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Arabic utterances in a multilingual world: Sh�h Wal�-All�h and
Qur’anic translatability in North India
Simon Leese

Department of Philosophy and Religious Studies, Utrecht University, Utrecht, the Netherlands

ABSTRACT
This article investigates how Arabic texts reached multilingual
audiences in North India in the eighteenth century. Drawing on a
remarkable treatise on translating the Qur’an into Persian by the
Delhi intellectual Sh�h Wal�-All�h (d. 1176/1762), it argues that
so-called “interlinear” translations functioned to preserve the
sound of Arabic utterances as well as their meaning. By
anchoring another language to Arabic utterances, these
translations also rei�ed symbolic hierarchies between Arabic and
languages used to translate it. Wal�-All�h’s understanding of
translatability was closely tied up with notions of Qur’anic
structure (naz�m) and the sonic qualities of the Arabic language,
but also informed by a sensitivity to linguistic di�erence in the
multilingual society he lived in.
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Multilingualism; interlinear;
South Asia; Arabic; Qur’an;
taste

Introduction

Many would �nd it odd to think of Arabic as a language of South Asia, yet it has had a
sustained impact on cultural, religious, and intellectual life in the region since the eighth
century. Today, traces of Arabic are so ubiquitous as to be unremarkable, not least in the
rich vocabularies of written and spoken idioms across modern India, Pakistan, and Ban-
gladesh. Arabic became part of South Asia’s multilingual landscape through various
moments of contact, transregional circulation, and patronage. From the sixteenth
century, for instance, Arabic learning occupied an important place alongside Persian
in the literary culture of the Mughal empire and its successor states. But the language
has always had wider signi�cance beyond the small numbers of those with in-depth
knowledge of its textual traditions. Books containing revered Arabic speech such as
the Qur’an, sayings of the Prophet (hadith), prayers, and devotional poems are far
from being the exclusive preserve of learned scholars. Likewise, Arabic was – and still
is – part of the everyday sound world for South Asian Muslims in the form of prayer,
recitation, and oration (see Qutbuddin 2007).

This article investigates how the sounds and meanings of Arabic were mediated to
multilingual audiences in eighteenth-century North India, and in doing so asks wider
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questions about Arabic’s place in North India’s multilingual ecology. It focuses on the
insights of Sh�h Wal�-All�h (b. 1114/1703 d. 1176/1762),1 the enormously in�uential
intellectual from Delhi who completed a full Persian translation of the Qur’an in
1151/1738 after a long process of writing and editing that involved his students and dis-
ciples (Dihlaw� 1999, 22). Wal�-All�h set out a sophisticated account of his approach to
translation across two remarkable texts: the Dib�chah (Preface) to his Qur’an translation,
and al-Muqaddimah f� qaw�n�n al-tarjamah (An Introduction to the Rules of Trans-
lation), a separate treatise on translation that has received little critical attention.2

The Preface and The Rules of Translation together re�ect on Wal�-All�h’s particular
project and o�er a rare insight into an overlooked aspect of South Asian translation
history. Through the course of The Rules of Translation, Wal�-All�h sets out theoretical
and practical solutions to communicate the meaning of the Qur’an to audiences not lit-
erate in Arabic while also conveying an impression of the Arabic text’s structure (naz�m).
He turns his attention to the strengths and shortcomings of di�erent styles of translation,
including what he terms “below-the-utterance translation” (tarjamah-i tah� t al-lafz� ), a
style that is commonly referred to as “interlinear” in English. In this article, I argue
that a sense of subordination – of being below – was central to how Wal�-All�h concep-
tualized translating the Qur’an. By preserving the Arabic on the page and anchoring
another language to it, below-the-utterance translation not only elevated the source
text, but rei�ed symbolic hierarchies between Arabic and languages used to translate it.

At the same time, Wal�-All�h’s model of translation privileged and accentuated the
sonic qualities of Arabic. This had implications for the meanings that Arabic texts
could take on in the strati�ed and multilingual society he lived in. Rebecca Gould
(2013) has made a case that the revered status of the Qur’an, underpinned by the doctrine
of Quranic inimitability (i�j�z), engenders translatability rather than preventing it.
Drawing on this observation alongside Wal�-All�h’s perspectives in The Rules of Trans-
lation and the Preface, I explore how the translatability of Arabic was tied up with sound
and social spaces as much as it was with textual meaning. At the end of the article, I
suggest that Wal�-All�h’s multilingual sensibility and his understanding of taste
(dhawq) ultimately fed into his appreciation of the Arabic language and informed his
understanding of how it could – or could not – be translated.

