
 

i

v 

 

 

Building a Mountain of Light: Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī and Shīʿī Naturalism 

 Between Safavid Iran and the Deccan 

 

by 

Hunter Casparian Bandy 

Graduate Program in Religion  
Duke University 

 

Date:_______________________ 
Approved: 

 
___________________________ 

Ebrahim Moosa, Supervisor 
 

___________________________ 
David Morgan, Co-Supervisor 

 
___________________________ 

Leela Prasad 
 

___________________________ 
Carl W. Ernst 

 
___________________________ 

Mona Hassan 
 

Dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of 
the requirements for the degree of Doctor 

of Philosophy in the Graduate Program in Religion 
 in the Graduate School 

of Duke University 
 

2019 
 



 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

Building a Mountain of Light: Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī and Shīʿī Naturalism 

 Between Safavid Iran and the Deccan 

 

by 

Hunter Casparian Bandy 

Graduate Program in Religion 
Duke University 

 

Date:_______________________ 
Approved: 

 
___________________________ 

Ebrahim Moosa, Supervisor 
 

___________________________ 
David Morgan, Co-Supervisor 

 
___________________________ 

Leela Prasad 
 

___________________________ 
Carl W. Ernst 

 
___________________________ 

Mona Hassan 
 

An abstract of a dissertation submitted in partial 
fulfillment of the requirements for the degree 

of Doctor of Philosophy in the Graduate Program in Religion 
 in the Graduate School of 

Duke University 
 

2019 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright by 
Hunter Casparian Bandy 

2019 
 



 

 iv 

Abstract 

With the revival of Imāmī or “Twelver” Shīʿa Islam in the Safavid Empire (1501-

1722) of Iran, histories of its clerical elite have emphasized the overt juridical 

mechanisms that they erected in support of their imperial project. Alternatively, many 

have also argued that gnostic counter-currents emerging in the same milieu reflected a 

wider disinterest in political activism. This dissertation provincializes the experience of 

the Safavid heartland to ask how Iranian émigré scholars working among the royal courts 

of the Deccan Sultanates (1490-1687) engineered an elite scholarly culture through 

alternative intellectual rubrics that were simultaneously gnostic in character and overtly 

political. Drawing on unstudied Arabic and Persian manuscripts trafficked within the 

Quṭbshāhī Sultanate of Golkonda-Hyderabad (1518-1687), I recover the intellectual 

career of one of these émigré scholars, Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Gīlānī (b. 1585, d. after 

1662), who forms the centerpiece of a nearly two-century story of evolving Shīʿī 

scholasticism in service of the state. Gilani’s intermittent sojourns between his homeland 

of Gilan, the academies of Safavid Iran, various courtly spaces in Mughal India, and his 

long-term home in the Deccan make him the perfect subject to refashion these territories 

into a contiguous intellectual terrain. In six chapters, I show how various medical, natural 

philosophical, and occult sciences practiced and theorized by Gīlānī and his colleagues as 

“Shīʿī naturalists” were not only legitimated by Muslim scripture, but were heavily 

patronized by Muslim rulers as a cornerstone of their political theologies. It demonstrates, 

furthermore, how Gīlānī’s mode of naturalist inquiry builds upon a speculative and 

affective intimacy with non-human and non-Muslim others.  
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Introduction: 

 

0.1 The Nameless Ghost 

 

A taxi ride heading west out of Hyderabad’s city center showcases a thriving 

blend of distinct Muslim cultures. Colorful fabrics gaze out from shop windows at the 

traffic navigating Tolichowki road. Soon the rich patterned clothes give way to the blacks 

and whites sewn into the ʿabāyas and thawbs worn by many in this neighborhood. Here, 

the Arabian clothing style gestures to the many Hyderabadi expatriates trafficking goods 

as well as customs in from Saudi Arabia and the gulf states. The biryani stalls likewise 

shift from Persian names like “Shaadab” and “Shah Ghouse” to the more Arabicized 

“Takbeer Café” and “Mataam al-Arabi,” where the hot meals showcase the subtler 

flavors of Yemeni style spices. The taxi drivers in this part of town all seem to speak 

some Arabic that they learned from relatives living in economic hubs like Jeddah. This is 

not a new development, since merchants, scholars, and migrants of different stripes have 

for centuries traversed the maritime routes from the Red Sea across the Gulf of Oman to 

reach the Deccan and the reverse.  

Steering northward and climbing uphill towards Film Nagar—a neighborhood 

home to many Telugu-language movie studios— a curiously quiet yet expansive area 

stretches out above the crowded garment stalls amid upscale apartment buildings. This 

area known as “Hakimpet” is named in honor of a figure said to be buried inside a tomb 

complex that has stood at its center for nearly four centuries. This figure is known locally 
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as “Hakim Baba Shah.” Today, the complex contains several buildings, including a 

mosque with a prayer space (muṣallá) covered by a modern awning, as well as a dome-

covered tomb (dargāh),1 which date from the mid-11th/17th century. Just to the south of 

these buildings stand the ruins of another much older structure. What the overseers of the 

complex today refer to as the “sarai” is a small rectangular building with two arched 

entryways (iyvāns) facing the east and west and a much wider arch facing the nearby 

Golkonda fortress, only a few kilometers to the south. All of these structures stand on a 

wide courtyard paved over in recent years with slab granite, along with other 

improvements of a perimeter wall and a cistern emblazoned with dedications from the 

local board that oversees charitable endowments (waqf). Just downhill from these 

buildings, two large reservoirs carved into the mountainside offer up brackish water, 

suggesting that a great amount of civil engineering had been undertaken in centuries past 

in order to support the community that had at one time resided here.  

This small collection of structures is what remains of the accretionary building 

practices that involved dedications and re-dedications of different tombs and religious 

spaces during the reign of the Quṭbshāhī dynasty (924/1518-1098/1687). The Quṭbshāhīs 

are remembered as a royal lineage of Turkman descent that controlled the province of 

Telangana, the territory of majority Telugu-speakers, which once comprised the eastern 

flank of the larger Bahmanid Sultanate (1347-1538) that extended over the entire Deccan 

                                                        

1 On the significance of this space in early-modern Muslim South Asia, see Richard M. Eaton, “The Court 
and the Dargah in the Seventeenth Century Deccan,” The Indian Economic & Social History Review 10, no. 
1 (1973): 50–63. 
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Plateau.2 Today, Hyderabadis maintain the Quṭbshāhī-era mosques and tombs, such as 

the Hakimpet complex, which they incorporate into the city’s religious fabric as living 

institutions. Many figures entombed in this city were not born to this community. Rather, 

like the founder of the Quṭbshāhī dynasty, Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk (ass. 1543), they 

emigrated from distant parts of Central Asia, Iran, and the wider Middle East. 

Conceptualizing the Deccan as a landscape punctuated with tombs that work as “memory 

anchors,” Nile Green has discussed how this sort of architecture binds the Deccan to 

those distant homelands. Wandering mystics, peripatetic statesmen, “merchant-

condoittieres,” patronage-seeking poets, and even princes in search of thrones had 

departed from those distant lands since at least the 7th/13th century before landing into the 

Deccan, which had ascended in the regional imagination as a powerful and wealthy 

Muslim domain.3 

In 1924, Sayyid Ali Asgar Bilgrami lead the archaeology office of the 

government of Osman Ali Khan Asaf Jah VII (r. 1911-1948), the last Nizam of 

Hyderabad. In this capacity, he inspected the structures at Hakimpet. He made note of the 

                                                        

2 Robert Simpkins, who has worked extensively on other Quṭbshāhī archeological remains, has also opined 
that this building stylistically matches other structures dated to at least the early Quṭbshāhī era (Personal 
communication, 2017).  
 
3 See particularly chapters 4-5, 8 in Nile Green, Making Space: Sufis and Settlers in Early Modern India 
(New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2012). Jean Aubin uses the term “merchant-condottiere” to describe 
the leaders of pockets of Muslim trading communities established in southern India that fell outside of 
Muslim state control, especially those rubbing up against the Vijayanagar Empire (1336-1565 or 1646) 
centered in the Deccan and Karnatak. Although the same title may easily apply to many other figures who 
arrived in service of the Muslim rulers of the Deccan, such as Maḥmūd Gavan. See Jean Aubin, 
“Merchants in the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf at the Turn of the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries,” in 
Asian Merchants and Businessmen in the Indian Ocean and the China Sea, ed. Denys Lombard and Jean 
Aubin (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2000), 79–86. 
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black basalt cenotaph lying at the center of the dargāh that bore a simple inscription: “al-

ḥukm li’llāh 1059” (‘the command is from God,’ 1649-50 CE).4 Whoever visited this 

tomb in the middle of the 11th/17th century would have enjoyed fresh air and an expansive 

view of the much larger royal tombs of the Quṭbshāhī kings while also catching glimpses 

of the ever-expanding and much newer capitol of Hyderabad that lay just to the southeast. 

At such a distance from the over-crowded streets of Golkonda and the city life of 

Hyderabad, it appears that the Hakimpet complex was established to ensure some degree 

of seclusion. Even in Bilgrami’s day, there was no road leading up from Tolichowki 

Road, forcing him to trek across “uneven” fields of rice paddy to reach the tomb. 

Today, visitors to the complex notice the hand-painted signs warning children 

against playing cricket in the inviting courtyard between the tomb and the sarai. Inside 

the tomb, men cast jasmine and rose petals over silk shrouds and burn incense while 

prostrating to recite prayers. The tomb continues to serve as a meeting place for the local 

Muslim community who seek blessings from the deceased, who they venerate with an 

annual celebration occurring on the 29th of the lunar month of Shawwāl. As a celebratory 

affair, this “wedding” (ʿurs) marks the date of the physical death of a saint and his 

‘spiritual wedding’ to God in the afterlife. At the time of writing, this ceremony is led by 

the current prayer leader and custodian (sajjāda-nashīn and mutawallī), Sayyid Shāh 

                                                        

4 Bilgrami also remarks of the “baradari structure” on the site, which I cannot locate. Either another 
building existed in the early 20th century that has since been razed, or he elected to name the “sarai” as a 
baradari, despite it not having anywhere near the requisite number of doors to qualify as such.  
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Sajjād Ḥusaynī Asadī Qādirī Chishtī, and it is reportedly attended by many Sunnī Muslim 

devotees of the Qādirī, Chishtī, and Naqshbandī Sufi orders.5  

A marble plaque that had been installed in 2007 during the most recent renovation 

of the tomb advertises that the deceased was a ḥakīm—a practitioner and theorist of 

early-modern Persianate ḥikmat, so often clumsily translated as ‘philosohpy,’ but which 

actually connoted a great deal more. Mistakenly, this same plaque claims that he died in 

1009AD(!), the error of a sloppy stonecutter, no doubt, and certainly not an effort to 

project the Quṭbshāhī imprint on Hyderabad half a millennium earlier. That the obvious 

mistake continues to adorn the tomb over a decade later indicates that specific historical 

details about the identity, life, and death of “Hakim Baba Shah” do not appear to matter 

that much to the community that continues traditions of devotion at the shrine complex.  

When Bilgrami’s survey was conducted nearly a century ago, the antiquities 

officer guessed that the tomb might belong to one such ḥakīm called Jibrīl Gīlānī who 

had served as a physician during the early reign of the penultimate ruler, ʿAbdullāh 

Quṭbshāh (r. 1626-1672). In the intervening years, the community and local waqf board 

appear to have unequivocally deemed this to be the final resting place of another 

physician and officer of ʿAbdullāh’s court, who hailed from the same region of northern 

Iran. The misdated stone plaque and a banner strung across the entrance to the tomb 

announce it as the final resting place of ḥakīm Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Gīlānī (fig. 1). 

                                                        

5 The author’s personal communication with Sayyid Shāh ʿAlī, the son of the current mutawallī, December 
2016 and May 2017. He also informs that this family claims to be descendants in the “20th or 22nd 
generation” of overseers of this tomb complex.  
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0.2 The Pearl of The Deccan 

Like the Hyderabadis living below Hakimpet today, in the mid-11th/17th century, 

Gīlānī frequently set westward to centers of political and religious power during his 

tenure as an envoy to other dynasts while working on behalf of ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh. In 

addition to the Hijaz, Gīlānī stayed in Baghdad and the Shīʿī shrine cities (ʿatabāt) of the 

border region of Arabian Iraq that fell between the spheres of Ottoman and Safavid 

control.6 He was no stranger in the imperial Iranian capital of Isfahan, the port city of 

Bandar ʿAbbas and Hurmuz on the southern Persian coast, and scholastic centers like 

Shiraz that lay in between. So too he was at home in the mountainous region of 

Daylaman as well as the fertile lowland areas of his ancestral Gilan that stretches along 

the southwestern littoral of the Caspian Sea. And despite his Iranian heritage, Delhi, 

Banaras, Burhanpur, and various other cities and camps in Mughal India were as familiar 

to him as those of the Deccan and its gleaming new city of Hyderabad. It was there that 

Gīlānī left his greatest mark. When he arrived to begin a long professional career around 

1633, it must still have appeared as a relatively new capital city, and likely more livable 

than the crowded fortress of Golkonda that lay just to the west.  

Inaugurated as a millennial city in 1000/1591 under the reign of Muḥammad-Qulī 

Quṭbshāh (r. 1580-1612), Hyderabad offered wide streets and bazaars that officers and 

administrators rode through on Arabian horses that had been imported from the Middle 

East for centuries, including many brought over by the merchants from Gilan. The city 

                                                        

6 Although he may have visited these cities early in his life, documentary evidence demonstrates that he 
visited this area long after the 1639 Treaty of Zuhāb that granted most of modern Iraq to the Ottomans. 
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was dotted with numerous palaces adorned with opulent gardens constructed from the 

wealth earned from mercantile networks linking the Deccan to ports across the Indian 

Ocean. Iranian and Arab traders had long made Hyderabad the regional center of a robust 

trade in pearls. As the adventuring French merchant, Jean-Baptiste Tavernier (d. 1689) 

informed his readers back in Europe, even the Quṭbshāhī royal physician exercised his 

knowledge of precious stones to effect the purchase and sale of pearls on the sultan’s 

behalf.7 But even more than pearls, European merchants increasingly hungered for the 

high-quality diamonds that had been produced from mines like Guntur and Kullur along 

the banks of the Krishna River in the eastern Andhra region as well as other sites in the 

southern Karnatak that the Quṭbshāhīs had wrestled from their non-Muslim neighbors of 

Vijayanagara and the succeeding Nayak principalities.8 

However, not all precious stones exported to the international market were found 

beneath the soil. Another that made Telangana especially renowned was the pād-zahr, or 
                                                        

7 It is widely known that the accounts of his travels to India and Iran, like his other European 
contemporaries, are as much the product of a sensationalizing publisher eager to effect sales of his 
travelogue, as they are an account of what actually happened. The particular episode in question appears to 
have taken place in October, 1652, when Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī served as the chief physician and intimate 
advisor to ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh. In his account, he describes attempting to sell several massive pearls 
directly to the sultan, but he is instead met by the chief physician who has a eunuch scribe in his employ. 
Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, Travels in India, trans. V. Ball, vol. 1, 2 vols. (London: Macmillan and Co., 1889). 
pp. xx, 305.  
 
8 As one legend held, some years earlier during the days that Kullur fell under non-Muslim control, a 
Portuguese adventurer had been granted permission to mine. After selling all of his possessions to employ 
his diggers and, without turning up any precious stones, he mixed a potion to end his life. Yet, on his final 
day of mining, his workers unearthed a massive 206-carat diamond that he took back to Goa. To 
commemorate the location of discovery, he erected a pillar upon which the following lines were engraved 
in Telugu: Your wife and children sell, sell what you have / Spare not your clothes, nay, make yourself a 
slave/But money get, then to CURRURE make haste /There, search the mines, a prize you’ll find at last! 
 Here the author uses the Anglicized name of the mine. Earl Marshal, “A Description of the Diamond-
Mines, as It Was Presented by the Right Honourable, the Earl Marshal of England, to the R. Society,” 
Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London 12 (January 1, 1677): 907–17. p. 910. 
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bezoar stone. Extracted from the intestine of foraging animals, it was widely sought in 

early-modern European medicine and, indirectly, impacted English transactional law for 

centuries to come.9  As a panacea and antidote used to treat all cases of poisons, a 

physician seeking a post in the Quṭbshāhī domains would have great access to these as 

well as other curatives trafficked in from other Indian Ocean ports dominated by a 

constellation of trade diasporas and other inter-Asian mobile societies.  

 Such wealth accrued along the eastern Coromandel Coast and brought great 

regional and international attention to the Quṭbshāhī Sultanate. As Sanjay Subrahmanyam 

has demonstrated since the 1980s, the maritime interconnectivity extending to Java in the 

east and the Red Sea in the west necessarily traversed the regional kingdoms of the 

Deccan, and Persian-speaking officers and merchants invested heavily in the shipping 

routes that formed the arteries of wealth that flowed into this land.10 Persian and 

                                                        

9 Chandelor v. Lopus, remains one of the most famous common law cases in English transactional history. 
In 1603, a sale of a fraudulent bezoar stone for a hundred pounds sterling resulted in the legal establishment 
of no assumed consumer warranty. This case is more commonly referred to by the Latin phrase resulting 
from its conclusion: caveat emptor. Unfortunately, we have no other information about the provenance of 
the bezoar stone in question, but it may well have been extracted in this region and traveled to England 
from the Coromandel markets. The merchant adventurer Jean-Baptiste Tavernier makes many other 
references for this specific trade of bezoars, especially in the region to the north-east of Hyderabad city, late 
into the 17th century. This too is confirmed on the economic map of the Deccan produced for us by the 
eminent historian, Irfan Habib. See The Harvard Law Review Association, “Chandelor v. Lopus,” Harvard 
Law Review 8, no. 5 (1894): 282–84.;  Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, Travels in India, trans. V. Ball, vol. 2, 2 
vols. (London: Macmillan and Co., 1889). pp. 146-151.;  Irfan Habib, An Atlas of the Mughal Empire: 
Political and Economic Maps with Detailed Notes, Bibliography and Index (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1982). 15B.  
 
10 See Sanjay Subrahmanyam, “Persians, Pilgrims and Portuguese: The Travails of Masulipatnam Shipping 
in the Western Indian Ocean, 1590-1665,” Modern Asian Studies 22, no. 3 (1988): 503–30.; see also Sanjay 
Subrahmanyam, “Iranians Abroad: Intra-Asian Elite Migration and Early Modern State Formation,” The 
Journal of Asian Studies 51, no. 2 (1992): 340–63.; see also Sanjay Subrahmanyam, “An Infernal Triangle: 
The Contest between Mughals, Safavids and the Portuguese, 1590-1605,” in Iran and the World in the 
Safavid Age, ed. Willem Floor and Edmund Herzig, International Library of Iranian Studies (I.B. Tauris, 
2012), 103–30. 
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European reports both establish that by the 11th/17th century, Arab students seeking 

knowledge from the local masters were as familiar a site as the Dutch and Portuguese 

mercenaries hired to man the walls of Golkonda. They arrived with Jesuit missionaries 

and other merchants like the Huguenot, Tavernier, who was received on multiple 

occasions by the highest officers of the Quṭbshāhī court. He was shown not only the 

kingdom’s material wealth, in pearls and diamonds, but he witnessed the scholastic 

renown of Hyderabad’s Muslim intelligentsia as well.11   

0.3 The Agents from Iran  

Within the capital of this multi-lingual, multi-ethnic, and economically lively 

sultanate, bureaucrats, scribes, military officers, poets, merchants, and scholars from a 

constellation of backgrounds entered the service of the state. These included many 

Indians, Turks, Arabs, and even east Africans—many who had arrived into the Deccan as 

soldier-slaves. But it was the Iranians (Tajiks) who consistently assumed the highest state 

and religious offices and undertook ceremonies to fashion the Shīʿī culture and dynastic 

mythos emanating from the Quṭbshāhī court.12 In nearby Bijapur and Ahmadnagar, they 

                                                        

11 Although as his narrative suggests, he may have appropriated the opinion of a Jesuit traveler, Father 
Ephraim, who spent significant time in the Quṭbshāhī court. Tavernier, Travels in India, 1889. p. 163.  
 
12 It should be noted that early-modern Persian scholarship tends to make ethnic distinctions of the elite on 
a Turk/ Tajik binary. In brief, Turk would refer to members of tribal hierarchies, particularly nomadic 
peoples, especially those co-opted into the military establishments of the Safavid state or the preceding Āq 
Quyūnlū and Qarā Quyūnlū regimes. Tajik meant those sedentary or urban persons who did not fit the first 
category. Ethnic Turkomans could have fit the latter category as landed or urban elites, while non-Turkic 
Persian-speaking military officers may still have been considered under the category of Turk. Primarily, it 
is a distinction of social role and location rather than language or ethnicity. Similarly, Turk or Tajik should 
not imply any teleological connection with a modern category of ethnicity or place of settlement in a 
modern nation-state. The more common Persian terms used to describe this community from the vantage of 



 

 10 

had similarly served the ʿĀdilshāhī and Niẓāmshāhī regimes and undertook the 

translation, transcription, and production of religious knowledge in these regional 

capitals. Although the sectarian flavor of those courts wavered between generations as 

Dakkanī, African, and Iranian factions formed alliances and fought for greater state 

benefits for their respective communities. The sectarian affiliations of those other two 

states vacillated at different times from Sunnism, to Imāmī Shīʿism, and in Ahmadnagar 

specifically, to the messianic Mahdavī religion that followed Muḥammad Jawnpūrī (d. 

1505). Coincidentally, the fortunes of Iranian officers at these courts shifted as well. In 

one era, they acted as shrewd kingmakers. In another, they were driven out of office and 

slaughtered in the streets.13  

While scores of Iranians entered the Deccan to acquire wealth through trade and 

to perform other administrative duties, many of them harnessed the durative trans-

regional associations of Sufi brotherhoods that facilitated these material relationships. 

Most central to this history, the Junaydiyya, Qādiriyya, Chishtiyya, and the 

                                                        

 

the Deccan included īrānī, gharīb, or āfāqī, connoting a relationship to a place called “Iran,” general 
“foreignness,” or hailing from the “horizons” without need for specifying exactly where.  
 
13 On the purge of the Iranians from the Niẓāmshāhī court, see John Briggs, History of the Rise of the 
Mahomedan Power in India, till the Year A.D. 1612, Translated from the Original Persian of Mahomed 
Kasim Ferishta, vol. 3, 4 vols. (London: Longman, Rees, Orme, Brown, and Green, 1829). pp. 273-276.; 
Another event during the reign of Muḥammad-Qulī Quṭbshāh occurred when the Dakkanī officers attacked 
the Īrānī officers to satisfy the sultan who had been offended by their use of one of his private palaces. 
Saiyid Athar Abbas Rizvi, A Socio-Intellectual History of the Isnāʿasharī Shīʿīs in India, vol. 1, 2 vols. 
(Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1986). p. 313. 
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Niʿmatullāhiyya14 established communities close to the Deccan capitols and constructed 

visions of communal piety that differed, at times, from those authorized at the official 

courtly level. Their continued presence in the Deccan throughout the sultanate era seems 

to offer perhaps the starkest contrast to the pietistic landscape of Safavid Iran, where 

alternative Sufi orders has been assumed to have posed an existential challenge to that 

regime that emerged out of the Ṣafaviyya order. In the minds of early-modern European 

travelers and many orientalist scholars ever since, the Safavids steadily embraced a 

thorough intolerance of any alternative organized modes of Sufi activism beyond a 

handful of largely symbolic figureheads who had been coopted into the fabric of the 

imperial apparatus alongside the ceremonial remnants of the Ṣafavī order that undertook 

the moralizing and propagandizing work of the state.  

0.4 Habitations of Early-Modern Shīʿism 

Inflecting some of these spiritual currents, the Persian-speaking officers of the 

Quṭbshāhī state fashioned Hyderabad into a renowned center of Imāmī Shīʿism. Although 

this sultanate along with its close neighbors became infamous as a refuge for hosting 

members of different heterodox sects and others who made shortsighted political 

alliances in Iran before falling out of favor and fleeing persecution. Together with the 

revered Imāmī Shīʿī scholarly communities in Jabal al-ʿĀmil in southern Lebanon, as 

well as other outposts in the Hijaz and the Shīʿī shrines cities of Arabian Iraq (ʿIrāq-i 

                                                        

14 The latter, originally considered a Qādirī branch, it relocated its spiritual leadership from Iran to Deccan 
capitol of Bahmanid Bīdar during the mid-15th century and later to the outskirts of Hyderabad in the mid-
17th century.  
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ʿarab),15 the presence of many Shīʿī scholars throughout nominally-Sunnī Mughal India 

and the Deccan Sultanates made all of early-modern South Asia and most of the Middle 

East pertinent to the history of modern Shīʿism, despite not receiving anywhere near the 

same attention as those other locales falling within the borders of the modern nation-state 

of Iran.  

Since the 1980s, scholars including Andrew Newman, Rula Abisaab, and Devin 

Stewart produced studies of Safavid Shīʿism to reflect the impact of émigré scholars and, 

particularly, jurists from Jabal al-ʿĀmil in southern Lebanon, whose legal literature came 

to fashion Safavid governance over two centuries.16 Other insights have been obtained 

through studies on the local level under the rapidly evolving Safavid state of the 10th/16th 

century that sought to incorporate specific figures or distinguished scholarly classes into 

its ranks after implementing administrative reforms, such as relocating the Safavid capitol 

to Isfahan, or after conquering smaller regional states with well-established centers of 

scholarly talent, like Astarabad or Yazd.17 Despite this critical work, significant regional 

centers like Lahijan and formerly independent states like Kārkiyā’ī Gilan have not been 

                                                        

15 In the early-modern era, there were “two Iraqs.” ʿIrāq-i ʿarab, or Arabian Iraq, roughly corresponded to 
Mesopotamia, while ʿIrāq-i ʿajam, or Persian Iraq, stretched eastward across the central Iranian Plateau, 
bordered by Tabaristan (Mazandaran) and Gilan to the north, Khorasan to the east, and Fars to the south 
and west. 
 
