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Abstract. Barbara Daly Metcalf (b. 1941), a distinguished American
historian, has p shaped Urdu Studies and Islamic scholarship through
her pioneering work on South Asian Muslims from the late 20th
century to date. Renowned for her interdisciplinary analyses of
Islamic reform movements, particularly Deoband, and her
translation of Maulana Ashraf ‘All Thanawi’s Bibishti Zewar (Heavenly
Ornaments), Metcalf illuminates the intricate interplay of language,
religion, and colonial history. This article evaluates her contributions,
arguing that her meticulous engagement with Urdu sources, enriched
with quotations, has deepened understandings of Islamic practice
and Urdu’s theological and cultural significance. By integrating texts
like Deobandi fatwas (ruling) and Barelvi treatises (agreement), it
assesses her methodology—blending social history, Gender Studies,
and postcolonial theory—and her legacy as a bridge between
Western and South Asian academia. While celebrating her
achievements, it critiques her textual focus, which occasionally
overlooks oral traditions, offering a balanced perspective on her
transformative impact on Urdu studies and Islamic scholarship.

Keywords. Barbara Metcalf, Urdu Studies, Islamic Reform, Bibishti
Zewar, South Asian Muslims.

Introduction

Barbara Metcalf stands as a cornerstone in the historiography of South
Asian Muslim intellectuals, her illustrious career spanning from the late 20th
to date, with unwavering focus on Urdu Studies and Islamic scholarship.
Born in 1941 in Philadelphia, she rose from a modest working-class
background to become a globally celebrated historian, earning her Ph.D.
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from the University of California, Berkeley, in 1974 (Gilmartin).! Her
scholarship leverages Urdu texts to explore Islamic reform, religious
identity, and colonial encounters, most notably through her seminal studies
of the Deoband Movement” and her translation of Ashraf ‘Al Thanawi’s
Bibishti Zewar (Heavenly Ornaments).” These efforts have brought vernacular
voices into Western academia, challenging reductive stereotypes of Islamic
traditionalism and illuminating the dynamic interplay of language, religion,
and history among South Asian Muslims.

Metcalf’s work is distinguished by its meticulous engagement with
Urdu primary sources, which she uses to uncover the lived experiences and
intellectual traditions of South Asian Muslims. Her translation of Bibishti
Zewar, a widely circulated Deobandi guide for Muslim women, exemplifies
her ability to render complex Urdu texts accessible to global audiences while
preserving their cultural and religious significance. Similarly, her analyses of
Deobandi writings, such as fatwas® and treatises, reveal Urdu’s pivotal role
in shaping Islamic reform movements under colonial rule. By integrating
Urdu quotations, her scholarship not only documents the language’s
religious depth but also reframes Islamic practice as diverse and adaptive,

U Gilmartin, David. “Barbara Daly Metcalf: Biography.” American Historical
Association (AHA), 2010, www.historians.org.

2 Deoband Movement: A 19th-century Islamic revivalist movement founded in
Deoband, India, in 1866, emphasizing traditional Islamic learning, adherence to
Sharia, and resistance to colonial influences.

3 Barbara Daly Metcalf's translation of Maulana Ashraf ‘All Thanawi’s Bibishti
Zewar (Heavenly Ornaments) was first published in 1990 by University of
California Press. It is a pivotal Deobandi text, first published ca. 1905-1906,
designed as a comprehensive guide for Muslim women. Rooted in Hanafi
jurisprudence, it elucidates Islamic beliefs, rituals, moral conduct, and domestic
duties, while offering practical advice on hygiene, literacy, and household
management. Widely circulated in South Asia, it reflects the Deoband Movement’s
reformist agenda, shaping women’s religious and social roles within a conservative
framework.

* A fatwa is a non-binding legal opinion issued by a qualified Islamic scholar (mufti)
to address inquiries on Sharia, encompassing matters of worship, personal
conduct, and social interactions. The fatwas referenced here, drawn from
Deobandi scholars like Maulana Ashraf ‘Ali Thanawi, often tackle ritual
observance (e.g., prayer, fasting), gender roles, and responses to colonial
influences, as seen in works like Bibishti Zewar. Treatises, such as theological
discourses and reformist pamphlets by Deobandi ‘ulama’, including Thanawt’s
writings and those of Rashid Ahmad Gangohi, expound doctrinal positions,
critique bid’ah (innovations), and advocate adherence to Hanafi jurisprudence,
leveraging Urdu to disseminate reformist ideals amid British colonial challenges.
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countering monolithic narratives.

