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Abstract

This study aims to explore deeply the historical development of
Urdu Sirah literature in Deccan during the pre-colonial period up to
the first half of the 19" century. It commences by figuring out the
origins of the Urdu language, highlighting the vigorous role played
by Stifiya’ in fostering its development as a medium for cultural and
spiritual connection among the masses. Additionally, the study
attempts to examine the early literary endeavours, particularly the
genre of Maulid Namahs. Such literature, written in both Nazm
(poetry) and Nathr (prose) forms, primarily commemorated and
delineated different aspects of the Prophetic Sirah, particularly his
birth and Mu fjizat, reflecting a profound devotional commitment of
the authors. However, while employing descriptive cum analytical
methods, an attempt shall be carried out to critically analyze such
initial writings. Notably, some significant early Sirah works
authored during the 18™ century and the first half of the 19™" century
in the region shall be reviewed, highlighting their literary style,
structure, impact and academic contribution. Therefore, this study
aims to explore how the Deccan region contributed to the Prophetic
Strah and how its unique religious and cultural context shaped Sirah
writing while offering a thorough understanding of the evolution of
Urdu Sirah literature in the region prior to 1857.

Keywords: Urdu, Sifiya’, Sirah, Deccan, Hadrat Muhammad,
Mauliad Namah, Nazm, Nathr.
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Introduction

The Strah of Hadrat Muhammad (The Final Prophet of Allah,
Peace be upon him, his Progeny and Companions) occupies a
distinctively imperative place in the broader framework of religious
history. The subject, therefore, holds a core position within the field of
Islamic Studies, and its historicity is generally accredited and well-
established within academic scholarship. From the earliest periods,
Muslim scholars succeeded in compiling the Sirak using systematic
thematic methods, styles, and approaches designed to extensively
depict the versatile aspects of the Prophet’s life and his all-embracing
character. Their primary objective was to preserve this legacy as a
guintessential example for the reformation of humans in all spheres of
life. These early compilations laid the foundation for subsequent
generations. Although primarily recorded in Arabic, the tradition of
Sirah writing evolved through different phases and languages,
including Urdu.

As Urdu came into existence as a distinctive language in the
Indian Sub-continent, the regional (especially Deccan) scholars
recognised the importance of making religious texts, including the
Prophetic Sirah, accessible to a wider readership, thereby playing an
essential role in the development of Urdu Sirak literature. The
expressive richness of Urdu enabled authors to transmit profound
religious and spiritual themes, bridging classical literature with the
cultural ethos of the region. This process included translations of
classical Arabic works, which provided a foundational framework for
further academic advancements. Nevertheless, Urdu Sirah writing was
not merely a replication of Arabic texts. Scholars introduced their
works with the literary nuances and linguistic potential of Urdu,
rendering the Sirah more relatable and appealing to the common
masses. This literary assimilation added to the exclusive nature of
Urdu Sirah writing. As it progressed, it evolved in terms of different
styles and genres. Consequently, it offered the regional readership a
deeper understanding of the Prophet’s life, as well as insights into
Islamic teachings and Muslim civilisation.

Urdu Language and the Role of Sifiya’

During the Delhi Sultanate (1206-1526 AD), the interaction
between the locals and foreign soldiers - speaking Turkish, Arabic, and
Persian - gave rise to a new language, Urdu, meaning literally ‘The
Language of the Camp’.t As a result, Urdu developed as a synthesis of
Arabic, Persian, Turkish, and regional tongues,? and consequently
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assumed the title, Hindwi. It changed names as it evolved throughout
several periods. After Hindwr, it was also referred to as Zaban-i-Hind,
Hindi, Reikhtah, and Hindustant, until finally recognised as ‘Urdu’ in
the end.® Since Urdu is a combination of multiple languages, it has
been a medium for socio-religious and cultural transformation.
However, since it evolved mainly for the religious requirements of the
regional Muslims; therefore, its content has mainly been religious.
Although the official language in the Indian subcontinent has been
Persian with Arabic as the academic language, later on, Urdu not only
replaced Persian but became a permanent academic language in the
Indo-Pak Subcontinent. Moreover, its influence has not been limited
only to the Indian sub-continent but also to some other parts of the
Muslim world as well, and now it is acknowledged as an academic
language and recognised among the major living languages of the
world.* Over time, in response to the religious needs of the people,
Urdu appeared as a medium employed by the Sifiya to express their
message and convey religious teaching.® It started gaining vigour and
significance during the reign of Emperor Akbar (d. 1605 AD).® In this
regard, Prof. Mas‘iid Husayn Khan’ expressed:

“Primarily, the Sifia’ employed Urdu as a medium to convey
their teachings; and wrote a few treatises in both Nazam and

Nathr on religious and spiritual topics”.®

Prof. ‘Abd al-Qadir Sartirt® discusses the role of the Sifiya’ and
highlights the challenges faced by early Urdu speakers. He explains
that they had to establish relationships with a new civilisation and
culture, fostering mutual understanding while also articulating
religious beliefs for the newly converted Muslims. Consequently, early
Urdu writings were predominantly religious in nature, with the earliest
contributors often being scholars and Sifiva. The Persian-speaking
immigrants who settled in India had to coexist with the local
population, gradually losing their fluency in Persian. This created an
urgent need to transmit religious knowledge in the emerging Indian
language, Urdu. Unsurprisingly, religious themes became the primary
focus of early Urdu writers.’ Although Persian remained the official
language of the Delhi Sultanate, it merged with local languages like
Sanskrit, giving rise to a new linguistic form. During this period, the
Sifiya’ employed mystical terminologies to convey religious truths in
Urdu. Dr Rafi‘ah Sultanah, from Osmania University, Hyderabad,
mentioned:

“During this period, all the Muslim scholars who came to
India introduced Islam through the lens of Tasawwuf,
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fostering a strong bond with the newly converted people
through love and affection. These Sifiya’ hailed from diverse
regions, including Arabia, Iran, and Afghanistan. Despite their
varied native languages, they chose to communicate with the
local population in Urdu—an emerging language at the time,
often referred to as ‘Hindi’ in the context of India. This
approach ensured that their message could reach every
household.”!

