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Two Indian Thegrists of the State

Barani and Abir'i razl

Irfan Habib

The pre-modemn Indian siae has been the subject of discussion in nach
recent writing, the various theorjes ranging from the coneept of Oriental Desptiuny,
iothat of Segmentary State. The State’s taxation capacities, the extent of centrilirend
control, and the degree of Systematic adminisiration fend to be assessed wod )¢
assessed. While these concerns were generally not present in medieval wrilings on
the staic (sxeept for the role of despetic avthority), there were at least two v e
who, some two and g balf centurizs apart, provided reflections sufficiem oy
and consistency to be given the designation of ‘theeries®, 1 propose to deal with 1he
separately, since their premises and conclusions appear in sharp contrast th vy
other. At the end, T wouid try to sum up what these contraste tell us about hotp [y
circumstances of the times and the intellectua! traditions which produced tens

I

BaranT has besn much studied and commented upon as a histon,
since the weork of Mohammad Habib and Afsar Khan in the 1950°s.) hijs Al
as a political theorist has also been recognized, The following pages thus pantly
represent the re-visiting of explored ground; such verification may perhaps pevtong
some service, even where it confinms what was previously known: and, thereloe,
©DE may proceed (o one's task without 4 long apology. I begin with a brielrecon
struction of Barani’s life, and then go on to anaiyse his political ideas,

Ziya Barang 2 was born in 1285, presumably at Baran (mod. Bulandlialn,

! Mohzmmad Habib and and Afsar Umar Salim Khan (eds), The Potireal 1)
Lethi Sultanate, Allakabad, n.d,

I write Ziya Baraat because he naiformly styles himseli thys, But Zevatwdilen 1
wouid be equally legitimate; this is how he would have been callee by othiery Ao
Ehwurd tecordingly styles him Ziyi'u'l Mitiar wu'dding of. Spviri’t A ' e, an
1302, pp. 312-13, Apparently, the custom of the time inhibited vne from st the full
name, whick would sound pretentions from one’s owp Lips C2y8"n' diin ey
of the Faith’), Bareni's QWn precursor in the narration of
Sulianate, the anthor of the Tzhagiit-f Nagirr, ed, “Abdu'] 1y
1963, pp. 6, 64, 127, erc. calis himeelf Minhg[-1] Sudy, ot 1y
ed. Sary1d Ahmad Khan, W' Nassau Lecs and Kalur a) ihn, il
Pp. 20-21, calls him Minhdy ddin Siefig, ax did. e
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religion). For such a task no wages or taxes could be too high, but ‘just sovereigns
do not take more than what suffices for their task and do not soil their hands by
desiring more, 15

This doctrine justifies temporal sovereignty, but assumes twa classes of
sovereigns, just and unjust, How a just sovereign should be identified and how he
should function are matters that Abi’] Fazl takes up immediately at the beginning
of the A in-i Akbari.

In this discussion, a third element enters, the influence of the Ishrdg

theory. Developed by Shihabu’d-Din Suhrawardi Magtui{d. 1191), whose writings’

were universally read in the Islamic world, its ori gins went back to Plato’s hm%nm&s

4, where the Good is presented under the symbol-of the Sun. The Sun becomes for

gis a symbol of God-derived spiritual lights, the anwar-i Gahira, each of

Awvhich ‘from degree 1o degree, illumines the presence of each Jower degree® (H.

Corbifi)."" Abii'l Fazl uses the imagery, ifnot the terminology of the ishrag tradi-
tion, when he puts temporai sovereignty at the highest station in the hierarchy of
objects receiving spiritual light: “To the Unique Almighty, there is no higher
station than that of the King (Padshah). . . Royalty is a light from the Inimitable
Almighty and a ray from the world-illuminating Sun, the essence of the books of
perfection, the assemblage of exceilences. In the language of the day it is called
farr-j Fzidi(divine light); in the ancient Hranian] language, kafhdn-khwura {(world-
illuminatiag light)'.!!" Thus even if the office of sovereign is not a product of any
religion, he yet has authority from God. Abi’] Fazl refrains from using the conven-
tional Muslim adjective for the ruler, Zill; #EhE, 'God’s shadow’. The sovercign
is not a shadow, but rather a recipient of divine light, possessor of illumined wis-
dom, and the reflector of the light received ¥

1S A'in, 1, pp. 290-91, for the original text from which this aad the previous paragraphs are
drawe. The reader must be warned against depending for thers passages on H. Jarrett’s
transtation (A 7/ Akbari, T, revised by Jadunath Sarkar, Calcutta, 1949, pp. 54-56),
which is particularly inept here.

"% Quoted in R. Arnaldez, ‘ISHRAX, Eneyclopaedia of Islam, New ed., IV, Leiden, 1978,
pp. 119-20. J.F. Richards has already drawn attention to the conpexion between the
fshrigr (*Persian Neoplatonic') theary of Illumination and Abd’) Fazl's play on Light
(L.F. Richards, ed., Kingship and Anthority fn South Asfa, Madison, 1978, pp. 260-67;
su:smarized in his Mughal Empire, Cambridge, 1993, pa. 45-47).