This article examines Barbara Metcalf’s contributions, emphasizing her
engagement with regard to Bibishti Zewar and Deobandi writings to illustrate
her approach. It argues that her scholarship has enriched Urdu Studies by
documenting the language’s religious and cultural significance and
transformed understandings of Islamic practice among South Asian
Muslims by highlighting their multiplicity, which includes varied
interpretations of Sharia, differing approaches to ritual observance, gender
roles, and moral conduct, as well as adaptive responses to colonial
influences, all documented via Urdu sources to underscore the
heterogeneity of religious experience. Structured in four sections—
intellectual context, contributions to Urdu Studies, impact on Islamic
scholarship, and critical evaluation, this study situates her within 20th-
century academic trends, and underscores her lasting influence. By
exploring her methodology and legacy, the study highlights her contribution
as a bridge between American academia and South Asian intellectual
traditions, offering a foundation for future research into the region’s
Muslim literary and cultural heritage.

Intellectual Formation and Context

Barbara Metcalf’s academic journey is a testament to the interplay of
personal curiosity, rigorous training, and historical serendipity or the
fortuitous, unplanned encounters with historical sources or contexts that
shaped Metcalf’s research. It highlights how chance discoveries, such as
access to rare Urdu manuscripts or unexpected insights from Deobandi
writings, enriched her exploration of South Asian Muslim history and Urdu
Studies. Born in 1941 into a working-class family in Philadelphia—her
father a clothing store manager, her mother a homemaker—she grew up in
a neighbourhood with limited exposure to global cultures (Gilmartin). Her
early life was shaped by the post-World War II American ethos, where
education was seen as a pathway to social mobility.” Despite financial

> This is a reference to the influential socio-cultural climate of the United States
after 1945 that moulded Robert M. Metcalfe’s formative years. The “post-World
War II American ethos” denotes a dominant national mindset defined by
optimism and growth. In the 1950s, the U.S. enjoyed a robust economic surge,
with GDP increasing at an average of 3.5% annually, propelled by industrial
expansion, suburban development, and technological progress. This era nurtured
a widespread ambition for improved living standards, especially among the middle
and working classes, within a rising consumer society and the ideal of the American
Dream.

The core of this ethos lay in viewing education as a vital “pathway to social
mobility.” The 1944 Servicemen’s Readjustment Act, or G.I. Bill, enabled over 2.2
Textual Insights and Islamic Reform: Barbara Metcalf ... 54
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constraints, Metcalf’s intellectual potential was evident. She received a
scholarship (very likely a merit or need-based grant) to Swarthmore College
in the early 1960s, a liberal arts institution known for its commitment to
social justice and global engagement (Gilmartin).

At Swarthmore, Metcalf’s intellectual understanding coincided with
the Cold War’s® geopolitical imperatives, particularly the United States’
push to understand the “third world” amid decolonization and superpower
rivalries. The 1960s was a period of heightened academic interest in Asia,
Africa, and Latin America, driven by initiatives like the National Defense
Education Act, which funded language and area studies (Cumings 15).
Inspired by the era’s social activism—civil rights movements, anti-war
protests, and global solidarity campaigns—Metcalf developed a passion for
studying non-Western histories. She pursued ‘“comparative tropical
history” at the University of Wisconsin under Philip Curtin, a pioneer in
African and world history whose focus on cross-cultural exchanges ignited
her interest in India (Gilmartin). Curtin’s emphasis on marginalized voices
and global connectivity profoundly shaped her approach, laying the
groundwork for her later focus on South Asian Muslims.

Metcalf’s doctoral training at the University of California, Berkeley,
marked a pivotal phase in her development as a scholar of Urdu Studies
and Islamic history. Under the mentorship of Ira Lapidus, a leading
historian of Islamic societies, and Hamid Algar, an expert in Persian and
Urdu, she honed her skills in textual analysis and language acquisition
(Metcalf, Islamic Revival ix—xii). Berkeley, in the early 1970s, was a hub of
intellectual ferment, where postcolonial and feminist critiques were
reshaping historical scholarship. Her dissertation on the Deoband
Movement, completed in 1974, explored how Islamic reform adapted to
British colonial rule, using Urdu sources to uncover the movement’s

million veterans to pursue higher education by 1956, reshaping perceptions of
learning as a means to overcome class barriers. College enrolment grew from 1.7
million in 1940 to 3.6 million by 1960 (National Center for Education Statistics).
The 1957 Sputnik launch further intensified focus on education, with the 1958
National Defense Education Act funding STEM programs to boost
competitiveness. For Metcalfe, born in 19406, this environment shaped his
upbringing, driving his academic journey through public schools and elite
institutions like MIT and Harvard, aligning with the era’s emphasis on education
as a route to advancement.

