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Life of Hali

Dr. Chaman Lal Bhagat
Assistant Professor

Department of Urdu, University of Jammu, Jammu

94191-80775

The city of Panipat, located 80 kilometers (53 miles) from Delhi, still stands today with its ancient grandeur and
holds a significant place in Indian history as a milestone in both political and literary contexts. This land, on one
hand, has been a battleground for centuries, and on the other, it has the honor of being the birthplace of sages,
saints, Sufis, dervishes, and towering literary figures. Three major battles of India, along with the Kurukshetra war,
were fought on this very soil. The shrine of Bu Ali Shah Qalandar, a renowned Sufi saint from centuries past, is also
located in this city. Every year, crowds of people visit this shrine not only for pilgrimage but also to participate in the
grand Urs celebrations on the day of Eid. In the seventh decade of the 13th century CE, during the reign of
Ghiyasuddin Balban (1266-1287 CE), the last brave and learned king of the Slave Dynasty, a prince named Khwaja
Malik Ali, son of King Mirak Ali of Herat, Afghanistan, arrived in India as an exile. With his God-given talents, he won
the heart of the king, who, pleased with him, granted him a jagir (land estate) in Panipat. As Malik Ram states:

“He settled here permanently.”
(Hali: Architect of Indian Literature, Sahitya Akademi, 1995, p. 13)

From Khwaja Malik Ali began a lineage that produced both warriors and scholars. In the fifteenth generation of this
lineage was born Khwaja Izobaksh, a pious and God-fearing elder. He inherited the virtues of righteousness and
honesty. Residing in the Ansari locality of Panipat, Khwaja Izobaksh served in a modest position in the Permit
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Department of the provincial government. Due to limited income, he led a simple life. This virtuous elder, Khwaja
Izobaksh, was the father of Khwaja Altaf Hussain. He had four children: Imdad Hussain (son), Amat-ul-Hussain
(daughter), Wajih-un-Nisa (daughter), and Khwaja Altaf Hussain (son).

Khwaja Altaf Hussain Hali was born in 1837 CE (1253 AH) in Panipat, Karnal district. His parents named him Khwaja
Altaf Hussain, but he gained fame in the literary world as Hali. His mother was from a Syed family, while his father’s
lineage traced back to Hazrat Abu Ayub Ansari, one of the most revered companions of the Prophet Muhammad
(PBUH). Hali himself detailed his birth and family background, writing:

“My birth took place around 1253 AH, corresponding to 1837 CE, in the town of Panipat, located 53 miles north of
Shahjahanabad, an ancient settlement. For nearly seven hundred years, a branch of the Ansari tribe, to which |
belong, has been settled in this town. In the seventh century AH and the thirteenth century CE, during the reign of
Ghiyasuddin Balban on the throne of Delhi, a nobleman named Khwaja Malik Ali, a distinguished scholar among his
contemporaries and a descendant of Sheikh-ul-Islam Khwaja Abdullah Ansari, known as Pir Herat, arrived in India
from Herat. The Ansarilocality in Panipat, stillfamous today, is attributed to his descendants. | belong to this branch
of the Ansari tribe through my father, and my mother was the daughter of a respected Syed family, known here as
Sadat Shahdapur.”

(Majmua Nazm Hali, Educational Book House, Aligarh, 1981, p. 5)

Shortly after Hali’s birth, his mother began showing signs of mental instability, which caused her to remain mostly
silent. In 1845, when Hali was only eight years old, he lost his father forever, who was around forty at the time. The
shock of his mother’s mental distress and his father’s untimely death deeply affected him in childhood. His elder
brother, Imdad Hussain, and his sister-in-law, who were childless, took on the responsibility of raising him, with his
sisters also contributing to his upbringing. In 1854, at the age of seventeen, Hali was married to his maternal cousin,
Islam-un-Nisa, the daughter of Mir Bagar. Though he was reluctant to marry at such a young age, he could not defy
the wishes of his elder brother, sister-in-law, and sisters. As per the customs of the time, Islam-un-Nisa spent some
time at her parental home. Since Mir Bagar’s family was affluent, the burden of responsibility for his wife was
minimal for Hali.