Sh�h Wal�-All�h of Delhi and the late-Mughal world

With an intellectual project grounded in scripture, Sh�h Wal�-All�h in�uenced several
later strands of reformist thought in South Asia. His reformist impulse is often attributed
to the political instability he witnessed during the steady disintegration of centralized
authority in the late-Mughal world of the eighteenth century. But Wal�-All�h is a
much more complex �gure than he has been remembered. As Marcia Hermansen puts
it, the sophisticated synthetic thrust of his thought has “allowed subsequent thinkers
to construe him variously as a reformer and puri�er, a mystic, or as a modernizer”
(1996, xxxv–xxxvi). Nevertheless, some aspects of his life and intellectual milieu
undoubtedly fueled his impulse to translate the Qur’an. A sojourn in the holy cities of
the Hejaz between 1730 and 1732 was formative, and cemented a life-long intellectual
and spiritual project rooted in Arabic scripture. In�uenced by his teachers in Medina,
Wal�-All�h a�orded a central role to the transmission and direct study of hadith in
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interpreting God’s law alongside the Qur’an. Like many scholars of his day, he was also
�rmly embedded in local and transregional currents of Su�sm (Islamic mysticism) that
focused on the personage of the Prophet. He was most closely aligned with the Naqsh-
bandiyyah, maintaining an approach to Su� knowledge and discipline that was insepar-
able from his reverence for scripture and law.3

Wal�-All�h’s emphasis on scriptural knowledge necessarily entailed a turn towards the
Arabic language, and he contributed to a thriving scene of Arabic learning in South Asia
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Leese 2019). His translation project re�ected
an overarching desire to deepen knowledge of scripture in a diverse and multilingual
society, and to encourage reverence for Arabic in a world dominated by Persian and
Indian vernaculars. Two recent interventions have highlighted his desire to enable believ-
ers to access the Qur’an directly. Muhammad Qasim Zaman sees the translation as part of
Wal�-All�h’s longer term project to strengthen the faith of Muslims and to “cut down to
size juristic and S� �f� claims to authority as intermediaries between God and ordinary
believers” (2018, 282). SherAli Tareen has argued that Wal�-All�h’s sensitivity to his audi-
ence was tied up with “an emerging notion of a distinct ‘Muslim public’” that would
develop more concretely in the colonial period (2020, 241).

Like others of his day, Wal�-All�h was also acutely aware of the multilingualism of his
social world. Most scholars would read and write Persian as a matter of course, since it
had long been a major language of North Indian intellectual, cultural, and political life
and enjoyed wide currency as a language of scholarly communication and exchange
(Alam 2002). Although he also wrote in Arabic, much of Wal�-All�h’s own output was
in Persian, including The Rules of Translation. This re�ects his pragmatic approach to
the particular constellation of multilingualism in eighteenth-century Delhi. Likewise, a
reverence for the Qur’anic text in Arabic had to be balanced with practical strategies
to mediate that text through Persian and other languages.

A translating consciousness or conscious translation?

Before examining the strategies Wal�-All�h sets out in The Rules of Translation, I will
spend some time situating both his project and my own intervention in current scholar-
ship on multilingualism and translation in South Asia. I take the lead from Francesca
Orsini’s approach to multilingualism, which she has advanced as a conceptual category
in lieu of terms such as “diglossia” that suggest �xed hierarchies between languages and
literary idioms, and sharp divisions between oral and written culture (2015, 354–356).
Multilingual texts and texts that re�ect on multilingualism o�er an opportunity to inter-
rogate the boundaries and assumptions of hermetically sealed language worlds that are
typically constructed by monolingual texts. Wal�-All�h’s exposition on translation not
only breaches the logic of linguistic boundaries but interrogates them to confront mul-
tiplicity and Arabic’s linguistic “others”, the most immediate of which was Persian. Cru-
cially, the act of translating the Qur’an from Arabic to Persian enacted a hierarchy
between the two languages. But this was not a diglossic hierarchy between “high” and
“low” languages. It depended, rather, on recognizing – and using – both of these trans-
regional written languages, each with robust grammatical traditions, as “bounded enti-
ties” (Orsini 2020, 52).
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Wal�-All�h’s perspectives on translation, together with the ample evidence of below-
the-utterance translation as a practice, call into question Ganesh Devy’s argument that
South Asia’s multilingual pre-colonial past was characterized by a “translating conscious-
ness” where movement between languages was so common as to be unremarkable and
unmarked (1999, 184–185). Wal�-All�h’s belief that “the art of translation has a great
many subtleties (daq��iq-i fann-i tarjamah bisy�r ast)” (Dihlaw� 1999, 20) signals a criti-
cal awareness and consciousness about translation that belies Devy’s view. As ample
studies and critic interventions have now made clear, there clearly existed, at least in
certain cases, a consciousness about translation in South Asia. Orientalist narratives
are partly to blame for this oversight (Orsini 2020, 51–53). Some �fty years after Wal�-
All�h wrote The Rules of Translation, the philologist William Jones bemoaned the appar-
ent absence of “accurate translation” in Mughal India (1792, 65). His search for accuracy
was intimately tied up with what Claire Gallien (2019) has called an “imperial imaginary”
that underpinned the Orientalist translation project. This logic sought to bypass, in
theory if not in practice, the Indian tradition of Persian translations of Sanskrit texts,
and in doing so lay claim to a hegemonic authority to directly represent the Indic past
(Gallien 2019).

Modern scholarship on South Asian literary culture has sometimes echoed this disre-
gard for its translation traditions even when endeavoring to critique colonial discourses.
Harish Trivedi makes the important observation that terminology current in Indian
languages, such as anuv�d and its cognates, only became equivalent to the English “trans-
lation” in the nineteenth century. However, he takes this as evidence for an almost com-
plete absence of translation before the British (2006, 110). As well as disregarding actual
precolonial practices, this argument rests on the exclusion of the Perso-Arabic term tar-
jamah, which enjoyed wide currency in North India before colonialism. The term and its
Semitic cognates had long referred to a wide range of practices that fall under the
umbrella of both translation and textual hermeneutics (Zadeh 2011, 25–28). Its use by
Wal�-All�h in the eighteenth century demonstrates that translation could be a conscious
and esteemed act of interlingual transformation.