The Sifiva’ mainly exercised Arabic as their religious
language and Persian for daily communication. Similarly, Prof. Sayyid
Muhi al-Din Qadri? remarked that the Sifiya’ needed to make
religious understanding accessible for the spiritual purification and
education of their disciples and newly converted Muslims.*® This
objective could not have been achieved without adopting the local
languages for both spoken and written communication. Therefore, a
significant collection of religious vocabulary was first developed in
Urdu.* However, they also employed Urdu to effectively connect with
the common masses.'® Hence, it is evident that Urdu emerged largely
to address the religious needs of Muslims in India.

Early Impressions of Urdu Sirah Literature

Initially, Tasawwuf and other ethical teachings began to
spread among the people. At the same time, the Sirah events started
to be introduced to the common masses. These factors mark the initial
impressions of Urdu Sirah writing.*® The main regional author of the
14" century CE was Khajah Geisti Daraz (d. 1422).*” He produced
more than one hundred works in Arabic, Persian and Urdu, including
a treatise on Sirah entitled Risalah Sirat al-Nabi (Sal Allah-u-‘alaihe
wa sallam).*® It is noteworthy that impressions of Sirah writing in
early Urdu literature are mainly found in Nazm (in verse). This is
largely because Nazm was more popular than Nathr during that time,
as people found it more appealing and preferred to listen to it. Thus,
Nazm flourished abundantly in Deccan in particular and across the
Indian subcontinent in general, often highlighting various aspects of
the Prophetic Sirah. In this era, particularly in the Deccan region, many
Mathnawis™® were composed, describing events from the Sirak and
highlighting various aspects of the Prophetic life. The Mathnawt
emerged as a particularly effective and purposeful genre, as its
sequential structure made it ideal for narrating Sirah events. As a
result, early Sirah literature in Urdu, especially in the Deccan, is
predominantly preserved in the same genre, even though other genres
also contribute to highlighting different aspects of the Sirah.?’ Many
of the early Mathnawis in Urdu from the Deccan were either
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translations from Persian or heavily influenced by them.?! However,
Deccan poets later composed original Mathnawis in Urdu. According
to Prof. ‘Abd al-Qadir SurtrT:

“The earliest poems in Urdu that have come down to us are
short Mathnawis, composed 15" century CE and the early 17"
century CE. While the use of Mathnawr in later Urdu literature
became more specifically associated with storytelling, its
application in early Urdu was much broader. During that
period, the Mathnawi genre was used to convey riddles,
advice, adages, and mystical ideas.” 2

In the late 16" century, Emperor Akbar founded a new creed,
based on his misguided beliefs and flawed ideas.?® Shaykh Ahmad
Sirhindt (d. 1624), a great reformer of the era, strongly emerged in
opposition to Akbar’s cult, i.e. Din-i-Ilahi.?* He authored a treatise
titled Ithbar al-Nabuwwah, emphasising the essence and significance
of the institution of Nabuwwah and the Sunnah. ?® The first
comprehensive work on the Sirah, however, was written by Shaykh
‘Abd al-Haqq Dehlawi (d. 1642) under the title Madarij al-
Nabuwwah. Originally written in Persian, it was later translated into
Urdu.? The treatise gained immense recognition among scholars and
had a profound impact on the public, inspiring subsequent generations
of the whole region, particularly Deccan scholars, to produce extensive
Strah literature in Urdu.

Deccan’s Role in the Rise of Urdu Literature: A Few Socio-
Political Factors

Strah literature found its place in the evolutionary journey of
Urdu Nathr (in prose) relatively late. While Urdu Sirah writing in
Nazm began during the Delhi Sultanate period, its development in
Nathr formally started in the 18th century CE, even though the Urdu
language itself had already emerged in North India.?’ In contrast, the
Deccan region adopted Urdu after Delhi but embraced it with
extraordinary enthusiasm. From the 14th to the 18th century CE, the
Deccan scholars produced hundreds of works in both Nazm and Nathr,
spanning various artistic and intellectual forms, including poetry,
oratory, and scholarly writings.?

The primary reason behind this delay is that Persian was the
official language in northern India. Although Urdu had become a
commonly spoken language, it lacked royal patronage. As a result,
most written works continued to be produced in Persian or Arabic, the
religious language of the region’s Muslim population. In contrast,
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‘Ala’ al-Din Hasan Bahman Shah (d. 1358 CE), upon establishing his
empire in the Deccan (1347-1527),% favoured the use of Urdu over
Persian as the language of the Bahmani court. During the reign of
Muhammad Tughlaq (d. 1351), Bahman Shah declared independence
and established himself as the ruler of the Deccan—a region
previously annexed by Sultan ‘Alau al-Din Khiljt (d. 1316). He
expanded his province by conquering adjacent lands, thereby laying
the foundation of a vast kingdom. A visionary ruler, Bahman Shah, not
only consolidated his domain but, being a great patron of knowledge,
extended support to scholars, poets, writers, and intellectuals. Among
those he patronized were Maulana Lutfullah, Mulla Ishaq Sirhindi,
Mulla Hakim ‘Alim al-Din Tabrizi, Hakim Nasir al-Din Shirazi, Sadr
al-Sharif Samargandi, and Radi al-Din Jagajit. He also received
scholars who had been ignored or neglected by the Delhi Sultans. One
notable instance is Maulana ‘Asami, who, disappointed by
Muhammad Tughlaq, migrated to the Deccan and was warmly
received by Bahman Shah—an act viewed as a great honour. Under
his patronage, Maulana ‘Asami authored a detailed historical work in
Nazm titled Futizh al-Salagin, which chronicles events from the reign
of Mahmiid Ghaznawt (d. 1030) up to Bahman Shah’s era. Bahman
Shah also established educational institutions (Madaris), providing
state allowances to both teachers and students, thereby nurturing a
vibrant intellectual and cultural environment in the Deccan.*

