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Two Indian Theorists ef the State

Barani and Abu'l Fazl

Irfan Habib

‘The pre-modern Indian state has been the subject of discussion in much
recent writing, the various theories ranging {rom the concept of Qriental Despotism
to that of Segmentary State. The siate’s taxation capacities, the extent of centralized
control, and the degree of systematic adminisiration tend to be assessed and re-
assessed. Whilc these concerns were generally net present in medieval writings on
the stale (sxcept for the role of despatic authority ), there werz at least two writers,
whe, some two and a half centuties apart, provided reflections suificient in scope
and consistency to be given the designatior of ‘theeries’, § propose to deal with them
separately, since their premises and conclusions sppear in sharp contast t0 cach
otner. At the end, I would iry to sam up what these conirasts tell us abouwt both the
circumstences of the times and the intellecual traditions which produced them.

{

Barani has been much studied and commented upon as a historian, and
since the work of Mohammad Habib and Afsar Khan in the 1950"s.! his position
25 & political theorist has also been recognized. The following pages thus partly
represent the re-visiting of explored ground; such verification may perhaps perform
samze service, even where it confirms what was previously known; ard, therefore,
one may proceed (o one’s task without a long apotogy. I begin with a brief recon-
struction of BaranT’s lifz, and theu go on to analyse his political ideas.

Ziya Barani,? was born in 1285, presumably at Baran {mod. Bulandshahr.

Mohzmmad Habib and and Afsar Umar Salim Khan (eds), The Policical Theory of the
Dleff; Saltanate, Aliahabad, n.d.

1 write Zivi Barani because he uniformly styles himsell thus. But Nn«m.c.&m: Barani
would be equally legitimais; this js how he would have been called by others. Amfir
Khwurd eecordingly styles him Ziya'u'l Mitlat wu'cdin; ef, Sivaru™f Avliva’, Dethi, an
1302, pp. 312-13. Apparently, the custom of the iime inhibited one from using the full
name, which would sound preseatious from one’s own Hps (Ziyd'u’ddin meaning "Light
of the Faith’). Barani's own precursor in the racration of the history of ihe Delhi
Sulianate, the author of the Tehagars Nisid, «d. ~Abdu’l Has Habibi, Vol. 1. Kabul,
1963, pp. 6. 64, 127, etc. calis himself Minhaj[-11 Suy, but Bavunl, Tarikh-f Firoz-shahi.
ed. a1y 1d Ahmad Khan, W, Nassau Lees and Katur al-Din, Bib. Ind.. Caleutta, 1R60-02.
pp- 20-2%, calls im Minhiw ddin Sirkj, as did, much eartier (ar 1320). Shaikh
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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. 1

This doctrine justifies temporal sovereignty, but assumss two classes of
sovereigns, just and unjust. How a just sovereign should be identified and how he
should function are matters that Aba’l Fazl takes up immediately st the beginning
of the A’in-i Akbari.

In this discussion, a third element enters, the inflocnce of the fshrig
theory. Developed by Shihabu’d-Din Suhrawardi Magtil (4. 1191}, whose wiilings
were universally read in the Islamic world, its origins weit back to Plato’s Republic,

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

Ihe ishragis a symbol of God-derived spiritual lights, the an wir-i gahira, each of
which ‘from degree to degree, illumines the presence of each lower degree’ (H.
Corbiti).)’® Abi'] Pazl uses the imagery, if-not the terminology of the ishrag tradi-
tion, when he puts temporal sovereignty at the highest station in the hierarchy of
objects receiving wmmm:m.& light: “To the Unique Almighty, there is no higher
station than that of the King (PFdsh&h). - - . Royalty is a Jight from the Inimitable
Almighty and a ray from the world-illuminating Sun, the esscace of the books of
perfection, the assemblage of excellences. Tn the language of the day it is called
Farr-i Fzidi (divine light); in the ancient {Iranian} language, Eaihan-khwura (world-
illuminating lighty' 117 Thus even if the office of sovereign is not a product of any
religion, he yet has authority from God. Abii’l Fazl refrains from using the conven~
tional Muslim adjective for the ruler, Zill-i ilzhi, 'God’s shadow'. The sovereign
is not a shadow, but rather a recipient of divine light, possessor of {llumined wis-
dom, and the reflector of the light received.1® ; .