Scholarship over the past decades has called into question macro-claims about trans-
lation in South Asia by shedding light on numerous translation phenomena that were
sophisticated and thoughtful even if they were not necessarily “accurate” in the sense
that William Jones desired. Renewed attention has been paid to the sustained translation
of Sanskrit texts under Mughal patronage in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
which has been seen both as part of Mughal self-fashioning (Truschke 2016, 3) and a
site of conversation between Arabic, Persian, and Sanskrit philosophical traditions
(Nair 2020, 3). Concepts such as “transcreation” and “retellings” have also served as cor-
rectives to the valorization–and apparent absence–of faithful or accurate translations
(Orsini 2020, 51–54; Israel 2018, 389). Orsini has recently argued that parallel cultivation
of languages could also produce a range of subtle processes of translation between poetic
repertoires that together she calls “language stretching” (2020, 53).

Wal�-All�h was undoubtedly aware of models of translation common in his immedi-
ate circles and in the wider multilingual society around him. Two examples illustrate the
variegated and layered possibilities that translation could o�er. An intriguing instance of
both interlinguistic and inter-semiotic translation is �Abd al-W�h� id Bilgr�m�’s sixteenth-
century Persian treatise H� aq��iq-i Hind� (Indian Truths), which uses the language of
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Su�sm to interpret elements of Indic philosophy and poetic love in popular North Indian
vernacular songs. This was as an instance of “parallel enjoyment” whereby multilingual
Muslim connoisseurs were close enough to multiple traditions in their local milieus,
including Vaishnavism and Krishna devotion, to readily explore the multivocality of reli-
gious and literary symbols (Orsini 2014, 232). One of the most elaborately multilingual
approaches to poetics came approximately twenty-�ve years after Wal�-All�h completed
his translation of the Qur’an with the writings of Ghul�m �Al� �z�d Bilgr�m� (d. 1200/
1786). �z�d, like �Abd al-W�h� id, hailed from the town of Bilgram in Awadh, far from
the central Mughal court. He was a connoisseur not only of Arabic and Persian but
also “Hindi”, the widespread North Indian poetic register of Brajbhasha. In Subh� at al-
marj�n f� �th�r Hindust�n (A Coral Rosary of Indian Traces), he translated Brajbhasha
rhetorical �gures and schematic categories of female beloveds (n�yik�s) into the world of
Arabic poetics. He subsequently translated these sections of A Coral Rosary into Persian
as Ghizl�n al-Hind (Gazelles of India), and in doing so produced a whole other set of
equivalences and juxtapositions between the di�erent poetic languages (Ernst 2013;
Sharma 2009). His playful experiments point to the ability that he and others in his
milieu enjoyed in translating verses between Arabic, Persian, and “Hindi” by drawing
these kind of equivalences.

Utterances and structures

Sh�h Wal�-All�h’s model of translation is distinct from the examples set out above. It did
not entail accommodating di�erent systems of thought, nor drawing equivalences
between two conceptual or literary worlds. Instead, it was concerned with preserving
the Qur’an in Arabic even though Persian was used to mediate it. The Qur’an was
undoubtedly a special case; its translation dynamic was embedded in a reverence for
Arabic’s sonic qualities and the text’s naz�m – its rhetorical and syntactical structure –
and a desire to convey those qualities to multilingual audiences. Wal�-All�h was by no
means the �rst to translate the Qur’an into Persian. Written Persian translations were
already established as early as the tenth century and became normal practice in the cen-
turies that followed (Zadeh 2011, 3; 17). Wal�-All�h even declared to have evaluated pre-
vious translations (Dihlaw� 1999, 22), which casts doubt on the oft-repeated contention
in secondary literature that he met with �erce opposition to the project from his contem-
poraries (Rizvi 1980, 229–232). His re�ections on the process and terminology of trans-
lation, however, were unique, and it seems fair to take his claim not to have consulted any
previous books on the subject at face value (Dihlaw� 1999, 28–29).

In The Rules of Translation, he begins by identifying two broad categories of tarjamah:

Translators (mutarjim�n) pursue di�erent methods in the process of translation (tarjamah-
naw�s�). Some write the translation of each word (kalimah) beneath it before moving onto
another word and writing its translation too. They continue on this basis until the phrase
(kal�m) is �nished. They call this “below-the-utterance translation” (tarjamah-i tah� t al-
lafz). Others ponder the whole phrase, discern any transpositions of word order (taqd�m
wa-ta�kh�r), �gurative speech (maj�z), and allusion (kin�yah) before condensing this
meaning in their mind. They then render this overall meaning (ma�ná-‘i muh� as�s�al) in
Persian or whichever language they please. They call this “explication of overall meaning”
(bay�n-i h�s� il-i ma�ná). (Dihlaw� 1999, 11)
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Wal�-All�h identi�es the shortcomings of these two translation styles – “below-the-utter-
ance translation” and “explication of overall meaning” – before proposing his own
method of translation that balances the strengths of both. Throughout the discussion,
he sets out two principal concerns. On the one hand, the translation must convey the
Arabic structure (naz�m) of the Qur’an, but on the other, it must communicate the
meaning of the Qur’an in idiomatic Persian.