Thus, in Deccan, royal patronage played a significant role in
elevating this colloquial tongue to the status of a formal language, and
the support of the Bahmani rulers proved instrumental in fostering the
growth and development of Urdu.®* Consequently, poets, writers, and
scholars associated with the courts of Bijapur and Ahmednagar began
composing their works in Urdu. 3> However, the real credit for
promoting Urdu in the Deccan goes to the theologians, scholars, and
Sufiya, who not only addressed their followers in this emerging
language but also employed it in their writings for religious
instruction. As a result, the surviving Nathr samples from this period
are almost entirely focused on religious themes.*

Mauliid Namahs: The Early Genre of Urdu Sirah Writing

Following the development of religious subjects such as
Tasawwuf, ethics, Malfizat, and Sawanih literature, the Prophetic
Strah also witnessed considerable proliferation in Urdu literature. The
tradition of Urdu Sirah writing began in Nazm, mainly in Na ‘tiyah
poetry (encomiums), commonly identified as Mauliid Namahs. These
compositions were collectively recited, mostly in Milad gatherings,
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where they described the Wiladat (birth) of Hadrat Mukammad (The
Final Prophet of Allah, Peace be upon him, his Progeny and
Companions), his Bi ‘that (advent), Mu jjizat, and Shama’il (physical
and moral characteristics). In Deccan, the tradition of writing Maulid
Namahs emerged from deep religious devotion. These Milad and
Mi‘raj gatherings were held in homes to recite these works, where
sweets were distributed, and Duriid (salutations) were offered, thus
serving as an inspiration for poets, who participated in them to seek
spiritual rewards. These assemblies often drew participation from
scholars, the public and even rulers of the time. The Maulid Namahs
were primarily written in Nazm to evoke emotion, enthusiasm, and
warmth in the remembrance of Hadrat Mukzammad (The Final Prophet
of Allah, Peace be upon him, his Progeny and Companions). Over
time, nevertheless, Maulid Namahs began to appear in Nathr as well.
The tradition had a long-lasting impact, inspiring even prominent 19th-
century scholars such as Nawab Siddiq Hasan Khan Bhopali (d. 1890),
Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan (d. 1898), Maulana Altaf Husayn Hali (d.
1914), and others, who each authored their own Mauliid Namahs, thus
continuing this rich literary tradition.>*

The use of the suffix ‘Namah’ in Urdu book titles, both in
Nazm and Nathr, reflects the influence of Persian literature. Titles such
as Pand Namah, Shah Namah, and Siyasat Namah were common in
Persian literary tradition. Inspired by these, local poets and writers in
Urdu adopted the same suffix, creating works like Fagr Namah, Lort
Namah, Charkhah Namah, Qiyamat Namah, Khab Namah, Wasiyyat
Namah, ‘Ibrat Namah, and others.®® In the context of the Prophetic
Strah, titles such as Milad Namah, Mi‘raj Namah, Wafat Namah,
Shama’il Namah, and Nir Namah focused on specific aspects of the
Prophet’s life and attributes. Most Mauliid Namahs were written in the
Mathnawr style, though several were composed in Nathr as well.
Interestingly, many Mauliid Namahs combined elements of both Nazm
and Nathr to enhance their appeal and effectiveness. Appropriately
named Maulid Namah, Mi‘raj Namah, Wafat Namah, Shama’il
Namah, and Niir Namah, these works became foundational genres of
early Sirah literature in Urdu.

»  Maulid Namah focused on narrating the Wiladat of Hadrat
Mukammad (The Final Prophet of Allah, Peace be upon him, his
Progeny and Companions). While this genre is primarily
dedicated to this particular theme, many Mauliid Namahs (also
known as Tawallud Namahs) also recounted key events from the
Prophet’s Wilddat to his demise.
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»  Mi‘raj Namah recorded his miraculous journey (Mi ‘raj) to the
heavens. However, many Mi raj Namahs presented this event in a
mythical (Afsanawi) form.®

» Wafat Namah recounted the events surrounding Hadrat
Muhammad’s (The Final Prophet of Allah, Peace be upon him, his
Progeny and Companions) final days, including his illness,
passing, and funeral rites.

»  Shama’il Namah focused on his physical traits and attributes. In
addition to the Ahadith on Shama’il Nabawi found in Sakih al-
Bukhart and Sahith Muslim, Imam Tirmidhi’s (d. 892 CE) Shama il
al-Tirmidhi®" serve as the primary source for all Urdu Shama’il
Namahs. These works vividly described Hadrat Muhammad’s
(The Final Prophet of Allah, Peace be upon him, his Progeny and
Companions) physical appearance, eulogising every aspect of his
blessed body. They also highlighted his habits, virtues, and
exemplary character, making these aspects essential components
of the Shama’il Namabh.