¢ The Cold War, spanning roughly 1947 to 1991, was a period of geopolitical
tension between the United States and the Soviet Union, marked by ideological
rivalry between capitalism and communism, proxy wars, and a race for global
influence.
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intellectual and social dimensions (Metcalf, Islamic Revival 3—16). This
project marked her entry into Urdu Studies, establishing her as a scholar
capable of bridging linguistic and cultural divides.

Earlier studies of South Asian Muslims by Orientalist scholars
frequently relied on Arabic and Persian texts, reflecting the prominence of
these languages in Islamic scholarship and governance during the medieval
and early modern periods. However, this focus often marginalized
vernacular languages like Urdu, which emerged later as a key medium for
South Asian Muslim expression. Metcalf’s approach, emphasizing local
contexts and vernacular sources, diverged from this tradition.

Examples of earlier Orientalist works include William Jones’
translations and analyses of Persian texts like the Dabistan-i Mazahib (17th
century), a comparative study of religions, and H. M. Elliot’s “The History
of India, as Told by Its Own Historians” (1867—1877), which drew heavily
on Persian chronicles such as the Tarikh-i Firishta by Muhammad Qasim
Firishta. Scholars like Carl Brockelmann also prioritized Arabic sources,
noting limited Indian Muslim contributions to Arabic literature before
1500, as seen in his Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur (1898—1902). These
works often sidelined vernacular traditions, which Metcalf later addressed
by engaging with Urdu and other local sources to capture South Asian
Muslim experiences more holistically.

Metcalf’s career unfolded during a transformative period in Islamic
Studies, spurred by postcolonial critiques like Edward Said’s Orientalism
(1978), which challenged Western scholarship’s tendency to exoticize and
essentialize non-Western cultures (Said 25). Said’s call for indigenous
perspectives resonated deeply with Metcalf’s methodology, as she turned to
Urdu texts to amplify South Asian Muslim voices. Her approach contrasted
with earlier Orientalist traditions that often relied on Arabic or Persian
sources, sidelining vernacular languages like Urdu. By prioritizing Urdu,
Metcalf not only democratized access to Islamic intellectual traditions but
also highlighted the language’s role in shaping religious reform and identity
under colonial pressures (Metcalf, Islam: in South Asia xix).

Her academic appointments at prestigious institutions—the University
of Pennsylvania, UC Davis, and the University of Michigan—provided
platforms to refine her scholarship and mentor generations of students. Her
leadership roles, as president of the Association for Asian Studies (1994)
and the American Historical Association (2010-11), amplified her
influence, positioning her as a global authority on South Asian history
(“Barbara D. Metcalf”). She co-authored A Concise History of India, with her
husband, historian Thomas R. Metcalf, integrating her insights into broader
South Asian narratives and demonstrating her versatility as a scholar
Textual Insights and Islamic Reform: Barbara Metcalf ... 56
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(Metcalf and Metcalf 1-54). This collaboration underscored her ability to
connect micro-level studies of South Asian Muslims with macro-level
historical processes, a hallmark of her methodology.

Metcalf’s proficiency in Urdu, developed through Berkeley’s rigorous
language programs, was a cornerstone of her scholarship. She mastered the
Urdu script and idiom, enabling direct engagement with primary sources
such as fatwas, treatises, and devotional texts (Gilmartin). Her archival work
in Deoband and Delhi, where she accessed rare manuscripts, further
enriched her analyses, offering authentic insights into Urdu’s religious and
cultural roles (Metcalf, Isiamic Revival 50). Personal anecdotes about late-
night Urdu study sessions, reveal a dedication that shaped her as a bridge
between American academia and South Asian Muslims’ intellectual
traditions. For example, she talks of immersing herself in Urdu poetry, such
as the works of Ghalib, to grasp cultural nuances, and her late-night
readings of Urdu religious texts like those by Deobandi scholars, which
informed her understanding of Islamic reform movements. These efforts,
detailed in the interview, underscore her role as a bridge between American
academia and South Asian Muslim thought, fostering a deeper, vernacular-
based scholarship (Metcalf, Interview 12). These experiences underscore
her commitment to authenticity, ensuring her scholarship resonated with
both Western and South Asian audiences.

The broader academic context of the late 20th century also influenced
Metcalf’s work. The rise of social history, with its emphasis on everyday
practices and marginalized groups, aligned with her focus on vernacular
texts like Bibishti Zewar, which addressed ordinary Muslim women’s lives
(Burke 10). Feminist scholarship, gaining traction in the 1970s and 1980s,
informed her analyses of gender in Islamic reform, as seen in her nuanced
portrayal of women’s agency in Bzbishti Zewar (Metcalf, Perfecting Women 30).
Meanwhile, the growing field of subaltern studies, led by scholars like
Ranajit Guha, encouraged her to explore non-elite voices, further shaping
her use of Urdu sources to document South Asian Muslims’ experiences

(Guha 4).