Wal�-All�h emphasized that the most important aim (maqs��d-i ahamm) of translating
the Qur’an was for the reader to become versed in its structure (tadarrub� h� �s� il shawad
dar ma�rifat-i naz�m-i Qur��n) (Dihlaw� 1999, 13). His preoccupation with Qur’anic naz�m
speaks to centuries of Islamic thought surrounding the concept and its centrality to the
doctrine of Qur’anic inimitability (i�j�z). Naz�m was �rst elaborated by early Arabic rhet-
oricians, most notably �Abd al-Q�hir al-Jurj�n� (d. c. 474/1081), before being further sys-
tematized in the study of rhetoric (bal�ghah) and as a major theme in the exegetical
tradition (Harb 2020, 233). Rhetoric was a core subject for the formation of Muslim scho-
lars in South Asia as elsewhere, and Wal�-All�h’s own education included al-Mut�awwal
by Sa�d al-D�n al-Taft�z�n� (d. 793/1390) (Baljon 1986, 4). This layered text, itself a com-
mentary on an earlier work, represented the synthesized discipline of rhetoric after al-
Jurj�n�. While it employed slightly di�erent terminology, it explicitly incorporated al-Jur-
j�n�’s conceptions of naz�m and elaborated his theory of complex meaning (Taft�z�n�
1971, 156–157; Harb 2020, 223).

Although he does not explicitly refer to this genealogy, the terms of Wal�-All�h’s dis-
cussion – the interplay of lafz� (sonic utterance), ma�ná (meaning), and naz�m (structure) –
are precisely the theoretical parameters of rhetoric and inimitability advanced by the
Arabic rhetorical tradition. The relationship between these three components of
speech is an intricate and subtly interdependent one. As Lara Harb has argued, the
“form” of a word (lafz� , what I call sonic utterance) is not merely an empty container
for meaning but is imbricated in it through operations of structure that include
certain types of �gurative speech (2015). According to al-Jurj�n� and those after him,
naz�m’s qualities are located in complex sentence structures that produce a secondary
order of meaning beyond basic syntax and that “require a certain intellectual e�ort to
interpret” (Harb 2020, 213–218).

Wal�-All�h’s partial adoption of “below-the-utterance translation” to translate the struc-
tures of Arabic is no surprise. Such translations are a remarkably common phenomenon in
North India as they are in other parts of the Islamic world. In addition to the Qur’an, the
practice has been used to translate a range of texts and genres, including Arabic poems in
praise of the Prophet such as Ka�b b. Zuhayr’s B�nat Su��d, which he recited to the
Prophet in person, and the celebrated al-Burdah by the Egyptian Su� Muh� ammad al-
B�s� �r� (d. 686/1295) (Leese 2019, 229–290). These translations, which speak to the reverence
that Indian Muslims have held for Arabic speech more generally, became even more wide-
spread with print. Wal�-All�h’s own translation of the Qur’an was printed several times
during the nineteenth century, sometimes alongside the Urdu translations written by his
sons Sh�h Raf�� al-D�n and Sh�h �Abd al-Q�dir (Figure 1) (Farooqi 2010).

The principal strength of below-the-utterance translation was to preserve Arabic
naz�m, which Wal�-All�h explicitly wished to convey in a Persian idiom (�ib�rat-i
F�rs�) (Dihlaw� 1999, 23). However, he saw naz�m as a quality present not only in the
Arabic text, but in the language of translation too:
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The �rst method [below-the-utterance translation] has a shortcoming (khalal), since very
often the structure (naz�m) of the translation becomes defective (mukhtall), and a construc-
tion (tark�b) … may come about that is unsound in the language of translation. At the very
least, it leads to stylistic weakness (rak�kat), overcomplexity (ta�q�d), and the use of uncom-
mon lexis (lughat-i qal�lah). The reason behind this is linguistic di�erence (ikhtil�f-i lugh�t).
(Dihlaw� 1999, 11–12)

Wal�-All�h’s remarks chime with Ronit Ricci’s analysis of Malay and Javanese interlinear
translations of Arabic texts. By glossing each syntactical unit in turn and parsing the
Arabic in the direction of its word order, these translations can become so forced in
their own syntax that meaning is compromised (2016, 69).

Some broad observations, however, suggest the limits of the commonly used English
term “interlinear” to describe such translations, since, more properly speaking, they are
sublinear. Rather than between the lines, the translation is placed below the part of the
text to which it corresponds. Often written in a smaller and contrasting hand, the trans-
lation is visually subordinate to the original Arabic as well as being hermeneutically