»  Nir Namah explored the belief that Allah Almighty created the
Nir (light) of Hadrat Muhammad (The Final Prophet of Allah,
Peace be upon him, his Progeny and Companions) from His own
Niir before the creation of all beings. This theme, often supported
by a few Ahadith,*® became particularly popular in both Nazm and
Nathr. As a result, most Sirak works written in Deccan Urdu begin
with this subject.

Dr Anwar Mahmid Khalid (d. 2021)* has prepared an
extensive list of Mauliid Namahs, written prior to 1857 in early Urdu.
Most of them are in Nazm, some are in Nathr, and some are a
combination of both Nazm and Nathr.*°

Shortcomings of Maulid Namahs

The primary sources for these Mauliid Namahs were the books
of Dala’il and Shama’il. Additionally, narrations from well-known
works of Hadith, Sirah, history, and Tafsir were occasionally
incorporated. These Maulid Namahs fulfilled an essential need among
the public by strengthening their spiritual connection with Hadrat
Muhammad (The Final Prophet of Allah, Peace be upon him, his
Progeny and Companions). Through these works, less-educated
people became acquainted with significant aspects of the Prophet’s
life, including his birth, lineage, family, migration, demise, miracles,
virtues, and morals. However, the authors of these works often did not
cite their sources or provide the Sanad (chain of transmission) for the
narrations, which could be seen as a limitation. They often begin by
narrating an event like this: There is a tradition... Experts of Sirah



Hamdard Islamicus Vol. XLVIII, No.3 17

have written...Historians mention............ Exegetes write...... etc.)#
Similarly, many Mauliid Namahs in Urdu not only repeated fabricated
traditions but were often copied verbatim from one another, though
with slight variations in language, expression, and style. Additionally,
several Mauliid Namahs appear to be mere Urdu translations of Arabic
texts.*? In their zeal to express utmost admiration, authors frequently
overlooked the authenticity of the traditions, particularly those
concerning Mu jizat. According to Dr Anwar Mahmud Khalid, while
these Mauliid Namahs are undoubtedly parts of the vast literary
heritage of the Sirah, they should be approached with a critical eye
and accepted only after undergoing rigorous scrutiny. *® Sayyid
Sulayman Nadwi (d. 1953), a distinguished Sirak scholar of the Indian
sub-continent, aptly addressed this issue:

“These books, filled with various fabricated and unauthentic
accounts of miracles, later became the basis for many Maulid
Namahs. Credulous devotion and a sense of wonder granted
unjustified reverence to these false miracles, overshadowing
the reliable ones. This conflation made it difficult to
differentiate truth from untruth. Notably, collections like
Sikhah Sittah - especially Al-Bukhari and Al-Muslim - are
completely free from such accounts. The objective of these
authors was not to compile reliable traditions of miracles but
to accumulate exaggerated and astonishing stories that could
expand the chapters on the Fada’il and Mandaqib of Hadrat
Muhammad (The Final Prophet of Allah, Peace be upon him,
his Progeny and Companions). Later, vigilant Muhaddithin,
such as Al-Zurqani (d. 1710), critically scrutinised these
narrations, refuting them and pointing out their flaws.
Nevertheless, the widespread acceptance of these fabrications,
which have become deeply embedded in Islamic literature,
calls for further evaluation. This is particularly crucial because
many of the events recited in Milad gatherings in our country
are laden with these groundless traditions.” 44

After highlighting the weaknesses of Mauliid Namahs and
examining the reasons behind the inclusion of unauthentic traditions,
Sayyid Sulayman Nadwi critically challenged the validity of most of
the Mu jizar mentioned in these works. Furthermore, he refuted thirty
widely circulated traditions that appear in nearly every Mauliid
Namah.*®



18 The Evolution of Urdu Strah ...

Deccan’s Sirah Literature in Nathr

Historians hold differing views regarding the origins of Urdu
Nathr. Even after the Mughal conguest of the Deccan in 1687, Urdu
writings continued to flourish in both Nazm and Nathr. However,
works in Nathr were fewer in number compared to Nazm during this
era.*® As the Mughal Empire declined in the Deccan, writings in Nathr
on subjects like Figh and ‘Aqa’id began to emerge, including works
on Sirah. While the Deccan had produced significant Sirah literature
in Nazm, it also contributed notable works in Nathr. Nasir al-Din
Hashimi identifies three key Nathr works on Sirah from the Deccan:
Riyad al-Siyar, Mumtaz al-Tafasir, and Fawa'id-i-Badariyyah. 4’
However, Dr. Anwar Mahmud Khalid suggests that additional works,
such as Tajalliyat al-Anwar, could also be included in this list.*®
Pioneering authors like Khajah Muhammad Bagir Agah (d. 1805),
Maulana Muhammad Ghauth (d. 1823), Mufti ‘Inayatullah Kakorwi
(d. 1863), and Qadi Badr al-Daulah (d. 1863) laid the foundations for
Urdu Sirah in Nathr. Although their works followed conventional
methods, they were well-received by the literary class and held
significant positions before 1857. However, as writing in Nathr
became more common in Delhi and its surrounding regions, a flow of
admirable works rapidly surpassed the earlier contributions from the
Deccan.*