16 Andrew J. Newman, “The Myth of the Clerical Migration to Safawid Iran: Arab Shiite Opposition to Ali 
Al-Karaki and Safawid Shiism,” Die Welt Des Islams 33, no. 1 (April 1993): 66–112.; Devin J. Stewart, 
“Notes on the Migration of ʿAmili Scholars to Safavid Iran,” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 55, no. 2 
(April 1996): 81–103.; Rula Jurdi Abisaab, Converting Persia: Religion and Power in the Safavid Empire 
(I.B. Tauris, 2004). 
 
17 On Astarabad see Rula Jurdi Abisaab, “Peasant Uprisings in Astarabad: The Siyāh Pūshān (Wearers of 
Black), the Sayyids, and the Safavid State,” Iranian Studies 49, no. 3 (May 3, 2016): 471–92.; Much of 
what concerns Yazd will be discussed in chapter 1. 
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adumbrated in western scholarship in quite the same fashion despite serving as important 

centers of religious and scientific knowledge-production that impacted the heart of the 

Safavid empire as well as satellite Shīʿī communities in unique ways.18 And even beyond 

the Iranian sphere, intellectual Shīʿism of the Hijaz and the pre-colonial Indian 

subcontinent have not been historicized as intimately sharing in this process. The Deccan, 

at best, has been understood as either a receptacle of intellectual influences developed 

elsewhere, or a much-frequented but historically insignificant conduit linking these 

imperial territories. 

That view cannot entirely be made the responsibility of historians of Safavid Iran. 

An older generation of South Asian historians like Sadiq Naqvi, H.K. Sherwani, M.Z.A. 

Shakeb, and A. A. Rizvi who have surveyed the Deccan’s Persianate histories, courtly 

letters, and poetry as well as a portion of the manuscript archives produced 

historiographical narratives that tended towards retaining conceptual geographic divisions 

between Iran and South Asia. To these moderns, borders mattered. Scholars who 

travelled from Shiraz to Golkonda or Bijapur left somewhere and entered somewhere 

                                                        

18 I do not mean to intimate that there was a single and permeant ‘intellectual center’ of Safavid Iran, but 
instead there were multiple regional circles that formed a web of elite scholasticism. The scholarship of 
Kathryn Babayan as well as Andrew J. Newman has been forward thinking in their demonstration of the 
shifting vectors of influences between religious and political classes. Kathryn Babayan, Mystics, Monarchs, 
and Messiahs: Cultural Landscapes of Early Modern Iran (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2003).; Andrew J. Newman, Safavid Iran: Rebirth of a Persian Empire (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2009).; 
Other excellent studies are also moving towards a more local analysis of Iran’s intellectual scenes. See, 
Derek J. Mancini-Lander, “Memory on the Boundaries of Empire: Narrating Place in the Early Modern 
Local Historiography of Yazd” (PhD Thesis, University of Michigan, 2012).  
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else.19 These historians also tended to focus their attention on the more overt signs of 

Shīʿī affinity within the public institutions of the Deccan Sultanates, such as the recitation 

of the Friday Prayer in the name of the Safavid emperor, the minting of coins in the name 

of the Twelve Imams, and the construction of distinctly Shīʿī monuments, like the 

ʿāshūrkhānas that dot the old city of Hyderabad.20 Their historiography privileged Iranian 

impact. On the other hand, a more recent generation of scholars including Karen Ruffle 

and Emma Flatt have looked beyond the historical facts of these institutions. Flatt’s 

examination of hybrid Persianate-Dakkanī literature of the Deccan’s early-modern courts 

and Ruffle’s ethnographic analyses of contemporary Shīʿī ritual in Hyderabad underscore 

that we should not imagine an isomorphic cultural or religious correspondence between 

Iran and the Deccan.21  

Despite the new direction, neither camp of scholars has sufficiently mined the 

repositories of religious and scientific literature authored and read in the early-modern 

                                                        

19 Certainly, many émigrés from Iran never returned to their homelands. Yet others constantly circulated 
across the Indian Ocean. For an example of the former, see, Muḥammad Saʿīd Ardistānī (d. 1663) the 
Quṭbshāhī “Mīr Jumla” or state plenipotentiary. Jadunath Sarkar, History of Aurangzib, vol. 1 (Calcutta: 
M.C. Sarkar & Sons, 1912). pp. 225-226. 
 
20 Haroon Khan Sherwani, History of the Qutb Shāhī Dynasty (Munshiram Manoharlal Publishers, 1974).; 
Sadiq Naqvi, The Iranian Afaquies Contribution to the Qutb Shahi and Adil Shahi Kingdoms (n.p., 2003).; 
Sadiq Naqvi, Muslim Religious Institutions and Their Role Under the Qutb Shahs (Bab-ul-ilm Society, 
1993).; Saiyid Athar Abbas Rizvi, A Socio-Intellectual History of the Isnāʿasharī Shīʿīs in India, vol. 1,2, 2 
vols. (Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1986). 

 
21 Emma Flatt, “The Authorship and Significance of the Nujūm al-ʿulūm: A Sixteenth-Century Astrological 
Encyclopedia from Bijapur,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 131, no. 2 (2011): 223–44.; Karen 
G. Ruffle, “Guises of the Protective Hand: The ʿAlam and the ‘Domestication’ of Qutb Shahi Shiʿism,” 
South Asian Studies 32, no. 1 (January 2, 2016). pp. 54-67.; Karen G. Ruffle, “Presence in Absence: The 
Formation of Reliquary Shiʿism in Qutb Shahi Hyderabad,” Material Religion 13, no. 3 (2017): 329–53. 

 



 

 15 

Deccan to ascertain the nature of intellectual Shīʿism and its situation within a multi-

religious and Muslim-minority context.  An over-reliance on European sources and 

official courtly correspondence at the expense of religious literature, for instance, appears 

to have led Richard Savory to categorize Deccan Shīʿism as an “historical anomaly” that 

had little long-term impact.22 A handful of nuanced studies from Akbar Ṯubūt and Sajjad 

Rizvi have laid the groundwork for other scholars to follow to determine how specific 

philosophical and scholastic currents from Iran entered Mughal India and the Deccan 

courts and became domesticated within their unique intellectual circles.23 There must be 

something more to the story of elite Shīʿism in the Deccan than relating what fell off the 

scholastic wagon trains originating in the madrasas of Shiraz and Isfahan. 

0.5 The Question at Hand 

This dissertation begins by asking a very simple question. How should we 

understand elite Imāmī Shīʿī Islam within the early-modern Deccan? Can a different 

geographic positionality refract our understanding of well-known intellectual processes 

                                                        

22 Richard M. Savory “The Shīʿī Enclaves in the Deccan (15th-17th Centuries): an Historical Anomaly,” in 
Corolla Torontonensis: Studies in Honour of Ronald Morton Smith. Emmet Robbins and Stella Sandahl, 
eds.  (Toronto: TSAR with the assistance of the Centre for Korean Studies, University of Toronto, 1994): 
173-190. Without seeming to have ventured to India himself to assess the veracity of J.N. Hollister’s 
remark, Savory concludes, “Even the promulgation of Ithnā Asharī Shiism by three Deccan states seems to 
have left little permanent mark; in 1953 ‘the Shias were not numerous in Hyderabad State.’” p. 190. 
 
23Akbar Ṯubūt, Fīlsūf-i Shīrāzī Dar Hind (Tehran: Markaz-i Bayn al-Milalī-i Guftugū-yi Tamaddunhā : 
Hirmis, 1380).; Sajjad Rizvi, “Mīr Dāmād and the Debate on ḥudūṯ-i dahrī in India,” in Hermann D, 
Speziale F. ed. Etudes philosophiques et scientifiques dans le monde irano-indien, Berlin/Beirut: Orient-
Institut Beirut, 2010, 449-474.; Sajjad Rizvi, “Mīr Dāmād in India: Islamic Philosophical Traditions and 
the Problem of Creation,” Journal of the American Oriental Society, vol. 131, no. 1 (2011): 9-23.; Sajjad 
Rizvi “Faith Deployed for a New Shiʿi Polity in India: The Theology of Sayyid Dildar ʿAli Nasirabadi,” 
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, vol. 24. no. 3 (July, 2014): 363-380. 
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while offering new lessons about their value to those who have yet to become historical 

actors in their own right? If Iran may be provincialized and made to feed an alternative 

center of intellectual and political power—as the vector of scholarly migration from Iran 

to South Asia suggests—so too its juridical literature may be made to stand alongside 

other sciences and discursive traditions that formed a more central canon to other 

formulae of intellectual Shīʿism. To tack into the prevailing winds of longstanding 

historiography means to challenge legalism, anti-philosophy, and anti-Sufism as trans-

historical intellectual hallmarks of Imāmī Shīʿism. So too, by implicitly challenging the 

supposed culmination of these epistemic and cultural milestones within the downfall of 

the Safavid empire around the beginning of the 12th/18th century, we arrive into a 

different context in which Shīʿī early-modernity thought, practiced, and identified itself 

differently. In this sense, we may also disentangle it from the fortunes of an Asian empire 

that has been always thought to be in decline, which I explain below. 

0.6  The Deccan Adrift 

Deccan Shīʿism maintained much of the fluidity of the non-juridical, gnostic, and 

philosophical currents common within 10th/16th century Safavid Iran well into the 

11th/17th century, when many consider the Safavids to have implemented coercive 

measures intended to purge ‘heterodox’ elements from its religious mainstream.24 The 

fundamental difference in human geography between a vastly superior Muslim-majority 

                                                        

24 This is an oversimplification of a much more nuanced history. However, I draw attention to the 
simplified version of that history because we are left with the overwhelming perception that that is the ‘true 
story’ by much many historians writing in the west, India, and Iran. 
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in Iran compared to an indeterminate, yet well established, ruling Muslim minority in the 

Deccan Sultanates is likely responsible for many differences in religious attitudes and the 

varying application of regulations that cannot be quantified. Nevertheless, the epistemic 

shifts pertaining to Shīʿī religious authority in Iran form the background narrative that we 

are confronted with and in which the story of Deccan Shīʿism must serve as a 

counterpoint. 

0.6.1 Approaching the Deccan in an Imperial Neighborhood 

Our investigation of elite Shīʿism in the Deccan Sultanates must begin by first 

finding a foothold within modern historiography about the connection between religious 

authorities and political institutions in the early-modern Persianate world. By showing 

how the Deccan Sultanates slip between the cracks of popular and influential studies on 

the imperial cultivation of religious authority in Safavid Iran and Mughal north India, we 

can begin to see the ways in which our study may respond to broader conversations about 

power, identity, and sectarian posture.  

Chief among this group of work is Kathryn Babayan’s seminal research into the 

rise of the messianic Shīʿī cult inaugurated by Shāh Ismāʿīl I (r. 1501-1524) and adapted 

by Ṭahmāsb I (r. 1524-1576) in Iran. Her work has inspired other studies into 

millenarian, esotericist, and apotheosizing modes of political expression that developed in 

the post-Timurid Persianate east comprising the three “gunpowder empires”: Safavid 

Iran, Mughal India, and the Ottoman Empire. It is, not surprising, in the South Asian 

context that Babayan’s study has inspired a reassessment of the political and religious 
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institutions of the royal courts that were lauded in a common Persianate idiom.25 

Specifically, Azfar Moin’s Millennial Sovereign—a study of the messianic, Sufistic, and 

occultophilic hagiographies of the (early) Mughal and Safavid courts, which innovated 

upon an older Timurid mythos— established “sacred kingship” as a legitimate category 

of analysis for scholars of religion attending to early-modern era.26 Complementing Lisa 

Balabanlilar and Munis Faruqui’s parallel studies on the political culture and 

genealogical import of the Mughal dynasty, 27 Moin’s orientation towards the royal court 

as a site of religious knowledge-production injected formative questions about political 

theology squarely into the arena of religious studies, which has traditionally been unable, 

or perhaps unwilling, to look beyond the madrasa as the ultimate site of pre- and early-

modern religious knowledge-production in Muslim societies.28   

Taking the Timurid, Ottoman, Safavid, and Mughal courts as the epicenters of 

religious transformations in the early-modern era has recently drawn increasing attention 

to these imperial capitals and their impact on Islamic thought commensurate with their 

renowned cultural production that has interested historians of literature and art for 

generations. Much Muslim scholarship in the early-modern era, if it did not engage 

                                                        

25 Babayan, Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs: Cultural Landscapes of Early Modern Iran. 
 
26 A. Azfar Moin, The Millennial Sovereign: Sacred Kingship and Sainthood in Islam (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2012). 
 
27 Lisa Balabanlilar, Imperial Identity in Mughal Empire: Memory and Dynastic Politics in Early Modern 
Central Asia (I.B.Tauris, 2012).; Munis D. Faruqui, The Princes of the Mughal Empire, 1504–1719 
(Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
 
28 The classic mainstay in this regard is still George Makdisi, The Rise of Colleges: Institutions of Learning 
in Islam and the West (Edinburgh University Press, 1981). 
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sacred kingship in explicit terms, did so as a historical reality shaping the lifeworlds of 

scholars and the direction of their intellectual endeavors through, and in opposition to, the 

negotiated boundaries of patronage.  

0.6.2 Rescuing the Deccan Sultanates from Inconsequence 

From Babayan and Moin, the die was cast for other scholars to attend to the 

construction of sacral power and kingship in other royal corners of the Persianate Muslim 

East,29 or, what the late Shahab Ahmed has attempted to demarcate as the “Balkan-to-

Bengal complex” of the 15th to 19th centuries. What Ahmed has described as 

“demographically, spatially, and temporally, an (if not the) historically major paradigm 

of Islam,” comprised “the vast geographic region extending from the Balkans through 

Anatolia, Iran and Central Asia down and across Afghanistan and North India to the Bay 

of Bengal that was home to the absolute demographic majority of Muslims on the 

planet.”30 While several recent and valuable dissertations flesh out more of this political 

                                                        

29 Of particular relevance are Matthew S. Melvin-Koushki, “The Quest for a Universal Science: The Occult 
Philosophy of Ṣā’in Al-Dīn Turka Iṣfahānī (1369-1432) and Intellectual Millenarianism in Early Timurid 
Iran” (Yale University, 2012).; A. Tunç Şen, “Astrology in the Service of the Empire: Knowledge, 
Prognostication, and Politics at the Ottoman Court, 1450s-1550s” (University of Chicago, 2016).; Jonathan 
Z. Brack, “Mediating Sacred Kingship: Conversion and Sovereignty in Mongol Iran” (University of 
Michigan, 2016).; Giv Nassiri, “Turco-Persian Civilization and the Role of Scholars’ Travel and Migration 
in Its Elaboration and Continuity” (University of California- Berkeley, 2002).; İlker Evrim Binbaş, “Sharaf 
Al-Dīn ʿAlī Yazdī (ca. 770s-858/ca., 1370s-1454): Prophecy, Politics, and Historiography in Late Medieval 
Islamic History” (University of Chicago, 2009).; Fatma Sinem Eryilmaz, “The Shehnamecis of Sultan 
Süleymān: ʿArif and Eflatun and Their Dynastic Project” (University of Chicago, 2010). 
 
30 Without recounting the many conditions attached to Ahmed’s construction of this cultural-religious-
linguistic swath of Muslim historical geography, I prefer to use the term ‘Persianate Muslim East’ or 
‘Persianate realm’ or ‘Indo-Persia’ to describe the sphere of knowledge-production connecting all 
territories of Safavid Iran (including the formerly independent states that it conquered), any communities of 
Iranian or Persian-speaking scholars in the Arabian Peninsula, Anatolia, Mughal North India, the Deccan, 
and those Persian-speaking communities that extended into Southeast Asia. While Arabic speaking scholars 
did not necessarily produce works in Persian in the early-modern era, Persian-speaking Muslim scholars 
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and religious history, it must be noted that the Muslim states of the Deccan have not seen 

any attention paid to their schools, institutions, or intellectual currents in any degree 

comparable to the late-Central Asian Timurids, Ottomans, Safavids, or Mughals.31 

Moreover, the manifest definitional exclusion of the Deccan or ‘South India’ from 

Ahmed’s “complex” bespeaks a wider truth about Islamic Studies scholarship and its 

general non-familiarity with the landscape below the Indo-Gangetic Plain in general, as 

well as the absence of historical Deccan or émigré-Iranian Muslim scholars interrogated 

by historians of Persian language, society, and culture in particular.32  

                                                        

 

necessarily had a religious grounding and orientation towards Arabic, ‘the Persianate’ never existed in 
opposition or isolation from Arabic. Therefore, I do not view this term as exclusionary. I also follow the 
work of Persian literary historians who have demonstrated that ‘the Persianate’ was a mobile category 
adaptable to other local vernaculars such as Turkish in the context of Anatolia, or Indian vernaculars in the 
subcontinent. Italics in the original, see Shahab Ahmed, What Is Islam?: The Importance of Being Islamic 
(Princeton University Press, 2015). p. 82, 32.; On uses of ‘the Persianate,’ see Mana Kia, “Indian Friends, 
Iranian Selves, Persianate Modern,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 36, no. 
3 (December 1, 2016): 398–417.; Alexander Jabbari, “The Making of Modernity in Persianate Literary 
History,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 36, no. 3 (December 1, 2016): 
418–34.; Mana Kia and Afshin Marashi, “Introduction: After the Persianate,” Comparative Studies of South 
Asia, Africa and the Middle East 36, no. 3 (2016): 379–83. 
 
31 Although none are written from the perspective of Religious Studies or with a focus on religious 
literature, some notable exceptions to this include Emma Jane Flatt, “Courtly Culture in the Indo-Persian 
States of the Medieval Deccan: 1450-1600” (School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, 
2009).; Marika Sardar, “Golconda through Time: A Mirror of the Evolving Deccan” (Institute of Fine Arts, 
New York University, 2007).; Subah Dayal, “Landscapes of Conquest: Patrons and Narratives in the 
Seventeenth-Century Deccan c. 1636 - 1687” (University of California- Los Angeles).; Hannah Lord 
Archambault, “Crossing Frontiers: Indo-Afghans in South India 1630-1779” (University of California- 
Berkeley, 2018). Roy S. Fischel, “Society, Space, and the State in the Deccan Sultanates, 1565--1636.” 
(University of Chicago, 2012).  
 
32 What comes to mind in this regard has been produced by Indian historians over a generation ago. See for 
example, Jagadish Narayan Sarkar, The Life of Mir Jumla, the General of Aurangzeb (Calcutta: Thacker, 
Spink, & Co., 1951). 
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The reasons for this exclusion may be the product of specific conditions that lent 

overdue credit to long-standing historiographical narratives and obsessions. We may 

describe Deccan Sultanate history, at its very core, as suffering from the genetic illness of 

“decline.” The origin of five independent sultanates in this region around the turn of the 

9th/15th to 10th/16th centuries must be told in the same breath as the “collapse” of the 

earlier Bahmanī Sultanate (1347-1538).33 While two of the three largest Deccan 

Sultanates came to absorb the two smallest states of Berar (1572, by the Niẓāmshāhīs) 

and Bidar (1619, by the ʿĀdilshāhīs), the three surviving states came to be gutted 

financially and militarily by the Mughals during the tumultuous 11th/17th century. As the 

story goes, the Niẓāmshāhī Sultanate finally fell into Mughal hands decisively by 1636, 

and the ʿĀdilshāhī Sultanate lasted some decades alongside its last surviving neighbor, 

the Quṭbshāhīs, as a tribute paying state until 1686. Only one year later, Hyderabad and 

Golkonda fortress controlled by Abū’l-Ḥasan Quṭbshāh fell to the armies of Awrangzeb 

in 1687.34  

                                                        

33 1538 marks the end of a series of puppet kings of the Bahmanī lineage who eventually died or were 
forced out of Bidar and replaced by Amīr Barīd and his son, the first declared independent ruler of Bīdar, 
ʿAlī Barīdshāh. The other successor states began breaking off and announcing their independence much 
earlier, as in the case of Ahmadnagar in 1490, while other states like the independent Sultanate of 
Golkonda under Sulṭān-Qulī broke away during the in-between era after the death of Maḥmūd Bahmanī II 
in 1518.  
 
34 The post-conquest Deccan endured its fair share of economic and political tumult as a protectorate that 
strained the administrative and military capacity of the Mughal state. Some four decades later, the political 
geography surrounding Hyderabad re-emerged largely intact as the newly independent Nizamate of 
Hyderabad (1724-1948), which endured until the mid-20th century when it was forcibly integrated into the 
Republic of India. On the mounting pressures facing the Quṭbshāhī state, see John F. Richards, Mughal 
Administration in Golconda (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975). pp. 35-44. 
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By virtue of two larger and longer-lasting Muslim states existing as bookends to 

the story of the Deccan Sultanates, we must examine alternative repertoires of thought 

and unstudied textual evidence of intellectual exchange in order to heal these two 

centuries of history from the discursive malady that relegates them to the status of an 

interlude before the more evident story of the cleaving of the Mughal Empire by the 

Marathas and Afsharids and its bending to European colonization beginning in earnest 

during the 12th/18th century—indeed another storied history of so-called ‘decline.’  

0.7  Challenging Shīʿism’s Early-Modern Safavid Hegemon  

Excavating local intellectual developments within the Deccan Sultanates may 

substantiate this period as unique from preceding and succeeding dynastic eras while also 

provincializing imperial capitals like Safavid Isfahan and Mughal Agra and Lahore as the 

exclusive abodes of meaningful Islamic thought. In this way, we may begin to contest 

grand narratives that exempt entire geographies and eras from historical consequence. 

To hope for a corrective arriving within the subfield of Safavid history may be a 

fool’s errand. So too, prominent historians in that camp continue to think within a 

‘decline framework’ as an effective paradigm for undertaking economic, political, and 

religious history during the 11th/17th century.35 Fundamental to that specific narrative of 

decline is the story of an increasingly intolerant state-sponsored brand of Shīʿī legalism 

                                                        

35 In which he discusses decline in terms of “geographical/environmental and economic conditions; 
“political conditions”; “military conditions”; and most pertinent to our discussion of religion, “ideological 
conditions,” see Rudi Matthee, “The Decline of Safavid Iran in Comparative Perspective,” Journal of 
Persianate Studies 8, no. 2 (2015): 276–308.; This particular account arrives slightly more recently than a 
longer narrative devoted to the same questions, see Rudi Matthee, Persia in Crisis: Safavid Decline and the 
Fall of Isfahan (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2012). 
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that unfolds in earnest over the course of the 11th/17th century. In summary, the rise of 

Shāh ʿAbbās I (r. 1588-1629) of Iran is claimed by many to have coincided with an 

about-face in terms of where the Safavid dynasty sought to legitimate its power. While 

Shāh Ismāʿīl I (r. 1501-1524) and Shāh Ṭahmāsb I (r. 1524-1576) are especially 

considered to have consolidated their authority through the development of a potent 

messianic mythos disseminated while elevating their own hereditary Sufi order and 

bringing all others to heel while patronizing antinomian semi-obedient Turkish Qizilbāsh 

warrior classes, ʿAbbās I set in motion decisive measures to cement the juridical class of 

Shīʿī ʿulamā, or clerics, firmly in place to effect more uniform political and devotional 

control of the territory under Safavid influence.  

Over the next several decades, prominent members of this cadre of state religious 

officers embarked upon a campaign of polemicizing against specific intellectual and 

pietistic Muslim communities, including philosophers and Sufis, who had earlier enjoyed 

state patronage.36 At the same time, persecuting non-Imāmī Shīʿa as well as non-Muslim 

minorities came to be viewed as a hallmark of an increasingly monolithic Shīʿī 

orthodoxy. Thus, a great deal of ink could be spilled to focus potent orientalist tropes of 

Shīʿism’s inherent bigotry embodied in the all-powerful Safavid cleric, ʿAllāma 

Muḥammad Bāqir Majlisī (d. 1699), who had been associated with these conservative 

                                                        

36 Again, this is an oversimplification of the facts on the ground. Many philosophers continued to live and 
work in Safavid Iran in spite of many infamous attacks upon them by conservative voices within and close 
to the imperial capitol of Isfahan. On the opposition to philosophy, see Muḥammad Ṭāhir Qummī, 
Opposition to philosophy in Safavid Iran: Mulla Muḥammad-Ṭāhir Qummi’s Ḥikmat al-ʿĀrifin, ed. Ata 
Anzali and S. M Hadi Gerami (2017: Brill, 2018). 
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social forces. His massively influential collection of Shīʿī history and traditions, The Seas 

of Light (Biḥār al-anwār), and training of many students would develop the intellectual 

scaffolding of post-Safavid Shīʿism for generations to come, which was largely also seen 

as a product of his own making.37 Not long after Majlisī’s death, in 1722 the once mighty 

Safavid army, which had long withstood threats from the Mughals, Ottomans, Uzbeks, 

and Portuguese, effectively disintegrated in the face of marauding Afghan bandit-

warriors, who operated without imperial guidance or direction, forfeiting the capital of 

Isfahan and, with it, the two-century mythos of revived Shīʿī messianism.  