Figure 1. al-F�tih� ah with Sh�h Wal�-All�h’s Persian translation printed along with the Urdu trans-
lations by his sons Sh�h Raf�� al-D�n and Sh�h �Abd al-Q�dir (Dihlaw�, Dihlaw� and Dihlaw� 1873, 2).
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dependent on it. “Below-the-utterance”, as a rendering of the Arabic compound tah� t al-
lafz� , is a term less likely to obscure the dynamics of this practice and the translation
theory that Wal�-All�h elaborated. The preposition tah� t, simply meaning “below”,
implies a spatial relationship on the page. As Ricci has shown, a similar sense of subor-
dination and “hanging o�” the Arabic text is conveyed by Javanese terminology for the
same practice (2016, 77). By incorporating the word lafz� , the terminology used by Wal�-
All�h also points to preoccupations surrounding sound and meaning that go to the heart
of Arabic rhetorical theory, the metaphysics of the Qur’an as sound, and understandings
of translatability. The Arabic lafz� – the sonic utterance – retains primacy in the trans-
lation process while the translation remains below, tied to the Arabic in a relationship
of forced syntactical equivalence. These translations themselves might be pedagogical
tools for the study of meaning in the Qur’an and other revered texts, but they also
allow originals to be read out loud and act as a reference to the Arabic utterances that
comprise them.

Curiously, the term tah� t al-lafz was co-opted for the technical language of Urdu
poetics and performance at some point in the nineteenth century. In his 1880 history
of Urdu poetry, Muh� ammad H� usayn �z�d used the term to refer to a mode of recitation
developed in Lucknow earlier at the turn of the century by renowned masters of Urdu
poetic elegies (marsiyah) to commemorate the martyrdom of the Prophet’s grandson
H� usayn (1907, 365–367). This tah� t al-lafz� recitation is rhythmically spoken in contrast
to the singing style of lament known as soz or musical renditions of ghazal love poems
known as tarannum. It was surely no accident that the translation term was put to
good use in articulating critical and aesthetic concerns; reciting elegies in a sober
speech-like style can be read as a desire not to allow musical performance to distract
from the balanced relationship between utterance and meaning. Furthermore, the fact
that tah� t al-lafz� recitation is closer to oratory than singing implies a connection to a
style of preaching rooted in the linguistic and rhetorical structures of a revered text.

Translatability below and beyond the line

Wal�-All�h’s criticisms of the second translation style, whereby the scholar internalizes
the meaning of the whole passage in question before translating it, stem from exegetical
concerns and an overriding anxiety to guard the integrity of the Qur’an as the primary
source of law. He believed that ambiguity and polysemy in the Qur’anic text risked
being �attened out by the choices and interpretations of the translator:

There is also a shortcoming in the second method [explication of overall meaning]. Very
often when a phrase (kal�m) carries two readings (wajh), the translator only picks up on
the sense not intended by the speaker (mutakallim). If you enquire into the matter, this
is why most distortions (tah� r�f) in previous books arise. (Dihlaw� 1999, 12)

As Wal�-All�h makes clear, such distortions had implications for interpreting scripture as
a source of law and therefore for the spiritual health of the community of believers
(ummah). In the subsequent passage, he argues that contextual readings (tawj�h) of
di�cult aspects of the Qur’an and the interpretation of ambiguous passages (ta�w�l-i
mutash�bihat) are merely a type of “splitting hairs” (m�-shik�f�) and wrongly draw on
reason (�aql) to interpret God’s law (Dihlaw� 1999, 12–13). Elsewhere, he directed
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students to read the Qur’an on its own terms as part of his wider call to “return” to scrip-
ture as a direct source of this law (Baljon 1986, 141).

Polysemy was an important theme in the rhetorical tradition. A short entry on
tawj�h in al-Mut�awwal, citing the earlier scholar al-Sakk�k� (d. 626/1299), discusses
ambiguous passages that might carry two opposed readings, and makes a link with
the terms tawriyah and �h�m that refer to double entendres often associated with
poetry (Taft�z�n� 1971, 678). Wal�-All�h himself examined tawj�h in more detail in
a work on the fundamentals of exegesis that he wrote after his Qur’an translation.
While he accepted that tawj�h was necessary for understanding di�cult aspects of
the Qur’an, he believed it was subject to the idiosyncrasies of interpreters (Dihlaw�
n.d., al-Fawz, 20, 38). In The Rules of Translation, he warns that if everybody inter-
prets the Qur’an in this manner without regard to its structure, the source of God’s
law becomes lost (as� l-i shar� gum shud) (Dihlaw� 1999, 13). Below-the-utterance trans-
lations avoid this pitfall, since by echoing the structure of the Qur’anic text, they pre-
serve its ambiguity and avoid privileging one reading (wajh) over another. What is
more, even if a translator makes a slip (laghzish), later readers can easily rectify it
(Dihlaw� 1999, 12).

Wal�-All�h’s own method for overcoming the shortcomings of both styles was not
simply to combine them, since he believed this could result in overly long translations
that were misleading for beginners and ine�ective for advanced students (Dihlaw�
1999, 13). Instead, he proposes a hybrid approach to translation that largely adheres to
the structure (naz�m) of the Qur’an. If at any point the resulting construction (tark�b)
in Persian is overly complicated, stylistically weak, or simply does not work at all, he
suggests substituting the Arabic syntactical element (h� arf) in question with a semantic
equivalent so as to simplify its translation. To illustrate this, he gives examples of
verbal and nominal constructions used in the Qur’an that can be taken as near synonyms,
thereby simplifying their translation into Persian (Dihlaw� 1999, 13). We see this strategy
at play in his own translation of the Qur’an. For instance, he translates both the nominal
form mu�min�n (believers) and the verbal form alladh�na �man� (those who believe) in
Q2: 8–9 with the Persian noun mu�min�n (believers) (Dihlaw�, Dihlaw� and Dihlaw�
1873, 4). The term h� arf was a resonant one since it can also refer to variant readings
of the Qur’an. According to the Preface, Wal�-All�h read the whole Qur’an according
to one transmitted recension, that of H� afs� �an ��s� im (Dihlaw� 1999, 29). He justi�es
his modi�ed approach to below-the-utterance translation, however, by gesturing to the
seven canonical readings and the fact that Companions of the Prophet permitted exegesis
of any given utterance by recourse to a corresponding variant (h� arf-i muw��q) (Dihlaw�
1999, 13).