WS 4", 1, pp. 290-91, for the original t2xt from which this and the previous paragraphs are
drawn. The reader must be warned against depending for the: = passages on H. Jarrelt's
transtation {4 ‘fn-f Akbarf, 11, revised by Tadunath Sarkar, Calcutta, 1949, pp. 54-56),
which is particularly inept here.

186 Queted in R, Arnaldez, ISHRAK'. Encyclopaedia of Islam, New o, IV, Leiden, 1978,
pp. 119-20. LF. Richards has already drawn attention to the conpexion between the
Jshragi ('Persian Meoptatonic’) theory of IHumination and Abl'l Fazi's play on Light
(J.F. Richards, cd., Kingsitip and Authority in South Asiz, Madison, 1978, pp- 260-67;
su: smarized in his Mughal Empire, Cambridge, 1993, po. 43-47).

1 Q' 1, p. 2. Ab@'l Fagl surely has in mind here the passage in Shihabu’ ddin Suhrawardi’s
Pareag-pima (‘Book of Radiance’, ed. and transt. Hossein Ziai, Costa Mesa, Calif.,
1998, p. 84): *Whoever knows wisdom and is assiduous in praising and revering the
“Laght of Ligtus” (Naru '} Anwin. as we have stated, tbey give him the “kingly light”
(hhwera-§ kayfiinly snd bestow upon him the ‘luminous ray’ (farr-f adrini; and the

'} ving (cloud) of God’ { barig-f #ah7) clothes him in the robe of authority
and statws’ (my own rendering). Can one say that Aba'l Fazl has in fact inverted
Hihhint in's nssertion? Whereas the latter argued that the person with spiritual

achicves the supreme status, marked by the possession of “kingly hight’, for
bzl il 1s the Just king who possesses not only the ‘kingly light’, but also the highest™

we how AL Fazl calls the just sovereign, pazFanda-i farr-i Fzidi
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But not all worldly sovereigns receive such light. We have seen that Abd’]
Faz), in speaking of just rulers, implies another category, that of unjust sovereigns.
He now blames the simple-minded cnes (salim-dilanm) for nol distinguishing he
*godly ruler’ (farmanfarma-f hagigi) from the self-seeking aspirant for authority
{peshi-ja-i khwid-kam), since boib have at their command treasure, army., subjects.
scholarly servants, NUmMeETous crafismen, and personai attendants. Only the enlight-
ened ones could discriminate between the two: the rule of the ‘godly’ tulers is
long-lasting end marked by peace, jusiics, etc; that of the selfish ones is short-
lived and marked by terror, cruclty, thelt, ete.!®
Tt was clearly the just ruler to whom the title of Fadshih was appropsiate

and who could be the recipient of God’s light. As a courtier and, pethaps, sincere
admirer, Abd’1 Fazl held Akbar to form a ¢lass by himself, and when he speaks of
Padshih and accords him a special station neay God, he surely has Akbar as a
unique ruler in mind. The concept of ‘Perfect Man’ in the Ibn ‘Arabl tradition
could certainly be invoked here, as Badaani suspected;!2 but there was another
possible source for justifying the exaltation of a particular indlv idual, namely, the
doctrines of Mahmiid Pasikhwani (d. 1427-28), the originator of the Wahidiya or
Nugtawiya sect. 12t These doctrines certainly had reached Akbar at the critical
morment when he was fashioning his new ideas in association with Aba’l Fazl. In
1577 Sharif Amuli, after a chequered career, joined Akbar's court, and he was a
followerof Mahmad Pasikhwani.!?* Mahmud believed in a kind of metempsychosis
through the meeting of the physical elements of a former body or bodies 10 ¢reate
2 new one, this being in his case, ‘a more perfect being’ than Muhammad, whose
clements camie fogether in him.1? One could similasly claim for Akbar an eminent
status on ke basis of these mmmoiuao:m.ﬁa 1t js, however, fair to say that if Mah-
mdd’s theory of great spiritual souls born at particutar periods exercised any
influence on Abii'l Fazl, he does not himseif either directiy or indirectly give any
evidence of it, though he seems to have meintained good relations with the Iranian
Nugtavis.

3 Zig, 1, p. 2.

120 Bagdznni, LI, pp. 258-9. The central position of af-insdn sl-kamitin the realm of existence
was particularly defined and ¢laborated by Sadru'ddin Qiipnawi, the major diseipie of fon
*jyrabT (W.C. Chittick, ‘Sads al-Din Qunawl’, Encyclopedia of Jslam, new ed., VIL,
Leiden, 1995, p. 754, col. 2.).