Metcalf’s methodological innovation lies in her ability to contextualize
Urdu texts within their socio-historical milieus. Her work reflects 20th-
century trends toward interdisciplinary approaches, combining history,
anthropology, and religious studies to explore South Asian Muslims’ lived
realities (Metcalf, Islam in South Asia xix). By focusing on indigenous Urdu
sources, she challenged the dominance of Arabic and Persian in Islamic
studies, arguing that Urdu was a critical lens for understanding Islamic
reform in South Asia. This approach not only enriched Urdu Studies but
also positioned her as a pioneer in decentring Western-centric narratives,
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aligning with postcolonial calls for inclusivity (Said 25).

Her scholarship also benefited from collaborations with South Asian
scholars and institutions, such as the Aligarh Muslim University, where she
engaged with Urdu-speaking academics (Metcalf, Interview 15). These
interactions deepened her understanding of Urdu’s cultural nuances,
ensuring her analyses were grounded in local contexts. Her ability to
navigate both Western and South Asian academic spaces underscores her
role as a cultural mediator, making her work accessible to diverse
readerships.

In sum, Barbara Metcalf’s intellectual formation was shaped by the
convergence of personal drive, rigorous training, and historical context. Her
proficiency in Urdu, commitment to vernacular sources, and alignment with
postcolonial and social history trends enabled her to produce scholarship
that transformed Urdu Studies and Islamic scholarship. By uncovering the
voices of South Asian Muslims through texts like Bibishti Zewar and
Deobandi writings, she has left an indelible mark on the historiography of
South Asia, offering a model for future scholars to explore the interplay of
language, religion, and history.

Contribution to Urdu Studies

Rooted in her innovative use of Urdu texts to illuminate the religious,
cultural, and social discourses of South Asian Muslims, Barbara Metcalf’s
contribution to Urdu Studies is monumental. Her scholarship has expanded
the field by bringing vernacular sources into the academic spotlight,
demonstrating Urdu’s role as a dynamic medium for Islamic reform and
cultural expression and advancement. Her most celebrated work, her
translation of Bibishti Zewar published in 1990, stands as a landmark in Urdu
Studies, offering insights into the gendered dimensions of Deobandi reform
(Metcalf, Perfecting Women). This text, a widely circulated guide for Muslim
women in Urdu-speaking households, provides practical and moral advice,
as exemplified by the quotation: “Bivi ko chahiye ke kbawand ke samne har waqt

khush rabe aur us ki kbidmat men koshish kare’ (u’ Py pe L ik S < kgf Sy

/i J’“/ 'y e w d/ JInle ), translated as “A wife should always remain

cheerful in her husband’s presence and strive to serve him” (Thanawi, qtd.
in Metcalf, Perfecting Women 105). Metcalf’s meticulous annotations frame
this as a reformist vision, positioning women as moral agents within
domestic roles, challenging Western stereotypes of passive Muslim women.
Metcalf’s meticulous annotations of reformist texts from South Asian
Muslim contexts, particularly those emerging from the 19th and early 20th-
century movements like Deoband and Aligarh, offer a nuanced
interpretation of a reformist vision that reconfigures women’s roles within
Textual Insights and Islamic Reform: Barbara Metcalf ... 58
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Islamic frameworks. Her scholarship underscores how reformers,
responding to colonial influences and internal community needs,
positioned women as moral agents within domestic spheres. This vision is
evident in works such as Maulana Ashraf Ali Thanvi’s Bibishti Zewar
(Heavenly Ornaments), a seminal Urdu text from the early 20th century,
which provides detailed guidance for Muslim women on religious practice,
education, and household management. Metcalf’s annotations highlight
how such texts empowered women to act as ethical exemplars—educating
children, maintaining family piety, and embodying Islamic values—thus
granting them agency within the private realm.

This reformist perspective, as Metcalf frames it, departs from
traditionalist stagnation and colonial critiques by redefining domesticity as
a space of active moral influence rather than confinement. By emphasizing
women’s roles in nurturing the family and, by extension, the Muslim
community’s moral fabric, reformers countered the erosion of cultural
identity under British rule. Metcalf’s analysis reveals this as a deliberate
strategy to strengthen communal resilience, aligning with broader Islamic
revivalism of the period.

Crucially, Metcalf’s work challenges Western stereotypes, often rooted
in Orientalist discourses, that portray Muslim women as passive,
submissive, and veiled in oppression. Her annotations of vernacular
sources, such as Urdu advice literature and reformist treatises, illuminate
how women were envisioned as dynamic participants in moral and social
reform, defying the monolithic Western image of victimhood. For instance,
Bihishti Zewar encourages literacy and religious knowledge, equipping
women to navigate and influence their environments. Through this lens,
Metcalf bridges South Asian Islamic thought and global gender studies,
demonstrating how reformist visions elevated women’s status within
culturally ~specific frameworks, thus offering a corrective to
misrepresentations in Western academic and popular narratives. Her
meticulous approach underscores the complexity of agency, situating it
within domestic roles while challenging both colonial and contemporary
assumptions about Muslim women’s lives. (Metcalf, Perfecting Women 30).