More generally, Wal�-All�h displays a meticulous sensitivity to broad translation prag-
matics and proposes �exible strategies to translate terse Arabic syntax into Persian. In
order to mitigate any stylistic weakness (rak�kat) that can result from translating
below the utterance, he surveys a range of practical Arabic-Persian translation problems
that arise from fundamental di�erences in syntax, word order, and idiomatic expressions
between the two languages (Dihlaw� 1999, 15–19). Some of this discussion recalls
common elements of naz�m set out by al-Jurj�n� and later rhetoricians, and his speci�c
illustrations echo classical examples in the rhetorical tradition. For instance, he pays
attention to transpositions in word order (taqd�m wa-ta�kh�r) and also spends some
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time re�ecting on the predication (isn�d) of sentences such as “Zayd is standing”, for
which Persian often requires the copula “ast” where Arabic does not (18).

Aside from being rooted in the Arabic rhetorical tradition, Wal�-All�h’s appreciation
of untranslatability was clearly informed by a sensitivity to what he calls linguistic di�er-
ence (ikhtil�f-i lugh�t). He even spoke of particularities (khus��s� iyy�t) in the Arabic
language that could not be fully rendered into Persian without di�culty and a�ectation
(takalluf) (Dihlaw� 1999, 12). The term khus��s� iyyah features in the rhetorical tradition in
discussions of context and complex meaning (e.g. Taft�z�n� 1971, 153) but the notion of
particularity also resonates strongly with South Asian discourses on multilingualism.
Many centuries before, Am�r Khusraw of Delhi (d. 725/1325) spoke of the relative beau-
ties of di�erent languages (Sharma 2012, 85–87). Later in the eighteenth century, �z�d
Bilgr�m� used the same term as Wal�-All�h (khus��s� iyyah) to describe di�erences
between Arabic, Persian, Sanskrit, and Brajbhasha, and the ability or inability of each
to accommodate di�erent poetic forms (Leese 2019, 214–216). Wal�-All�h seemed to
imply that Arabic enjoyed a higher order of linguistic particularity than Persian, but
his ability to draw �exible equivalences between both languages speaks to a similar con-
noisseurship of multiple idioms and the boundaries between them.

Clearly there was a lot going on between – or below – the lines. What appear to be, at
�rst glance, simple substitutions conceal a sophisticated awareness of multilingualism
and linguistic structures. For passages that resist a straightforward below-the-utterance
translation, Wal�-All�h proposed a further modi�cation: an additional clari�catory sen-
tence giving the overall meaning (h�s� il-i ma�ná) clearly marked by a phrase such as ya�n�
or mur�d az�n kih (“that is to say … ”) (Dihlaw� 1999, 14–15). One illustrative example of
how this operates comes in the opening chapter of the Qur’an (al-F�tih� ah). His strategy
for translating al-maghd� �b �alayhim (those who have incurred [God’s] anger upon them)
uses a rather convoluted Persian construction (�n�nkih khishm giriftah shud bar �nh�)
that attempts to mirror the Arabic structure of a passive participle followed by a preposi-
tion and attached pronoun. In contrast, his translation of the active participle al-d� �ll�n
(those who have gone astray) is a common Persian compound (gumr�h�n). In addition
to this complexity and diversity “below the utterance”, Wal�-All�h uses the device
described above to make a commonplace exegetical intervention, commenting that the
two groups refer to Jews and Christians respectively.

The consequence of this seeping of additional meaning beyond the Arabic was that, in
a very real sense, Wal�-All�h’s translation of the Qur’an did not even �t below the line. To
allow room for expansions beyond the Arabic utterance, some eighteenth-century manu-
scripts of his Qur’an translation are not, in fact, arranged in a visually interlinear style
(Dihlaw� n.d., Fath� al-Rah� m�n; Khan 1982). The Arabic is marked out in fully-vowelled
naskh script with a red line above, in line with Wal�-All�h’s own instructions for copyists
at the end of the Preface (Dihlaw� 1999, 29), but the Persian translation runs sequentially
after each verse rather than being written below (Figure 2). In nineteenth-century printed
versions, the additional commentary is relegated to the margins in order to allow the
main translation to �t below the utterance (Figure 1).

As has become clear, Wal�-All�h’s approach to translation and its mechanics was
informed by a desire to preserve an echo of the Qur’an’s Arabic structure along with
the hermeneutical ambiguities of the text. Simply put, he sought to translate a text
that he held to be untranslatable. Travis Zadeh has argued that the “interlinear paradigm”
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was well suited to mediating the untranslatability of the Qur’an since it never displaced
the Arabic text or undermined its “sacred primacy” (2011, 19). Similarly, Ricci argues
that interlinear translation comes closer than other modes of translation to “overcoming
the problem of untranslatability” (2016, 69).

