrast, notes ShibWhen
Amin’s head was brought to Ma’'mun, he rejoiced outeand
thanked God.” Shibli does not suppress or decdhageegrettable
act of his ‘hero.’ He tells the truf.

Similarly, Shibli refutes the misunderstandings ateel by
some historians against Muslim rulers. For instafedmer claims
in his Haroun al-Rashidhat the courtiers of the Caliph spread the
notion that unbelievers could not be called theatioa of God.

42  Hayat-i-Shibli p.172;Al-Ma’mun, p.7.
43 Al-Ma'mun, pp.48-43, 59-60.
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Shibli absolutely rejected this and argued thait iiad been so,
Muslim rulers would not have made proclamations tbe

protection and safety of churches and other platesorship in

Islamic lands. ‘Umar bin ‘Abd al-‘Aziz (717-720) dered the
demolition of the extension to a Damascus mosquehiatad been
unlawfully built by Caliph Wald bin ‘Abd al-Malik (705-715) on
the site of a church, which was rebuilt by the ghaliln fact,

hundreds of churches were constructed in and ar@®aghdad
during the Abbasid rul&

Al-Fariq is Shibli’'s magnumopus for which he exerted all
energy to collect data from the libraries of Ind&tanbul, Beirut,
Damascus and Cairo. It is a complete historicalgtaiphy of
Caliph ‘Umar the Great, published in two parts 808. The first
part consists of a prologue, his early life, corsjseand political
achievements, while the second gives an accourtiforoad
administration, socio-economic, cultural and imefual
attainments. Shibli wanted to start work on thiolbgust after
completing Al-Ma’mun in 1887, but the unavailability of some
important sources forced him to delay this greak t@as stated in
the preface ofAl-Ma’'mun For writing Al-Fariq, Shibli consulted
some works like Al-Mawardi'sAl-Akhaim al-Suléniyya’, lbn
Khaldun’s Mugaddimah,Qadi Aba Yasuf's Kitab al-Khargj, Abt
Hilal al-‘Askari’s Kitab al-Awai‘l, lIbn Sa‘'d’s Tabagqit Ibn Sa'd,
Ibn ‘Abd Rabbah’sal-‘lqd al-Farid; Al-Midani's Majma’ al-
Amthil; Al-Jahiz’s Kitab al-Bayin w’al-Tabyn, Ibn Rasig al-
Qairwani’'s Kitab al-‘Umdah, Imam Ibn al-Jau?s Srat al-
‘Umrain, Ahmad Ibn Yah§ al-Bahdhui's Ansib al-Ashaf,
Muhammad bin Khalaf al-Waki’khhzr al-Qudat and Shh Wal
All ah Dihlavi’s I1zalat al Khafa’ ‘an Khilafat al-Khulafa:*®

Shibli beginsAl-Faruq with a historical analysis and thorough
discussion of the merits, demerits and authenticftyhe ancient
sources and stresses their comparative valueslodmmentary he
scrutinizes the available historical material oa lifie and time of

44 |bid., pp.159-63; Aziz Ahmad, p.82.

45 Hayat-i-Shibli, pp.230, 336-7Srat-al-Nu‘man p.3; M. Yasin Mazhar Siddigi and
Ubayd Allah FahdAl-Farug ek Mutali‘a, Aligarh: Institute of Islamic Studies,
2002, pp.6,32,7.
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‘Umar and commends the early historians of Islamskrving the
cause of authentic Islamic historiography. Shibiicizes the 12
century historians, who, in his opinion, took tirstfsteps towards
the decline of the art of history writing. The stdre of the earlier
period were Ibn al-Afin, Saméani, Dhahalp, Abt al-Fida’,
Nuwairi, Suyiti and others. They attained eminence in the
discipline but failed to provide any service tasta scienc&

Shibli thought that the spiritual, religious andgmnal life of
‘Umar was universally known, but his socio-politicand
administrative achievements needed to be equaltgdndUmar
laid the foundation of a democratic style of goveemt and made
a great impact on the civilized world some thirtéemdred years
ago. His style of calling public assemblies in Brephet Mosque
was a role model for the civilized world. Hearingpese
announcements, members of the community rusheaetonbsque
and after saying twaaka‘ of prayers the proceedings opened.
After an introductory speech, the discussion begad if any
crucial matter came up, the Ansar and Muhajirunenealled and
decisions were taken by consensus. Apart from thmlers of the
Majlis-i-Shuw (consultative council) the ordinary public could
take part in the processes of local administratikke the
appointment of provincial governors and districtficdéls. A
general mandatory order was issued to all goverrams
administrators to join the annual Hajj gatherindsere the people
were given full freedom to air their grievancesal€omplaint was
levelled against any official, the latter had tdesel himself. In the
end, after a thorough enquiry, suitable action we®n against
him. ‘Umar also took keen interest in maintainingigh standard
of morality and honesty among the government affecby giving
them high salaries. Europeans learned this cufuite late®*’