Another key quotation from Bihishti Zewar underscores its spiritual
empbhasis: “Aurat ko apne nafs' ko pak rakhna aur ghar ki hifizat karma zariri

7 “Nafs” (o) refers to the inner self or soul, encompassing one’s moral and
spiritual essence. Here, the most accurate translation is “self,” yielding: “It is
essential for a woman to keep herself pure and to protect the home.” This aligns
with Islamic notions of purifying one’s character and desires, distinct from a
narrower “conscience” interpretation.
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hai”’ (Lédu/t/’/&tbd//ful%u@.}(ﬂ‘%i/@/i), or “A woman must keep
herself pure and protect the household” (Thanawi, qtd. in Metcalf, Perfecting
Women 120). Metcalf argues that Thanawt’s use of accessible Urdu, rather
than Persian or Arabic, reflects a deliberate shift toward lay readerships, a
hallmark of Islamic reform in colonial South Asia (Metcalf, Perfecting Women
introduction). Her introduction praises Urdu’s role in democratizing
religious knowledge, noting how Bibishti Zewar empowered women to
engage with Islamic ethics directly. This work has become a staple in
academic curricula, expanding Urdu Studies to include everyday texts and
influencing scholars like Gail Minault, who built on Metcalf’s insights to
explore women’s education (Minault 10).

In Islamic Revival in British India (1982), Barbara Metcalf analyzes Urdu
fatwas and treatises from the Deoband movement, such as those by Rashid
Ahmad Gangohi. She cites: “Hamara maqSad din ki hifazat aur duniya ki islah
hai” (‘LCMJQ‘;/;!;J:'&?J@;WW), or “Our purpose is to protect religion
and reform the world,” illustrating how Deobandis leveraged Urdu to adapt
Islamic reform to colonial contexts (Gangohi, qtd. in Metcalf, Is/amic Revival
150). Her detailed examination, drawn from Deoband’s archival collections,
reveals Urdu’s role in shifting religious authority from elite scholars to
broader audiences, a process facilitated by the rise of print culture in the
19th century (Metcalf, Islamic Reviva/ 50). This analysis not only enriches
Urdu Studies but also underscores the language’s adaptability in navigating
colonial modernity.

Metcalf’s exploration extends to lesser-known Urdu works, such as
Qasim Nanautawl’s Tahzir-un Nas (Warning to the People), a Deobandi tract
defending orthodoxy. She quotes: “Bid‘at se bachna aur sunnat pe ga'int rabna
gariri hai’ (Lgu’/) Yed?y (/' Fperslls e =si), or “Avoiding innovation and
adhering to the Sunnah is essential,” linking Urdu to doctrinal debates that
shaped Deobandi identity (Nanautawi, qtd. in Metcalf, Is/amic Revival 165).
This work highlights Urdu’s theological depth, positioning it as a critical
medium for intellectual discourse among South Asian Muslims (Metcalf,
Istamic Revival 87). Her later essay, “Urdu in India in the 21st Century”
(2003), reflects on Urdu’s postcolonial evolution, noting its continued
relevance in religious and literary spheres, though it relies less on direct
quotations (Metcalf, “Urdu in India” 29-37). This highlights a
methodological shift, suggesting Metcalf prioritizes interpretive synthesis
over extensive primary source excerpts, possibly to focus on broader trends
in Urdu’s postcolonial role in religious and literary contexts. This comment
is relevant if the discussion aims to evaluate her scholarly approach or
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stylistic choices. However, if the focus is solely on the essay’s content—
Urdu’s evolution and relevance—the remark may be omitted as it does not
directly impact the core argument.

To further illustrate her contributions, Metcalf’s analysis of Fazad'il-e
A'mal (meaning/ translation, in English) a key text of the Tablight Jama at,
offers additional insights into Urdu’s role in grassroots reform. She cites:

“Har Muslim ko din ki dawat dena fard hai” (‘Lu}/.t;)&f}d/d:}[rj/ﬁ), or “Itis
the duty of every Muslim to invite others to faith,” emphasizing the text’s
call for personal piety (Zakariyya, qtd. in Metcalf, “Travelers’ Tales” 140).
This quotation underscores how Urdu facilitated the Tablighi movement’s
outreach, making complex theological concepts accessible to lay people.
Metcalf’s engagement with such texts broadens Urdu Studies by
showcasing its versatility across reformist, devotional, and pedagogical
contexts.