0.7.1 Safavid Iran and the ‘Story’ of Decline  

Despite other scattered attempts considering an economic or other structural 

explanation for this collapse, the predominant Hegelian vision has posited that the fault of 

imperial demise lay somewhere within the intellectual culture of the Shīʿī elite that grew 

stale. Religion was seen to hobble the empire to such a great extent that it could not 

respond to the practical demands of geopolitics. Instead, concentrating on the insular goal 

of forcible religious conversion and salvation—which appears to correspond to an 

‘inherent disposition’ of religious actors when gifted unchecked power— Safavid Shīʿism 

ultimately sacrificed the imperial vehicle by which it had ascended to regional prowess.  

                                                        

37 “Majlisi [sic] and his students […] continued the tradition of targeting non-Shiʿis in their writings. 
Sunnis bore the brunt of Majlisi’s vilifications. Sufis, too, provoked his wrath, for their ecstatic practices 
involving song and dance and the use of hallucinants. Theory turned into action when the shah announced 
the closing of the Tawhidkhana, a hang-out adjacent to the royal palace where Sufi shaykhs engaged in 
ecstatic rituals. He also committed himself to expelling all Sufis from his realm, unleashing a wave of 
persecution that is otherwise poorly documented. Majlisi reciprocated by publicly praising the shah. All 
this was part of a growing emphasis on the Shiʿi nature of the Safavid polity entailing the marginalization 
of non-believers.” My italics. Matthee, Persia in Crisis: Safavid Decline and the Fall of Isfahan. p. 202 
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The handful of studies on Safavid Shīʿism undertaken over the past several 

decades have generally reflected this sentiment, or versions of it, including those from 

among Iranian scholars writing in the American academy. Aided— or blinded— by 

hindsight marshaled in the wake of Iran’s 1979 Revolution, these analyses necessarily 

interpreted structural relationships between ‘religion’ and ‘politics’ in specific ways that 

staged the inexplicable new dispensation in which Islam and revolutionary democratic 

governance converged. In this emerging epoch, the historical boogeyman of Safavid 

Shīʿism that was initially sketched out by early-modern European merchants and 

envoys— who authored travelogues for readerships back home infatuated with all things 

‘Oriental’— proved very useful. In late 20th-century religious and sociological studies, 

they were read as generally fair and sensible accounts of Safavid religion given the 

prescient nature by which they spelled out the inclination of Iranian Shīʿa to support 

authoritarians. 

0.8 Shīʿism and Politics: The Emergence of a Problematique  

This sentiment is clearly reflected in Said Arjomand’s highly influential The 

Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam (1984), authored not long after the Iranian 

Revolution. It posited two hegemonic variants of Safavid Shīʿism. Either, it was 

orthodox—“otherworldly” in its soteriological mission and politically “submissive”— or 

it was gnostic—“innerworldly” and “indifferent” to any temporal authority.38 Religious 

                                                        

38 Said Amir Arjomand, The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam: Religion, Political Order, and Societal 
Change in Shiʿite Iran from the Beginning to 1890 (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 1984). 
pp. 171-5. 
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competition between both variants came to be articulated along an identifiable fault line: 

The orthodox hierocracy composed by rationalist jurists including many Arab émigrés 

from the Middle East was rebuffed by a landed Iranian aristocracy that had only recently 

embraced Imāmī Shīʿism, taught to them by these very same culturally foreign hierocrats. 

On the other hand, the preference among the Persians for abstruse meditations on Shīʿī 

traditions (ḥadīth, akhbār) intellectualized the arena in which scriptural truth mattered. In 

their eyes, “[t]he physical absence of the Imam from this world and his spiritual presence 

in the inner world attests to the insignificance of the things of this world and of temporal 

rule, which is therefore seen as profane and devoid of relevance to religious (spiritual) 

concerns.”39 In Arjomand’s understanding, Shīʿī gnosticism did not make any demands 

for the regulation of public morality. It similarly did not marshal a popular following 

against the juridical establishment that obediently mediated order between the masses and 

the “secular” authority of the imperial state that remained categorically unchallenged.40  

Two decades later, Rula Abisaab maintained Arjomand’s vision that the gnosticism 

practiced by Mīr Dāmād (d. 1631) and the other Iranian elite “implied radical political 

indifferentism.”41 According to the academic establishment theorizing and testing the 

                                                        

39 Arjomand. p. 173. 
 
40 Arjomand. pp. 137-151. 
 
41 However, she viewed the cleavage between opposing elite camps as a productive dialectic. While the 
gnostics’ study of “cosmogonic-ontological realms” was made possible by the advent of a creative Shīʿī 
milieu buoyed by the exoteric hierocrats, they often articulated ideas viewed as antithetical to the wider 
social base that allowed them to flourish. Abisaab, Converting Persia. pp. 78-9. 
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boundaries of this current within Safavid “religion” claimed that it made no claims 

whatsoever on “politics.”   

Other scholars have augmented this view, contending that the gnostic 

countercurrent, at best, only delayed the inescapable consumption of Iranian society by a 

standardized religious thought-praxis centered around compliance with proscribed legal 

ordinances and the state-sponsored cult of venerating the Shīʿī Imams. Hamid Dabashi 

has described the rise of this brand of Safavid religion as “inevitably creating an 

unfavorable atmosphere for the free exercise of logocentric tendencies in the theological, 

philosophical and scientific disciplines.”42 This process rendered creative intellectual 

endeavors marginal to such an extent that their survival in privileged corners of the 

Safavid court were not seen as contradictions in meaning. To Dabashi, they affirmed their 

persecuted status and wider social inconsequence. As he contends rather dismissively of 

philosophy, it “was left in the hands of whimsical monarchs who for a number of 

practical and symbolic self-interests, such as their need for a court physician and a court 

astronomer, would inadvertently provide for the possibilities of philosophical pursuits, 

historically linked to medicine and astronomy, at their court.”43 Where Arjomand and 

Abisaab viewed at least two competing claims to define Safavid Shīʿism, Dabashi 

                                                        

42 Hamid Dabashi, “Mīr Dāmād and the Founding of the ‘School of Iṣfahān,’” in History of Islamic 
Philosophy, ed. Seyyed Hossein Nasr and Oliver Leaman, Digital (New York: Routledge, 2008), 1061–
1124.  p. 1063. 
 
43 Dabashi. 
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envisioned only one variety with any teeth, which was always kept in check by an 

undisputed “secular” authority. 

A close correlation to this historiographic narrative can be made between the 

religious undoing of Safavid Iran with a similar embrace of puritanical Sunnī Islam in 

Mughal India under Awrangzeb (r. 1656-1707). This narrative has been, unfortunately, 

too easy for some Islamicists and social historians to resist.44 A defense of this tendency 

may lie in the fact that many South Asianists implicitly (or explicitly) aligned with a 

Hindu-nationalist reading of history had willingly depicted Awrangzeb in a puritanical 

light to justify the fragmentation of the Mughal Empire in the 12th/18th century. As the 

ultimate boogeyman of Muslim bigotry in South Asia and as an accused desecrator of 

Indian temples, his historical memory has only recently undergone a rehabilitation, with 

an ostensibly tepid reception.45  

Both clumsy narratives have endured despite their neglect of details like the fact 

that Muḥammad Bāqir Majlisī found Hellenic philosophy fascinating, and Awrangzeb, 

like his brothers, studied under Iranian émigré tutors from well-known Shīʿī families and 

                                                        

44 Although some even read the parallel experience beginning decades earlier, just as Terry Graham blames 
“Shāh Abbās I (1642-66), [sic] who fell under the power of the exoteric clerics and consequently launched 
a programme of repression comparable to that of his Mughal Sunni counterpart in Aurangzīb [sic] in 
India.” Graham goes on to declare the “true ruler of the country after 1594, the rabid, crusading 
fundamentalist Majlisī and his band of zealots.” Terry Graham, “The Niʿmatu’llāhī Order Under Safavid 
Suppression and in Indian Exile,” in Heritage of Sufism, Volume III: Late Classical Persianate Sufism 
(1501-1750): The Safavid & Mughal Period, ed. Leonard Lewisohn and David Morgan, vol. 3, 3 vols. 
(Boston: Oneworld, 1999), 165–200. pp. 176, 200.  
 
45 See, Audrey Truschke, Aurangzeb: The Life and Legacy of India’s Most Controversial King (Stanford 
University Press, 2017).; Katherine Butler Brown, “Did Aurangzeb Ban Music? Questions for the 
Historiography of His Reign,” Modern Asian Studies 41, no. 1 (2007): 77–120.; Samira Sheikh, 
“Aurangzeb as Seen from Gujarat: Shiʿi and Millenarian Challenges to Mughal Sovereignty,” Journal of 
the Royal Asiatic Society, Series 3 28, no. 3 (2018): 557–81. 
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continued to patronize non-Muslim Indian astrologers and bureaucrats after winning 

control of the Mughal empire. We must proceed with caution in our investigation of 

Deccan Shīʿism and remain mindful of the pitfalls that may lead to implicit support of 

either faulty master narrative. Can the Deccan point us in a different direction?  

0.9  The Deccan: A Home for ‘Shīʿī Naturalism’ 

The Deccan Sultanate courts invested heavily in Iranian émigré scholars and 

reaped high returns for their efforts. Within these patronage networks, the archive reveals 

a great quantity of authors, translators, and scribes flourishing in courtly settings while 

remaining comparatively brief, and often silent, about similar intellectual production 

undertaken within Deccan madrasas, maktabs, or other seemingly more ‘Islamic’ 

educational institutions. Many of the officers and bureaucrats of these courts also counted 

themselves as ʿulamā’ who regulated organized religion in the sultanates, while their 

writings gave legs to the ideological projects behind the Deccan thrones as kings ruling 

on behalf of and in accordance with Muslim teachings. While the manuscript archives 

reveal that every genre of the formally Islamic religious sciences circulated in the royal 

libraries of the Deccan courts (including fiqh, Qur’ānic exegesis, tradition compilation 

and criticism, etc.), the volume of writing emerging from the same corridors devoted to 

early-modern Persianate ḥikmat is equally astounding.  
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0.9.1 Defining Ḥikmat 

Often translated simply as ‘philosophy’ or ‘wisdom,’ ḥikmat in this era 

constituted a set of elite codes of rational and meta-rational inquiry.46 These included 

subjects that we would readily identify as Greek philosophy, logic, various applied 

natural sciences, the ethical sciences, as well as what are generally termed ‘hidden,’ or 

more precisely, ‘occult sciences’ (ʿulūm-i gharība, ʿulūm-i khafiyya, or ʿulūm-i ghāmiża). 

While Persianate taxonomies of knowledge from this era diverged around the 

organization of some of the applied branches of ḥikmat, there was generally a broad 

consensus around their organization according to a tripartite or quadripartite division. As 

defined by the Iranian theologian and gnostic, ʿAbd al-Razzāq Lāhījī (d. 1072/1662), 

Ḥikmat is a science of the conditions of the status of the forms of existents 
(mawjūdāt) according to the question ‘What is it?’ pertaining to the immanence of 
objects, [meaning the ‘thing-itself’], and is divided in two parts: theoretical 
(naẓariyya) and practical (ʿamaliyya). Theoretical ḥikmat is a science of the 
conditions of existents whose being is not dependent upon the power or volition 
of any person, including knowledge of the Necessary Existent (wājib al-wujūd, 
i.e. God), divine principles, heavenly bodies, prime elements, souls, forces, forms, 
natures, and other things. Practical ḥikmat is a science of conditions of existents 
whose being is dependent on the power or volition of the individual, actions and 
conditions for the sake of the purpose of the correctness of one’s livelihood and 
return to the divine (maʿād). If it is referring to participation in a society inside the 
domestic unit, it is called economics (tadbīr-i manzil) or in a country, it is called 
politics (ʿilm-i siyāsat). Yet if it is not formulating [social] participation, instead it 
being of a solitary nature with regards to what should be done and what should 
not be done, then it is called the science of ethical refinement (tahẕīb-i akhlāq).47 

                                                        

46 Although the term varied greatly in terms of its use between genres of religious literature and rationalist 
contexts. On these differences, see Hikmet Yaman, Prophetic Niche in the Virtuous City: The Concept of 
Ḥikmah in Early Islamic Thought (Boston: Brill, 2011).  
 
47 ʿAbd al-Razzāq Lāhījī, Gawhār-i murād, Tehran, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Ms. 3073/1, f. 195b-196a. 
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Writing around a century earlier, we see the stability of this approach to the 

epistemic parameters of ḥikmat in the writings of an immensely important Iranian émigré 

scholar to the Deccan Sultanate of Bijapur named Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī (d. 1589), who 

organized the many ‘applied’ or ‘practical’ branches of ḥikmat accordingly, 

Division of ḥikmat according to Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī48 

Physics  Mathematics 

 

Metaphysics 

 

Ethics 

(akhlāq) 

 

Medicine 

 

Arithmetic 

 

Prophecies 

 

Economics 

 
Astrology 

 

Geometry 

 

Resurrection 

 

Civic politics 

 
Physiognomy 

 

Algebra Affirming God’s Unity  
Dream interpretation 

 

Mechanics 

 

  

Talisman production 

 

Weights 

 

  
Incantations Mirrors   
Alchemy Transporting water 

 

  
Agronomy Tilling   
Gemstones Incantations 

 

  
Letterism Calendar making   
Compulsion of demons    
Conjuring spirits    

 

As theoreticians and practitioners of these sciences, ḥakīms were expected to 

master all branches of knowledge in order to know the natural world as it truly is in its 

manifold reality, its operations, as well as those principles that explained its ontology. 

The purpose of ‘knowing all’ was guided by a clear ethical directive of attaining spiritual 

perfection through both knowledge (ʿilm) and action (ʿamal), which corresponded to the 

                                                        

48 Fatḥullāh taught students and engaged in courtly debates with the provincial governor and future emperor 
of Iran, Muḥammad Khudābandah, in his hometown before entering into the Deccan court of Bijapur and 
later the Mughal realm. Throughout his journeys in India and the Deccan, he continued to debate kings, 
oversee the training of junior instructors, and made administrative reforms for the Mughal state. Fatḥullāh 
Shīrāzī, Risāla fī bayān mawḍūʿ al-ʿilm wa aḥwāl aqsāmihi, Salar Jung Museum Library, Hyderabad, Ms. 
Arabic Manṭiq 68/3, p. 172. 
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ontological perfection of the individual ḥakīm. As we see in the words of Ibn Khātūn 

ʿĀmilī (d. 1059/1649), an émigré scholar and political officer of Quṭbshāhī Hyderabad, 

this worldview sought explicit affirmation within Muslim scriptures.  

Whoever has perfectly acquired these two qualities within himself has embodied 
them to the extent of human ability and stamina, he has become a perfect Sage 
(ḥakīm) and a virtuous person and his ontological rank is the highest among all 
types of humans, according to what [the Prophet] said in the Qur’ān: And whoever 
has been given ḥikma has certainly been given much good.49  
 
Theorizing abstract, speculative sciences arising out of metaphysics as well as 

practicing other sciences to effect change in the physical world in the manner of politics 

or spellcasting meant that the life of the ḥakīm was eclectic by design. In this respect, 

idealized early-modern Persianate ḥikmat demanded an active life of engagement in the 

socio-political order punctuated by intense study of different sciences. To be at once a 

cloistered renunciant who shunned temporal authority and a proficient ḥakīm would make 

little sense. 

0.9.2 The Comportment of Ḥakīms 

In their early-modern scholarly culture, knowledge arrived not through simply 

reading and writing texts, but through various modes of experiential knowledge 

acquisition that were both rational and meta-rational. Through experience (tajruba) or 

experimentation, observation (raṣad) and introspective reflection (ta’ammul), a ḥakīm 

could arrive at epistemic certainty (yaqīn) and understand truth (ḥaqq) that transcended 

the procedural methods of religious sciences grounded within Islamic scripture. Ḥikmat 

                                                        

49 Qur’ān 2:269. Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad Ibn Khātūn ʿĀmilī, Tawḍīḥ Al-Akhlāq, Taḥrīrī Az Akhlāq-i 
Nāṣirī, ed. Sayyid Muḥammad Riżā Riżāpūr (Mashhad: Bunyād-i Paẕūhish-hā-yi Islāmī, 2014). p. 75. 
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also worked to explain these sources of religious truth in rational and meta-rational terms. 

Metaphors of verse could accordingly be adapted to teach about the function of the 

human body, the cosmos, or revelatory history. It is in this sense that I use the term “Shīʿī 

naturalism” as a catch-all for a constellation of rational and meta-rational scientific 

practices that are engaged in order to study the natural world while also drawing upon the 

Islamic discursive tradition as transmitted through canonical Shīʿī scriptural sources to 

guide this mode of inquiry.  

Whereas Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh) operated under a procedural logic to arrive 

at legal determinations contingent upon contextual specificity within authorized scriptural 

sources, the purview of the ḥakīm tended to include knowledge from a more capacious 

body of texts that surpassed what we generally identify as the formally Muslim tradition. 

By drawing upon an eclectic repertoire of pre-Islamic scholarly cultures, from Greece, 

Egypt, Babylon, and India, ḥakīms appeared to stand simultaneously within and outside, 

or at the very least, on the edges of what we commonly imagine to constitute the formally 

Islamic tradition. In the context of the salons and councils of Indo-Persian courts, when 

Shīʿī ḥakīms debated Indian, Christian, Zoroastrian, and other religious actors in their 

midst, they did so in ways that mimetically emulated the discourses of earlier Muslim 

authorities who had already wrestled with the works of other pre-Islamic scholarly 
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cultures. In this light, we understand why an entire genre of writing exists within Arabic 

and Persian dedicated to the historical achievements of this type of scholar.50 

0.9.3 The Epistemic Vagabondage of Ḥakīms 

Unfortunately, thematic studies on the classes of Muslim scholars have yet to 

fully situate the ḥakīm as an integral agent of religious knowledge transmission and 

habitus in any social context. They appear as vagabonds within the historical record, 

popping up at opportune moments to prove theorems, cast spells, or debate kings, but 

they are almost never identifiably located within broader scholarly currents on par with 

other types of Muslim scholars. Jurists, exegetes, narrators of ḥadīth, Sufis, as well as 

poets and bureaucrats have enjoyed far greater scholarly attention.  

Due to the nuances of the modern fields of the history of philosophy, the history 

of science, and history of medicine, when the ideas of ḥakīms have been engaged, they 

have been made to fit certain restrictive categories that fail to grasp the complementary 

role of their various interwoven branches of knowledge. At best, they have been 

memorialized as philosophers but not physicians, physicians but not occultists, or 

administrative officers but not ideologues engaged in the staging and production of 

Muslim sovereignty.  

                                                        

50 For example, see Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad b. Maḥmūd Shahrazūrī, Nuzhat Al-Arwāḥ Wa Rawḍat Al-
Afrāḥ, ed. Muḥammad Taqī Dānishpaẕūh and Muḥammad Sarūr Mawlā’ī, trans. Maqṣūd ʿAlī Tabrīzī 
(Tehran: Shirkat-i Intishārāt ʿIlm wa Farhangī, 1987). 
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0.9.4 Giving Ḥakīms a Home in the Deccan 

Mining the manuscripts archives of the Deccan demonstrates how the naturalist 

inquiry of ḥakīms was integral not only for reformulating prestige Imāmī Shīʿī 

scholasticism, but also for articulating sovereign power in the royal courts where ḥakīms 

found a home. By over-emphasizing jurisprudence as the most consequential or 

hegemonic discursive tradition in which to understand the impact of early-modern Imāmī 

Shīʿism and the way in which elite Shīʿī scholars articulated visions of political order 

skews the valuation of knowledge away from the outward looking, creative, and 

speculative to the inward, potentially literal, and discursive realm. It also fails to grasp 

the embodied, material, and affective forms of knowledge-production that complemented 

much early-modern Imāmī scholarship during the apogee of the Safavid, Mughal, and 

Deccan Sultanate era.  

Owing to their inherited legacies of Muʿtazilī theological rationalism, Avicennan 

physics, Galenic medicine, and Neoplatonic cosmology read through an ishrāqī or 

‘Illuminationist’ lens, ḥakīms also actively interpreted the traditions of the Imams in ways 

that oriented their peers to consider the ontological fact of the Muslim, the sovereign, 

non-human animals, cosmic sympathies, and other phenomena as conveying religious 

significance. The ethical comportment and religious worldview of ḥakīms relied upon 

nature’s close scrutiny, as their God behaved according to certain rational patterns. The 

world could be studied empirically. Patterns of nature could be rationally mapped or 

harnessed with occult technologies to effect new states of being. And through spiritual 
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and mental askesis, ḥakīms could embody wisdom and assume higher ontological states 

to approach the divine through theosis, or ‘becoming God-like’ in essence.51  

However, the early-modern Shīʿī proclivity for ḥikmat was not a mere reflection 

of their celebrated Hellenic roots.52 It could not remain immune from the wider religious 

reorientation towards newly re-sanctified bodies of traditions (ḥadīth, akhbār) narrated 

by the Twelve Shīʿī Imams. Due to the exigencies of the Safavid state, ruling on behalf of 

the Hidden Twelfth Imam required a renegotiation of standard protocol on a host of 

issues related to social regulation.53 As Safavid scholars developed a culture of reading 

and commenting upon the Qur’ān and corpora of Shīʿī traditions philosophically, the 

efficacy of these traditions was adapted to respond to the needs of political, quotidian, 

and intellectual life—not all of which came to matter in a strictly legal sense. Enfolded 

within this turn to and re-canonization of Shīʿī tradition, many statements of authentic 

and likely inauthentic provenance entered into the elite discourse of Persianate ḥakīms 

                                                        

51 Sajjad Rizvi offers a clear explanation of this process of intellectual borrowing in explication of the term 
ṣadr muta’allihīn to mean ‘Master of the theosists,’ as it was applied to Mullā Ṣadrā. He writes, “The term 
ta’alluh (from which muta’allih is derived) denotes an Arabic naturalization of the Hellenic notion of 
theosis, the Platonic goal of philosophy as the attempt to become like God that is rooted in commentaries 
and understandings of the famous passage in Theaetetus 176 on becoming god as far as possible’ 
(homoiōsis theōi kata to dunaton= al-tashabbuh bi’l-Bāri’ ḥasab al-ṭāqa al-bashariyya). Sajjad H. Rizvi, 
Mullā Ṣadrā Shīrāzī His Life and Works and the Sources for Safavid Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press on behalf of the University of Manchester, 2007). p. 1, n2 
 
52 On this robust philosophical tradition in the Safavid context, see Reza Pourjavady and Sabine Schmidtke, 
“An Eastern Renaissance? Greek Philosophy under the Safavids (16th-18th Centuries AD),” Intellectual 
History of the Islamicate World 3 (2015): 248–90. 
 
53 It must be noted that this process of rediscovering ancient Shīʿī texts and making them more widely 
available also occurred in the Deccan. For instance, see Rizvi, A Socio-Intellectual History of the 
Isnāʿasharī Shīʿīs in India, 1986.  p. 319.  
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and shaped the creative possibilities of speculating about the natural world, the cosmos, 

and the body politic that sought to understand and live according to its divine order.  

0.10 Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī, An Unlikely Hero  

In this way, we understand the very real possibility of Shīʿī naturalism existing 

with yet often in superiority to Shīʿī legalism. While the latter current has been depicted 

in the Safavid context to constitute a body of clerics obediently following the 

authoritarian imperial establishment, no one writing in either the context of Iran or the 

Deccan has treated the ḥakīm as an overtly political agent working to negotiate and 

maintain political sovereignty in either terrain.  

Anchoring our study around the life and career of Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī affords us 

with an opportunity to rethink the habitations and intellectual rubrics of Shīʿī early-

modernity according to this alternative standard of Shīʿī naturalism. His relatively 

unspoiled reputation has not been implicated in any of the aforementioned historical 

narratives of elite religious bigotry or legal rigidity. The breadth of his career that 

extended from Kārkiyā’ī Gilan, to Safavid Iran, the Ottoman-controlled Hijaz and Iraq, 

Mughal India, and the Deccan allows us to consider Shīʿī naturalists like him as 

cosmopolitan, worldly, and more of the enduring cultural norm than an exception 

relegated to a particular school or a single locality.  

As a student of the Safavid masters, Mīr Muḥammad Bāqir Dāmād (d. 1630) and 

Bahā’ al-Dīn Muḥammad b. Ḥusayn al-ʿĀmilī (d. 1621) and other members of the so-

called “Isfahan School of Philosophy” who have been portrayed as politically 

disinterested gnostics, Gīlānī’s overt and sustained dedication to political service in each 
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of his homes flies in the face of this trope in dire need of a correction. Therefore, Gīlānī 

offers a compelling answer to the question posed earlier about how we should understand 

elite Imāmī Shīʿism within the early-modern Deccan— and beyond. 