The smooth running of the administration of a wetkanized
government needed well-established departments. aftUm
introduced different departments according to theedy like
departments of Revenue, Justice, Public Treasumymial

46 Al-Farug pp.24-29; Wagar ‘Azim, p.98.
47  Ibid., pp. 241-44, 258-9; Wagar ‘Azim, pp.114-15.
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Courts, Police, Public Works, Defence, Educatiod &eligion.
He introduced the Hijra calendar to mark the begigmnof the
Muslim era from the date of the Prophet’'s migrattonMadina.
During the time of ‘Umar, people were treated elyuahder the
law without discrimination due to blood ties or Wkaso much so
that like all other offenders his own son was gsmished for a
crime and he died because of lashings. SimilarhiblSbelieved
that Europeans picked up the idea of democracy fstam®*®

Shibli started his monograph series at a critioatjure when
Muslims of India were treated badly by the BritiSFheir life,
honour and property were at stake and the dootsrtire were
always open for them. At this stage, Shibli took tead by his
writings, ajihad through his devotion, commitment and active
participation in scholarly activities. Shibli wadtdo stress the
benign deeds of our ancestors and compared therids with
the British conquest of India. He emphasized howndd gave
peace, protection and freedom of belief to non-Musl| and
compared this to the harsh British treatment ofirtiMuslim
subjects in the 1857 revolt. His writings remindddslims of the
draconian punishment meted out to the women, anldand
elderly persons and the confiscation of their proge by the
British authorities. On the other hand, he showeel ¢ivilized
Muslims’ treatment of theZimmis who were given safety and
security. Shibli wrote: “IiZimmiswere involved in a conspiracy or
rebellion, they were still given a second chance @meated fairly.
For example, the people of the city of Mradas an3rian border
were constantly conspiring with the Romans. Whemdif bin
Sa'd reported their activities to Caliph ‘Umar, instructed him to
assess the value of their properties, includingsliock, pay them a
compensation at double the actual price and ask tbheemigrate.
If they did not agree, they should be given a oe&\grace period
and after that be exiled. But they did not stopirtiissiparous
activities and finally they were exiled. Muslimgist treatment
won the hearts and minds of Jews and Christianggltine battle
of Yarmik when Muslims evacuated the city of Hams due & th

48 Ibid., pp. 247-251, 263-4, 369, 413-14.
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war strategy. Jews and Christians swore by theiptsces that the
Romans would never return therg.”

Shibli also emphasized in this regard the Muslieatment of
prisoners of war in Alexandria. “As a large numbé&rCopts and
Romans were taken prisoner”, he wrote, ‘Amar biAslreferred
their case to Caliph ‘Umar. ‘Umar ordered them to foeed
regardless of the fact that they embraced Islamstueck to their
own faith. If they accepted Islam they would beittad to all the
privileges the Muslims enjoyed; otherwise they vdol&ve to pay
Jizya as levied on all non-Muslims. In compliance withet
Caliph’s instructions, ‘Amar gathered the prisoneéh®usands in
number, and invited the Christian dignitaries al§be Muslims
and the Christians were seated in opposite rowstlagrisoners
assembled in an open area. The Caliph’s order e@ad out for
them, many prisoners who had observed the puritytanets of
Islam promptly accepted Islam, while others remaitrae to their
own religion. When anyone of them embraced Isldma,Nluslims
rejoiced and cried “Allahu Akbar”. On the other Hanwhen
someone announced his loyalty to Christianity, @leristians
cheered him, while Muslims felt sad. This continded a long
time and each party received their shate.”

Shibli remarkably succeeded in explaining in a vsiyple
manner difficult and controversial issues like thaminal iliness of
the Prophet and the issueqiftas (paper) relating to the three days
prior to the Prophet's death. The Prophet, accgrdio one
tradition, asked for paper and pen to give instonst for the
Muslims that would guard against their going ast®yt ‘Umar
reminded the people that the Prophet was in anizggrpain and
that the Qur'an was a sufficient guide for themm®mf them said
that the Prophet was in a deliriufh.