Some Prominent Works in Nathr before 1857
1. Karbal Katha

This book, while primarily focusing on the events of Karbala,
also records the incidents from the final days of the life of Hadrat
Muhammad (The Final Prophet of Allah, Peace be upon him, his
Progeny and Companions) in its opening sections. The work in
question is Karbal Katha® by Fadl ‘Al1 Fadli.5! The first draft was
completed during the reign of the Mughal emperor Muhammad Shah
in 1733 and was revised fourteen years later, in 1747. Karbal Katha is
essentially an Urdu translation and summary of Raudah al-Shuhada,
authored by Mulla Husayn bin ‘Alf al-Wa‘iz al-Kashifi (d. 1505 CE).*
However, Karbal Katha extends beyond literal translation,
incorporating additions and, in some instances, deliberate differences
from the original text. Notably, Fadli has explicitly indicated these
differences in the footnotes, demonstrating his approach to engaging
critically with the source material. The textual differences between
Raudah al-Shuhada and Karbal Katha are so apparent that the latter
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can be regarded as a distinct, original work of Fadli as viewed by Malik
Ram.%

Karbal Katha is one of the earliest works of Urdu Nathr in India.
No other translated or original book from that era in northern India has
emerged, further enhancing its historical significance. This book also
represents the earliest known example of the Dehlawr style of
language, as the author had spent most of his time in Delhi. Prof.
Khajah Ahmad Fartiqi, former Head of the Urdu Department at Delhi
University, who discovered, edited, and published the manuscript of
Karbal Katha, concurs with this view. Based on the available
evidence, he asserts that this book can be regarded as the oldest known
work of Urdu prose.>

2. Riyad al-Siyar

According to numerous scholars, one of the significant early
works of Urdu Nathr from that era is Riyad al-Siyar by Muhammad
Bagir Agah (1745-1805).% Written in the late 18th century CE, the
book chronicles key events from the birth of Hadrat Muhammad (The
Final Prophet of Allah, Peace be upon him, his Progeny and
Companions) to his passing. This work is also known by two alternate
titles: Hagiqat-i-Nir-Muhammadr and Mauliid Sharif. Notably, three
manuscripts of the book are preserved in the Asifiyah Library in
Hyderabad.>®

At the beginning of Riyad al-Siyar, there is a discussion of
Niir-i-Muhammadi, followed by a detailed account of the Prophet’s
Wiladat. The book generally presents the Sirah events in chronological
order. The sources of Riyad al-Siyar are well-known Arabic works on
Strah, and its style and approach closely align with them. Some
scholars note that the influence of Arabic is particularly dominant in
the writing style, with certain sections appearing as direct translations
from Arabic into Urdu.® While narrating the birth of Hadrat
Muhammad (The Final Prophet of Allah, Peace be upon him, his
Progeny and Companions), the author records:

A 2I P S 2 i o s A5 S o pF 2 85T
B i st S .»Lu*j W jgx_iww’vén.wf Jyﬁw LTl
@//5’-:""Lﬂdﬁyi-é’;f¥;fe’.c‘—d&’cﬂié-(ia!.'{-chU-ﬁf’c
WS ALL 7 285 B 20, LUWE G s o h e o S LS Uizl 2



20 The Evolution of Urdu Strah ...

M(}ﬁ/)igb{;m’é/}d&;w .ﬁd(&/Laiﬂ;/Jld}Ui@fzq’/;g ..);T
Sg_bagd/‘[uu}u:]u'&.i/x;/j/@/@C.J?@/.(;ﬂ

When six months of pregnancy had passed, the Prophet’s
mother, Aminah, saw an angel in a dream who said, “O
Aminah! I bring you glad tidings: the child in your womb is
the best of human beings. When he is born, name him
Muhammad.” Abu Nu‘aym narrated from Ibn ‘Abbas that
when the nine months of pregnancy were over, Asiyah and
Maryam came with the maidens on the night of the Prophet’s
birth on Monday, the twelfth of Rabi‘ al-Awwal. At dawn on
the third, eighth, or tenth of Rabi‘ al-Awwal, the seal of
prophethood, Prophet Muhammad, graced the heavens and the
earth with his blessed birth.

Similarly, when discussing Hadrat Muhammad’s (The Final
Prophet of Allah, Peace be upon him, his Progeny and Companions)
stay in terms of the number of years, the Ghazwat, a few notable
instances, and Saraya (sing. Sariyyah) - the wars in which he did not
personally participate, the author recorded it as:
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Hadrat Muhammad (Rasilullah  Khatam — al-Nabiyyin
Sallallahu ‘Alaihi wa Sallam)’s time in Madinah is widely
recognised to have spanned ten years. During this period,
twenty-two Ghazwat are reported to have taken place. Zayd
bin Argam narrated that he accompanied the Prophet on
seventeen of these campaigns. According to early sources
such as Ibn Ishaq, Abt Ma‘shar, and Miisa bin ‘Ugbah, the
total number of Ghazwat in which he took part was twenty-
two. In addition, there were fifty Saraya. However, among the
Ghazwat, the Prophet is known to have actively participated
in seven major battles: Badr, Uhud, Banii Qurayzah, Banii
Muszaliq, Khaybar, and Ta’if.
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The excerpts from Riyad al-Siyar reveal that its language lacks
fluency and coherence compared to modern Urdu and displays notable
differences from contemporary usage. The primary aim of Muhammad
Bagir Agah’s Riyad al-Siyar- and his other works — had been to
familiarise less-educated individuals, particularly women® , with
religious knowledge.®! It is reported that Agah authored over 300
works, of which 16 are in Urdu. Among these, Riyad al-Siyar and
Hasht Bahisht 2 are exclusively dedicated to the Sirah. Although the
author refers to the language of these two books as Deccan rather than
Urdu, it is fundamentally Urdu with slight linguistic variations. For
this reason, it is often referred to as Deccan or early Urdu.®® Baqir
Agah authored works on the Sirah in both Nazam and Nathr, carefully
drawing upon primary sources. From an academic perspective, his
writings possess notable distinguishing features among the religious
literature of the 18™ and 19™ centuries. As a result, scholars have
consistently recognised and eulogised his contributions. Prof. Muht al-
Din Qadr1,* commented on Baqir Agah’s contributions, stating:

“Bagir Agah stands as one of the foremost patrons of Urdu
literature. Proficient in both Nazam and Nathr, his works span
various genres, including poetry, odes, Mathnawi, and more.
Indeed, the intellectual tradition, literary style, and eloquence
of the Deccan era reached their pinnacle with him. Following
his time, South India did not witness the emergence of another
writer or poet of his calibre.” %

Before Riyad al-Siyar, Muhammad Bagir Agah authored a
book titled Tu/fah al-Nisa,®® in which he highlighted the character and
virtues of the wives and daughters of the Prophet (Sal Allah-u-‘alaihe
wa sallam) as well as other prominent early Muslim women.
Consequently, several events from the Sirah are also included in the
work. Dr Anwar Mahmud Khalid has noted that this treatise can be
regarded as the earliest effort of its kind in early Urdu literature on this
subject.’

3. Mumtaz al-Tafasir

Sayyid Amir al-Din Husayn’s Mumtaz al-Tafdastr, written in
1835, is a significant work in the Deccan prose of its time. Although
the title suggests a focus on Tafsir (Quranic Exegesis), the book also
provides a substantial account of the Sirah of Hadrat Muhammad (The
Final Prophet of Allah, Peace be upon him, his Progeny and
Companions).® Written from a Da ‘wah perspective,® the author, as a
preacher, has structured the book into several chapters, including:



22

The Evolution of Urdu Strah ...

Noookrwn

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

Bayan-i-Duriid Sharif (The mention of Salutations on Hadrat
Mukammad (The Final Prophet of Allah, Peace be upon him, his
Progeny and Companions).

Nir-i-Muhammadi.

Mauliid Sharif (Birth of the Prophet).

Rada ‘at (Breastfeeding).

Managib (Virtues).

Shama’il (Traits).

‘Alamat-i-Hubb-i-Rasul (Signs of Love of Hadrat Mukammad
(The Final Prophet of Allah, Peace be upon him, his Progeny and
Companions).

Akhbar-i-Rasul (Prophetic Narrations).

Nuzul-i-Wahi (The descent of the first revelation).

Mir‘aj.

Tafsir Ayat-i-Awwal (Interpretation of the first Revelation).
Hijrah.

Shara’it-i-Muhabbat (Conditions of the Prophetic love).

Wafat al-Nabt (The Demise of Hadrat Muhammad (The Final
Prophet of Allah, Peace be upon him, his Progeny and
Companions). ©

The author’s  writing style, marked by both

comprehensiveness and conciseness, is evident in the following
paragraph, which narrates ‘Utbah bin Rabi‘ah’s message to the
Makkan aristocracy, their response, and the migration of the Sahabah
to Ethiopia:
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‘Utbah left the gathering of Hadrat Muhammad (Rasilullah
Khatam al-Nabiyyin Sallallahu  ‘Alaihi wa Sallam) and
returned to his people, the Quraysh. He said to them, “By
Allah, I have never heard such words (as those in the Qur’dn).
We shouldn't cause any more trouble for him and his
companions.” However, the people responded that
Muhammad had cast a spell on him. As the Quraysh continued
to create significant trouble for the companions, the Prophet,
keeping the situation in mind, ordered the migration to
Abyssinia for some of his followers. Consequently, eleven
men and four women migrated to Abyssinia.
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4. Fawda’id-i-Badariyyah

Maulawi Muhammad Sibghatullah (d. 1864),”> commonly
known as Qadi Badr al-Daulah, authored a book on the Sirak in 1839
titled Fawa’id-i-Badariyyah.”™ This work surpassed all others in its
distinction and popularity, marking the final Sirak book written in
Deccan Nathr.” It was published multiple times in Madras, Bombay,
Bangalore and Hyderabad.” Badr al-Dawlah, born in 1797 in Madras,
studied under renowned scholars, including Basr al- ‘Uliazm Maulana
‘Abd al-‘All Firangl Mahli (d. 1811),7 one of the most eminent
scholars of his time. In addition to his expertise in Tafsir, Hadith,
Strah, and Figh, the author was well-versed in philosophy, history,
mathematics, and medicine. Nawab Ghulam Muhammad Ghouth
Khan appointed him as the Qadr al-Quddah (Chief Justice) of
Karnataka,’” bestowing upon him the titles Qadr al-Mulk and Imam al-
‘Ulama.”™ Qadi Badr al-Dawlah authored several works in Arabic,
Persian, and Urdu. He wrote thirteen books in Urdu alone on various
subjects, including Sirah. Among his works, Fawa'id-i-Badariyyah
earned him recognition as a prominent author in the Indian
Subcontinent.