In 1856, Hali’s first child, a son named Akhlaq Hussain, was born. His elder brother, Imdad Hussain, adopted this
child. Hali’s daughter, Unayat Fatima, and his younger son, Khwaja Sajjad Hussain, were born in 1861. Three other
children—Itigad Hussain (son), Raqgiya (daughter), and an unnamed son—passed away in early childhood. Malik
Ram writes:

“Hali had six children, but only three survived. His eldest son, Akhlag Hussain (born 1856/1924), was adopted by
his elder brother, Khwaja Imdad Hussain, in 1886, as he had no children of his own. The second child was Unayat
Fatima, and the youngest son was Khwaja Sajjad Hussain (born 1861), who passed away on July 12, 1946. The other
three children died in early childhood: the first son, Itigad Hussain, lived for only 7-8 years; the second, a daughter
named Raqgiya, passed away at the age of ten; and the third, an unnamed son, died a few months after birth.”

(Hali: Architect of Indian Literature, pp. 46-47)

A woman named Bi Muriya lived in Hali’s household. She had been married at a young age (ten years) but lost her
husband and relatives during the 1857 revolt. She earned her livelihood through hard work, but in old age, Mushtaq
Fatima (Hali’s granddaughter) took care of her. Hali greatly respected her, having himself experienced life’s ups and
downs, such as the loss of his parents in childhood, the turmoil of 1857, the deaths of Ghalib and Shefta in 1869,
the passing of his brother Imdad Hussain in 1886, Sir Syed Ahmad Khan’s death in 1898, and the tragic loss of his
wife, Islam-un-Nisa, in 1901. Hali not only witnessed these events but faced them with courage and resilience.

Khwaja Altaf Hussain Hali was a beacon of a scholarly and virtuous family, deeply rooted in religious beliefs.
Following the traditions of his elders, he was sent to a madrasa at the age of four years, four months, and four days
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to begin his education. His initial education started with the recitation of Bismillah. Under the guidance of Qari Hafiz
Mumtaz Hussain, he memorized the Quran and mastered its recitation. Hali was intelligent from childhood, and
with the mentorship of a scholar like Hafiz Mumtaz Hussain, he not only memorized the Quran in a few years but
also gained proficiency in its recitation. Begum Saleha Abid Hussain, Hali’s granddaughter, writes:

“As per the old tradition, Altaf Hussain’s Bismillah ceremony was held at the age of four and a half. [t was a tradition
in Panipat that every Muslim child memorized at least a portion of the Quran, and its recitation was renowned across
the country. Altaf Hussain was sent to Qari Hafiz Mumtaz Hussain, a distinguished scholar of Panipat, for Quranic
education. He had a great passion for learning from childhood and an extraordinary memory, so he quickly
memorized the Quran.”

(Yadgar-e-Hali, Anjuman Taraqqi Urdu (Hind), February 1975, p. 28)

Along with memorizing the Quran, Hali developed a keen interest in learning Persian and Arabic. He studied Persian
under Syed Jafar Ali and Arabic under a young scholar, Haji Ibrahim Hussain, while also deeply engaging with basic
books on Arabic grammar and syntax. Despite these efforts, he did not have the opportunity for formal education.
His desire was to complete his education, so at the age of seventeen in 1854, driven by a thirst for knowledge, he
left Panipat without informing anyone and walked 80 kilometers to Delhi. At that time, Delhi was not only a cradle
of knowledge and literature but also a center of political upheaval. The Mughal Empire was declining, yet scholars
and intellectuals lived relatively peaceful lives amidst the turmoil. Hali enrolled in Madrasa Hussain Bakhsh in Delhi,
where he had the privilege of studying under distinguished teachers like Maulvi Nawazish Ali, Maulvi Faiz-ul-Hasan,
Maulvi Amir Ahmad, and Shams-ul-Ulama Syed Mian Nazir Hussain. He gained extensive knowledge of Arabic,
Persian, and Islamic sciences and also had the opportunity to listen to the poetry of great poets like Zauq, Ghalib,
and Shefta, who resided in Delhi.

The British government established the Old Delhi College in 1825 to introduce Indian students to English and
European sciences. Scholars like Master Ram Chandra, Muhammad Hussain Azad, Deputy Nazir Ahmad,
Zakaullah, and Master Pyare Lal were products of this institution. The college offered scholarships to talented
students, and although Hali wished to enroll, as Malik Ram notes, “It was considered against religion to pursue
English education at that time.”