In fact, this incident is a matter of great astbment and a

critic might question the bold attitude of ‘Umar declaring that
they did not need the Prophet’s directives andQb€an was a

49  Ibid., pp.156-7, 235, 373-85.
50  Ibid., pp.219-20.
51 Ibid., pp.59-60.
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sufficient guide for them. It was at a time whee frophet was
lying on his deathbed and was so concerned absdblowers as
to say, “Let me write for you directives which wiave you from
going astray.” It is very clear that these diregsiwere intended to
be written with the intention of saving people fragoing into
heresy. They would emanate from him in his capaesythe
Prophet and would thus be inspired and infallilgen some of
the traditions go to the length of asserting thavas ‘Umar who
declared the words of the Prophet to be ravifigs.

This issue remained a subject of great controvamsgng the
Muslims for a long time, but the principles of cafination were
never followed. Thus, the actual issue remaine@soived, while
many insignificant points were discussed. Thusaswrgued that
it is possible for a prophet to rave, for raving dee of the
problems of human beings and the Prophet was met firom
human maladies.

The core issue which needs careful scrutiny is hdreit is
possible to draw any positive or sound conclusiomfan incident
recorded inHadith books. The following points are raised for
discussion:

1. The sickness of the Prophet continued for thirtéays or
So.

2. According to Bukhari and Muslim, the incident ofpea
and pen happened on Thursday and the Prophet digdteo
following Monday, i.e. after four days.

3. No single Hadith reported any mental aberration in this
period.

4. During this period a large number of Companionsewer
present, but none of them reported this particileident
except ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas. Even Bukhari reportiédn
seven different ways.

5. At the time of the alleged incident ‘Abd Allah ibAbbas
was only 13 or 14 years old.

52 Ibid., pp.61-62.
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6. ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas was not present in person at the
time of the incident and his source of informatisas
unknown.

7. All the traditionists are unanimous that when thiepRet
asked for paper and pen those present said th&rdphet
was delirious.

It is important to note that all traditions areesil regarding
any other incident or sign of mental aberrationvandy the
Prophet, his just asking for paper and pen coutdiydave led the
people to imagine that he was not in his sensescANeasume that
prophets are liable to delirium, but it does noaméhat even their
usual conversation should be twisted and drapecdtii& ravings of
crazy persons. We cannot believe that there wasthiagy
incoherent in the Prophet’s saying on his deatht®dng paper
and pen that | may dictate for you guidelines whigh keep you
from going astray in the futuré®

If this tradition is true, the fact still remainisat the narrator
omitted mentioning those symptoms which gave petipdeidea
that the Prophet was not in his senses and wasgakki paper and
pen in a state of delirium. Therefore, how can wewdany
positive conclusion from a tradition about an imeitdthe principal
features of which were omitted by the narrator?ti@nother hand,
is it possible that such an unusual event woulddoerded by a
single narrator, ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abis, a merely thirteen or
fourteen year old boy, who was not even an eyesste it? Thus,
the authenticity of the tradition becomes gravedylatful. People
understandably questioned the genuineness of gidradecorded
in authoritative sources like Bukhari and Muslinut lve should
bear in mind that it is easier to doubt any repartvhich Bukhari
and Muslim have based their accounts than to adnanhtal
aberration on the part of the Prophet or irrevezemc the part of
‘Umar.>*

Moreover, the Prophet lived for four days aftersthileged
incident, during which he gave several instructiand directives.

53 Ibid., pp.62-63.
54 Ibid., p.63.
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On the very day of his death, the Prophet feltdoethd the people
thought that he had fully recovered, so much sbAlba Bakr had
returned to his house, a distance of two miles f\dadina. ‘Umar,
however, was with the Prophet till the end. ThepRet breathed
his last on Monday, 12 Rabi‘ al-Awwal 11/8 Jun& 68t noon in
the house ofAyisha and was buried in the afternoon the following
day. The Muslims felt grieved at his death. It &dsthat ‘Umar
was so shocked that he went to the Prophet's mosmqe
exclaimed, “Whoever will say that the Prophet iadiel shall kill
him.” Other accounts of the death do not suppad tradition.
Shibli contends that ‘Umar may have consideredadtftl to
suppress the news, as Madinah was full of hypacmuteo were
anxiously waiting for the Prophet’s death to inditeuble. This
incident assumed different forms in different sestc The
problem, however, is that th8ahih Bukhariand other early
sources include references to this event whichaddinin with our
expectations® Shibli ventured to sift through the heaps of
Traditions, on the death of the Prophet with caitiacumen and
free from bias. His version of the event therefbes generated
more light than heat.

55  Ibid., pp.63-64.