0.11 Building a Mountain of Light  

When we return to Hakimpet and consider its central tomb complex attributed to 

Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī, it appears to us as a physical metaphor for the recovery project of 

elite Deccan Shīʿism. Four centuries ago, the complex and the entire surrounding area 

were known as “The Mountain of Light” (Jabal al-Nūr). On this site, Gīlānī designed and 

built a palace and madrasa where he hosted a community of émigré Iranian Muslims and 

non-Muslim gnostics whom he trained in various branches of ḥikmat around the same 

time that he also achieved the highest state and religious office of the Quṭbshāhī 

Sultanate. As a remnant of Gīlānī’s life and world, The Mountain of Light that has 

become Hakimpet has succumbed to a host of new traditions that arose in the centuries 

after his death to the extent that the original function of the complex, much like early-

modern Shīʿism in the Deccan more generally, has become misunderstood. Most 

indicative of this shift in meaning is the very fact that Gīlānī is not buried in the 

Hakimpet tomb at all. In honor of his years of political service, his corpse lays 

resplendent under a much more ornate copula right next to the tombs of the Quṭbshāhī 

kings (figs. 2, 3). So, while a nameless ghost haunts the complex that Gīlānī built on the 

mountaintop and enjoys the annual ʿurs celebration performed in his honor, his own 

ghost haunts the architecture most closely associated with the sultanate that he served for 

three decades. It is a fitting afterlife for an early-modern Shīʿī ḥakīm.  
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0.12 Sources and Methods 

To tell the story of Shīʿī naturalism between Safavid Iran and the Deccan, I rely 

upon a wide variety of textual sources in diverse genres. The first three historical chapters 

draw heavily upon Persianate histories, biographical literature, and epistolography to fill 

in the many silences of these sources. Excavating historical figures strictly from 

chronicles and universal histories would treat their experiences according to the 

achievements of the patrons of those works and Persianate historians who tended to bend 

facts in order to paint convenient and believable narratives.54 For this reason, I also draw 

upon medical, religious, and ethical texts to highlight important nuances of these human 

networks left out of the formal works of history. The latter three interpretive chapters 

focus on several of the unique treatises of Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī and read them against 

other complementary authorities who produced religious, philosophical, naturalist, and 

occult literature germane to his own. In this light, I treat Gīlānī as a member of a wider 

                                                        

54 There are two recent examples of the types of studies I mean to avoid. Ali Anooshahr’s recent attempt to 
excavate the intellectual contributions of Mīr Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī (d. 1589) from his representation in Mughal 
chronicles and his attested contribution to the Mughal History of a Millennium (Tārīkh-i alfī), without 
venturing into Fatḥullāh’s rare, but very much extant manuscript sources paints too monolithic a picture of 
the so-called “Shiraz School” of philosophy entering South Asia in the 10th/16th century. Indicative of his 
belief that Persianate histories record historical truth about the biographies of individuals, he writes “The 
most important Safavid sources for the biography of the members of the Shiraz school and the political 
events that shaped their lives are almost all universal histories composed in the sixteenth century.” 
Evidently, he is unaware of a wealth of textual material that may contest these formal perceptions that were 
made to suit other purposes. Similarly wanting is Roy Fischel’s attempt to map historical communal ethic 
identities of the émigré Iranians ‘in competition’ against local Dakkanī Muslims and non-Muslims within 
the Deccan Sultanates according to the logic the authors of Persianate histories that were overwhelmingly 
written by Iranian émigrés who likely played up these notions of communalism for a specific readership. 
Fischel ignores literary arts, religious, and natural scientific texts that would show greater synergies and 
cross-pollinations between these communities. See, Fischel, “Society, Space, and the State in the Deccan 
Sultanates, 1565--1636.”; See also, Ali Anooshahr, “Shirazi Scholars and the Political Culture of the 
Sixteenth-Century Indo-Persian World,” The Indian Economic & Social History Review 51, no. 3 (2014): 
331–52. Quoted from, p. 334, n15. 
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scholastic current, not a historical singularity or a ‘great man’ who broke intellectual 

conventions of the era.55  

Many of the sources dealing with developments within Safavid Iran have been 

published in modern editions, but most of the materials illuminating the experience of 

Gīlānī and his professional network in Mughal India and the Deccan are found only 

within manuscript sources strewn about the world, with most of these held in European, 

Iranian, and Indian public libraries and archives, as well as a handful of private libraries. 

In many cases, the manuscripts themselves tell a great deal of this story through their 

circulation, provenance, and notes of ownership. In this sense, I follow Andreas Görke 

and Konrad Hirschler who have called for attending much closer to diverse “documentary 

sources” of Muslim societies to fragment the coherence of historical information filtered 

through “narrative sources.”56  I draw upon both types of sources and attempt to give 

equal weight to both. While this methodological decision does not always produce a 

smooth narrative, the documentary sources prevent us from unfairly essentializing our 

historical interlocutors as anything other than complex and dynamic agents who cannot 

be understood to have contributed to only one field of epistemology or literature. The 

                                                        

55 Specifically, Gīlānī offers contrast with his contemporary, Mullā Ṣadrā Shīrāzī (d. 1640), who has long 
been understood to have broken all intellectual conventions of the era to erect a new philosophical school. 
In the subsequent centuries, all of Iranian scholarship has elevated Mullā Ṣadrā as the quintessence of 
intellectual power and authority of the latter Safavid century. No doubt, his fame and notoriety have 
contributed to Gīlānī’s near complete inconsequence in the Iranian academy along with Gīlānī’s own 
unintentional alignment with the fortunes of an entirely other nation-state.  
 
56 Andreas Görke and Konrad Hirschler, “Introduction: Manuscript Notes as Documentary Sources,” in 
Manuscript Notes as Documentary Sources (Würzburg, Germany: Ergon Verlag in Kommission, 2011), 9–
20. 
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mixed-contents manuscript codices (s. majmūʿa, pl. majāmīʿ) also reveal a wealth of 

information about the diversity of knowledge that these scholars deemed worthy of 

preservation.57 I treat these as unique objects in their own right, embodying the shared 

“epistemic ideals” of their authors and audiences,58 as well as their ability to transmit 

historical information about the context in which their compilers lived and collected 

knowledge. In this way, Shīʿī naturalism and its universalizing inclinations may appear to 

us, bound physically in leather, comprising mythic, philosophical, and ethical 

components according to a purposeful order.    

The value of a manuscript may also be attested by its own physicality, such as the 

amount of gold leaf, illumination, or type of paper used in its composition. However, 

many of the sources involved in this dissertation were produced on relatively inexpensive 

paper, as “rough copies.” Ironically, these cheaper manuscripts, including many produced 

by Gīlānī himself, are themselves more valuable for divulging the practices of scholarly 

revision and editorial concerns. For the purposes of producing an intellectual biography, 

their value outweighs that of other polished manuscripts that were commissioned in royal 

ateliers. For instance, Gīlānī’s use of an attentive penmanship to record certain statements 

from Shīʿī traditions or prayers and, at other times, his rough and quick script used for 

medical remedies hints at his own valuation of different types of knowledge and gives 

                                                        

57 On this, see Gerhard Endress, “Philosophische ein-Band-Bibliotheken aus Isfahan,” Oriens 36 (2001): 
10–58.; See also, Iraj Afshar, “Maktūb and Majmūʿa: Essential Sources for Ṣafavid Studies,” in Society and 
Culture in the Early Modern Middle East: Studies on Iran in the Safavid Period, ed. Andrew J. Newman, 
Islamic History and Civilization, Studies and Texts 46 (Boston: Brill, 2003), 51–62. 
 
58 I intend the phrase ‘epistemic ideal’ Lorraine J. Daston and Peter Galison, Objectivity (Cambridge, MA: 
Zone Books, 2007). pp. 34-8. 
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insight into the valuable aesthetic practice of his scholarship that demanded less 

ambiguity in certain places.  

On a much broader level, the documentary sources not only affirm the extent of 

patronage networks bankrolled by the kings and state officers of the Deccan, but they 

show us how much foundational Shīʿī scholarship had been created within their spheres 

of influence. Affirming these links further helps us provincialize the capitals of Safavid 

Iran, which experienced their own idiosyncratic challenges and developments that cannot 

be superimposed on all Shīʿī communities, everywhere. Pursuant to the recent work of 

cultural and literary historians of the past two decades who have sought to “refashion 

Iran” as a synergistic product of multiple currents of Persianate identity arising in Central 

Asia, Iran, and India,59 this dissertation similarly envisions early-modern Imāmī Shīʿism 

as the product of multiple transregional dialectics. The commercial networks that linked 

Iran to different cities throughout the Indian Ocean mobilized Imāmī Shīʿism to such an 

extent that a purely local ethnonational history makes little sense for trying to understand 

the sheer ubiquity of Shīʿī naturalism’s authorizing traditions and epistemic formations. 

For this reason, this dissertation offers an intellectual history of Muslim elites, but 

one not artificially divorced from their important cultural context. Wherever possible, 

ideas are located within specific human networks. The ‘view from nowhere’ and the view 

                                                        

59 Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi, Refashioning Iran: Orientalism, Occidentalism, and Historiography (New 
York: Palgrave, 2001).; A more recent generation of scholars has implemented Tavakoli-Targhi’s project in 
Persian literature, See Jabbari, “The Making of Modernity in Persianate Literary History.”; See also Mana 
Kia, “Indian Friends, Iranian Selves, Persianate Modern,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and 
the Middle East 36, no. 3 (December 1, 2016): 398–417. 
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from within one exclusive sectarian community, so common in the historical study of 

Islam, is not what I have chosen for this project. This dissertation is similarly not 

interested in producing a conceptual history of specific concepts or ideas that evolved 

over the course of a generation as they were taught to Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī by his 

instructors in Safavid Isfahan.  

Given the revisionary nature of this project, it should be read more in line with 

recent cultural histories coming out of the subfield of South Asian Studies that force us to 

revise common misperceptions about the indwelling of certain ideas and practices. In this 

camp, I include the works of Azfar Moin, Rajiv Kinra, and Manan Ahmed, in addition to 

others mentioned above. 60 I also envision this project extending the recent studies by 

Sunil Sharma and Audrey Truschke who have focused much needed attention on the 

cultural power of Indo-Persian courts and the aesthetic practices undertaken by their elite 

courtiers.61 While they have done much together and as individuals, Muzaffar Alam and 

Sanjay Subrahmanyam have oriented my reading of cross-cultural exchanges unfolding 

in courtly contexts and the frontiers of South Asia.62 On the medical-religious front, 

                                                        

60 Moin, The Millennial Sovereign.; Rajeev Kinra, Writing Self, Writing Empire: Chandar Bhan Brahman 
and the Cultural World of the Indo-Persian State Secretary (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
2015).; Manan Ahmed Asif, A Book of Conquest: The Chachnama and Muslim Origins in South Asia 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2016). 
 
61 Sunil Sharma, Mughal Arcadia: Persian Literature in an Indian Court (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2017).; Audrey Truschke, Culture of Encounters: Sanskrit at the Mughal Court, South 
Asia across the Disciplines (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016). 
 
62 Subrahmanyam, “Persians, Pilgrims and Portuguese.”; Sanjay Subrahmanyam, “An Infernal Triangle: 
The Contest between Mughals, Safavids and the Portuguese, 1590-1605,” in Iran and the World in the 
Safavid Age, ed. Willem Floor and Edmund Herzig (I.B. Tauris, 2012), 103–30.; Subrahmanyam, “Iranians 
Abroad: Intra-Asian Elite Migration and Early Modern State Formation.”; Muzaffar Alam, The Languages 
of Political Islam: India, 1200-1800 (University of Chicago Press, 2004).; Muzaffar Alam, “The Mughals, 
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Nahyan Fancy, Justin Stearns, and Ahmad Ragab each offer compelling models for 

interrogating the biographies of Muslim physicians and the institutions that situated their 

professional craft.63 With regards to the practices of Safavid-era philosophers, the studies 

of Sajjad Rizvi, Reza Pourjavady, and Khaled el-Rouayheb were particularly helpful to 

think with.64 Finally, although distant from my era and context of research, Hossein 

Kamaly’s narrative voice helped me think through the ways in which I might tell a story 

about people revolving in and out of institutions that shaped meaningful religious 

worldviews that came to be associated with Quṭbshāhī Golkonda-Hyderabad.65 

0.13 Structure of the Dissertation  

This dissertation consists of three parts. Part I, “The Political Theology of the 

Quṭbshāhī Sultanate” consists of one chapter. It erects a framework in which to think 

about the evolving devotional postures of Iranian émigré elites in the Deccan as they 

undertook political service. The interactions of officers in the Deccan courts refract many 
                                                        

 

the Sufi Shaikhs and the Formation of the Akbari Dispensation,” Modern Asian Studies 43, no. 1 (2009): 
135–74. 
 
63 Nahyan Fancy, Science and Religion in Mamluk Egypt: Ibn Al-Nafis, Pulmonary Transit and Bodily 
Resurrection (Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2013).; Justin Stearns, Infectious Ideas: 
Contagion in Premodern Islamic and Christian Thought in the Western Mediterranean (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2011).; Ahmed Ragab, The Medieval Islamic Hospital: Medicine, Religion, and 
Charity (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015). 
 
64 Khaled El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History in the Seventeenth Century (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2015).; Rizvi, Mullā Ṣadrā Shīrāzī His Life and Works and the Sources for 
Safavid Philosophy.; Sajjad H. Rizvi, Mullā Ṣadrā and Metaphysics: Modulation of Being (New York: 
Routledge, 2009).; Reza Pourjavady, Philosophy in Early Safavid Iran: Najm Al-Dīn Maḥmūd Al-Nayrīzī 
and His Writings (Boston: Brill, 2011). 
 
65 Hossein Kamaly, God and Man in Tehran: Contending Visions of the Divine from the Qajars to the 
Islamic Republic (New York: Columbia University Press, 2018). 
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of the religious cross-currents unfolding within Safavid Iran. By recovering and 

historicizing what came to be known as the original founding myth of the Quṭbshāhī 

Sultanate, we also come to understand how the political sovereignty of this state relied 

upon of twinned devotion to the Shīʿī Imams and the living Niʿmatullāhi Sufi saint in 

Yazd. Contrary to the widely held belief that Imāmī Shīʿism connoted an antipathy for 

Sufism during this era, we observe the refinement and focus on this political myth to 

continue to assert the relevance of this relationship well into the 11th/17th century when 

Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī arrived on the scene. 

Par II, “The Gilani Diaspora of Muslim South Asia, 10th/16th and 11th/17th 

Centuries,” consists of two chapters. Chapter 2 traces the contours of a trans-regional 

network comprising a mercantile and scholarly diaspora that stretched from the Red Sea 

to Siam through the Deccan, but which arose from the small and distant kingdom of 

Kārkiyā’ī Gilan. Within this network, we see how ḥakīms trained close to the court of the 

Kārkiyā’ī state maintained scholarly ties over generations within their diasporic homes in 

the Indian subcontinent. Chapter 3 offers an authoritative biography of Niẓām al-Dīn 

Aḥmad Gīlānī based around extant manuscript sources. His intellectual career builds 

upon the narrative of the previous chapter and helps us tie a broad geographical region 

stretching across Iran, Arabia, and all of South Asia into a single terrain of intellectual 

exchange and religious experience. His achievement of offices throughout Mughal India 

and the Quṭbshāhī Deccan further attest to the need for a more holistic approach to the 

habitations of early-modern Shīʿism as it emerged within nominally Sunnī territories as 

well. Demonstrating how Gīlānī achieved the highest state and religious office in 
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Hyderabad without broad public corroboration of his practice of Islamic jurisprudence 

(fiqh) suggests that at least in the Deccan, Shīʿī legalism was not the hegemonic force 

driving its public political articulation. His other associations discussed in this chapter 

regarding non-Muslim gnostic followers of the quasi-Zoroastrian leader, Āẕar Kayvān (d. 

1619), demonstrate that Gīlānī’s life story, within that of Deccan Shīʿism more generally, 

is one of cosmopolitan contact and exchange between communities. 

Part III, “Shīʿī Naturalism,” consists of three chapters. Chapter 4 interrogates 

Gīlānī’s universalist stance towards Shīʿī traditions. Specifically, this chapter presents a 

thematic survey of his interpretation of some of the statements of the Shīʿī Imams 

including those of Imam ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib contained within Gīlānī’s commentary on the 

Nahj al-balāgha. It considers Gīlānī within the tradition of Ibn Abī Jumhūr Aḥsā’ī (d. 

after 1501) and his own instructor, Mīr Dāmād (d. 1631), who similarly viewed Shīʿī 

traditions as authorizing ḥikmat and its constitutive branches as divine sciences within a 

much broader emerging current of tradition-inspired Shīʿī universalism. Gīlānī’s 

hermeneutic toolkit demonstrates that interpreting Shīʿī traditions philosophically 

occasioned the creative reflection of a host of natural philosophical and metaphysical 

questions, and it did not restrict the dexterity of those inquiries as some may assume. 

Chapter 5 then situates Gīlānī’s speculative naturalism as a core component of his 

religious disposition and as an appendage of his courtly service. Drawing on the 

comparative contexts from the Mughal, Niẓāmshāhī, and Quṭbshāhī courts, I sketch the 

contours of naturalist inquiry as a cornerstone of the performance of Indo-Persian 

sovereignty. Gīlānī’s naturalist treatises served as admonishments for the young ruler of 
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Hyderabad, ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh, as well as his other courtiers and Gīlānī’s peers to 

undertake speculative philosophical reflection in order to come to know how the natural 

domain reflected their place within God’s well-ordered universe. These overt communal-

oriented statements indicate that Gīlānī followed in the tradition described by Pierre 

Hadot of practicing philosophy ‘as a way of life.’  

Chapter 6 historicizes Gīlānī within the wider current of Shīʿī ḥakīms practicing 

occult sciences in order to ritualize and negotiate political sovereignty. We are able to 

disentangle these rituals from the purview of the natural sciences and mathematics as 

they were authorized by ḥakīms in the early-modern era and treat them as constituting an 

affective politics rooted in the immanent, corporeal, and above all, affective experiences 

of their practitioners and audiences. This chapter also demonstrates the survival of these 

sciences beyond the overthrow of the Deccan Sultanates, suggesting that the tenacity of 

occultism to negotiate sovereignty extended beyond the courtly culture of the Deccan and 

enjoyed healthy afterlives in many nominally-Sunnī societies as well.    

The dissertation’s Epilogue offers concluding, but by no means final thoughts on 

the broader cultural implications of Shīʿī naturalism in the early-modern Deccan. I 

translate a short treatise in which Gīlānī theorizes the ontological status of the temples of 

non-Muslim Indians and the shrines erected by Indian Sufis in order to show how 

speculative naturalism and gnostic philosophy intersect in ways to help us form overtly 

political attachments to our cultural and religious others. This leaves us with a nuanced 

and dynamic vision of the early-modern Shīʿī ḥakīm who looks nothing like the image of 
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the bigoted hierocrat that has been invoked by orientalists to vilify Safavid Shīʿism for 

the past four hundred years.  

 
Figure 1. Hakimpet shrine ascribed to Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī (photo by author, 2015) 
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Figure 2. Twin Tombs at night, ascribed to ḥakīms Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī and & ʿAbd al-Jabbār 

Gīlānī, Ibrahimbagh, Hyderabad (photo by author, 2015) 
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Figure 3. The Twin Tombs of the ḥakīms after restoration efforts undertaken by the Aga Khan Trust 

for Culture (photo by Mohammad Azharuddin, 2019)66 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        

66 Mohammad Azharuddin, “Hakims Tombs Regain Glory,” Telangana Today, accessed January 10, 2019, 
https://telanganatoday.com/hakims-tombs-regain-glory.  
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 Chapter 1: Iranian Sufism, Deccan Shīʿism, and the Destiny of a 
Sultanate 

 

There is no one who comes to my mind who—after 
the appearance of Shāh Ismāʿīl and the revival of 
Imāmī Shīʿism in his lands— I imitated. 

 
– Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk (assn. 1543) 

1.1  Introduction 

In 1648 after laboring for a year and a half, the inspector of the provinces (mushrif 

al-mamālik) of the Quṭbshāhī Sultanate, Muʿizz al-Dīn Muḥammad Ardistānī (d. before 

1653), made the finishing touches to his massive tome. The Kitāb al-imāma (‘Book of the 

Imamate’), presented a systematic survey of the legitimate succession in leadership of the 

Muslim community after Muḥammad to support the Imamate of ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib and his 

descendants.67 Dedicated to Sultan ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh (r. 1626-1672), the penultimate 

ruler of his ancestral dynasty of Imāmī Shīʿī kings based in Golkonda-Hyderabad, it was 

                                                        

67 The work is known by at least three titles: Kitāb al-imāma, Kāshif al-ḥaqq, and Fawz al-najāḥ. Similarly, 
there is archival confusion around the identity of its author. At least two copies are falsely attributed to Ibn 
Khātūn ʿĀmilī (d. 1059/1649), who may have commissioned the work from Ardistānī on behalf of 
ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh. See, Ibn Khātūn ʿĀmilī, Kitāb al-imāma, Hyderabad, Salar Jung Museum Library, 
Ms. Persian Manāqib 10 and Ms. Persian Aqā’ida va Kalām 107.; Ardistānī is named as the mushrif al-
mamālik as early as 1040/1630, and is charged with venturing to provincial towns and the neighboring 
kingdom of Bijapur to undertake various tasks for members of the sultan’s court, including greeting and 
assisting envoys and officers as they arrived into the Quṭbshāhī domains. Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn ʿAbd 
Allāh Ṣāʿidī Shīrāzī, Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i Quṭbshāhī, ed. Bilgrami, Syed Ali Asgar (Hyderabad: Idāra-i 
Adabīyāt-i Urdū, 1961). pp. 104, 169, 78, 223, 225. 
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presented through an unnamed intimate who frequented his royal council.68 Ardistānī’s 

intention was for the work to serve all those attached to the court to endeavor to achieve 

higher status in their sincerity and devotion to the rightfully designated Imams.69    

Within a few short years of completing his massive devotional work, Ardistānī 

appears to have perished and lost control of its legacy.70 The Kitāb al-imāma soon arrived 

in Safavid Iran, where it was amended by a yet unknown conservative voice invested in 

re-directing elite Shīʿī culture.71 A new chapter containing a vitriolic polemic against 

various forms of popular Sufism was added, and the work was recirculated under the title 

                                                        

68 Given that Muʿizz al-Dīn Ardistānī’s other attested work in ethics called ‘The Quṭbshāhī Collection’ 
(Jung-i quṭbshāhī) was dedicated to his co-regionalist, the Quṭbshāhī general and state plenipotentiary, 
Muḥammad Saʿīd Ardistānī (d. 1663), we may opine that he may have been the intended person here as 
well. See, National Library, Kolkata, Ms. Pr. 210, f. 2a. 
 
69 The person who presented this work to the sultan is referred to as “al-akh fī Allāh, Nūrullāh, tuḥfa-yi 
Majlis bihisht-ā’īn, ān shāh dānishpanāh,” Kitāb al-imāma, Rampur, Raza Library, Ms. Persian 504, ff. 2a-
3b. 
 
70 While I am not entirely certain about his death, the unknown redactor of his treatise would have felt free 
to undertake such alterations without fear of repercussion had his demise been known. Around the middle 
of the 11th/17th century in a letter sent by a minister of the Quṭbshāhī court, Mīrzā Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad 
Dashtakī Shīrāzī (d. 1684) to the Safavid grand vizier of Shah Abbās II, Sayyid ʿAlā’ al-Dīn Ḥusayn 
Marʿashī, known as Khalīfa Sulṭān (d. 1653), he writes that news had arrived to him about the death of a 
Muʿizz al-Dīn Muḥammad, who appears to have no clear heir: “vārithī kih mutakaffil-i tavaliyyat-i awqāf  
u murtakib-i żabṭ-i mutakhallifāt-i marḥūmī tavānad shud nadārad,” and the minister writes to the Safavid 
vizier to settle the affairs of the deceased through another intermediary. If this letter refers to the author in 
question, we can presume that Muʿizz al-Dīn Muḥammad Ardistānī died between 1648 and 1653. Ḥājjī 
ʿAbd al-ʿAlī Tabrīzī, Munshā’at-i nāẓir al-mamālik al-sulṭānī, British Library, Ms. Add. 6600. ff. 44a-45b. 
 
71 There have been many speculations about the identity of this person or persons, with the most weight 
given to Muḥammad Ṭāhir Qummī (d. 1098/1687), and Mīr Lawḥī (d. after 1671). On the argument of 
Newman for the former, see Andrew J. Newman, “Sufism and Anti-Sufism in Safavid Iran: The Authorship 
of the Ḥadīqat Al-Shīʿa Revisited,” Iran: Journal of the British Institute of Persian Studies 37, no. 1 
(1999): 95–108.; Ata Anzali follows Kathryn Babayan to claim that it was instead the latter figure, Mīr 
Lawḥī. For his reason, see Ata Anzali, “Mysticism” in Iran: The Safavid Roots of a Modern Concept 
(Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 2017). pp. 39-40; On Anzali and Hadi Gerami’s 
reading of Qummī, see the very recent “Editors’ Introduction” in the very recent Qummī, Opposition to 
philosophy in Safavid Iran. pp. 1-46.; see also Babayan, Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs: Cultural 
Landscapes of Early Modern Iran. pp. 461-73. 
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Ḥadīqat al-shīʿa (‘The Garden of the Shīʿa’)—falsely attributed to another widely 

respected although long-deceased scholar, Aḥmad “Muqaddas” Ardabīlī (d. 993/1585).72 

While the legacy of Ardistānī’s corrupted work and its involvement in the anti-

Sufi backlash of late Safavid Iran is well documented, the dedication of its original 

version has not been thoroughly considered. Before concluding with a poem, the 

inspector added a brief yet important declaration:  

In Iran appeared the great king of the angel army, Shah Ismāʿīl Ṣafavī Musavī, 
and in this land and its environs— which is today called Hyderabad— the refuge-
seeking king, the master of the path to salvation, Barah Malik. With glancing 
blows of the sword and great struggle, from the pollution of false doctrine they 
purified these two kingdoms that, by God’s grace, expand daily. God willing, a 
king in these two beneficent dynasties shall endure until the appearance of the 
Messiah of the Age, and these two states shall join His.73  
 

The Iranian émigré author, Ardistānī, had elevated ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh’s ancestor— 

Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk (assn. 1543), known locally as Barah Malik— to be on par 

with the first Safavid emperor. He had also made him an equal partner in the sectarian 

realignment unfolding throughout the Persianate heartlands of Iran and the Deccan 

towards Imāmī Shīʿism.   

