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The Tradition of Esoteric (Ishari) Tafsir in the
Subcontinent: A Specialized Study of Tafsir
Mawahib al-Rahman
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Abstract

This study explores the tradition of Tafsir Ishari (allegorical/ mystical interpretation)
in the subcontinent, with a specific focus on Tafsir Mawahib al-Rahman by Sayyid
Amir Ali. Rooted in the spiritual insights of the Sufi tradition, Tafsir Ishari interprets
Qur’anic verses beyond their literal meanings, emphasizing inner spiritual
experiences, divine inspiration, and ethical refinement. The research highlights how
Amir Ali integrates both traditional exegesis and mystical interpretation while
maintaining conformity with Islamic jurisprudential and linguistic standards. The
paper categorizes Qur’anic content into three core themes — beliefs (Aqa’id), worship
(Ibadat), and human interactions (Mu'amalat)—and analyzes their Ishari
dimensions. Through selected verses such as Surah Al-Fatiha and Surah Al-Baqarah,
Amir Ali presents a profound mystical outlook, focusing on divine unity, trust in
God, and spiritual self-purification. He emphasizes the transformative power of
religious practice not merely as ritual but as a journey toward divine proximity.
Tafsir Mawahib al-Rahman stands out for its comprehensive approach, combining
hadith, jurisprudence, Sufi thought, and inner wisdom. The study concludes that
Ishari tafsir is not only a legitimate interpretive method but also a powerful tool for
personal and communal spiritual development, offering a holistic understanding of
the Qur’an that nurtures both intellect and soul.

Keywords: Tafsir Ishari, Sufism, Spiritual Interpretation, Tafsir, Mawahib al-
Rahman, Qur’anic Hermeneutics
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5Anis, Ibrahim, AI-Mu ‘jam al-Wasit (Cairo: Majma‘ al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya, 2003), 499.

6Al-Zarqani, Imam ‘Abd al-‘Azim, Manahil al- ‘Irfan (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, n.d.), 2: 66.

7Al-Aliis1, Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Husayni, Rih al-Ma ‘ani fi Tafsir al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘Ilmiyya, 1415 AH/1994), 87.
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