Scholars regard this book as a summary and essence of the
renowned Arabic Sirah works.” Given the constraints of the classical
methodology, it represents the maximum that could be derived from
the available Arabic Sirah literature.® While Nawab A‘zam Jah, the
ruler, desired its compilation, the author himself felt the need for a
Sirah book in Urdu due to the common people’s unfamiliarity with
Arabic and Persian. Below, we present the author’s statement, which
not only supports this claim but also provides insight into the author’s
style:
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Then | felt a deep desire to write in greater detail about the
Prophetic Sirah. However, | observed that the pursuit of

knowledge has declined, and those who truly valued it have
passed away. At present, writing a book in Arabic or Persian
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does not seem very useful, as those proficient in these
languages already have access to numerous works, and, in any
case, there appears to be little interest. Therefore, | chose to
write this book in Hindi (Urdu), so that ordinary Muslims
could benefit from it. By becoming acquainted with the life of
their Prophet, they might follow him more sincerely and
effectively. The primary reason behind the composition of this
book was the earnest wish of the late Nawab A‘zam Jah.

It is important to note that in its early stages, the Urdu
language in North India did not have a specific name and was referred
to by various titles. However, in South India (the Deccan), it was
commonly known as ‘Hindi’ or ‘Deccani’. Early Deccani poets and
authors commonly used these titles to describe the language.® The
author has carefully considered all the major classical Sirah works,
including Ibn Sayyid al-Nas’s (d. 1334 CE) ‘Uyin al-Athar, Ibn al-
Qayyim’s (d. 1350 CE) Zad al-Ma ‘ad, 1bn Hajar’s (d. 1449 CE) Fath
al-Bart, Jalal al-Din Suyuti’s (d. 1505 CE) Al-Khasa’is al-Kubra,
Shihab al-Din Qastalani’s (d. 1517 CE) Mawahib al-Ladunniyyah, and
‘Abd al-Haqq Dehlaw?’s (d. 1642 CE) Madarij al-Nabuwwah and
others.®® Fawa id-i-Badariyyah is a comprehensive work divided into
four main chapters. The first chapter presents a historical account of
Hadrat Muhammad’s (The Final Prophet of Allah, Peace be upon him,
his Progeny and Companions) life, from his birth to his demise. The
second chapter focuses on his physical appearance, traits, and
attributes. The third chapter highlights the proofs and miracles of his
Nabuwwah, while the fourth discusses the etiquettes and rights
obligatory upon the Ummah.® This book held a prominent position in
Urdu Sirah literature, surpassing Khajah Bagqir Agah’s Riyad al-Siyar
in language, style, and content. ® Moreover, it gained greater
admiration in South India than any other Urdu work on the Sirah. It
holds the distinction of being the first authentic Sirah book written in
Urdu before 1857.% Muhammad Murtaza emphasises this distinction
in the book's foreword:

“Just as Baqir Agah’s language appears antiquated after the
passage of three-quarters of a century, similarly, the language
of Fawa’id-i-Badariyyah no longer aligns with the standards
of contemporary Urdu eloguence after a comparable period.
However, regardless of how sophisticated our language may
become in the future, the author’s effort should not be
underestimated. Even today, apart from Sir Sayyid Ahmad
Khan’s Khugbar-i-Ahmadiyyah, there is no Urdu work
considered more authentic than Fawa ’id-i-Badariyyah.” &
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From the aforementioned works of Deccan authors, it can be
concluded that despite some weaknesses in narration, Deccan
literature represents the first significant endeavour in Urdu Sirah
writing. This foundational effort later paved the way for scholars to
compile the Prophetic Sirah more systematically. Nasir al-Din
Hashimi, an eminent litterateur from Hyderabad, after analysing
passages from these works and assessing the literary significance of
early Deccan Sirah literature, offers the following conclusion:

“From the preceding pages, it becomes evident what Deccan
poets and prose writers contributed to the Sirah and how they
laid the groundwork for writing Sirah in Urdu. While it is true
that many of these works contain both authentic and unreliable
traditions and events, it is important to note that the method of
Dirayah (critical examination of traditions) was not prevalent
at the time. Furthermore, the cultural milieu of the period was
inclined toward fictional storytelling, prompting authors and
poets to present their narratives in the form of tales.” &

To sum up, these scholars and authors have been significant
benefactors of the Urdu language and literature. Their efforts offer us
insight into the evolutionary stages of Urdu, the subjects it has
absorbed, the expressive forms it has developed, and the extent to
which it paved the way for those who, in later times, would document
the Sirah of Hadrat Muhammad (The Final Prophet of Allah, Peace
be upon him, his Progeny and Companions).®

Research Methodology

This study aims to explore the emergence of the Urdu
language in the Indian subcontinent and the role of Sifiya’ (Sing. Sifi)
in its promotion within the region. It primarily focuses on the evolution
and growth of Urdu Sirak literature in Deccan, analysing various
genres and contributions of Sirah writers, alongside key examples of
Strah literature produced prior to 1857. The study will employ a
combination of descriptive and analytical methods to evaluate the
available source material, striving to offer a comprehensive
understanding of the research theme. The study largely relies on
primary and authentic secondary sources. Furthermore, rare sources
available through reliable online platforms have been directly
referenced. Only a few unpublished manuscripts have been cited,
based on a reliable secondary source. Thus, both primary and
secondary sources on the subject will be thoroughly examined to
ensure a well-rounded exploration. The approach aims to provide



26 The Evolution of Urdu Strah ...

academic readers with a deep and nuanced understanding of the
study’s subject matter.