Such a comparison would not have been lost on the current sultan. ʿAbdullāh 

Quṭbshāh was presently engaged in wars of conquest in the Karnatak region of peninsular 

India with the hopes of replenishing his depleted state treasury. For the previous decade, 

he had forfeited a high annual tribute to the nominally Sunnī Mughal emperor, Shāh 

                                                        

72 Published editions of the text continue to circulate in his name. See for instance, Aḥmad ibn Muḥammad 
Ardabīlī, Ḥadīqat Al-Shīʿa, ed. Ṣādiq Ḥasanzādah, vol. 2, 2 vols. (Qom: Intishārāt-i Anṣāriyān, 2008). 
 
73 Raza Library, Ms. Persian 504. pp. 440b-441a. 
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Jahān (r. 1628-1658), who had forced him to sign a deed of submission (inqiyādnāma, 

1636) acknowledging his formal status as a vassal of the northern Mughal Empire. Even 

under these circumstances, his courtiers continued to idealize ʿAbdullāh as the defender 

of a rejuvenated Imāmī Shīʿī orthodoxy entering newly conquered and largely non-

Muslim territory, which they never failed to highlight in their formal correspondence 

with the reigning Safavid emperor, Shāh ʿAbbās II (r. 1642-1666).74 The myth of 

ʿAbdullāh’s ancestor afforded a powerful trope to invoke when arguing for strengthening 

what the Quṭbshāhīs viewed as a transregional partnership expressed through overtly 

sectarian terms. By invoking the myth of Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk, however, Ardistānī 

broke local Deccan convention. While the legends told about Shāh Ismāʿīl I’s rise to 

power include many bloody episodes involving wars, massacres, and even cannibalism,75 

conquest in the promotion of fealty to the descendants of Imam ʿAlī comprised only one 

part of the longstanding myth of Sulṭān-Qulī.  

In the century after his assassination in 1543, subsequent Quṭbshāhī rulers were 

not only judged according to his devotional standard, but they also sought to extend their 

collective hagiography to realize all future successes as foreordained within the originary 

myth of his rise to power. This myth, known to us only through several of its later 

retellings, has been divorced from its historical context. The recovery of that myth as it 

was originally authored shines much needed light upon a world of underexplored 

                                                        

74 For example, see British Library, Ms. Add. 6600, ff. 71a-71b. 
 
75 Shahzad Bashir, “Shah Ismaʿil and the Qizilbash: Cannibalism in the Religious History of Early Safavid 
Iran,” History of Religions 45, no. 3 (2006): 234–56. 
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religious actors shaping hegemonic Shīʿī courtly culture across several of the Deccan 

Sultanates and a much broader human network linking this territory to the fledgling 

empire of Safavid Iran.  

In this chapter, I recover the original myth of Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk from 

extant manuscript sources. I argue that the myth, which appears to have been authored 

during the early 1570s—nearly three decades after Sulṭān-Qulī’s death—was re-read until 

at least the mid-11th/17th century to reaffirm a specific religious directive undergirding 

Quṭbshāhī political theology. This directive sought to extract overt acts of repentance 

(tawba) from the sultan predicated upon renewing his devotion to the Shīʿī Imams as well 

as the living Niʿmatullāhī Sufi master residing in Iran, or, in his absence, his nearest heir. 

As the twin pillars of Quṭbshāhī sovereignty, continued success in temporal affairs relied 

upon the sustenance of communities of Shīʿī scholars and blessings from Niʿmatullāhī 

intermediaries who renewed the covenant of the Imams and the Niʿmatullāhī master on 

the sultan’s behalf. These intermediaries came to form the cultural and administrative 

backbone of the Quṭbshāhī Sultanate, which was memorialized as a pietistic state amidst 

a region full of conquest, trade, and plural religious culture. 

 The myth’s recovery demonstrates how the history of Deccan Shīʿism remains 

genetically embedded within the story of Safavid Shīʿism as well as that of the wider 

Persianate ecumene that negotiated different claims to the mantle of the ʿAlid past. 

Highlighting this embedded-ness allows us to revise major misunderstandings about the 

intersection of Shīʿī devotion and affinity for various forms of Sufism in the early-

modern period, which has typically been depicted as an era of outright Shīʿī antagonism 
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towards alternate modes of piety. Finally, resituating this mythic history will allow us to 

undertake more specific studies in later chapters about the patronage of Shīʿī 

scholasticism within the Quṭbshāhī court, which was understood to fulfill the devotional 

promise of this myth and help them maintain political sovereignty. 

1.2 On Shīʿī Origins and Mythic Origins 

 
While the precise historical fact of Imāmī Shīʿism in the Deccan under the earlier 

Bahmanī Sultanate era (1347-1518/38) remains ill-defined, manuscript evidence 

corroborates the dissemination of Shīʿī legal literature at least as early as the late 8th/14th 

century, if not earlier.76 Most historians attribute the presence of Shīʿa in the Deccan to 

émigrés who arrived from Iraq and Iran in increasing numbers over the course of the 

9th/15th century, and certainly prior to the dissolution of the Bahmanī state into five 

separate sultanates in the early 10th/16th century.77 On this point, only a handful of 

scattered scholarly and political biographies are cited by South Asian historians including 

Sherwani and Shakeb who contend that a delineated Shīʿī identity grew incrementally as 

‘foreigners’ (sing. āfāqī, gharīb) entered the Deccan during this period.78  Despite the 

                                                        

76 The presence of legal literature transcribed in the Deccan would presume a scholarly class invested in its 
transmission and/or a Muslim community performing acts of worship accordingly to its guidelines. To date, 
the earliest evidence I have found is a copy of Taḥrīr al-aḥkām al-sharīʿa ʿalá maḏhab al-imāmiyya by 
ʿAllāma al-Ḥillī, transcribed at Bijapur in 787/1385. See Taḥrīr al-aḥkām, Tehran, Kitābkhāna-yi Millī, 
Ms. 925, f. 359b. 
 
77 See Umar Khalidi, “The Shiʿites of the Deccan: An Introduction,” Rivista Degli Studi Orientali 64, no. 
1/2 (1990): 5–16.; See Sherwani, History of the Qutb Shāhī Dynasty. pp. 45-6. 
 
78 Āfāqī, literally meaning “one of the horizons,” was a standard Persian term used to refer to those 
migrants who came into the Deccan from foreign shores. This broad category could have applied to Turks, 
Tajiks, Turkmans, and others we would presume to be “Iranian” and other ethnicities not perceived as 
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paucity of documentary evidence, it must be emphasized that Iranian émigré scholars 

during the two Safavid centuries did not introduce Imāmī Shīʿism as a novelty in the 

wake of Iran’s domestic upheaval. Rather, they developed it amidst an already 

sympathetic Muslim population that had enjoyed transregional scholarly, political, and 

economic connections to the wider Middle East for centuries.79 

For this reason, the distinct religious genealogy of the Quṭbshāhīs cannot be 

reduced to a simple reflection of the Safavid experience.  On the other hand, it cannot be 

added on as a mere continuation of the Bahmanid patronage of sayyids and Sufis who 

were promoted at their court and may have held a deep reverence for the twelve Shīʿī 

Imams. Changes certainly occurred in this transitional period. Nevertheless, the 

                                                        

 

indigenous to the subcontinent. While habashīs (east Africans) also entered the Deccan (mostly as slaves), 
this term does not appear to have applied to them, and Arabs were identified as such. Europeans were 
generally known as firangī (Portuguese) ingrīz (English), and valānda (Dutch). On this, see Richard M. 
Eaton, “‘Kiss My Foot,’ Said the King: Firearms, Diplomacy, and the Battle for Raichur, 1520,” Modern 
Asian Studies 43, no. 1 (2009): 289–313. pp. 293-294. Naqvi, The Iranian Afaquies Contribution to the 
Qutb Shahi and Adil Shahi Kingdoms.;  Sherwani, History of the Qutb Shāhī Dynasty. pp. 45-6.; Shakeb 
points to the career of Mīr Fażlullāh Īnjū (d. 1394), a Shīʿī administrator at the court of Fīrūz Shāh 
Bahmanī as an early definitive influencer of the religious sensibilities of the royal court. However, we are 
left with no concrete evidence of his specific ideas or institutional contributions in this regard beyond a 
convenient tale of the Bahmanī ruler interested in acquiring more wives and his councilor informing him of 
the Shīʿī practice of temporary marriage (mutʿah). The information arrives to us by the historian Firishta, 
who even Sherwani describes as “full of exaggeration.”  M. Z. A. Shakeb, Relations of Golkonda with 
Iran : Diplomacy, Ideas, and Commerce, 1518-1687 (Delhi: Primus Books, 2017). pp. 115-126. ; Haroon 
Khan Sherwani, The Bahmanis of the Deccan (Hyderabad: Krishnavas International Printers, 1953). pp. 
146, 172, n8. ; This ‘influx’ view is accepted and cited by many scholars including Savory, see Roger M. 
Savory, “The Shīʿī Enclaves in the Deccan (15th-17th Centuries): An Historical Anomaly,” in Corolla 
Torontonensis: Studies in Honor of Ronald Morton Smith, ed. E. Robbins and S. Sandahl (Toronto: TSAR 
with the assistance of the Centre for Korean Studies, 1994), 173–90. p. 175. 
 
79 On the significance of transregional connections between the Deccan and the Timurid state of Mīrzā 
Shāhrūkh in the middle of the 9th/15th century, see Elizabeth Lambourn, “Khuṭba and Muslim Networks in 
the Indian Ocean (Part II)- Timurid and Ottoman Engagements,” in The Growth of Non-Western Cities: 
Primary and Secondary Urban Networking, ed. Kenneth R. Hall (London: Lexington Books, 2011), 131–
58. 
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Quṭbshāhīs narrated a mythos of imamic piety entwined within legends anchored in their 

immediate surroundings as well as more distant ancestral lands. Specifically, this mythos 

was bound up within the late history of the Qarā Quyūnlū Turkman tribal dynasty of the 

mid-9th/15th century that ruled over Azerbaijan, eastern Anatolia, and much of the Iranian 

Plateau as well as the political intrigue that brought their Turkman dynastic founder, 

Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk, to the Deccan during the waning years of Bahmanī rule.  

In their imagination of a trans-regional connection to another dynastic past, the 

Quṭbshāhīs were not alone. Roy Fischel has demonstrated how the Deccan histories 

produced between the 1590s and 1620s about the neighboring Niẓāmshāhīs of 

Ahmadnagar and ʿĀdilshāhīs of Bijapur had adopted potent origin myths about the 

founders of these respective dynasties. For example, Yūsuf ʿĀdilshāh (d. 1511), the 

founder of Bijapur, was imagined having originated in a distant land, having escaped the 

persecution of another regime invested in exterminating political competition, and having 

ventured to the Deccan after witnessing a vision or miraculous prediction made by a holy 

person. The historian, Muḥammad Qāsim “Hindū Shāh” Astarābādī (d. 1620)— better 

known by his nom de plume “Firishtah”—related that Yūsuf was an exiled son of the 

Ottoman sultan Murād II (d. 1451) who had been smuggled into Iran by a Georgian 

merchant and enrolled in study at the Sufi shrine of Ṣafī al-Dīn of Ardabil. While 

traveling around Iran, Yūsuf had met the prophet Khiżr in a dream who ordered him to 

sever all ties with his home and guided him towards the Deccan where his fortunes 
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increased, first under the Bahmanī administration, and later as an independent sultan.80 A 

similar narrative offered by another Iranian émigré historian, Rafīʿ al-Dīn Shīrāzī (d. 

1635), contends that reliable witnesses attested that Yūsuf was instead an Āq Quyūnlū 

prince who was lured to the Deccan by a Sufi or other holy man.81 Likewise, Firishta and 

his near-contemporary and yet another émigré historian, Sayyid ʿAlī Ṭabāṭabā, disagreed 

whether Aḥmad Niẓāmshāh (d. 1510), the founder of the Niẓāmshāhī state, traced his 

lineage either to the rulers of the non-Muslim Vijayanagara Empire or another local 

Marathi noble.82 While each version relies upon the same narrative tropes, Fischel 

contends that their differences arise from the investment of specific communities 

involved in their retelling. Accordingly, the ʿĀdilshāhī administration that tended to be 

dominated by āfāqī émigrés would be more invested in the foreign origins of Yūsuf, 

while the more Dakkanī-favoring Niẓāmshāhīs would enjoy re-telling the local origins of 

Aḥmad Niẓāmshāh.  

While Fischel correctly identifies how Persianate history writing relied on 

powerful narrative tropes, his diagnoses of Deccan society present certain problems that 

must be identified so that we do not fall prey to a similarly dismissive view about 

historical significance. First, he interprets these other origin myths as a sign of the 

Deccan Sultanates’ collective “desperate need to gain such legitimacy due to their fragile 

                                                        

80 Roy S. Fischel, “Origin Narratives, Legitimacy, and the Practice of Cosmopolitan Language in the Early 
Modern Deccan,” Puruṣārtha 33 (2015): 71–95. pp. 74-6. 
 
81 Fischel. pp. 77-78. 
 
82 Fischel. pp. 82-4.  
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position as weak, marginal entities” when historicized next to the Mughals and Safavids 

as “small fish in a big imperial pond.”83 This perspective pre-judges their myth-making in 

light of their later overthrow, which occurred due to factors entirely unrelated to 

imagination, history, or the dexterity of their myth-making hubris. While the histories 

that Fischel cites were composed in an era in which the Mughals posed an existential 

threat to the survival of these Deccan states, other evidence suggests that their origin 

myths emerged long before Mughal conquest was any inevitability.  

Second, Fischel’s reliance upon a seemingly-unbridgeable cultural divide between 

classes of foreign-born āfāqīs and their Dakkanī counterparts reflects the endurance of 

the foundational narrative of Richard Eaton, who in 1978 utilized a structuralist analysis 

in his study of the religious topography of the Deccan Sultanate of Bijapur that made 

specific social binaries (i.e. foreigner/Dakkanī; Sufis/ʿulamā; Sunnīs/Shīʿa) understood 

through a mid-20th century religious ternary (i.e. ‘orthodoxy’/’syncretism’/‘religious 

liberalism’) the explanatory vocabulary of a highly diverse, mobile, and complex 

religious history.84 The notion of enduring social division arises from the uncritical 

reflection of the biases of the (mostly) Iranian émigré historians and chroniclers who 

amplified social and political contestation between ethnic groups in courtly politics. 

Certainly, some cultural divisions held in certain times and places, yet they blurred a 

great deal more in other religious, literary, and aesthetic contexts. Even hagiographers 

                                                        

83 Fischel. pp. 90-1. 
 
84 Richard Maxwell Eaton, Sufis of Bijapur, 1300-1700: Social Roles of Sufis in Medieval India (Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1977). 
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arriving from Iran re-purposed myths deeply rooted in the Indian landscape and 

incorporated these on a near equal footing with those forged in Iran. Unpacking the 

potency of mythic imagination, we would be well served to heed the advice of Wendy 

Doniger who has contended that “the focus on the middle group, the ethnic and class 

group, if monolithic, can become racist and offensive, as well as boring.”85 Whether 

Iranian, Dakkanī, or some other group, the opinions of individuals, in spite of their 

attested membership in wider classes, may surprise us for resisting the hegemonies of 

their respective mainstreams.  

Third, because so many émigrés shaped the fortunes of the Deccan states, Fischel 

sees their sovereignty as “not self-contained and well-defined in the fashion that the 

Mughal, Safavid, or Ottoman Empires claimed.”86 That view gives far too much credit to 

the imperial vision of these empires that constantly sought to attract or appease new 

populations or to prevent others from cultivating alternative mythologies to justify 

rebelling. As Colin Mitchell has termed, the Safavid “trilateral appeals” towards the 

heritage of pre-Islamic Iran, Abrahamic prophetology, and the celebration of the lineage 

of the Shīʿī Imams also had to negotiate with the rites of Turkic nomadic dynasties that 

had prefigured the Safavid ruling class.87 Accommodations had to be made for 

                                                        

85  Wendy Doniger, “Minimyths and Maximyths and Political Points of View,” in Myth & Method, ed. 
Laurie L. Patton and Wendy Doniger (Charlottesville, VA: University Press of Virginia, 1996), 109–27. p. 
114.  
 
86 Fischel, “Origin Narratives, Legitimacy, and the Practice of Cosmopolitan Language in the Early Modern 
Deccan.” p. 91. 
 
87 Colin P. Mitchell, The Practice of Politics in Safavid Iran: Power, Religion, and Rhetoric (New York: 
Tauris Academic Studies, 2009). p. 4. 
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incorporating local Iranian dynasties into the imperial fold that had already developed 

unique modes of articulating their authority long before the rise of the Safavids—such as 

the Marʿashī sayyids of the upland region of Ṭabaristān (Mazandaran) to the north of the 

Iranian Plateau, or the Kārkiyā’īs of Gilan, nestled in the fertile plains of the 

southwestern Caspian littoral—  who both violently contested the Safavid imperial vision 

at different times.88  

In the realm of imperial myth-making, the Safavids and Mughals appear just as 

reliant upon the loyalties of foreign ideologues as much as their Deccan counterparts. 

Safavid historians frequently maintained that Iran of the early 10th/16th century lacked 

any identifiable Imāmī juridical class, compelling Shāh Ismāʿīl I to send emissaries into 

the Arabic-speaking Middle East in search of authoritative texts and scholarly talent to 

help guide his fledgling messianic state and to fulfill the mythic promise of his claimed 

ʿAlid pedigree to rule on behalf of the hidden Twelfth Imam.89 In the case of Mughal 

ideology, an apt example may be seen in its third emperor Akbar’s decision to 
                                                        

 

 
88 About the former, see Rula Jurdi Abisaab, “Peasant Uprisings in Astarabad: The Siyāh Pūshān (Wearers 
of Black), the Sayyids, and the Safavid State,” Iranian Studies 49, no. 3 (2016): 471–92.; about the latter, 
see rebellion of ‘Gharībshāh’—a claimed Kārkiā’ī descendant— in Gilan upon the 1629 death of Shāh 
Abbās I, see Newman, Safavid Iran: Rebirth of a Persian Empire. p. 75. 
 
89 This is, of course, hyperbole. Nevertheless, its sentiment encapsulates the Safavid state’s overwhelming 
reliance upon the more recent classes of Arabic scholars and scholarship coming into Iran after 1501 than 
those that had existed just prior to Shāh Ismāʿīl’s emergence. On this, see the quotation from the 10th/16th 
century historian, Ḥasan Beg Rumlū, in Rasūl Jaʿfariyān, “The Immigrant Manuscripts: A Study of the 
Migration of Shīʿī Works From Arab Regions to Iran in the Early Safavid Era,” in Society and Culture in 
the Early Modern Middle East: Studies on Iran in the Safavid Period, ed. Andrew J. Newman, vol. 46, 
Islamic History and Civilization, Studies and Texts (Boston: Brill, 2003), 351–69. p. 352.; see also 
Abisaab, Converting Persia. p. 10-11. 
 



 

 64 

commemorate his rule as the millennial sovereign. His commissioned History of a 

Millennium (Tārīkh-i alfī) was authored by a team of scholars, over half of whom were 

born in Safavid Iran.90 We should also consider Azfar Moin’s study on kingship that 

shows how both the Safavid and Mughal imperial ideologies innovated upon the 

sovereign symbols developed by the Timurid kings spread across the entire Persianate 

ecumene of Iran and Central Asia over the course of the 9th/15th century.91 As a final 

example underscoring the ease with which post-Timurid kings could arise within the 

same ideological terrain, Philip Bockholt has recently shown that the most popular 

10th/16th century Persian history, the Ḥabīb al-siyar of Khwāndamīr, actually exists in at 

least two separate versions: one completed in Safavid Herat in 931/1524-5 and a later 

version completed in Mughal Agra in 935/1528-9, each emphasizing slightly different 

historical details to foreordain the rule of an Imāmī Shīʿī or a nominally Sunnī ruler,92 

both attempting to self-style as the “Lord of Planetary Conjunction” (ṣāḥib-i qirān) 

assuming the mantle of the world-conquering Tamerlane. If we may claim that Safavid 

and Mughal sovereign myths became ‘well-defined’ over the course of several 

                                                        

90 These included Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī, Ḥakīm Alī Gīlānī, Ḥakīm Humām Gīlānī, and Jaʿfar Beg Qazvīnī.; 
Other scholars have suggested that the entire artifice of Akbar’s self-apotheosis in the Dīn-i ilāhī may have 
originated in the Iranophilic Nuqṭavī messianic movement that came into Mughal India by way of several 
Iranian exiles. On this see Abbas Amanat, “Persian Nuqṭawīs and the Shaping of the Doctrine of ’Universal 
Conciliation (Ṣulḥ-i Kull) in Mughal India,” in Unity in Diversity: Mysticism, Messianism and the 
Construction of Religious Authority in Islam, ed. Orkhan Mir-Kasimov (Boston: Brill, 2014), 367–91.  
 
91 See especially his Chapter 3, “The Crown of Dreams, Sufis and Princes in Sixteenth-Century Iran,” in 
Moin, The Millennial Sovereign. pp. 56-93. 
 
92 Philip Bockholt, “Writing History in Safavid Times. Khvandamir’s (d. 1535-6) General History Habib 
Al-Siyar and Its Reception in the Premodern Period” (PhD Dissertation, Freie Universität Berlin, 2018). 
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generations, we can hardly consider them ‘self-contained’ or immune from non-local 

influences in any conventional sense.93  

For these reasons, I prefer to focus on how the origin myths legitimating the 

Deccan sultans’ claims of sovereignty were rooted in much of the same cultural and 

religious fabric found in different corners of the Iranian and Indo-Persianate arena, 

irrespective of the historical durability of those narratives and the states that they 

fashioned. By demonstrating how the Quṭbshāhī founding myth evolved and was re-

dedicated, we may implicate the wider Persianate mythmaking process that unfolded 

across neighboring states. Sovereign myths cannot but be presumed to have co-evolved 

with dynastic longevity. 

In this sense, it is no surprise that, just like his Mughal and Safavid neighbors, 

Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk was also valorized in late-Quṭbshāhī historiography in the 

Timurid mold as the ‘Lord of Planetary Conjunction,’ despite having no attested or even 

any claimed ancestors from among the descendants of Tamerlane.94 95  As an exemplary 

                                                        

93 The contributions of inter-Asian networks to the projection of Mughal sovereignty under Jahāngīr has 
also recently been addressed in Corinne Lefèvre, “Messianism, Rationalism, and Inter-Asian Connections: 
The Majalis-i Jahangiri (1608-1611) and the Socio-Intellectual History of the Mughal ʿulama,” The Indian 
Economic & Social History Review 54, no. 3 (2017): 317–38. 
 
94 This category included a group of rulers known as “Mīrzās” (derived from the term ‘amīr-zādah’ or 
‘born of the Amīr’ Tīmur or Tamerlane) who ruled and warred over the Persian heartlands in the century 
after Tamerlane’s death in 1405. While the founder of the Mughal dynasty, Babur, was directly descended 
from Tamerlane, Shāh Ismāʿīl Ṣafavī was not. Yet, his hagiographers painted him as the Lord of 
Conjunction to celebrate his assumption of the mantle of universal kingship developed by his predecessors. 
On the development of that hagiography in early Safavid literature, see Moin, The Millennial Sovereign. 
pp. 88-91.; On the status of being a Timurid Mīrzā see Faruqui, The Princes of the Mughal Empire, 1504–
1719. pp. 25, 28. 
 
95 There are numerous examples of this title applied to different Quṭbshāhī rulers, for instance Shīrāzī, 
Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i Quṭbshāhī. p. 80. 
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figure endowed with a foreign pedigree, the late Quṭbshāhī imagination continued to 

portray Sulṭān-Qulī in distinctly Turkic dress adorned with a scalloped crown and 

pommel to further render him visually distinct from the latter Quṭbshāhī sultans who 

were depicted as turban-wearing rulers and, thus, semiotically ‘Indianized’ kings (fig. 4, 

5). As Ali Anooshahr has recently described the Persianate historians writing in the 

Mughal or Safavid domains to celebrate their genealogical ties to the Timurid and 

Chinggisid past, “one can say that historians writing in these empires were the main 

ancestors of the ‘Turco-Mongol’ lineage of their founders.”96 We too should look upon 

the mythmakers and miniaturists of the 10th/16th and 11th/17th centuries as the actual 

ancestors of Quṭbshāhī claims to earlier Anatolian Turkman dynasties. These genealogies 

appear to have existed most clearly within these widely consumed myths, and less-so in 

the verifiable historical record. 

Charting the vagaries of the Quṭbshāhī origin myth therefore helps understand 

overlapping claims to sovereignty, the limits of narrative re-telling, the religious 

orientations of the parties involved in their re-telling, as well as actionable responses to 

realize mythic potential.   