At the same time, Wal�-All�h’s modi�cations to below-the-utterance translation inevi-
tably did not �t between the lines, but preserved and even ampli�ed the polysemy of the
text and its structures. Rebecca Gould (2013, 94), in dialogue with Walter Benjamin’s
notion of literary language and “great texts”, argues that Qur’anic inimitability engenders
translatability, and that translation renders polysemy – and multilingualism – legible.
Inverting Gould’s argument somewhat, I suggest that the practice of translating
“below the utterance” performed and re-enacted the Qur’anic text’s untranslatability
while at the same time articulating multilingual readings of it. This mode of translation
avoided closure of the text rather than being a one-time act that displaced it (cf. Zadeh
2011, 20). Indeed, Wal�-All�h saw his translation as a timely and geographically located
gesture, responding to the contemporary needs of Indian Muslims who lived in a particu-
lar time (zam�nah) and region (iql�m) (Dihlaw� 1999, 21).

Wal�-All�h’s insistence that his translation serves to acquaint contemporary audiences
with the structure of the Qur’an re�ects his reverence for its miraculous inimitability (i�j�z)
as the word of God but also as embodied Arabic sound in the physical world. This was of criti-
cal importance, since other, potentially dangerous speech also existed in the world. As he sets
out in the Preface, and in line with the more polemical aspects of his project, a careful trans-
lation of the Qur’an could protect Muslims with rudimentary knowledge of Arabic

such that they not be beguiled by the words of the heretics (mal�h� idah), who under the guise
of pure Su�sm (s���yyah-i s���yah) mislead the world, and so that the crude words of the
rationalists (ma�q�liy�n) and the incoherent words of the Hindus (Hun�d) not pollute
the tablet of the bosom (lawh� -i s�nah). (Dihlaw� 1999, 23)

Figure 2. al-F�tih� ah from an eighteenth-century manuscript of Sh�h Wal�-All�h’s Persian translation of
the Qur’an (Dihlaw� n.d., Fath� al-Rah� m�n, fol. 6b).
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This allusion to the pre-eternal tablet (lawh� ) evokes a sophisticated theological account of
Qur’anic speech in �Ash�ar� thought, the dominant strand of Sunni theology throughout
the Islamic world. This conception of revelation drew a distinction between the Qur’an as
the abstracted internal speech of God, existent before time, and the temporally revealed
Qur’an as embodied sound (Abuali 2020, 283–284). As Wal�-All�h explored in his own
writings, it was through the prophethood of Muh� ammad that divine speech became
manifest as the Arabic Qur’an in the world of articulation (��lam al-tala�uz� ), written
in physical copies and recited as sound in society (Baljon 1986, 136–137). Since the
worldly Qur’an is a manifestation of God’s pre-eternal internal speech, we might even
view it as a form of translation itself.

This line of thought also sees human speech as analogous to God’s, such that articu-
lated speech is an embodiment of the internal speech of the soul (kal�m nafs�). As Zadeh
has observed, al-Jurjani’s conception of naz�m paralleled the theological distinction
between internal and external speech: utterances are structured in the soul through oper-
ations of naz�m before their pronunciation (nut�q) as articulated sound (2011, 238). This
understanding of human speech, also cited in al-Mut�awwal (Taft�z�n� 1971, 159),
suggests how below-the-utterance translations might establish a direct link to revelation
by preserving Arabic structures. Indeed, temporally and geographically located interlin-
gual translations of the sort pursued by Wal�-All�h can be seen as further mediations of
Qur’anic speech. They circulate not only as material objects in the form of written Qur’an
translations but as sound in society, echoing God’s untranslatable speech in order to, as
far as possible, bring the believer closer to the divine.

Mediating Arabic in a multilingual society

Below-the-utterance translations condensed and concealed multilingual conversations
around the Arabic text. As Ricci puts it, they are “a microcosm: a world of intent and
priorities, of a transfer of meaning, of grammar and syntax in translation, of choices
and debates” (2016, 79). The world outside the translated text was one of both discourse
– of meaning, grammar, and debates – and of people, constituted by social relations and
human economies of knowledge production and learning. Sh�h Wal�-All�h and his con-
temporaries had this multilingual society in mind when they thought about and practiced
translation. The translatability of Arabic and its spiritual charisma, moreover, were
entwined with social practices of sonic mediation such as recitation and group learning.