Research Findings

Muslim Scholars have produced extensive Sirah literature
since the 2" century AH/ 7" century AD, and it continues till now in
almost all major languages, including Arabic, Persian, Urdu, English
and others. During the Delhi Sultanate (1206-1526), Urdu came into
existence primarily for religious requirements, with Sifiya playing a
vital role in its promotion by transmitting moral and spiritual
teachings. The evolution of Urdu Sirah writing reflects a rich history
shaped by literary efforts, cultural amalgamation, and a profound
devotion to proliferating the Sirah in the Indian subcontinent.
Although Urdu originated in northern India, but did not achieve
official status under the Delhi Sultanate, where Persian was the official
language. However, it flourished in the Deccan under Sultan ‘Ala’ al-
Din Hasan Bahman Shah (d. 1358 CE), who, upon establishing his
empire, provided it with royal patronage, thereby promoting it over
Persian and fostering its growth. As the region’s literary landscape
evolved, poets, writers, Sifiya’, and scholars proficiently adapted
Sirah to resonate with local readership demands, initially expressing
its themes through Nazm forms. Over time, Urdu developed in the
region with all essential literary components, encompassing both
Nazm and Nathr. While Sirah renditions in Nazm dominated for a long
period, works in Nathr marked a substantial impact and contributed to
the subject in later times. Khajah Geisti Daraz (d. 1422) was among
the earliest Deccan authors to compose a treatise on Sirah, entitled
Risalah Sirat al-Nabi. Impressions of Sirah writing in early Urdu
literature are predominantly found in Nazm, with a particular focus on
the Mathnawt genre. The most prominent genre of early Urdu Sirah
literature was the Mauliid Namah. While these works familiarised the
common people with different events of the Prophetic Sirah, the
authors often failed to base their works on primary sources.
Consequently, fabricated (Maudi ‘) narrations, particularly concerning
Mu izat, found their way into Maulid Namahs. Notably, in the first
half of the 19" CE, Deccan scholars made substantial contributions to
Strah literature in Nathr. Figures such as Khajah Muhammad Baqir
Agah (d. 1805), Maulana Muhammad Ghauth (d. 1823), Amir al-Din
Husayn (NA), Qadi Badr al-Daulah (d. 1863), and others authored
significant works that enriched the tradition of Urdu Sirah writing. The
study demonstrated that despite some narrative and methodological
limits, Deccan Sirah literature not only laid a foundational role in the
evolution of Urdu but also marked the earliest effort in Sirah writing
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in Urdu. Consequently, it paved the way for later scholars and
encouraged them to develop the Prophetic Sirah more systematically.

Conclusion

This study underscores the engaging journey of Urdu as a
medium for religious teachings with special reference to Sirah writing.
Although early Urdu literature originated in North India, the Deccan
region cultivated it to such an extent that, between the 14" and 19"
centuries, a prolific Sirah literature was produced in both Nazm and
Nathr, earning widespread appreciation, though it often included weak
and fabricated narrations. The pre-1857 Sirah literature fostered a
deeper spiritual connection with the Prophet’s persona among the
masses, preserving traditional narratives and offering valuable
insights into the religious and cultural landscape of the region. When
critically examined, the literature can also acquaint contemporary
scholars with the earlier methodologies. Therefore, their relevance in
the contemporary Sirak writing cannot be overlooked altogether.

With the advent of colonial rule, Orientalists started
questioning the historical reliability of the sources. In this context,
traditional Sirah writings, lacking academic rigour, struggled to
confront the modern intellectual challenges, thereby creating a gap
between devotional literature and evolving academic standards.
However, Urdu Sirah writing witnessed incredible growth post-1857
in the entire Indian Sub-Continent. This period marked a significant
shift from traditional Mauliid Namahs to the modern scientific
methods, characterised by critical analysis of sources — an approach
pioneered by Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan (d. 1898) and ‘Allamah Shibli
Nu‘mani (d. 1914). While responding to the Orientalists, the trend of
producing authentic Sirah works gained impetus across academic
circles. Different authors contributed their distinctive perspectives,
catering to diverse readerships. This diversity highlights the richness
of Urdu in encompassing the multifaceted dimensions of the Sirah.

The futuristic study of the subject would be enhanced by a
comparative analysis of early Deccan Sirah literature and modern
approaches® to trace shifts in narrative approach, source examination,
and religious context. Scholars could also explore how early genres
might be integrated with contemporary methods to reach out to diverse
audiences. Regional studies in literary centres such as Hyderabad,
Patna, Rampur, Aligarh, Delhi and others may unveil local
impressions upon Sirah narratives across the ages. Moreover,
digitisation and critical editing of manuscripts would enable more
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systematic scrutiny. Similarly, employing multidisciplinary methods
like sociological, political, psychological, and others would also better
shed light on the relevance of Sirah in the contemporary era.
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54 The former Head of Idarah Adabiyyat-i-Urdu, Hyderabad.

85 Khalid, Urdu Nathar, 248-249.

% Qadri, Tadhkirah Urdu Makhzatat, 1/137.

67 Khalid, Urdu Nathar, 249.
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9 Khalid, Urdu Nathar, 255.
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Mahmtd Ahmad Ghazi, Muhadrat-i-Sirat (New-Delhi: Areeb Publications,

2011), p. 611.

8 Qadi Badr al-Dawlah, Fawa'id-i-Badariyyah (Hyderabad: Shams al-

Matabi’ Machine Press Uthman Ganj, 1341 AH).

"4 Hashimi, Deccani (Qadim Urdu) Kei Tahqiqi Madamin, 47.

s Al-Dawlah, Fawa’id-i-Badariyyah, 1.

"8For more details about him, see; M. Isharat Ali Molla, “Life and Works of

Mulla Bahr al- ‘Ulam”, (Mphil Dissertation, Department of Arabic, AMU,

1993). Also see: ‘Alim Saba Nawidi, Nawab Wala Jah Aur Hadrat al- ‘Allam

‘Abd al-‘Alr Bahr al- ‘Uliim, Madras: Tamil Nadu Urdu Publications, 1995, p.

47.
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