(Hali: Architect of Indian Literature, p. 16)

Hali had been in Delhi for only a year when his family learned of his whereabouts. Compelled by his elder brother’s
orders, he returned to Panipat in 1855. By then, he had a child, and his domestic responsibilities were increasing.
He continued his search for employment and, after much effort, secured a minor job in the Deputy Commissioner’s
office in Hisar in 1856. However, in May 1857, the revolt broke out, forcing him to resign and return to his hometown,
Panipat, where conditions were relatively stable compared to Delhi. Many poets and scholars sought refuge in
Panipat during this period. Until 1862, Hali remained in Panipat, where he furthered his knowledge of the Quran and
the teachings of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) under renowned scholars like Maulvi Abdul Rahman, Maulvi
Mahbubullah, and Maulvi Qalandar Ali.

During his four-year stay in Panipat, the climate did not suit his health. By then, the unrest in Delhi had subsided,
and the British Crown, under Queen Victoria, had taken control of India. In 1862, with his family’s consent, Hali
returned to Delhi, where he met Nawab Mustafa Khan Shefta, a prominent scholar and noble from Jahangirabad.
Shefta, who used the pen names Shefta in Urdu and Hasrati in Persian, was highly regarded by the British due to his
knowledge and family influence. Impressed by Hali’s personality and literary talent, Shefta invited him to
Jahangirabad to tutor his children, a role Hali fulfilled for seven years. During this time, Hali benefited greatly from
Shefta’s company, established close correspondence with Ghalib, and became his disciple.

The deaths of Ghalib in February 1869 and Shefta a few months later deeply affected Hali. He resumed his search
for employment and was eventually appointed as a translator at the Punjab Government Book Depot in Lahore,
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where he was tasked with editing Urdu translations of English books. During this period, he not only gained
familiarity with Western education and sciences but also had the opportunity to read masterpieces. It was here that
he met Muhammad Hussain Azad, a renowned Urdu poet, prose writer, journalist, critic, and Arabic professor. Hali
greatly benefited from Azad’s company. In 1871, Hali was appointed editor of the weekly Hamare Punjab. In 1874,
Colonel Holroyd, Director of Public Instruction in Punjab, organized a poetry symposium in Lahore under the
patronage of Lieutenant Governor Sir Donald McLeod, with Muhammad Hussain Azad overseeing the event. Hali
not only assisted Azad but also actively participated, reciting poems like Barkharut, Nishat-e-Umeed, Hub-e-
Watan, and Manazira-e-Rahm-o-Insaf. This symposium laid the foundation for modern Urdu poetry.

During his stay in Lahore, Hali frequently fell ill and felt out of place, so after four years, he returned to Delhiin 1875
and began teaching Arabic at the Anglo-Arabic College. Here, he met Sir Syed Ahmad Khan, whose passion for the
welfare of the Muslim community deeply inspired Hali. He became devoted to Sir Syed, heart and soul. Hali himself
wrote:

“When | looked up, | saw a vast field all around me, with countless paths open in every direction, and there was no
limit to the expanse of thought. Suddenly, | saw a man of God, a brave soul navigating a difficult path. Many who had
started with him had fallen behind, exhausted, but this resolute man, their leader, remained as energetic as ever.
There was magic in his words, and a single glance from him worked its wonders. After twenty years of weariness and
exhaustion, | found myself on that same challenging path.”

(Madd-o-Jazar-e-Islam, Ram Narain Lal Arun Kumar, Katra Road, Allahabad, 1994, p. 13)

In short, Hali joined Sir Syed’s movement and began serving the nation, quickly earning recognition. In January 1887,
he was appointed Superintendent at Aitchison College, Lahore, but his health deteriorated again, leading him to
resign. In June 1887, he returned to Delhi and resumed teaching Arabic at the Anglo-Arabic School with a monthly
salary of 60 rupees. During this time, Nawab Sir Asman Jah, the Prime Minister of Hyderabad, visited Aligarh’s MAO
College at Sir Syed’s invitation. Through Sir Syed, Hali was introduced to the Nawab, who was already familiar with
Hali’s reputation. After the meeting, the Nawab announced a stipend for Hali from Hyderabad’s Department of
Authors’ Support. From 1888, Hali received a monthly stipend of 75 rupees, which was increased to 100 rupees in
1891 and continued for life. Upon receiving the stipend, he retired from government service. After spending some
time in Delhi, he returned to his hometown, Panipat, in 1898. That same year, Sir Syed passed away, causing Hali
profound grief. In recognition of his national and literary contributions, the British government honored him with the
title of Shams-ul-Ulama in 1904. He traveled to Hyderabad again in 1905, stayed for six months, and returned to
PanipatinJune 1906. In 1907, he visited Karachi. In May 1911, after undergoing eye surgery in Lucknow, he returned
to Panipat, where he remained until his final days.