Metcalf also examined Urdu biographical narratives, such as
Imdadullah Thanawt’s Tadbkirat-ul Khalil (meaning/translation in English)
which chronicles the lives of Deobandi scholars. She quotes: “Ulama ki
gindagi din ki kbidmat men guzarti hai” (‘L&/}( s sl Sead &), or “The
lives of scholars are spent in service to religion,” highlighting Urdu’s role in
preserving religious memory (Thanawi, Imdadullah, qtd. in Metcalf, Is/amzic
Revival 200). Her analysis of these narratives reveals how Urdu texts
constructed a collective identity for South Asian Muslims, reinforcing the
Deobandi commitment to Islamic reform. Her archival research, including
visits to Deoband’s Darul Uloom library and Aligarh Muslim University,

enabled her to access rare manuscripts, ensuring her scholarship’s
authenticity (Metcalf, Is/amic Revival 50).

Her translations and annotations have made Urdu texts accessible to
global readerships, bridging linguistic and cultural divides. For instance, her
work on Bihishti Zewar includes detailed commentaries that contextualize its
prescriptions within colonial gender dynamics, earning praise for its clarity
and depth (Minault 12). By focusing on vernacular sources, Metcalf
challenged the dominance of Arabic and Persian in Islamic studies, arguing
that Urdu was a vital lens for understanding South Asian Muslims’ religious
and cultural lives. Her contributions have thus redefined Urdu Studies,
positioning it as a field that encompasses not only literature but also
theology, gender, and social reform.

Impact on Islamic Scholarship

Barbara Metcalf’s Islamic scholarship leverages Urdu texts to
reinterpret the religious movements of South Asian Muslims, offering
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nuanced portrayals of Islamic reform that challenge static views of
traditionalism. In Islamic Revival in British India, she uses Urdu fatwas to argue
that Deobandis engaged with modernity through print culture, adapting
Islamic teachings to colonial realities (Metcalf, Isiamic Revival 3). Quoting
Rashid Ahmad Gangohi, “Kitab-o Sunnat ke mutabiq ‘amal karna hi najat kd
rasta hai’ (g_:/l/l(:—lf'dt/ J O e 9, or “Acting according to the
Book and Sunnah is the path to salvation,” she highlights their reformist
zeal (Gangoht, qtd. in Metcalf, Islamic Revival 110). This work, which earned
her the 2022 Sir Syed Excellence Award, disrupted narratives of Deobandi

rigidity, showcasing their dynamic response to colonial challenges (“Barbara
Metcalf Wins”).

Her study of the Tablighi Jama‘at, notably in “Travelers’ Tales in the
Tablighi Jama‘at” (2003), incorporates Urdu narratives to explore

grassroots piety. She cites: “Iman ko taza rakhne ke liye tabligh sariri hai” (U

c‘,dnﬁ@; é&ija)b’[), or “Preaching is essential to keep faith alive,”
emphasizing the movement’s focus on personal devotion over political
engagement (Metcalf, “Travelers’ Tales” 140). By combining Urdu texts
with fieldwork, including interviews with Tablight members in India and
Pakistan, Metcalf broadens Islamic scholarship to include non-elite voices,

a significant departure from her earlier text-centric approach (Metcalf,
“Travelers’ Tales” 142).

Her edited volume, Islam: in South Asia in Practice (2009), compiles Urdu
devotional texts, such as prayers and supplications, to showcase the region’s
religious diversity. One example is: “Ae Alah! Hamare dilon ko apne nir se

bbar de”’ (s A c;/]zrif Udsedaline ), or “O God! Fill our hearts with Your

light,” which reflects the emotional depth of South Asian Muslims’
spirituality (Metcalf, Isianm in South Asia 200). Her introduction advocates for
contextual analysis, arguing that Islamic practices must be understood
within their historical and cultural milieus, a principle that defines her
scholarship (Metcalf, Iskam in South Asia xxii).

In Husain Abmad Madani: The Jibad for Islam and India’s Freedom (2008),
Metcalf uses Urdu letters and autobiographical writings to link Islamic
reform to anti-colonialism. She quotes Madant: “Hazzard jibad® Zulm ke khilaf

8 Jihad, derived from the Arabic root "j-h-d" meaning "to strive" or "to struggle,”
is academically defined as a multifaceted concept in Islamic thought,
encompassing both an internal struggle for personal betterment (greater jihad) and
an external effort, including armed struggle, to defend or promote Islam under
Textual Insights and Islamic Reform: Barbara Metcalf ... 62
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hat” (LLJWL(W slzlida), or “Our struggle is against oppression,” highlighting
his vision of jzhad as resistance to colonial injustice (Madani, qtd. in Metcalf,
Husain Abmad Madani 50). She also references his Nagsh-¢ Hayat, where he
writes: “Hindpstan ki azadi ke liye Islam ka sabi taSawwnr pesh karnd gariri hai”
(U2 LS 5 b/ru/l“i Z ST, wlakr), or “Presenting a true concept of
Islam is essential for India’s freedom” (Madani, qtd. in Metcalf, Husain

Abmad Madani 75). These texts underscore Urdu’s role in articulating
Islamic nationalism, enriching global scholarship on South Asian Muslims.