                                                        

 

 
96 “Persianate historians living in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and writing about the Turco-Mongol 
or Turkestani ancestry of their kings were usually the inventors of such genealogical projects.” Ali 
Anooshahr, Turkestan and the Rise of Eurasian Empires: A Study of Politics and Invented Traditions (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2018). p. 1, 3. 
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Figure 4. Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk, Witsen Album, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam (c. 1686; 

RP-T-00-3186-19A) 

 



 

 68 

 
Figure 5. Sulṭān-Qulī attended by his Quṭbshāhī heirs, Telangana State Archaeology Museum, 

Hyderabad (artist unknown, 17th century, photohraph by author) 

 

1.3  Trends in the Study of Deccan Islam 

Studies depicting Islamic thought and devotion in the Deccan provide us with a 

provisional framework in which to situate a project highlighting an ‘early-modern 

condition’ of Imāmī Shīʿism in this landscape. These works tend to depict Islamic 

activity either during the earlier centuries of the Bahmanī Sultanate (1347-1518/38), or 

the latter years after Mughal conquest and into the Nizamate era (1724-1948), with 
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Sufism as the primary focus. Chief among these works is Carl Ernst’s Eternal Garden 

that binds the histories of Sufi devotion among the Chishtī saints who ventured from 

north India to the Deccan after the heartlands of the Delhi Sultanate increasingly fell 

under Mongol attack. Amidst the relative security of the Deccan plateau, they developed 

close relations with the Bahmanī state that granted special status to their shrine city at 

Khuldabad. The final chapter of Ernst’s monograph touches on several shorter periods 

around the turn of the 10th/16th to the 11th/17th century during which the Fārūqī dynasty of 

Khandesh oversaw the functions of Khuldabad before experiencing its own Mughal 

overthrow that inadvertently facilitated contact with the nominally Shīʿī Niẓāmshāhī 

regime, which desired the mantle of Khuldabad’s patrons for themselves.97 Beyond these 

episodes, however, the Shīʿī Deccan Sultanates do not play a large role in his story. What 

is evident, however, is that the symbolic capitol afforded by patronizing prominent Sufi 

communities remained a cornerstone of Deccan political practice throughout these 

centuries even as one state disintegrated and new ones arose. 

Nile Green has also drawn significantly on the work of Ernst and published 

widely in the subfield of Deccan Islam with an emphasis on Sufism and tomb veneration. 

Most of his analyses are focused on what we might call the ‘development years’ of 

Sufism under the Bahmanīs and the ‘rededication years’ of changing historical memories 

                                                        

97 Carl Ernst, Eternal Garden: Mysticism, History, and Politics at a South Asian Sufi Center, Second 
Edition (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2004). pp. 201-238. 
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under the Mughals.98 Unfortunately he sees the intervening Deccan Sultanates as a 

historical reality of little consequence by virtue of their political erasure, writing, “the 

success of these kingdoms was ultimately limited and they fell one by one to the armies 

of Shah Jahan and Aurangzeb.”99 While also concluding about one such devotional site in 

the city of Awrangabad, he writes, “From the Bahmani period onwards, Islam in the 

Deccan was always tinged with a layering of Shiism [sic], especially in its more popular 

forms. In this way, popular Islam reflects the very different historical trajectory of Shiism 

[sic] in the Deccan in comparison with Iran.”100 Like others, Green subscribes to the 

understanding of durative religious impact occurring under the guise of ‘large’ states. To 

say nothing of rich and unique forms of ‘popular’ Shīʿism inside of Iran,101 Green 

brushes off the intellectual endeavors of Imāmī Shīʿī scholars in the Deccan and ignores 

                                                        

98 His representative publications around this theme include, Nile Green, Indian Sufism since the 
Seventeenth Century: Saints, Books, and Empires in the Muslim Deccan (New York: Routledge, 2009).; 
Green, Making Space: Sufis and Settlers in Early Modern India.; Nile Green, “Auspicious Foundations: 
The Patronage of Sufi Institutions in the Late Mughal and Early Asaf Jah Deccan,” South Asian Studies 20, 
no. 1 (2004): 71–98.; Nile Green, “Geography, Empire and Sainthood in the Eighteenth Century Muslim 
Deccan,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 67, no. 2 (2004): 207–25.; Nile Green, 
“Stories of Saints and Sultans: Re-Membering History at the Sufi Shrines of Aurangabad,” Modern Asian 
Studies 38, no. 2 (2004): 419–46.;Nile Green, “Mystical Missionaries in Hyderabad State: Muʿin Allah 
Shah and His Sufi Reform Movement,” Indian Economic and Social History Review 41, no. 2 (2005): 45–
70.; Nile Green, “Shiism, Sufism and Sacred Space in the Deccan: Counter-Narratives of Saintly Identity in 
the Cult of Shah Nur,” in The Other Shi’ites: From the Mediterranean to Central Asia, ed. Alessandro 
Monsutti, Silvia Naef, and Farian Sabahi (New York: Peter Lang, 2007), 195–218. 
 
99 Green, “Shiism, Sufism and Sacred Space in the Deccan: Counter-Narratives of Saintly Identity in the 
Cult of Shah Nur.” p. 203.  
 
100 Ibid. Green. p. 217. 
 
101  See Rosemary Stanfield-Johnson, “The Tabarra’iyan and the Early Safavids,” Iranian Studies 37, no. 1 
(2004): 47–71. ; See also Babak Rahimi, Theater State and the Formation of Early Modern Public Sphere 
in Iran: Studies on Safavid Muharram Rituals, 1590-1641 CE (Boston: Brill, 2011). 
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their own experience negotiating affinities for Sufi saints in conjunction with, or 

contradistinction to, the Shīʿī Imams. 

Even before Ernst and Green had embarked upon these studies, Richard Eaton’s 

Sufis of Bijapur set the stage for detailed intra-ṭarīqa analyses of Sufi orders throughout 

the Deccan. However, his careful attention to the shifting political fortunes from the 

Bahmanī to the ʿĀdilshāhī states caricaturizes the role that Imāmī Shīʿism assumed in 

relation to individual as well as institutional Sufism. He contends that while Imāmī Shīʿī 

sultans ruled Bijapur from 1502 to 1534, and again from 1558 to 1583, Sufis avoided the 

ʿĀdilshāhī realm and its culture of “Shiʿa [sic] fanaticism” that bred a “remarkably 

sterile” religious and intellectual atmosphere.102 In support of his claim, he points to the 

career of Shāh Ṭāhir (d. 1548/9), the exiled Iranian leader of the Mu’min-shāhī branch of 

the Nizārī Ismāʿīlīs who in the early 1520s joined the retinue of a supposedly Sunnī ruler, 

Burhān Niẓāmshāh of Ahmadnagar, after failing to establish a relationship of patronage 

with anyone in the Shīʿī ʿĀdilshāhī realm. As I discuss further on, Shāh Ṭāhir’s 

attributed-conversion of the Niẓāmshāhī ruler to Imāmī Shīʿism, spiritual training of the 

Imāmī Shīʿī Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk, attachment to other professed Imāmī Shīʿī 

scholars, and leadership of what appears to have been a unique Sufi order of his own 

design would all refute Eaton’s flimsy justification. Another example of contradiction 

may be seen in the career of Muḥammad Dihdār Shīrāzī (d. 1017/1608-9), one of the 

most widely read Imāmī Shīʿī Sufis of the late 10th/16th and early 11th/17th century in 
                                                        

102 Richard Maxwell Eaton, Sufis of Bijapur, 1300-1700 : Social Roles of Sufis in Medieval India 
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South Asia, who was trained as a spiritual disciple under an enigmatic figure named 

Ḥasan Najafī. Based on extant biographical evidence from several scholars, we 

understand that Najafī, a Sufi, taught rational sciences in Bijapur prior to relocating to 

Ahmadnagar with Muḥammad Dihdār Shīrāzī. This transition appears to have occurred 

after the death of the Imāmī Shīʿī ruler, ʿAlī ʿĀdilshāh I, and the reversion of his Shīʿī-

inclined court to the Sunnism of his successor, Ibrāhīm ʿĀdilshāh II.103 We might 

tentatively conclude that there are no convenient correlations to be made between 

sectarian identity and Sufi affiliation in the 10th/16th century Deccan context. 

The relations between Sufism and Deccan Shīʿism similarly appear no better in 

the works of several prominent South Asian historians. M.Z.A. Shakeb has written about 

the evolution of Chishtī, Niʿmatullāhī, and Qādirī orders that endured during the Deccan 

Sultanate era and deploys an unapologetically pro-Sunnī bias in his interpretations of 

their history. Writing, “[i]t was against a background of clerical intimidation and Shīʿite 

[sic] fanaticism that the Sufis of the Deccan had to carry on their mission. Despite the 

many and varied challenges that they encountered […] they managed to preserve their 

tolerant and peaceful attitude. The Sufis generally kept aloof from the polemical debates 

raging in the Shīʿite literature of the period which, whether it was produced in Iran or the 

Deccan, contained provocative theological discussions often filled with diatribes against 
                                                        

103 Ḥasan Najafī is said to have taught logic and ḥikmat to a figure called Ḥabībullāh Bījāpūrī prior to the 
latter’s attachment to the virulently anti-Shīʿī Shaṭṭārī saint, Shāh Ṣibghatullāh (d. 1606), whom he 
accompanied to the Hijaz. See al-Hasanī,  ʿAbd al-Ḥayy ibn Fakhr al-Dīn, Nuzhat al-khawāṭir wa-bahjat 
al-masāmiʿ wa-al-nawāẓir, 8 vols. (Beirut: Dār Ibn Ḥāzim, 1999). p. 519.; The connection between Ḥasan 
Najafī and Muḥammad Dihdār is related on the oral authority of his own son, Muḥammad Taqī Dihdār, 
whose account of the family was preserved in the text Ṣubḥ-i ṣādiq of Muḥammad Ṣādiq Ṣādiqī Iṣfahānī. 
An excerpt of that entry is found in Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ms. Walker 120. ff. 218b-219a. 
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the first three Sunni caliphs.”104 Shakeb does not write from the vantage of a disinterested 

historian as he understands the later trajectory of the late and post-sultanate era to excuse 

this bias, “For over two centuries, the Deccan had been the theatre in which Persianate 

Shīʿism tried to overpower Persianate Sufism, but without much success.”105 Shakeb 

appears to share this ossified vision of a hostile Imāmī Shīʿī essence with the two more 

highly influential social historians of the Deccan, Abdul Majeed Siddiqui and H.K. 

Sherwani. In the early 1970s, Karen Leonard astutely showed how both historians 

painstakingly promoted a myth of Hindu-Muslim cultural synthesis entirely unique to the 

Deccan in order to feed modern ideological sensibilities. Yet the evidence mobilized to 

produce that myth continued to draw upon a contradictory repertoire of evidence that 

presented Quṭbshāhī rulers such as the fourth sultan, Muḥammad-Qulī, at once as a 

“bigoted” Shīʿī, but one who also showed great favor for the literary culture of the non-

immigrant Sunnī population of the Deccan and their Telugu-speaking Hindu 

neighbors.106 Clearly, the broad consensus among South Asian and Euro-American 

historians of Deccan Islam appears to have arisen in tacit agreement with orientalists who 

have considered Imāmī Shīʿism to be categorically hostile towards Sufism. 

Finally, in order to understand what impact the rigid sectarian vision of Deccan 

history has had upon subsequent investigations into elite intellectual production, we 
                                                        

104 M. Z. A. Shakeb, “The Role of the Sufis in the Changing Society of the Deccan, 1500-1700,” in 
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should consider the work of Fabrizio Speziale. As a historian of Indo-Persian medical 

sciences, he has shown how prominent Deccan Sufi saints from the Bahmanī era devoted 

great attention to both the physical and spiritual wellbeing of their adherents through the 

authorship of medical treatises alongside their more well-known ‘mystical’ letters.107 In 

his discussion of the émigré Imāmī Shīʿī scholars who entered into the Deccan and also 

practiced medicine and related rational sciences, Speziale depicts these scholars operating 

as such because of a shared Sufi identity that allowed them to exist in the wider mystical-

medical landscape.108 Relying upon the career of Mīr Muḥammad Mu’min Astarābādī (d. 

1625) to make his case, Speziale considers Mīr Mu’min’s historical memory in posterity 

through the lens of later Dakkanī historians, physicians, and Sufis from Nizamate-era 

Hyderabad (1724-1948). While Mīr Mu’min was indeed an ishrāqī philosopher, which 

means that his cosmology could easily have translated into the idiom of Sufism, the 

contemporaneous historical record remains entirely silent about his affinity for any 

known Sufi order.109 Nizamate-era Urdu biographical sources, like the work of ʿAbd al-

                                                        

107 Fabrizio Speziale, “The Relation between Galenic Medicine and Sufism in India during the Delhi and 
Deccan Sultanates,” East and West 53, no. 1/4 (2003): 149–78. 
 
108 “In [the] Deccan, a significant role was also played by the šīʿah sufi physicians and alchemists who 
arrived from Central Asia, such as Maḥmūd Gāwān and Mīr Mu’min [Astarābādī]. The spread of shiah 
savants in the Deccan region was favoured by the fact that some of the local sultans such as Quṭb shāh of 
Golconda and ʿĀdil shāh of Bijapur, adopted the Shiism as the state religion.” Speziale. p. 156, 164-166. 
 
109 It is important to distinguish his intellectual pedigree and courtly role in the Deccan so that he is not 
conflated into a different intellectual and devotional current unfolding among other Muslim communities. 
His conflation as a Sufi may very well be the fault of religious taxonomies constructed by early-modern 
Muslims who have viewed Sufi and ishrāqī Neoplatonists as largely one in the same in terms of the content 
of their beliefs despite the outward differences in how they constitute themselves as communities. Even in 
Mīr Mu’min’s own era, ishrāqī cosmology was analogized as Sufi cosmology. For instance, see, 
Kaykhusraw Isfandiyār, Dabistān-i Maz̲āhib, ed. Raḥīm Riżāzādah-yi Malik (Tehran: Kitābkhānah-yi 
Ṭahūrī, 1362). pp. 358-359.; For an earlier example from the Deccan, we may look to the theological 
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Jabbār Khān Malkāpūrī on whom Speziale relies, made sense of their Quṭbshāhī past by 

overemphasizing the contributions of scholarly elites whose descendants endured into 

their era often among recognizable and active Sufi orders long after the erosion of Imāmī 

Shīʿī hegemony within the political establishment. The historical silences of these sources 

are then used to support the aforementioned perspective that the Imāmī Shīʿism of the 

Quṭbshāhīs structurally inhibited intellectual exchange due to a perceived hostility 

towards Sufism. Considering the early 10th/16th century, Speziale contends:  

The era of the absence of Sufis in Golconda corresponds to the period when the 
power of the sultanate was minor. It is a phase of less patronage of the arts and 
[intellectual] studies, characterized in particular by the absence of eminent 
doctors, and contemporaneous with the austere intellectual climate prevailing in 
Safavid Iran [...] But there is no definite proof that the Sunnī Sufi orders were 
suppressed as in Iran by the Safavid emperors, but the Shīʿī milieu of Golkonda 
[was] certainly permeable to the anti-Sufi campaign of its main ally. This 
obviously explains the fact that in the first half of the first century of the life of 
the sultanate [i.e. the 10th/16th century] there is an almost complete absence of 
Sufis in Golconda.110 

 

                                                        

 

treatise of a recent Shīʿī convert and an émigré student of Jalāl al-Dīn Davānī  who came from Shiraz to the 
Niẓāmshāhī and Quṭbshāhī realms. His different chapters relating to specific theological questions offer the 
Peripatetic, Sufi, Ashʿarī, Imāmī, and ishrāqī positions on different questions, and he demonstrates keen 
awareness of the parallel ideas shared by the Sufis and ishrāqīs who speak in different idioms. Muḥammad 
ibn Aḥmad Khwājagī Shīrāzī, Al-Niẓāmiyya Fī Madhhab Al-Imāmiyya, ed. ʿAlī Awjabī (Tehran: Daftar-i 
Nashr-i Mīrāṯ-i Maktūb: Markaz-i Farhangī-yi Nashr-i Qiblah, 1997).; On Mīr Mu’min’s confusion as a 
Sufi, see also, Syed Akbar Hyder, Reliving Karbala: Martyrdom in South Asian Memory (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2006). pp. 115,  228, n30. 
 
110 My translation and italics. Speziale demonstrates that he is reading the scientific development of 
Golkonda and the wider Deccan through though the lens developed by Richard Eaton in his earlier study: 
“Seuls quelques saints s’établissent auprès des murs de Golconde, peu avant la fondation de Hyderabad 
[1591]. Comme Maxwell Eaton l’a déjà observé à propos des soufis de Bijapur, la première raison est à 
chercher dans des tendances anti-soufies analogues à celles actives sur la scène chiite de l’Iran safavide.” 
Fabrizio Speziale, Soufisme, Religion, et Médecine En Islam Indien (Paris: Karthala, 2010). pp. 87-88. 
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Such a categorical pronouncement can neither be taken lightly nor conveniently ignored 

when weighing the overwhelming textual evidence pointing to the contrary.  

Save the work of Ernst, these studies suggest that the paucity of scholarship 

attending to intellectual Shīʿism in the Deccan Sultanates may be explained through a 

presumption of bias within that sectarian posture that squelches alternative dogmatic 

formulae and consequential pietistic associations. We should conclude this point by 

asserting that mainstream readings of Deccan Sultanate religious history suffer from 

proleptic readings of cultural and religious attitudes.111 That perception arises through a 

reliance on belated 18th and 19th century narratives of the Quṭbshāhī past coupled with the 

importation of the old orientalist trope discussed in this dissertation’s Introduction 

depicting a “rabid, crusading fundamentalist” legalism, that is alleged in all trans-

historical cases of Shīʿism, whether in Iran, the Deccan, or elsewhere.112  

As a result, historical Sufism has not been critically situated in the Deccan 

Sultanate context vis-à-vis forms of ʿAlid loyalism and Shīʿism. The critical re-evaluation 

of this relationship has only recently begun to be undertaken in the Iranian context.113 I 

                                                        

111 Despite this chapter not delivering a conceptual history as such, Quentin Skinner offers a cautionary 
point for us going forward. “The characteristic, in short, of the mythology of prolepsis is the conflation of 
the asymmetry between the significance an observer may justifiably claim to find in a given historical 
episode and the meaning of that episode itself.” In other words, perceived historical absence or silence on 
Sufism in a particular place could indicate a prevailing cultural or religious hostility, but it cannot be 
merely mobilized as such without corroborating evidence from authorities in the same era validating that 
absence as such. Quentin Skinner, Visions of Politics, Volume I: Regarding Method, vol. 1, 3 vols. 
(Cambridge University Press, 2002).  p. 73. 
 
112 So are the words of Terry Graham. See Graham, “The Niʿmatu’llāhī Order Under Safavid Suppression 
and in Indian Exile.” p. 200. 
 
113 The recent work of Ata Anzali is masterful in this regard, Anzali, “Mysticism” in Iran. 
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contend that Deccan Shīʿism overwhelmingly failed to violate the discursive terrain of 

Sufism precisely because the two were never understood to be in direct conflict. This 

relationship is most clearly depicted in the myth of the first Quṭbshāhī ruler, Sulṭān-Qulī 

Quṭb al-Mulk, as well as the development and reception of that legend in later years. 

1.4  Sufi-Shīʿī Syntheses of the 9th/15th Century 

In 1955, Vladimir Minorsky’s manuscript studies brought to light the claimed 

ancestral origins of the Quṭbshāhīs among the “Black Sheep” Qarā Quyūnlū Turkmān 

tribal dynasty (1375-1468) that ruled over Iran and eastern Anatolia. The founder of this 

Deccan sultanate, Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk, is said to have traced his ancestry 

accordingly: son of Uvays-Qulī, son of Pīr-Qulī, son of Alvand, son of Sulṭān-Iskandar 

(d. 1436), son of Qarā-Yūsuf (d. 1420), son of Qarā-Muḥammad, son of Qarā-Tūrs, son 

of Qarā-Manṣūr, son of Qarā-Bayram, son of Qarā-Tūrs, son of Amīr Tarah(?) Beg, and 

according to the mythology of Qarā Quyūnlū origins, back to their ancient Turkic 

ancestor, Oghuz Khān, descended from the prophet Noah.114  

Across the Iranian Plateau, the Qarā Quyūnlū Turkman tribal confederacy was 

generally considered to have practiced a sort of non-institutional “folk Shīʿism” that 

developed within the wider landscape of imamic piety common throughout much of post-

                                                        

114 Alvand, it may be pointed out, rebelled against the rule of Jahānshāh (r. 1438-1467) and fled into the 
hands of their common Āq Quyūnlū adversaries 1448-1450, John E. Woods, The Aqquyunlu: Clan, 
Confederation, Empire (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1999). pp. 9, 74-75, 173-177; See also, 
V. Minorsky, “The Qara-Qoyunlu and the Qutb-Shāhs,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African 
Studies 17, no. 1 (1955): 50–73.; See also Briggs, History of the Rise of the Mahomedan Power in India, till 
the Year A.D. 1612, Translated from the Original Persian of Mahomed Kasim Ferishta, 1829. p. 339.; I 
have added additional names to those that Minorsky lists according to Oxford, Bodleian, Ms. Ouseley 202, 
f. 31b. 
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Timurid Iran, Anatolia, and Central Asia.115 The beliefs of the antinomian and 

reincarnationist Qizilbāsh that came to military prowess throughout the Azeri heartlands 

are considered one such iteration emblematic of the synthesis of Sufi devotion and an 

imamophilic cult.116  

However, self-identifying as Imāmī Shīʿī was not a necessary conclusion for all 

who held a predilection for the Twelve Imams. Other ostensibly Sunnī Sufi 

brotherhoods—like the Kubraviyya or early Niʿmatullāhiyya— rapidly evolved in the 

same post-caliphal ecumene as the Turkman nomads and maintained strong reverence for 

ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib and his descendants. As “tafżīlī” Sunnīs, they showed favor (fażl) for 

the ʿAlid lineage without fully embracing the historical political grievance of the ahl al-

bayt.117 For instance, the extant poetry of the Sufi master, Niʿmatullāh Valī (d. 1431), 

                                                        

115 Although our knowledge of the historical fact of this sectarian posture is based upon much later sources 
from the Safavid era, not all of which concur with this assessment. At least some have posited that the Qarā 
Quyūnlū were Sunnī Muslims, not unlike their Āq Quyūnlū competitors. As Quiring-Zoche contends, “The 
argument that there was a clear-cut contrast between the Sunnism of the Āq Qoyunlū and the Shiʿism of the 
Qara Qoyunlū and the Ṣafawīya rests mainly on later Safavid sources and must be considered doubtful.” R. 
Quiring-Zoche, “AQ QOYUNLŪ,” in Encyclopaedia Iranica (Online, 2011), 
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/aq-qoyunlu-confederation.; On this, see also Ertuǧrul Ökten, 
“Imperial Aqquyunlu Construction of Religious Establishments in the Late Fifteenth Century Tabriz,” in 
Politics, Patronage and the Transmission of Knowledge in 13th-15th Century Tabriz, ed. Judith Pfeiffer 
(Boston: Brill, 2014), 371-385. p. 376. 
 
116 See Kathryn Babayan, “The Safavid Synthesis: From Qizilbash Islam to Imamite Shiʿism,” Iranian 
Studies 27, no. 1/4 (1994): 135–61. 
 
117 We have much evidence about members of these orders maintaining reference for the Shīʿī Imāms 
despite questionable affiliations with Imāmī Shīʿism in a formal sense. We should even count among this 
group the anti-Shīʿī Naqshbandī Sufi and “reviver” of the second millennium, Aḥmad Sirhindī (d. 1624), 
who managed to maintain Imamophilism while reviling the Shīʿa elsewhere, demonstrating that these were 
not mutually exclusive epistemic or sectarian positions in the early-modern era. Friedmann demonstrates 
how in the Sufi period of his latter life while politically well-connected to the Mughal state, Sirhindī wrote 
of the imams as “leaders of those who approach God by the way of Sainthood and the transmitters of divine 
blessings to them.” Yohanan Friedmann, “Shaykh Ahmad Sirhindi: An Outline of His Thought and a Study 
of His Image in the Eyes of Posterity” (1966).  p. 76. 
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reveals a strong devotion for the Imams as transmitters of esoteric knowledge from ʿAlī 

b. Abī Ṭālib through Imām Riżā—an unassailable series of infallible authorities known as 

the ‘golden chain’ (silsila al-dhahabiyya)— and on to other early Sufi masters who 

transmitted esoteric knowledge down to the early-modern era.118  

To appeal to diffuse Persianate communities, it was common for these Sufi 

masters to claim the mantle of multiple religious authorities that transcended sectarian 

camps. This means that not only were mainstream currents of exoteric Islamic 

scholarship and philosophical rationalism presumed to fall within their capacious 

faculties, but they embodied mastery over other modes of gnostic practice and various 

occult sciences that further elevated their reputed power and corroborated their insights 

into the realm of the unseen (al-ghayb). Their patronage was, in a Bourdieusian sense, 

performing the “double play” of channeling spiritual, scientific, and religious capital at 

once.119 All of these modes of being are revealed in one such letter issued by the highly 

influential 9th/15th century Sufi master and self-styled messiah, Sayyid Muḥammad 

Nūrbakhsh (d. 1464), who wrote the following lines to inspire his aspirants: 

Praise is to God for his exoteric and esoteric blessings, for the messiah has not 
withheld from this embodiment (maẓhar, i.e. myself) the honor of distinctions and 

                                                        

 

 
118 Darvīsh Muḥammad ibn ʿAlī Shāh Ṭabasī, Āṯār-i Darvīsh Muḥammad Ṭabasī, ed. Īraj Afshar and 
Muḥammad Taqī Dānishpažūh (Tehran: Intishārāt-i Khānqāh-i Niʿmatallāhī, 1351). pp. 17, 129, 181, 228.  
 