As mentioned earlier, Hali was born into a literary and respectable family. His ancestors were virtuous and
scholarly, which instilled in him a passion for knowledge and literature from childhood. Gifted with a sharp intellect,
he developed an early interestin poetry. His greatest desire was to acquire knowledge, which led him to flee Panipat
and walk to Delhi. In 1854-55, he wrote a treatise in Arabic on religious matters, marking the beginning of his literary
journey. However, his teacher, Maulvi Nawazish Ali, tore it up, which deeply saddened Hali, but he did not lose heart
and continued participating in poetry gatherings. During his time in Delhi, he met and was influenced by poets like
Zauq, Ghalib, and Shefta. He considered Ghalib his mentor and developed a close relationship with Shefta. Under
the pen name Khasta, Hali wrote a few ghazals and showed them to Ghalib, a strict critic, who recognized his
potential as a true poet and encouraged him to continue writing. Ghalib reportedly said:

“l never advise just anyone to write poetry, but | believe that if you do not write poetry, you will be doing yourself a
great injustice.”

(Hali: Architect of Indian Literature, p. 18)

40



Translation Samvaad, Volume 2, Issue 1, April 2025
ISSN: 3049-4494

Ghalib and Shefta played a significant role in shaping Hali’s poetic and literary talents. He experimented with
various forms of poetry, including nazm, ghazal, rubai, marsiya, qata, tarkib-band, and masnavi. He began his poetic
career with ghazals and wrote a marsiya on Ghalib’s death in 1869. In 1874, at the Lahore poetry symposium
organized by Colonel Holroyd, Hali recited poems like Barkharut, Nishat-e-Umeed, Hub-e-Watan, and Manazira-e-
Rahm-o-Insaf, contributing to the foundation of modern Urdu poetry. At Sir Syed’s request, he wrote Madd-o-Jazar-
e-Islam in 1879, along with other notable masnavi-style poems such as Ta’assub-o-Insaf, Kalimat-ul-Haq,
Manazira-e-Wa’iz-o-Sha’ir, Phoot aur Ekay ka Manazira, Munajat-e-Bewah, Jashn-e-Jubilee, Beh Nang-e-Khidmat,
Daulat aur Waqt ka Manazira, Shikwa-e-Hind, and Muslimoon ki Taleem. In 1890, he published a collection of fifteen
poems titled Majmua-e-Nazm Hali. In 1892, he wrote a marsiya for Hakim Mahmood Khan Dehlvi, and in 1905, he
composed the masnavi Chup ki Daad. He continued to contribute significantly to poetry.

In prose, Hali left behind numerous memorable works, particularly in criticism, research, and biography. His first
prose work was Maulood-e-Sharif (1864), followed by Tiryaag-e-Masmoom (1867) and Usool-e-Farsi (1871). In the
same year, he wrote Mabadi-e-Ilm-e-Arziyat ba-Tabagat-ul-Arz. Other works include Shawaahid-ul-Itham (1872),
Majalis-un-Nisa (1874), and Safar Nama-e-Nasir Khusro (1882). Hali pioneered Urdu biography with Hayat-e-Saadi,
a biography of the Persian poet Sheikh Saadi. There are conflicting opinions about the publication date of Hayat-e-
Saadi. According to Saleha Abid Hussain:

“Hayat-e-Saadi was published in 1881, Yadgar-e-Ghalib in 1896, and Hayat-e-Javed in 1901.”
(Yadgar-e-Hali, p. 296)
Rashid Hasan Khan writes:

“This book has been printed multiple times. Recently, an edition was published from Lahore, compiled by Sheikh
Ismail Panipati, who states that the first edition of Hayat-e-Saadi was published in 1886.”