Metcalf’s analysis of Urdu sermons, such as those by Deobandi
preacher Muhammad Ilyas, further illustrates her impact. She quotes: “Din
ki bat dil se dil tak jati hai” (Cé-&lgu‘?d):‘—d)&&d/ ¢/2), or “The message of
religion travels from heart to heart,” emphasizing the emotional resonance
of Urdu in spreading reformist ideas (Ilyas, qtd. in Metcalf, Islamic Revival
180). This focus on oral and written Urdu texts highlights her ability to
capture the lived dimensions of Islamic reform, bridging textual and
performative traditions. Her work has influenced scholars like Francis
Robinson, who credit her with redefining the study of South Asian Islam
through her analyses of vernacular sources (Robinson 15).

Her scholarship also engages with Urdu’s role in interfaith dialogues,
as seen in her analysis of Deobandi-Barelvi debates. She cites a Barelvi text:
“Pir-o-murshid ki taZim din ki bunyad hai” (< stk e 08 (fﬂ SiEps /f#), Of
“Reverence for spiritual guides is the foundation of faith,” contrasting it
with Deobandi orthodoxy (Anonymous, qtd. in Metcalf, Islamic Revival 220).
This comparative approach reveals Urdu’s capacity to mediate theological
diversity, contributing to a more pluralistic understanding of South Asian
Muslims’ religious landscape. Her work’s global impact is evident in its
adoption in Islamic studies curricula worldwide, from Harvard to Aligarh
Muslim University (Metcalf, Interview 15).

Critical Evaluation of Her Legacy

Barbara Metcalf’s legacy in Urdu Studies and Islamic scholarship is
profound, rooted in her integration of Urdu texts like Bzhishti Zewar and
Deobandi writings. Her translations and quotations bring authenticity and
depth to her analyses, influencing scholars like Gail Minault and David
Lelyveld (Minault 12; Lelyveld 20). Her contextual approach, which rejects
binary narratives of tradition versus modernity, has shifted the field toward

specific conditions (lesser jihad), guided by ethical and legal principles in classical
and contemporary scholarship.
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practice-based studies, as seen in her nuanced portrayal of Islamic reform
(Metcalf, Islam in South Asia xix—xxii). Her leadership roles, including
presidencies of major academic associations, and awards like the Sir Syed
Excellence Award affirm her stature (“Barbara D. Metcalf,” AHA).

However, her textual focus has limitations. Her reliance on written
Urdu, particularly in Is/amic Revival, often sidelines oral traditions, a critique
from postcolonial scholars like Katherine Ewing, who advocate for
ethnographic depth (Ewing, Arguing Sainthood 15). While her zablighi work
incorporates interviews, earlier studies lack this breadth, potentially missing
non-literate South Asian Muslims’ voices (Metcalf, Is/amic Revival 90).
Ewing’s emphasis on lived S#f’ practices contrasts with Metcalf’s historical
lens, highlighting a gap in her engagement with non-textual traditions
(Ewing, “The Pir” 20). Similarly, her focus on reformist texts—DBzhishti
Zewar, fatwas, and treatises—underexplores Sufi and secular Urdu
traditions, areas where Annemarie Schimmel’s work excels in illuminating
Sufi and secular Urdu traditions (Schimmel 10).

Her outsider perspective as an American offers objectivity but may
lack insider nuance, a point raised by South Asian scholars like Muhammad
Qasim Zaman. Zaman argues that Metcalf’s analyses, while rigorous,
occasionally overlook the emotional and cultural complexities of South
Asian Muslims’ religious practices (Zaman 5). For example, her study of
Bibishti Zewar emphasizes its reformist intent but gives little attention to its
reception among diverse Muslim communities, a perspective local scholars
might emphasize. Additionally, her focus on colonial and early postcolonial
periods leaves modern Urdu literature and contemporary Islamic
movements less examined, a gap filled by scholars like Tariq Rahman, who
explore Urdu’s literary evolution (Rahman 20).