119 Pierre Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital,” in Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of 
Education, ed. J. Richardson (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1986), 241–58.; See also Pierre Bourdieu, The 
State Nobility: Elite Schools in the Field of Power, trans. Lauretta C. Clough (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 
1996). p. 271.  
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perfections (az sharf-i fażā’il u kamālāt az īn maẓhar darīgh nadāsht). I am of the 
Qurayshī, Hāshimī, ʿAlavī, Fāṭimī, Ḥusaynī, and Kāżimī lineages. And in His 
sciences, I am the sign of the peerless among the distinguished of the age. In legal 
sciences, I am alone amidst the jurists of the world. In mathematical sciences, 
even if you were Plato, you would avail yourself of me! In the honorable Jaʿfarī 
sciences, I am a follower of the Adam of the Saints— ʿAlī Murtażá—blessings 
upon him! In the occult sciences of terrestrial magic (hīmiyā), alchemy (kīmiyā), 
and letter magic (sīmiyā), had I no shame, I would be Abū ʿAlī Sīnā! In celestial 
revelations (mukāshifāt-i falakī), observations of the sovereign realm 
(mushāhidāt-i malakūtī), metaphysical forces of the omnipotent realm 
(mughayibāt-i jabrūtī), and manifestations of the divine (tajalliyāt-i lāhūtī) I am 
the perfect one and the addressee in the seven acts—of the speech, breath, heart, a 
secret in revelation and the hidden realm, the mystery of mysteries (ghayb al-
ghuyūb), the origin, and the uninterrupted…120 

 
We immediately recognize the central role that sayyid lineage, or descent from the 

Prophet Muḥammad, plays in legitimating Nūrbakhsh’s claims to gnostic power, which 

he inherited through each major node of the ʿAlid household. As well, appeals to the 

Prophet’s own tribal membership among the Quraysh and the Banū Hāshim authorize his 

claims within explicitly non-ʿAlid genealogies, which echo the Sunnī paradigm of 

caliphal successorship.121 The potential endorsement from a Sufi master like Nūrbakhsh 

could thus help legitimate a political ruler interested in establishing control over multiple 

sectarian communities invested in only a portion of his capacious claims to authority. 

While Nūrbakhsh’s declaration of being the long-awaited Mahdi was an extreme 

realization of this spiritual potential, in many ways it was an outgrowth of the same 

                                                        

120 Abū al-Qāsim Īvāghlī Ḥaydar. Kitāb majmūa al-murāsalāt, London, The British Library, Add. 7688. ff. 
34b-35a.  
 
121 These statements might gesture towards the direction of contemporaneous views on legitimate Muslim 
successorship popular in the 15th and 16th century in places like Mamluk Egypt and Levant. For a few 
examples, see Mona Hassan, Longing for the Lost Caliphate: A Transregional History (Princeton 
University Press, 2017). pp. 122-141. 
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underlying dynamics of the universalist dispensation characterizing other Persianate 

messianic movements of the same era. Broadly speaking, this includes the Ḥurūfiyya, the 

Nuqṭaviyya, as well as the messianism developed under Ḥaydar Ṣafavī (ex. 1488) and 

realized by his son, the first Safavid emperor, Shāh Ismāʿīl I.122 These Shīʿī-Sufi-

millenarian currents spread widely throughout early-modern Anatolia and Iran, 

particularly among many of the Turkman tribal coalitions, which included the Qarā 

Quyūnlū. Their sectarian affiliation, however, stood at stark variance from the Sunnism 

disseminated by the Mamlūk and Ottoman regimes of the Middle East and Anatolia and 

embraced by other Turkman coalitions including the “White Sheep” Āq Quyūnlū, who 

have been depicted as definitionally opposed to these Shīʿī-leaning countercurrents.123  

                                                        

122 On this dynamic implicating three post-Mongol messianic figures, see Shahzad Bashir, Messianic Hopes 
and Mystical Visions: The Nūrbakhshīya Between Medieval and Modern Islam (University of South 
Carolina Press, 2003). pp. 34-41.; See also Sanjay Subrahmanyam, “Turning the Stones over: Sixteenth-
Century Millenarianism from the Tagus to the Ganges,” The Indian Economic & Social History Review 40, 
no. 2 (June 1, 2003): 129–61. p. 134.; On the development under Ḥaydar see Kazuo Morimoto, “The 
Earliest ʿAlid Genealogy for the Safavids: New Evidence for the Pre-Dynastic Claim to Sayyid Status,” 
Iranian Studies 43, no. 4 (2010): 447–69.; See also Shahzad Bashir, Fazlallah Astarabadi and the Hurufis 
(London: Oneworld, 2005).; See “Part One: Persianate Ways of Being and Sensing Time,” in Babayan, 
Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs: Cultural Landscapes of Early Modern Iran. pp. 1-120. 
 
123 On the esoteric proclivities of the Qarā Quyūnlū and a discussion of their minting of coins in the names 
of Imām Ḥasan and Imām Ḥusayn, see V. Minorsky, “Jihān-Shāh Qara-Qoyunlu and His Poetry,” Bulletin 
of the School of Oriental and African Studies 16, no. 2 (1954): 271–97.; It appears that mutual antipathy 
towards the Safavids excused any offenses communicated between Mamlūk and Ottoman rulers, even just 
prior to the latter’s conquest of the Levant and Egypt and the destruction of the Mamlūk state. On this, see 
Elias I. Muhanna, “The Sultan’s New Clothes: Ottoman-Mamluk Gift Exchange in the Fifteenth Century,” 
Muqarnas 27 (2010): 189–207. p. 198.; There is also a notable sedentary/rural axis at play in this era 
typifying the social arenas in which Qarā Quyūnlū and Ṣafavī grievances gained traction against the Āq 
Quyūnlū establishment. Woods, The Aqquyunlu. pp. 142-3. 
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1.5 Royal Sufi Patronage 

In early-modern Iran, as well as the Indian subcontinent, royal patronage of Sufi 

brotherhoods remained a cornerstone of Muslim political power. It was unimaginable for 

newly enthroned kings to ignore the spiritual blessings (barakāt) and miracles (karāmāt) 

that Sufi saints could bestow.124 While the Safavids formulated a potent political-

religious grounding myth as the heirs of the Sufi brotherhood named in honor of their 

ancestor, Ṣafī al-Dīn Ardabīlī (d. 1334), they further solidified their standing by marrying 

into the family leadership of the Niʿmatullāhī order named in honor of Nūr al-Dīn 

Niʿmatullāh Valī (d. 1431), which maintained strongholds in and around the city of Yazd 

from the 9th/15th through the 10th/16th centuries.125  They also, at varying times, 

peacefully and violently co-opted the spiritual descendants of other orders, such as the 

lineage of Nūrbakhsh.126 Like the Safavids, the Mughals in north India are just as well 

                                                        

124 For instance, in 1526 after his conquest of Delhi, Babur paid his respects at the shrine of the 13th century 
Chishtī saint, Bakhtiyār Kākī. Green, Making Space: Sufis and Settlers in Early Modern India. p. 21.;  See 
also an account of Babur and Humāyūn’s alliances with Shaṭṭārī saints, Moin, The Millennial Sovereign. 
pp. 94-110.; The exact English translations of these terms often vary. Barakāt tend to encompass various 
providential acts that are sought out and bestowed upon spiritual disciples of Sufi saints. Scott Kugle has 
called karāmat the “supranormal acts of generosity and insight” that legitimate a saint’s claims to authority 
within a particular Sufi order, or, to inspire new adherents. Scott A. Kugle, Sufis and Saints’ Bodies: 
Mysticism, Corporeality, and Sacred Power in Islam (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 
2007). p. 5.  
 
125 Enacting a marital union with Niʿmatullāhīs was not a one-time calculation undertaken by the Safavids. 
For example, Mīr ʿAbd al-Bāqī Yazdī (d. 9210/1514-5) great-great grandson of Niʿmatullāh Valī, ascended 
to the office of ṣadr and vakīl under Shāh Ismāʿīl I. His son, Nūr al-Dīn Bāqī (Niʿmatullāh III, d. 971/1563-
4) later became governor of Yazd and married the sister of Shāh Tahmāsb. Parī Paykar Begum, a daughter 
of that union, would go on to marry Shāh Ismāʿīl II. Their daughter Ṣafiyah Sulṭān Begum Ṣafavī would 
then marry the grandson of Nūr al-Dīn Bāqī called Khalīlullāh III (d. 1017/1608). See Newman, Safavid 
Iran: Rebirth of a Persian Empire. p. 33.; Michael Connell, “The Nimatullahi Sayyids of Taft: A Study of 
the Evolution of a Late Medieval Iranian Sufi Tariqah” (Unpublished PhD Dissertation, Harvard 
University, 2004). p. 120.  
126 Bashir, Messianic Hopes and Mystical Visions. pp. 186-197. 
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known to have thrown their considerable weight behind members of the Chishtī, Shaṭṭārī, 

and Naqshbandī orders that spread widely throughout their realm, as well as the Deccan, 

and into Arabia during the 10th/16th and 11th/17th centuries.127 Like these other regional 

dynasts, the Quṭbshāhīs would come to maintain strong alliances with Sufi orders and 

write legends of their spiritual masters (pīrs) into their own hagiographies in order to 

authorize their governance in esoteric terms and to support their claim as the true patrons 

of the most righteous living saints—not in spite of, but in conformity with their avowed 

Imāmī Shīʿism.  

1.5.1 Sufism Under the Late Bahmanīs 

The earlier Bahmanī Sultanate of the Deccan had also forged relations with 

several prominent Sufi orders, including members of the Qādiriyya and Shaṭṭāriyya, as 

well as two other orders that came to play a significant role during the Quṭbshāhī rule 

over the next two centuries. These were the Chishtiyya and Niʿmatullāhiyya (originally 

seen as a sub-branch of the Qādiriyya). The stories of these associations have been 

attested in numerous histories and are the subject of several studies. The Chishtī master, 

Muḥammad “Bandah Navāz” Gīsūdarāz (d. 1422), and his relatives had enjoyed a central 

role in legitimating Bahmanī rule from the capitol city of Gulbarga, especially during the 

reign of Tāj al-Dīn Fīrūz Shāh Bahmanī (r. 1397-1422). Upon that saint’s death, 

however, the new sovereign, Aḥmad Shāh Bahmanī (r. 1422-1436), formed a relationship 

                                                        

127 Atallah S. Copty, “The Naqshbandiyya and Its Offshoot, the Naqshbandiyya-Mujaddidiyya in the 
Ḥarmayn in the 11th/17th Century,” Die Welt Des Islams 43, no. 3 (2003): 321–48.; Alam, “The Mughals, 
the Sufi Shaikhs and the Formation of the Akbari Dispensation.” 
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of spiritual devotion with Nūr al-Dīn Niʿmatullāh Valī who resided half a world away in 

Iran, but whom he had come to know, supposedly, through a dream.128  

The death of Gīsūdarāz in 1422 and the shift in Sufi alliances may well have 

introduced more pronounced tafżīlī sentiments into elite Deccan Islam. This fact is 

perhaps nowhere more apparent than the very inscriptions of the tomb of Aḥmad Shāh 

Bahmanī, which include several verses of Niʿmatullāh Valī’s poetry as well as blessings 

for the Twelve Imams prominently displayed above his grave.  Ghulam Yazdani, an 

archeologist who had served the Nizam of Hyderabad during the early 20th century, 

completed a survey of the tomb and other monuments in the newer Bahmanī capitol city 

of Bidar. It leaves little doubt as to the dual role that both Niʿmatullāhī Sufism and 

imamic devotion played in the construction of a powerful political theology that arose in 

the Bahmanī lands under Aḥmad Shāh.129 According to later Niʿmatullāhī hagiographers, 

shortly after the death of Niʿmatullāh Valī, his Sufi order effectively relocated its 

leadership from Iran to new its Deccan headquarters just outside of Bidar.130 In 

                                                        

128 The two men would never meet in person. John Briggs, History of the Rise of the Mahomedan Power in 
India, till the Year A.D. 1612, Translated from the Original Persian of Mahomed Kasim Ferishta, vol. 2, 4 
vols. (London: Longman, Rees, Orme, Brown, and Green, 1829). p. 418. 
 
129 Here, I use the term “imamic” to refer to a religious, spiritual, cultural devotion towards the Shīʿī imams 
and reserve “Imāmī” to mean those sentiments that are explicitly indicative of a formal “Twelver” Imāmī 
Shīʿī outlook.; Ghulam Yazdani, Bidar, Its History and Monuments (Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, 1995). 
pp. 114-128.; see also Peyvand Firouzeh, “Sacred Kingship in the Garden of Poetry; Aḥmad Shāh 
Bahmanī’s Tomb in Bidar (India),” South Asian Studies 31, no. 2 (2015): 187–214.; and Sara Mondini, 
“Vague Traits: Strategy and Ambiguities in the Decorative Programme of the Aḥmad Šāh Bahmanī 
Mausoleum,” in Borders: Itineraries on the Edges of Iran, ed. Stefano Pellò, Eurasiatica Quaderni Di Studi 
Su Balcani, Anatolia, Iran, Caucaso e Asia Centrale (Venice: Edizioni Ca’ Foscari, 2016), 155–80. 
 
130 Upon Bahmanid invitation, Nūrullāh, grandson of Niʿmatullāh Valī, relocated to the Deccan, where his 
father Khalīlullāh later followed and eventually died. (d. 1455-6), See Nasrollah Pourjavady, “ḴALIL-
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recognition of the spiritual support offered by the descendants of the Sufi master to 

buttress Bahmanī rule, Aḥmad Shāh financed the construction of the grand tomb complex 

of Niʿmatullāh Valī in the Iranian city of Mahan that, we may guess, surpassed in 

grandeur the tomb that he had also built over the grave of Gīsūdarāz in nearby 

Gulbarga.131 While these construction projects were both undertaken by the direction of 

one Bahmanī ruler, these sites continued to anchor the spiritual capital of Deccan 

sovereigns for years to come as I detail below. 

While a whole-hearted adoption of a distinct Imāmī Shīʿī sectarian posture by 

these Bahmanī sultans of the mid-to-late 9th/15th century remains difficult to prove, some 

architectural evidence might appear to gesture in this direction. Likewise, the question of 

how and to what extent the Niʿmatullāhiyya descendants who remained close to the 

Bahmanī state around Bidar maintained their tafżīlī Sunnī identity—without explicitly 

pronouncing avowed Imāmī Shīʿism—similarly remains an open question due to the lack 

of authoritative manuscript sources surviving from this branch of the family in that 

locale. The Deccan experience of that branch of the Niʿmatullāhiyya and its conversion to 

                                                        

 

ALLĀH ŠAH,” in Encyclopaedia Iranica (Online, 2010), http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/kalil-allah-
sah-15th-century-nematullahi-sufi. 
 
131 Firouzeh, “Sacred Kingship in the Garden of Poetry; Aḥmad Shāh Bahmanī’s Tomb in Bidar (India).” p. 
189. 
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a majority-Imāmī Shīʿa following by the late 11th/17th century has also not been 

thoroughly studied due to the extreme paucity of source material.132  

This Niʿmatullāhī branch that continued to reside in the Deccan and transmit the 

lineage of ‘nominal leadership’ down to the present era has remained obscured in the 

shadows of tumultuous dynastic politics under the late Bahmanīs and the successor 

Barīdshāhī regime. Almost nothing is known about their own leadership from the late-

9th/15th until the mid-11th/17th century aside from oblique mentions in Persian chronicles 

about some of their descendants, or pīrzādahs, who maintained estates around Bidar. 

Fabrizio Speziale has suggested that the evolution of the order away from Sunnī Islam 

occurred gradually and, not conclusively, until the mid-11th/17th century when members 

of this branch relocated to the southern outskirts of Quṭbshāhī Hyderabad under the aegis 

of an ʿIrāqī sayyid called Mīr Maḥmūd (d. 1100/1689), who had supposedly been 

converted by a surviving pīrzādah.133 Whether the Bidar-based Niʿmatullāhīs had already 

                                                        

132 Aside from their names, the modern Niʿmatullāhī leadership also admits to knowing next to nothing 
about its own leaders’ identities for a century and a half beginning in the late 9th/15th century during the 
Deccan period. Their sectarian affiliations, pious works, and other religious or political connections appear 
to be completely unknown. Javad Nurbakhsh, Masters of the Path, A History of the Masters of the 
Nimatullahi Sufi Order (New York: Khaniqahi-Nimatullahi Publications, 1980). pp. 70-75. 
 
133 Mīr Maḥmūd, as understood only through very late ṣūfī biographies of the 19th century, inherited the 
leadership of the order after the death of the last descendant-leader of Niʿmatullāh Valī, called Shams al-
Dīn Muḥammad III, sometime earlier in the 11th/17th century. We have no clue if Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad 
III left no capable sons to take over the affairs of the order, or even if he was a historical figure at all. 
Speziale writes, “À Hyderabad, l’événement central qui détermine la chiitisation de la branche locale de 
l’ordre est la transmission de l’autorité spirituelle à l’intérieur d’une famille chiite, celle de Mīr Maḥmūd. 
Par la suite, du sein du milieu chiite des disciples qui se constitue à Hyderabad autour de ces maîtres, 
émerge Maʿṣūm ʿAlī Shāh, qui reliera la branche indienne au monde chiite iranien. Que la chiitisation de 
l’ordre en Inde se soit accomplie à une époque tardive et que cela ait été un processus partiel, paraît trouver 
une confirmation dans le fait qu’aujourd’hui, parmi les descendants deccanais des niʿmatullāhī, l’on trouve 
à la fois des familles sunnites et chiites.” Fabrizio Speziale, “A Propos Du Renouveau Niʿmatullāhī: Le 
Centre de Hyderabad Au Cours de La Première Modernité,” Studia Iranica 42 (2013): 91–118. p. 98. 
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adopted Imāmī Shīʿism at an earlier time remains, therefore, impossible to corroborate. 

Speculative guesses based on the sectarian affiliation of living individuals whose 

unverified claims of descent from this Sufi family should not be weighed as evidentiary 

proof, one way or the other.134 

On the other hand, the tafżīlī sentiments of the Niʿmatullāhīs in Iran are widely 

known and considered to have ingratiated them to the newly self-styled Imāmī Safavids 

in a unique way: They were allowed to integrate into the imperial apparatus and avoid the 

persecution wrought against other Sufi orders that were seen as being in competition 

with, or otherwise objecting to, the sectarian positioning of the new imperial 

household.135 Consequently, the Iran-based branch of the Niʿmatullāhīs adopted a pro-

Safavid stance by embracing Imāmī Shīʿism publicly and likely quite early in the 

10th/16th century. The fate of one of their hereditary leaders poignantly exemplifies just 

how far the descendants of Niʿmatullāh Valī moved beyond realpolitik to sacrifice their 

independence for service to the Safavids: while serving as the ṣadr and vakīl of the first 

Shāh Ismāʿīl I, Niẓām al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Bāqī Niʿmatullāhī Yazdī was fatally struck down 

                                                        

134 It remains the common practice of some historians of South Asia to treat the oral claims of living 
individuals as proof of lineage and relations to individuals who lived centuries earlier. Terry Graham 
relying on the statement of M.Z.A. Shakeb, for instance, states that the families known by the name of 
Kirmānī who live in and around Bīdar today claim descent from this branch of the Niʿmatullāhī family. 
Many custodians and overseers of tombs elsewhere in the Deccan make similar claims about familial 
connections, even when documentary evidence points in the other direction, such as those individuals 
active at Hakimpet who I discuss in the introduction. I would caution against relying on the unverified 
statements of such individuals, especially when making claims about the evolution of sectarian identity that 
can occur for any number of unknown reasons. See Graham, “The Niʿmatu’llāhī Order Under Safavid 
Suppression and in Indian Exile.” p. 174, n23, n24. 
 
135 For recent commentary on this transition, see Anzali, “Mysticism” in Iran. pp. 28-29. 
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on the field of battle in 1514 at Chaldiran under the Shāh’s battle standard in a ruse 

designed to distract the Ottoman army so that the defeated Safavid messiah could make 

his inglorious escape.136  

By the time of Quṭbshāhī independence in 1518, the Bahmanīs had already given 

over a half-century of patronage to the Niʿmatullāhī order. Indeed, the latter Bahmanī 

sultans maintained their investment by marrying descendants of Niʿmatullāh Valī in order 

to solidify political rule legitimated by the spiritual sovereignty (vilāyat/valāyat) of their 

saints as members of the same household.137 Upon the death of the king, these living 

saints further preformed the vital ceremonial role of crowning the newly enthroned 

Bahmanī rulers, as Shāh Ḥabīb al-Dīn Muḥibbullāh Niʿmatullāhī did for Maḥmūd 

Bahmanī II in 1482.138  

While Speziale is correct to point out that any future comprehensive studies on 

the Niʿmatullāhiyya must be concerned with locating new source material that would 

shed much needed light on the order’s supposed leadership during their years spent in and 

                                                        

136  Javād Nūrbakhsh Kirmānī, Zindagī va Āṯār-i Quṭb Al-Muwaḥiddīn Janāb-i Shāh Niʿmat Allāh Valī 
Kirmānī va Farzandān-i Ū (Tehran: Intishārāt-i Khānqāh-i Niʿmatallāhī, 1337).  p. 113.; On the impact of 
this defeat, see Newman, Safavid Iran: Rebirth of a Persian Empire. pp. 2, 20-4.;  Ṣunʿullāh Niʿmatullāhī, 
Kitāb Mustaṭāb Savāniḥ Al-Ayyām Fī Mushāhidāt Al-Aʿwwām, Mawsūm Bi’silsilat Al-ʿārifīn, ed. Mīrzā 
Dāwud Shīrāzī (Bombay: Cheetra Prabha Press, 1307). pp. 51-2.; See also Arjomand, The Shadow of God 
and the Hidden Imam: Religion, Political Order, and Societal Change in Shiʿite Iran from the Beginning to 
1890. p. 116. 
 
137 For instance, the son of Shāh Khalīlullāh, called Muḥibbullāh, married the daughter of prince ʿAlā’ al-
Dīn Bahmanī. See Briggs, History of the Rise of the Mahomedan Power in India, till the Year A.D. 1612, 
Translated from the Original Persian of Mahomed Kasim Ferishta, 1829. p. 420. 
 
138 Briggs. p. 520. 
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around Bidar,139 other unexamined manuscript sources suggest that at least in the same 

era in the very nearby Quṭbshāhī domains of Telangana and long before the beginning of 

the Niʿmatullāhī revival inaugurated in the late 11th/17th century by Mīr Maḥmūd in 

Hyderabad, the Iran-based branch of the order continued to wield far greater influence 

over the devotional world of Quṭbshāhī officers throughout the 10th/16th century, while 

the more local branch of the Niʿmatullāhī ‘leadership’ remained less consequential to the 

story of Sufi devotion in the newly independent Deccan Sultanate of Golkonda—at least, 

as long as a hereditary heir remained known and accessible in Iran. We will return to this 

issue of devotion shortly, after assessing the evidence around the ‘definitive’ Imāmī 

Shīʿism of the early court of Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk. 

1.6  Material Silence 

Long before the Quṭbshāhī Sultanate rose to power, far-flung Muslim 

communities in the Indian subcontinent had capitalized on the symbolic power afforded 

by re-dedications of the khuṭba (Friday prayer sermon) in order to ingratiate themselves 

to distant sovereigns as far away as Central Asia and Yemen.140  Indicating a break with 

the previous regime, Deccan historical sources record that Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk 

ordered that the khuṭba should be read in the name of the Twelve Imams either in 1512 or 

                                                        

139 Speziale, “A Propos Du Renouveau Niʿmatullāhī: Le Centre de Hyderabad Au Cours de La Première 
Modernité.” p. 93. 
140 On its significance, see Elizabeth Lambourn, “India from Aden: Khuṭba and Muslim Urban Networks in  
Late Thirteenth-Century India,” in Secondary Cities and Urban Networking in the Indian Ocean Realm, C. 
1400-1800, ed. Kenneth R. Hall (London: Lexington Books, 2008), 55–97.; Lambourn, “Khuṭba and 
Muslim Networks in the Indian Ocean (Part II)- Timurid and Ottoman Engagements.”; Mahmood Kooria, 
“An Abode of Islam Under a Hindu King: Circuitous Imagination of Kingdoms Among Muslims of 
Sixteenth-Century Malabar,” Journal of Indian Ocean World Studies 1 (2017): 89–109. pp. 102-3. 
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1518 shortly after the death of the final consequential Bahmanī sovereign, Maḥmūd Shāh 

Bahmanī II.141 Later historical references also circulate the idea that the khuṭba at this 

time was also read in the name of the Safavid ruler, Shāh Ismāʿīl I.142 Given that this 

event arrives to us by way of Deccan histories that were written decades later by Iranian 

émigrés during the reign of the fourth ruler, Muḥammad-Qulī Quṭbshāh (d. 1580-1612) 

and his successor, it remains entirely possible that this narrative was devised to prefigure 

close relations of the later era. Pinpointing the historical fact of Imāmī Shīʿism 

proclaimed by Sulṭān-Qulī in the Deccan around the time that he declared independence 

should require numismatic, architectural, or archaeological evidence to corroborate the 

textual claims made by such belated hagiography.  