121 & fairly extended -account of the foundss and his sect is given in Mobad (c.1655),
Dabjstin [-i Mazahibl, ed. Qazi Torahim, Bombay, ar 1292, pp- 243—47. See also H.
Alger, Nukiawiyys', Encyclopacdia of Islam, new ed. VIII, Leiden, 1993, pp. 114-17.

122 §ee Badaiind, 11, pp. 247-8. BadiunT claims to have read, and been revolted by, Mahmud's
tracts, thirteen in number. For nugtavis al Akbar's court other than Sharif *Amili, see
ibid., 111, pp. 204-07, 378-79.

¥23 Dabistdn, p- 244.

12 ganit Khin Hirawd, for example, is said to bave invoked Mahmud Pasikhwini's predictions
for fixing on aH 990 (aD 1582) as the year when ‘the promised person’ (shakhs-i
ma'hid) would appear (Badaani, HI, pp. 206-7). This would have svited Akbar.

135 [ a faredn w the Nuglawi schelar Safiu'ddin Almad Kashi, Akbar refers o AbQ'!
Faz)'s favourable opinion of Darwish-Ehusraa, the principal Nugtlawi leoder 10 Tran
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God-worship, quickaess in giving velief o se aekers. €
ates. The wwo important funclioas that Abd™ mu.._p
which, though suiling AX Js. were in 2 TEmar

1
.o Shar7'a, Barani hed assigned 10 1hS Staie.

ocmﬂommm. and

the fupctions tial, under t

The first such function, says Abt i Farl i

of the obiigations of being father (prdarfi o maniind: Different kinds of persons
receive comfort from bis benevolence and oui of the diversity of religion the dust
of duality does not rise forth'’. 126 This is the tojerzace of conthic mam faitiis, which
Abi’] Fazl subsumed in the wim he and his master so ofter use viz., Suih-i kul
‘apscluie peace’ * 127 goain, this cOnTept invoked Ton ,.b. s mrm._onom_\:_. The
higher form would be mubabbat-i koi {“absolute love’ when presumubly the
transcendental unity would be zbsolutely recognized. For (hose who could not

ulp-i kul, the tolerance of it diversity, was prescrived.”
Sulp-i kuivwas dovd i ess moawmznm to be .mrarmr 3 and achicved by an individual
in his aotobiography Ab '] Fazl lists his success? “atraining st F kuf, throagh

2G
the favour of His Majesty's attention”. This consists ‘sometimes’ of { turning from

e sovereigni

achigve it, the path of §

speech 1o silence, sometimes making friendship igshm W ith good men of all com-
munities (faq 171 4y, and altimately, ‘acae pling SXCUSEs, wzpwm wmmow TJE.&S&
with the bad™1?% For the rulér, this meant & poticy of tolera ting all religious (and
Qmmn_ differences. AbT'1 Fazl describes how, wnmﬁs ng from 157879, Akbar,
taking the position of sulf-i kul, opened 2 discousse with lesding men of all reli-
gions {including .O::m: s and Brahmans} and 3 ﬂno,ﬂn& men of different faiths
© Emm o:o_nma {such a the Shiiite Iranis, the Sunwt A_r3 and the Hindus) and
guietly fa ced upto the Euoﬁ of denigration and deaunciaton that arose from the
orthodox 1P

w .

man sulfj-i kulwas 2 philosophica H rincinie difficult for many fotlow.
Abii’l Fazl also offered a more popular, Let's-leave- _T, _God argument which he

{copy E_._.nm :n Khatiq Ahmad Nizam: u.» hq...;;_mimu Ihi, 1989, po. 379-80}

The farman is dated ‘4 Azer 94", where m" be a mistake .wQ. wn {jlabf, and the date

of issue is therefore 26 Hlavember 1589 w.,..m :mw.. freron was exceuied by Shih ‘Abbhs

1 in 1593, 2ad Alemad ®ashi not long afi raards

I 1, pp 2-3.