(Hayat-e-Saadi, Introduction by Rashid Hasan Khan, Maktaba Jamia Limited, New Delhi, March 1992, p. 7)

Syed Abid Hussain states:

“In 1881, he published Hayat-e-Saadi, in 1896 Yadgar-e-Ghalib, and in 1901, Sir Syed’s biography, Hayat-e-Javed.”
(Mutala-e-Hali, compiled by Sahil Ahmad, Urdu Writers Guild, Allahabad, 1997, pp. 50-51)

Dr. Zahir Ahmad Siddiqui believes:

“In 1884, his famous work Hayat-e-Saadi was published.”

(Majmua-e-Nazm Hali, p. 8)

According to Malik Ram:

“In 1886, Hali wrote Hayat-e-Saadi, a biography of the philosopher Maulana Shirazi, which became very popular.”
(Hali: Architect of Indian Literature, p. 38)

Shujaat Ali Siddiqui Nazir states:

“Hayat-e-Saadi was written in 1884.”

(Mutala-e-Hali, Idara-e-Farogh-e-Urdu, Lucknow, 1988, p. 73)

Dr. Kamal Ahmad Siddiqui opines:

“The first Urdu biography, Hayat-e-Saadi, was written by Khwaja Altaf Hussain Hali in 1866.”
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(Shibli ki Itmi-o-Adabi Khidmat, compiled by Khalig Anjum, Anjuman Taraqqi Urdu Hind, New Delhi, Urdu Adab
Quarterly, 1996, Issue 1, 2, 3, p. 26)

In 1893, Hali published Mugaddama-e-Diwan-e-Hali, also known as Mugaddama-e-Sher-o-Shairi. In 1896, he
completed Yadgar-e-Ghalib, a biography of his mentor Ghalib. In 1901, he published Hayat-e-Javed, a biography of
Sir Syed. In 1902, he published Maqgalat-e-Hali, a collection of essays that gained popularity. Additionally, he wrote
numerous prose articles published in various literary journals, including Maktoob-e-Hali, Makateeb-e-Hali, and
Kuliyat-e-Nasr-e-Hali.

The 80-kilometer journey Hali undertook on foot from Panipat to Delhi in 1854 led to various ailments, including
cough, fever, asthma, cold, hemorrhoids, nasal congestion, toothaches, and other illnesses, which plagued him
throughout his life. Despite these health issues, he remained dedicated to serving literature and the nation. He
traveled extensively to cities like Jahangirabad, Faridabad, Patiala, Aligarh, Lucknow, Lahore, Agra, Meerut,
Fatehpur Sikri, Ghaziabad, Allahabad, Etawah, Jhansi, Kanpur, Mathura, Bandraban, Karachi, Bombay, Shimla,
Hyderabad, and Pune. His eyesight weakened over time, but he paid little attention to it. Eventually, his right eye
developed a cataract, and later, his left eye lost vision. He underwent eye surgery at Rajendra Hospital in Patiala
and, in 1911, had another surgery in a Lucknow hospital, after which he used glasses for both eyes. In his final
months, he suffered a stroke, which made speaking difficult, though he could still understand conversations. After
a lifetime of struggles, Hali, the luminary of literature, passed away in the early hours of January 1, 1915, at the age
of 77 in Panipat. He was buried in the courtyard of the shrine of Saint Bu Ali Shah Qalandar. Malik Ram writes:

“In the early hours of January 1, 1915, this priceless gem of literature passed away in Panipat at the age of 77 and
was buried in the shrine of Shah Sharifuddin Bu Ali Shah Qalandar.”

(Hali: Architect of Indian Literature, p. 51)
Begum Saleha Abid Hussain adds:

“On December 31, 1914, this priceless gem of literature, who laid the foundation of modern Urdu poetry and
achieved eminence in criticism, who immortalized the rise and fall of a nation in his Masnavi, departed from this
mortal world, and his soul attained a lofty station with the Creator. In Panipat, in the courtyard of Qalandar Sahib’s
shrine, near the mosque’s water tank, Hali rests in a beautiful marble grave, a place that will forever remain a shrine
for lovers of poetry and literature.”

(Yadgar-e-Hali, p. 75)

Though there are conflicting accounts about Hali’s death, there is no doubt that he passed away on the night of
December 31, 1914. Thus, January 1, 1915, is accepted as his date of death. Malik Ram clarifies:

“Hali’s biographers have written that he passed away on December 31, 1914. The truth is that his death occurred
after midnight, at 2 a.m. on New Year’s Day, January 1, 1915.”

(Hali: Architect of Indian Literature, p. 51)
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