For Wal�-All�h, translation encouraged a proper reverence for Arabic in a world
dominated by other languages. In the following passage from The Rules of Translation,
he alludes to the tension between the ideal of believers knowing the language of the
Qu’ran and the reality that only some in his community will know it well:

Since the Qur’an was revealed in the language of the Arabs and the Prophet spoke Arabic,
the community of believers (ummah) cannot remain on the straight path without knowledge
of Arabic. Thus, knowing Arabic became a communal necessity (w�jib bi’l-kif�yah) for the
ummah, and sanctioned (masn�n) and recommended (mand�b) for every individual.
Anyone not acquainted with Arabic, in relation to knowledge of Islam (d�n-i Muh� ammad�),
will not be counted among those who are truly living (dar �id�d zindag�n�) … That is why it
is not permissible to recite the Qur’an, recollect God (dhikr), or perform the Friday sermon
(khut�bah-i jum�ah) in Persian. (Dihlaw� 1999, 13)
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The legal category of w�jib bi’l-kif�yah is a collective duty incumbent upon the commu-
nity of Muslims as a whole rather than a strong obligation for every individual ( fard�
�ayn). By assigning this category to knowing Arabic, Wal�-All�h a�orded the language
a place in the spiritual life of Muslims as a community beyond the scholarly class even
though not everyone had unmediated access to it through formal education. The com-
munal uses of Arabic he mentions – recitation, Su� dhikr, and Friday sermons – also
point towards the social life of Arabic-as-sound beyond the world of scholarly study.
In reality, devotional practice was inevitably multilingual. Even the matter of whether
or not the khut�bah should be recited in Arabic was a contested one. The Chishti
shaykh Mawl�n� Fakhr al-D�n (d. 1119/1785), a contemporary and acquaintance of
Wal�-All�h, argued that the khut�bah should be in “Hindi” – by which he may have
meant what we now call Urdu or North Indian vernacular in general – so as to be under-
standable to Indian Muslims (Rizvi 1980, 377).

Nonetheless, Wal�-All�h’s normative statement points to the fact that the Arabic utter-
ance (lafz� ) was an object of communal focus and reverence. This was also true of texts
other than the Qur’an, particularly devotional poems and prayers. Il�h� Bakhsh of
Kandhla (d. 1245/1829), a North Indian scholar and disciple of Wal�-All�h’s son Sh�h
�Abd al-�Az�z, declared that Arabic texts such as al-Burdah and al-Ghawthiyyah, an inti-
mate poetic address to God attributed to �Abd al-Q�dir al-J�l�n� (d. 561/1166), were not
only religiously licit (h� al�l) but a duty incumbent upon believers (w�jib) (K�ndhlaw�
1935, 70). Manuscripts of these texts reveal they could take on the aura of scripture
and provide blessings (barakah) when heard or read out loud. Marginal notes often indi-
cate the supernatural bene�ts (khaw�s�s�) of reading particular verses. One collection of
Arabic poems and prayers in the Khuda Bakhsh library in Patna, likely produced in
the eighteenth century, lists the many ameliorating e�ects of al-Ghawthiyyah. For
instance, reading it assiduously will increase one’s knowledge of Arabic (kal�m dar
�arab� ziy�dah gardad), and doing so eleven times a day will make one more accepted
and loved in the eyes of others (dar naz�ar-i khalq maqb�l gardad wa mah� b�b shawad)
(Anon. n.d., fol. 169b). These remarks are written in Persian, a clear sign that a reverence
for Arabic in North India was necessarily expressed multilingually.

Manuscripts of these devotional texts also o�er clues that they could acquire the qual-
ities of naz�m and translatability normally associated with the Qur’an. We can see this in a
copy of B�nat Su��d in the British Library’s Delhi collection that is beautifully produced
with extensive gilt decoration (Figure 3). The Arabic text is carefully copied in a �ne
naskh hand along with full vocalization to ensure a correct articulation of its sounds.
The colophon at the end of the poem beseeches God to ful�ll the needs of all those
who recite, memorize, and hear the poem in this world and the next (Ka�b b. Zuhayr
n.d., 11a). The accompanying translation is in idiomatic versi�ed Persian and mirrors
the original Arabic poem with a monorhyme form. However, being written in red ink
in a smaller hand, it clearly functions to aid understanding when the Arabic is read
out loud, preserving the text and its structures. Seemingly, the poem carried an
impression of Qur’anic scripture and therefore a similar dynamic of translatability.

Due to the communal value placed on Arabic utterances, as well as their spiritual
e�cacy when recited and heard, translations of the sort theorized by Wal�-All�h never
replaced the Arabic text. Instead, they served to mediate the sounds and structures of
Arabic while enabling wider groups in society to access their meaning. The question
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arises, however, of exactly who these mediating translations were intended for. Transla-
tors like Wal�-All�h and Il�h� Bakhsh described their intended audiences in conventional
terms: their translations would help both the elite (khaw�s�s�) and the common people
(�aw�mm) understand the Arabic text (Dihlaw� 1999, 21; K�ndhlaw� 1935, 4). These
complementary categories, common in so many Arabic and Persian texts, are a reminder
of the aspirations and distinction-practices of scholarly classes and educated connois-
seurs. Through deploying such terms, Wal�-All�h and other Arabic-literate scholars posi-
tioned themselves as mediators of Arabic knowledge who could guide other Muslims
towards strengthening their relationship to scripture and faith.

The distinction that translators drew between a scholarly elite and “the rest”, though,
�attens a complex reality and reveals little of the dynamics of the multilingual and stra-
ti�ed society to which they gestured. Exceptionally, Wal�-All�h gave texture to this dis-
tinction and expressed a desire to mediate Arabic towards speci�c categories of
audiences. In an extended discussion in the Preface, he quali�ed his ambitions for his

Figure 3. Manuscript of B�nat Su��d with a versi�ed translation in Persian (Ka�b b. Zuhayr n.d., fol. 2b).
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