M Ain, L p. 2. Ab’] Fazl surely has in mind here the passage in Shikabu’ddin Suhrawardy's

" Pangu-nima {*Book of Radiance’, ¢d. and transl, Hossein Ziai, Costa Mesa, Calif,,
1998, p. 84): “Whoever knows wisdom and is assiduous in praising and revering the
“Light of Lights™ (Naru’f Anwar}, as we have stated, they give him the “kingly light"
{khvrra-i kayiani) and bestow upon him the ‘luminous ray’ (farr-i nirani); and the
‘lightaing-flashing {cloud) of God® (birig-f ilahi} clothes him in the tobe of authority
and stalus® (my own rendering). Can one say that Abi'l Faz] has in fact inverted
Shihdbu'ddin's assertion? Whereas the latter argued that the person with spiritual
atlainments achieves the supreme status, marked by the possession of *kingly tght', for
Ab'y Fazl it is the just king who possesses notonly the *kingly light”, bul alsc the highest
spiritual altainments.

"% We have seen above how Aba'i Fazl calls the just sovereign, paziranda-i farr-i Feidi
(A%in, 1, p. 290).
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Butnot all worldly sovereigns receive such light. We have seen that Abii']
Fazl, in spezking of just rulers, implies another category, that of unjust SOVETeIgns.
He now biames the simple-minded ones (salfm-dilZn) for not distinguishing the
‘godly ruler” (farmdnfarma-i hagigh from the self-seeking aspirant for authoriy
(peshija-f khwiid-kam), since both have at their command treasure, army, subjects,
scholarly servants, numerous craftsmen, and personal attendanis. Only the enli
ened ores could discriminate between the two: the rule of the ‘godiy’ rulers is
lorig-Tasting and marked by peace, justice, etc.; that of the selfish ones is shoil-
lived and marked by terror, cruelty, theft, efe, 1¥?

It was clearly the just ruler to whom the title of Padshah was appropriunte
and who could be the recipient of God’s light. As a courtier and, perhaps, sincere
admirer, AbT'] Fazl held Akbar to form a class by himself, and when he speaks ol
Padshah and accords him a special station near God, he surely has Akbar nw o
unigue ruler in mind. The concept of ‘Periect Man® in the Tbn ‘Arabl tradition
could certainly be invoked hete, as Badadni suspected;?® but there was another
possible source for justifying the exaltation of a particular individual, namely, the
doctrines of Mahmid Pasikhwani (d. 1427-28), the originator of the Walidiyn v

E,

Nugtawiyz sect.™2! These doctrines certainly had reached Akbar at the eriticnl

moment when he was fashioning his new ideas in association with Aba’l Fayl. In
1577 Sharif Amult, after a chequered career, joined Akbar’s court, and he was a
follower of Mahmiid Pasikhwani.'?2 Mahmid believed in a kind of metempsychoun
through the meeling of the physical elements of a former body or bodics to create
a new one, this being in his ease, ‘a more perfect being’ than Mubammad, whosre
elements came together in him.'2* One could similarly claim for Akbar an eminent
status on the basis of these speculations.'? It is, however, fair to say that if Mali

mid’s theory of great spiritual souls born at particular periods exercised any
influence on Abii’l Fazl, he does not himself either directly or indirectly giive uny
evidence of it, though he seems to have maintained good relations with the Iraman
Nugtavis, 15

' d'fa, L, p. 2.

1% Badavnt, I, pp. 258-9. The central position of al-insdn ai-kimil in the realim of exsten e
was particularly defined and elaborated by Sadru’ddin QénawT, the major disvaple ol 1
‘Arabl (W.C. Chittick, "Sadr 23-Din Qinawi', Encyelopedia of Islinm, new ol., VI,
Leiden, 1993, p. 754, col. 2.).

B A fairly extended account of the founder and his sect is given in Mobad (¢ 10%%),
Dabistan [-i Mazahib), ed. Qazi Torahim, Bombay, an 1292, pp. 243-37. Sec also 1]
Algar, "Nukiawiyya’, Encyclopaedia of Islam, new ed, VIIE, Leiden, 1995, pp 114 1!

122 See Badafnt, IT, pp. 247-8. Badaani elaims o have read, and been revolted by, My
tracts, thirteen in number. For nugravis a1 Akbar's court other than Shanf 'Ami (R
ibid., III, pp. 204-07, 378-79.

b Dabjistin, p. 244,

1% Sani* Khin Hirawi, for example, is said to have invoked Mahmad Pasikhwini's pre i

for fixing on an 990 {ap 1582) as the year when ‘the promused person’ (shadfn o

ma*hid) would appear (Badadny, IT, pp. 206-7). This would huve suited AL

In a formdn o the Nuqtawi scholar Saffu’ddin Ahmad Késhi, Akbar refe)

Fazl's favourable opinien of Darwish-Khusrau, the priscipal Nugtlawa le;
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