T of. M. Athar AlL Sulh- i Kaland ;.n i.u:«_o:m Tdeas of Akbar®, Studies in History, New

Delhi, m.ﬁ:ﬂ_wa 4y, pp. 27-3%: and x Ala Khan, "Akbar’s Personality Traits and

World Gutleck |u_ﬂ F.EWSEU L1l .--w@n..‘m..l?m indis. =4. 1. Hatib, Delbl, 1957,

pp. 79-95.

Frrman of 26 November 1500 to A'za Khin in .mmsnf of Jzins (Mohanlal Daojicpand

Desai, Jain Sahityans Samkshipt Ttihas, mmmcnm._u d. reprod. of farmin [copy]. Tacing

. 545). The fwra haare all the marks of Abw'l wpp_.m peamanship.

A i p. 279,

g Ekbarndma, 1, .u % pnd not coly from the orthodox Maslims. Fr. Monszarrate,
mmemviver of the firs ssion, pocompanying Albar to Kabulin 1 mm_,m o distastefuily
that Akbar ‘carsd ::T nn .p in alliwwing SYEiy OnE W follow his own n:mwou: he was i
rralit violaing ali rahi ' (Commentary, §. 147y,

v,
v
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sut into the regulations {dastgry’i Tamaly, G2 f1zd for the Emporor some Lme
after 1384, Herg all officials were enjoined:

1o ke vigilant in m.ﬂ royaity
t to (the gr

ale, for when 2 wise mmen 40es . risk loss in this mo sial wori

shosld vne risk Joss @ the rezlm of mhigicn »i ich ig etermal? If the truth

¢hagys is on his side, you will be oppasing and abjecting fa the wuthy if the

5..5 ie with you, and he has, ont of ignorance, chagen 3 pesition; opposite 10

it, he is @ hapless victim of the disease ¢ .w:o_.._:rn he deserves compasion

ition. Remain foendly {rherefone)
RS

and assistance, not objes tion and 0ppos:
with the good people of every sect {kar giroh;.

There 15 no doubt that the UIze for the pursuit
policy, awed rmuch to the position of the .y. mh& empire, shnated in a mull-

of suif-f Kol as stat
Rw.mﬁo% country. It accorded closely with the pa atriotisin for “Hindustan’, which
both Akbarand Abii'] Fazl were so frankly ens oﬁamﬁm 132 The rehigious tolerance
hich to Barani had geemed to be an r.:cc,.mr‘_ﬁ comproemise, conid ow be pro-
claimed &5 an s ential function of the stais rzquired by the highest princ ciplesg of
mystic truth.

The seeond function of the state is given, in such a brick gentencs, that it
tends o be B_mmam The just sovereign ‘shall, not sech popuiar a_,nrw_? {irough
opposing r2ason ( ‘agl). 1133 Dagpite AbT'} Fazl's exiensive use of suiic concepts
and belicfs, he remained sieadfast in his allegiance 19 ceaton aad science. One
major factor usre Was the opposition that Egcnarzs offered to orthodox wadi-
‘happy sayings' ke following:

tionalism. Ab@'l Fazl includes among Akbar
The case for pursuing reuson (" ag! pa Ngba and rejection of v pdifiond
{taqlid)is so clear that it does not need any m«m arent from me. I tradizion is to
heid axcelient, all cﬂcq:m? would have just? towed thelr ancestral CUSIOMS.
Ab’l Fazl himself gives 2 Sp3 irited no:cmﬂnn:c_, of P&,a when he list
sty swdied b

181

reagons why Indian beliefs and culiue had not been MAre

Muslims:

Fafthly, the blowing of the heavy wind of taglicd ¢ c..m&:@%. and the dunming

of the lamp of Lhirad {reason. Wil iomy, OF old, the ooor & of haw L u.m. ,.; has

Seen closed; and guestioning and engalry bave beew &

the st of o pagan ¢ kuffy. Whatever onc received from a.n.ﬁw fagher, Spc_:n,‘_

13t pena’-i AbT Pagl, p. 6L

132 0f, M. Athar Ali. “The Porctp
fadia, apait, PR 15-724. mm
India. Obvionsly a_v:._.onm_ 3

{danuary _ua %

on of Indiz in AKDET and ATWE Fagd, in Akbar aad bis
offs-j kel wes ot sgen s & dortrine selely applicabla Lo
bhs U's religious persecet ious, Aiber wroie in 2 leter
*1 Fazl, urging im 1o prociise s Lol Uinshi- i Ahii't
y, &59-60;.
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