Despite these critiques, Metcalf’s accessible scholarship—through
clear prose, comprehensive translations, and engaging narratives—has
democratized Urdu Studies and Islamic scholarship. Her work’s
pedagogical impact is significant, shaping curricula from undergraduate
classrooms to advanced seminars at institutions like the University of
Chicago and Jawaharlal Nehru University (Robinson 15). Her mentorship
of students, many of whom have become leading scholars of South Asian
Islam, further extends her influence (Metcalf, Intervie 18). Her ability to

9 Sufism: a mystical dimension of Islam focused on spiritual purification, direct
expetience of the divine, and inner transformation, often through practices like
meditation, chanting (dhikr), and adherence to ethical and ascetic principles, as

developed within various Sufi orders (tariqds) since the eatly Islamic period.
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collaborate with South Asian academics, such as those at Aligarh Muslim
University, ensured her scholarship remained grounded in local contexts,
enhancing its relevance (Metcalf, Inzerview 15).

Metcalf’s legacy also lies in her methodological innovations,
particularly her integration of social history, gender studies, and religious
studies. Her analysis of Bibishti Zewar, for instance, draws on feminist
scholarship to highlight women’s agency, influencing subsequent studies of
gender in Islamic reform. Her analysis of Bibishti Zewar in Perfecting
Women leverages feminist scholarship to underscore women’s agency
within Islamic reform, a critical insight with significant contemporary
relevance. By examining Maulana Ashraf ‘Ali ThanawT’s early 20th-century
Urdu text, Metcalf reveals how women were positioned as moral agents,
responsible for domestic piety, education, and ethical upbringing of
families. This challenges stereotypes of passive Muslim women, showing
agency within culturally specific roles. In today’s world, amid ongoing
debates on gender, Islam, and modernity, this perspective informs
discussions on women’s empowerment, countering Islamophobic
narratives and highlighting historical precedents for active female roles in
religious reform. Her work has shaped subsequent gender studies,
encouraging analyses of women’s contributions to Islamic thought and
practice across contexts (Metcalf, Perfecting Women 1-38). Her emphasis on
vernacular sources aligns with postcolonial calls for inclusivity, challenging
Eurocentric frameworks and centering South Asian Muslims’ voices (Said
25). Her work’s interdisciplinary nature—combining archival research,
textual analysis, and limited fieldwork—offers a model for future scholars
navigating the complexities of South Asian religious history.

Conclusion

Barbara Metcalf’s scholarship has indelibly transformed Urdu Studies
and Islamic scholarship, establishing her as a seminal figure in the study of
South Asian Muslims. Through her rigorous engagement with Urdu texts,
notably her landmark translation of Bibishti Zewar and her analyses of
Deobandi and Tablighi writings, she has illuminated the intricate roles of
language, religion, and colonial history in shaping Islamic reform.
Quotations such as “Bivi ko chabiye ke khawand ke samne bar waqt kbush rabe”
and “Hamara maqSad din ki hifazat anr duniya ki islah bhai” anchor her work,
revealing Urdu’s capacity to articulate theological depth and cultural identity
(Thanawi, qtd. in Metcalf, Perfecting Women 105; Gangohi, qtd. in Islanic
Revival 150). These quotations are illustrative, not exhaustive, of her
transformative contributions. Metcalf’s scholarship extends far beyond,
encompassing colonial influences, and Urdu’s role in shaping South Asian
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Muslim identity. Her work also explores education, social reform, and
historical contexts, as seen in her translation and commentary on Bibishti
Zewar and studies of reformist movements, offering a nuanced
understanding of language, religion, and culture in Islamic scholarship. Her
interdisciplinary methodology, integrating social history, gender studies,
and postcolonial theory, has redefined Urdu Studies as a field that
encompasses theology, gender, and social reform, while her emphasis on
vernacular sources has challenged the dominance of Arabic and Persian in
Islamic studies, aligning with postcolonial calls for inclusivity.

Metcalf’s contributions extend beyond textual analysis, influencing
global academic curricula and mentoring scholars who advance her legacy.
Her accolades, including the 2022 Sir Syed Excellence Award, and
leadership in prestigious academic associations underscore her stature
(“Barbara Metcalf Wins”). Yet, her textual focus, critiqued by scholars like
Katherine Ewing for sidelining oral traditions, and her outsider perspective,
noted by Muhammad Qasim Zaman for occasional lack of insider nuance,
highlight areas for further exploration (Ewing, Arguing Sainthood 15; Zaman
5). Future research could expand her framework by incorporating
ethnographic methods or examining contemporary Urdu literature and
Islamic movements, building on the work of scholars like Tariq Rahman
(Rahman 20). Metcalf’s role as a bridge between Western and South Asian
academia remains unparalleled, offering a model for studying Islamic
Reform through vernacular lenses. Her scholarship continues to inspire
nuanced understandings of South Asian Muslims, cementing her legacy as
a cornerstone of Urdu Studies and Islamic historiography.
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