The present state of that evidence does not definitively point to his embrace of 

Imāmī Shīʿism, while it may however suggest his Imāmī devotion by his later lifetime. 

Nevertheless, that evidence in and of itself does not supersede what we have left over 

from Aḥmad Shāh Bahmanī—a sovereign who exhibited Imamophilism decades earlier, 

but who has not been historicized as an Imāmī Shīʿī in the manner of the Safavid regime, 

for example. The reasons for this ambiguity could be that Sulṭān-Qulī’s religious 

commitments early in life were not fully formed, or, perhaps that he subscribed to the 

non-institutional “folk Shīʿism” of his supposed recent Qarā Quyūnlū ancestors. 

Alternatively, his wider entourage may not have included a strong Imāmī attachment 

                                                        

141 The original narrative of Firishta contends that the date was 918/1512, Briggs, History of the Rise of the 
Mahomedan Power in India, till the Year A.D. 1612, Translated from the Original Persian of Mahomed 
Kasim Ferishta, 1829. p. 323. 
 
142 Briggs. p. 354.; Tārīkh-i Sulṭān Muḥammad Quṭbshāh, British Library, Ms. Ouseley 202, ff. 50a-51b. 
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until late in his rule, and he therefore felt no need to produce inscriptions or other overt 

institutions attesting to this devotion publicly. At any rate, the material evidence could 

appear to offer slightly different interpretations of the sectarian identity of the early 

Quṭbshāhī state, and certainly one that is not as well defined as the hagiographers insist. 

As for numismatic evidence, conventional historiography holds that Sulṭān-Qulī 

did not mint coins during his independent rule. Instead, he re-circulated coins struck in 

the Bahmanī standard.143 The reasons for this are likewise not entirely clear.144 This 

practice may suggest that as a ruler, he did not envision a complete political break with 

the previous regime that warranted a new series of ubiquitous and mobile symbols of 

sovereignty. This interpretation would appear congruent with his wider identity, as later 

historians continued to name him “Quṭb al-Mulk” or “Barā Malik” and not the 

                                                        

143 Vivek Gupta has recently shown that several coins struck during the reign of Maḥmūd Shāh Bahmanī II 
that are housed in the collection of the American Numismatic Society carry edge countermarks, which are 
symbols used to affirm value at a point in time after the coins had been entered into circulation. Gupta’s 
demonstration of variant countermarks may indicate that newly independent Deccan rulers, such as Sulṭān-
Qulī, sought to differentiate their monetary property after the cleavage of the Bahmanī Empire into 
successor states. One such noted countermark (ANS 1974.26.1993) might show the name “ʿAlī” used as a 
countermark, which would corroborate the Shīʿī persuasion of the sultan overseeing its recirculation. Vivek 
Gupta, “The Deccan Watershed: The Potential of Numismatics for Peninsular India,” ANS Magazine, 2016. 
pp. 33-34. ; On the wider shared use of dual coin systems from the Bahmanīs and Vijayanagara, see also 
Phillip B. Wagoner, “Money Use in the Deccan, c. 1350–1687: The Role of Vijayanagara Hons in the 
Bahmani Currency System,” The Indian Economic & Social History Review 51, no. 4 (2014): 457–80. 
 
144 In a forthcoming article, Pushkar Sohoni insists that it was the existential threat of Mughal hegemony 
that compelled all the major Deccan sultans to start declaring themselves independent rulers with the title 
of “Shāh” and to mint coins reflecting this as well. Pushkar Sohoni, “The Non-Issue of Coinage: The 
Monetary Policies of the Post-Bahmani Sultanates,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 28, no. 4 (2018): 
645–59. 
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appellation of “Quṭbshāh” like his descendants who considered themselves independent 

in name and deed.145  

The only other definitive material evidence from Sulṭān-Qulī’s rule includes the 

congregational mosque (jāmiʿ masjid) built just to the east of Golkonda fort and Sulṭān-

Qulī’s own tomb erected several kilometers to the north. The construction of a 

congregational mosque by a nominal Imāmī Shīʿī ruler may appear to complicate some 

ideas about the formation of a distinctly Shīʿī state. While early hagiographic evidence of 

Shah Ismāʿīl I demonstrates the utilitarian role of the congregational prayer to 

propagandize emerging Safavid rule in places like Tabriz, Rula Abisaab has shown how 

the Imāmī Shīʿī juridical community over the 10th/16th century remained ambivalent 

about the legal permission of congregational prayer in the absence of the hidden Twelfth 

Imam, who had traditionally been considered the sole legal authority to provide this 

service for the community or to deputize someone to undertake its leadership in his 

stead.146 This fact makes the 924/1518 construction of Golkonda’s congregational 

mosque, known as the masjid-i ṣafā, rather curious.147  

As mentioned above, during this year, Maḥmūd Shāh Bahmanī II passed away 

making Sulṭān-Qulī a nominally independent ruler. By the time of his sovereign’s death, 

                                                        

145 For example see, Shīrāzī, Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i Quṭbshāhī. pp. 185, 287. 
 
146 Abisaab shows that al-Muḥaqqiq al-Karakī was the first jurist to offer an alternative opinion making 
Friday prayer optional (al-wujūb al-takhayyurī), yet encouraged it as a spiritual benefit with a strong place 
“in the Islamic tradition.” This opinion is dated from 1515. Abisaab, Converting Persia. pp. 21-22. 
 
147 Syed Ali Asgar Bilgrami, The Landmarks of the Deccan (Hyderabad: Government Central Press, 1927). 
p. 111. 
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he had already enjoyed the office of viceroy over Telangana province for around two 

decades during the devolution of Bahmanī power in the realms of the ʿĀdilshāhī and 

Niẓāmshāhī Sultanates that had already declared their independence and, in the case of 

the Yūsuf ʿĀdilshāh, their earlier embrace of Imāmī Shīʿism as well.148 While the extant 

engraved lintel declares that Sulṭān-Qulī constructed the mosque, the language suggests 

that Maḥmūd Bahmanī II still lived during its dedication (khallada Allāh mulkahu wa 

sulṭānahu).149 Another proximate enameled engraving installed in 927/1520, a full two 

years after the completion of the mosque and two years since the death of the Bahmanī 

ruler, includes a Qur’ānic blessing for those who observe their acts of worship.150 

However, neither inscription includes any reference for ʿAlid devotion or the Shīʿī Imams 

or any other visible sign that could be construed as such. The conspicuous silence stands 

in stark contrast with the 950/1543 engraving on Sulṭān-Qulī’s own tomb that bears the 

Shīʿī durūd and the names of all Twelve Imams.151  

While the dedication of the congregational mosque may have been undertaken as 

a service for the local Dakkanī Muslim population who tended to embrace the Sunnī 
                                                        

148 The exact date of Sulṭān-Qulī’s appointment in this position remains unclear. Ferishta appears to suggest 
that he already possesses control over Telangana during the era in which the Niẓāmshāhī and ʿĀdilshāhī 
states proclaimed formal separation around 896/1490, however Briggs’ translation holds this official 
appointment in 901/1495, with his independence occurring in stages.  “In the year 918 [1512], Kootb-ool-
Moolk  assuming independence, ejected the King’s name from the Khootba, notwithstanding which he 
continued to send to Mahmood Shah privately, every year, a present in money.” Briggs, History of the Rise 
of the Mahomedan Power in India, till the Year A.D. 1612, Translated from the Original Persian of 
Mahomed Kasim Ferishta, 1829. p. 531, 544, 549. 
 
149 Bilgrami, The Landmarks of the Deccan. p. 110. 
 
150 Bilgrami. p. 111. 
 
151 Bilgrami. pp. 111-113. 
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creed, it cannot be used to comment upon the sectarian allegiance of Sulṭān-Qulī’s court 

with any certainty. We should reject the notion put forth by Pushkar Sohoni that the 

presence or absence of a large congregational mosque in a Deccan capitol necessarily 

speaks directly to how these courts oriented religiously in relation to the sectarian model 

promulgated by the Safavid regime in a legal sense. Sohoni claims that the absence of 

any large congregational mosque in 10th/16th century Ahmadnagar, for instance, 

necessarily reflects the wider Safavid ambivalence about instituting Friday prayer as 

obligatory.152 The logic goes that if the Niẓāmshāhīs failed to construct a large 

congregational mosque, it was because they were faithfully emulating their Safavid 

mentors in Iran in legal areas surrounding communal obligations for worship.153 Even if 

that were true, the most powerful Imāmī Shīʿī jurist laying the juridical foundations of the 

new Safavid state was ʿAlī b. Ḥusayn b. ʿAbd al-ʿĀlī “al-Muḥaqqiq” al-Karakī (d. 

940/1534), who expressed the earliest dissenting opinion against the categorical 

                                                        

152 Pushkar Sohoni, “Patterns of Faith: Mosque Typologies and Sectarian Affiliation in the Kingdom of 
Ahmadnagar,” in Envisioning Islamic Art and Architecture: Essays in Honor of Renata Holod, ed. David J. 
Roxburgh (Boston: Brill, 2014), 110–27. 
 
153 Sohoni notes that most of the mosques built in Ahmadnagar in this century by the Niẓāmshāhīs measure 
“three bays wide and one or two bays deep” writing that “The number of people that could pray in any of 
the common city mosques would vary between fifty and eighty.”  Sohoni notes that an academy in 
Ahmadnagar and the port town of Chaul both possessed a larger mosque measuring “five bays wide and 
three bays deep.”  pp. 112, 117.; On the other hand, Marika Sarkar notes that the jāmiʿ masjid in Golkonda 
has a prayer hall “five aisles wide and three bays deep,” that closely matches other South Asian style 
congregational mosques constructed in Ahmadnagar (1490) and in Bijapur (1512). Sardar, “Golconda 
through Time: A Mirror of the Evolving Deccan.” pp. 70-71.; A more obvious possible reason for not 
constructing a massive congregational mosque that may house thousands of bodies on the order of the jāmiʿ 
masjid in Isfahan, for instance, would be that general mosque attendance in the Muslim-minority social 
context of the Deccan was far different from that of a Muslim-majority context, and the two cannot not be 
compared. We still have very little accurate information about the permanent residential population of 
Golkonda. 
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prohibition of Shīʿī congregational prayer in the absence of the hidden Twelfth Imam.154 

Not only did al-Karakī express this opinion for Muslims living under the Safavid state, 

but he also directed his legal guidance to the very same Deccan Sultanate ruled by the 

Niẓāmshāhī regime through his authorship of a treatise, entitled al-Risāla al-Niẓāmiyya, 

comprising his legal determinations on prayer (aḥkām al-ṣalāt) dedicated to the court of 

Burhān Niẓāmshāh I (r. 1508/10-1553).155 While we do not have any indication about the 

date of this treatise’s dedication, given al-Muḥaqqiq al-Karakī’s death around three years 

prior to the supposed 944/1537 public conversion of the court of Burhān Niẓāmshāh to 

Imāmī Shīʿism,156 we may assert that the sultan had already established himself as a 

regionally known Imāmī Shīʿī and patron of other courtiers who shared his sectarian 

inclinations to then surmise that the historical fact of his court’s conversion must too be 

considered a convenient narrative re-telling of a slower and more gradual process of 

conversion begun over a period of some years, as suggested by scattered chancery 

documents held in Iran.157 This prayer manual was likely read and disseminated by the 

                                                        

154 On this issue Abisaab writes specifically “al-Karaki was among the earliest Shiʿite clerics to lift the 
prohibition against the convening of Friday prayer, encouraging full participation in this ritual. In 921AH/ 
1515CE, he defended his position, emphasizing the merits of Friday worship and its special place in 
Islamic tradition. Notwithstanding, he made it optional (al-wujub al- takhyiri) rather than obligatory (al-
wujub al-ʿayni) for one to observe Friday prayer.” see Abisaab, Converting Persia. p. 21. 
155 The attested information of this work may be found in Muḥammad Muḥsin Āghā Buzurg al-Ṭihrānī, al-
Dharīʿa ilá taṣānīf al-shīʿa, vol. 24, 25 vols. (Beirut: Dār al-Aḍuwa’, 1983). p. 195. 
 
156 On this event, see  Briggs, History of the Rise of the Mahomedan Power in India, till the Year A.D. 
1612, Translated from the Original Persian of Mahomed Kasim Ferishta, 1829. p. 228 ; Sayyid ʿAlī 
Ṭabāṭabā, Tārīkh-i Burhān-i Ma’āṯir (Hyderabad: Majlis-i Makhṭūṭāt-i fārsiyya, 1936). pp. 251-63. 
 
157 Rūḥullāh Lārī Shīrāzī Futūḥī, Sharafnāmah: Makātibāt-i Dīvānī-Yi Iyālat-i Fārs u Lāristān Dar 
Dawrah-Yi Ṣafaviyyah, ed. Muḥammad Bāqir Vusūqī, Khadījah ʿĀlamī, and Manūchihr Īzadniya (Tehran: 
Kitābkhānah, Mūzih va Markaz-i Asnād-i Majlis-i Shūrā-yi Islāmī, 2011). pp. 153-5. 
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Niẓāmshāhī courtiers and other affiliated scholars who undeniably continued to collect, 

read, and edit al-Karakī’s opinions even decades after his death and the death of Burhān 

Niẓāmshāh who received his treatise.158 Ultimately this extant legal literature suggests a 

direct influence on Ahmadnagar to not only permit but encourage congregational Friday 

prayer. What is more, Sohoni ignores the very fact of the construction of the 

aforementioned congregational mosque in nearby Golkonda in 1518 and a similar 

structure in the newly founded city of Hyderabad in the early 1590s under Quṭbshāhī 

rulers who remained more firmly dedicated to the pursuit of the sort of Imāmī Shīʿism of 

the Safavids than the nearby Niẓāmshāhīs who appear to have wavered between other 

sectarian postures.159 Finally, there is yet the other stark example of the large 

congregational mosque constructed by ʿAlī ʿĀdilshāh I in Bijapur in 1578,160 during an 

era in which that ruler’s strength and commitment to Imāmī Shīʿism are factually 

unchallenged.  

I highlight these discrepancies to suggest that we are not ready to pass definitive 

and far-reaching judgments upon the religious orientations of specific Deccan Sultanate 

courts exclusively from architectural patterns. Instead of speculating about why certain 

features appear to be absent and what they might suggest, we should instead ask how 

                                                        

158 A collection of his legal opinions was arranged and edited by a figure called Aḥmad b. ʿAlī b. ʿAṭā’llāh 
al-Ḥusaynī al-Jazā’irī in Ahmadnagar in 994/1585-6. See, al-Shaykh ʿAlī b. al-Ḥusayn b. ʿAbd al-ʿĀlī al-
Karakī, Ḥayāt Al-Muḥaqqiq Al-Karakī Wa Aṯāruhu, ed. al-Shaykh Muḥammad al-Ḥassūn, vol. 6, 12 vols. 
(Qum: Munshūrāt al-Iḥtijāj, 1423). pp. 185-6. 
 
159 The Niẓāmshāhī Sultanate, it should be recalled, had vacillated over the 10th/16th century between the 
influence of Imāmī, Sunnī, and Mahdavī currents about which Sohoni remains entirely silent. 
 
160 Eaton, Sufis of Bijapur, 1300-1700, 1977. p. 86. 
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material evidence refracts what we think we know about religious identities and practices 

in this landscape that arise from the textual tradition as I have attempted with these later 

Persianate histories. 

To conclude, we should recall that we have a similar benedictory presence of the 

names of the Twelve Shīʿī Imams etched above the grave of Aḥmad Shāh Bahmanī who 

died in Bidar around a century earlier than Sulṭān-Qulī. Yet, whereas we do not 

definitively claim the Bahmanī embrace of Imāmī Shīʿism, we should question why we 

are so ready to do so in the emerging Quṭbshāhī context. We must consider the textual 

support for these claims in circulation within the Deccan as well as between the Deccan 

and Iran. We now turn to the actual myth of the origins and rise of the Quṭbshāhī dynasty 

to tell this tale. 

1.7  The Legend of Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk 

 According to the extant later retellings of the legend, Sulṭān-Qulī was born in a 

village called Saʿdābād in the vicinity of the western Iranian city of Hamadan during the 

mid to late-9th/15th century. With his uncle, Allāh-Qulī Beg, a merchant, he departed from 

Iran multiple times and travelled widely to conduct business, including to the Deccan on 

more than one occasion. The final departure from his homeland was motivated, at least in 

part, by rumors circulating that the Āq Quyūnlū regime sought to exterminate any 

surviving members of the defeated Qarā Quyūnlū who may attempt to regain political 

power in the Iranian plateau as foreshadowed by an astrological omen. Thus, while 
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making their escape from Iran, Sulṭān-Qulī and his uncle passed through the city of Yazd, 

which was then the headquarters of a branch of the Niʿmatullāhiyya Sufi leadership.161  

When the pair reached Yazd, they met with the living Sufi master, Naʿīm al-Dīn 

Niʿmatullāh II (d. 900/1494). Niʿmatullāh II had developed a reputation as a potent 

political leader who had defended Yazd from hostile military invasions. This notoriety 

earned him a powerful ally in the Qarā Quyūnlū elite and his own marriage to the 

daughter of the final Qarā Quyūnlū ruler, Jahānshāh (d. 1469).162 This union thus made 

the Niʿmatullāhī master Sulṭān-Qulī’s distant relative through marriage as well as his 

avowed Sufi pīr.163 

During the meeting, the saint placed his hand upon the young Sulṭān-Qulī and 

informed him that he would become a king, not in Iran, but in the Indian subcontinent. 

The saint then reached underneath his prayer mat to reveal several gold coins that he 

bestowed upon him to finance his journey and sent him on his way. Sulṭān-Qulī and his 

                                                        

161 As mentioned above, by virtue of the nominal spiritual authority of that Sufi order that remained in and 
around the Deccan city of Bidar in the mid-9th/15th century, we understand the Yazd-based community to 
constitute a closely related branch that had repatriated back to Iran from the Deccan a generation earlier to 
oversee various properties and estates and to help secure their spiritual following in various cities including 
Yazd, as well as Taft, and Mahan. Connell, “The Nimatullahi Sayyids of Taft: A Study of the Evolution of 
a Late Medieval Iranian Sufi Tariqah.” pp. 118-120. 
 
162 Connell. pp. 124-125. ; Bāfqī, Jāmiʿ-i Mufīdī. pp. 50-51. 
 
163 In the text of the episode produced in the Tārīkh-i Muḥammad Quṭbshāh, the wording emphasizes both a 
spiritual and familial relationship. “ḥażrat irshād panāhī ʿārif u maʿārif ilāhī Shāh Nūr al-Dīn Niʿmatullāh 
ṯānī … al-ʿazīz kih nīz pīr murīdī va khwīshī dar miyān būdah.” Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ms. Ouseley 
202, f. 33a. Note that the anonymous historian names the Sufi master here ‘Nūr al-Dīn’ and not ‘Naʿīm al-
Dīn.’ The only other figures by that name are Nūr al-Dīn Niʿmatullāh Valī (long deceased by the late 
9th/15th century) and Nūr al-Dīn Bāqī, better known as Niʿmatullāh III (d. 1563-4). Connell and Mancini-
Lander have read deeply into the Niʿmatullāhī literature and draw on the Silsila al-ʿārifīn of Sunʿallāh and 
the Jāmiʿ-i mufīdī of Bāfqī as authorities who make this association with Naʿīm al-Dīn Niʿmatullāh II, and 
I concur with them. 
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uncle then sailed to the Deccan and joined the Bahmanī court at Bidar where they found 

favor.164 After some time, the news of the death of Yaʿqūb Āq Quyūnlū (r. 1478-1490) 

reached them, and Allāh-Qulī Beg chose to return to Iran while his nephew, having 

reached twenty years of age, remained to serve Maḥmūd Shāh Bahmanī II.165 Sulṭān-Qulī 

quickly ascended the military apparatus of the state, demonstrating his loyalty and 

bravery by quashing an insurrection and conquering new territory. For this service, he 

was made vicegerent (ṭarafdār) over the province of Telangana. As the state crumbled, 

he resisted the overtures of Qāsim Barīdshāh and Yūsuf ʿĀdilshāh to annex territory and 

declare his independence, insisting instead that he should remain bound to the oath he 

had made to govern lands directly assigned to him by the Bahmanī sultan. Throughout 

the narrative, he attributes his military and political successes to the blessing read upon 

him by the Niʿmatullāhī saint during his youth, as well as Sulṭān-Qulī’s own avowed 

devotion to the Shīʿī Imams that he professed throughout his life in Iran as well as in the 

Deccan.166  

  The historical origins of this myth are the result of complex interwoven narratives 

performing unique work for a variety of figures with vested interests in proving that the 

Quṭbshāhī rulers were esoterically foreordained and devoted Imāmī Shīʿa in a manner not 
                                                        

164 This date is not entirely clear, however later historians have marked 1486 as the year of his second and 
final arrival into the subcontinent. See Majmal-i aḥvāl-i salāṭīn-i quṭbshāhiyya, Hyderabad, Andhra 
Pradesh Oriental Manuscript Library, Ms. Persian Tārīkh 379. ff. 1-9. 
 
165 This is also described by Sherwani, see Sherwani, History of the Qutb Shāhī Dynasty. p. 3. 
 
166 This is a summation of the narrative found in all relevant texts. See Briggs, History of the Rise of the 
Mahomedan Power in India, till the Year A.D. 1612, Translated from the Original Persian of Mahomed 
Kasim Ferishta, 1829. pp. 339-378. 
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unlike the Safavids. A prognostication said to have been made by Niʿmatullāh Valī in 

826/1421 about the portended messianic rise of Shah Ismāʿīl I had also circulated widely 

during the early 10th/16th century among the Niʿmatullāhī order.167 As a retrojection, the 

prognostication worked to substantiate the originary mythos of the Safavid state as 

having (partial) roots in the esoteric power of its founder. In the narrative outlined above, 

Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk received a blessing from a member of the same Sufi family and 

decreed his dedication to Imāmī Shīʿism long before the khurūj or ‘emergence’ of Shāh 

Ismāʿīl I in 1501. This may appear to put the legend of Sulṭān-Qulī in competition with 

the Safavid legend, or refract a highly potent and widely attested account of saintly power 

within a different geography and political context. 

1.7.1  The Legend’s Textual Transmission 

What has been available to modern historians about the biography of the first 

Quṭbshāhī ruler arrives from early to mid-17th century Persian chronicles authored over a 

half-century after Sulṭān-Qulī’s death. Whereas the rise of the first Safavid Shāh Ismāʿīl 

in Iran continues to enjoy sustained attention from an abundance of contemporaneous 

source material,168 on the other hand, the simultaneous emergence of Sulṭān-Qulī in the 

                                                        

167 About how this event was calculated through symbolic letterist and numerological analysis, see 
Mancini-Lander, “Memory on the Boundaries of Empire: Narrating Place in the Early Modern Local 
Historiography of Yazd,” 2012. pp. 492-497. 
 
168 Recent studies include Bashir, “Shah Ismaʿil and the Qizilbash.”; Margaret Meserve, “The Sophy: News 
of Shah Ismail Safavi in Renaissance Europe,” Journal of Early Modern History 18 (2014): 579–608.; 
Ferenc Csirkés, “Messianic Oeuvres in Interaction: Misattributed Poems by Shah Esmāʿīl and Nesimi,” 
Journal of Persianate Studies 8 (2015): 155–94.; Morimoto, “The Earliest ʿAlid Genealogy for the 
Safavids.”; and Thomas A. Carlson, “Safavids Before Empire: Two 15th-Century Armenian Perspectives,” 
International Journal of Middle East Studies 49, no. 2 (2017): 277–94. 
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Deccan suffers from thin evidence that lacks any semblance of a corroborated textual 

hierarchy. Fundamental questions remain about textual circulation and availability of 

sources in the development of relatively late Persian histories including the Gulshan-i 

Ibrāhīmī (c. 1015/1606) of Muḥammad Qāsim “Hindū Shāh” Astarābādī, nom de plume 

“Firishta” (d. 1620); the anonymously authored Tārīkh-i Sulṭān Muḥammad Quṭbshāh (c. 

1026/1617); Sayyid ʿAlī Ṭabāṭabā al-Ḥasanī’s Tārīkh-i burhān-i ma’āṯir (c.1038/1628); 

and Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Ṣāʿidī Shīrāzī’s Ḥadīqāt al-salāṭīn (c. 1053/1643), which have 

become standard sources for Deccan Sultanate history. The sources of lesser-known 

histories like the Tārīkh-i turkmāniyya and the Ma’āṯir-i quṭbshāhī-yi maḥmūdī remain 

similarly unstudied, with those specific titles receiving far less scrutiny.169 The 

eyewitness anecdotes of some of these historians prove difficult to evaluate due to 

conflicts in chronology and other details. As most of these historians deployed popular 

literary tropes to relate historical events, their narrative frameworks that would have been 

readily identifiable in their immediate historical milieu remain fairly obscure to the 

modern reader. The task remains to distill probabilities and correlations from the 

frequently hyperbolic legends contained within these sources.  

The Quṭbshāhī origin myth was made widely accessible to a western readership 

long before Vladimir Minorsky published his 1955 study on Quṭbshāhī origins. Over a 

century earlier, it was included in the third volume of the 1829 English translation of 

                                                        

169 These latter two histories are stated to be analyzed in the near future, see Derek J. Mancini-Lander, 
“Tales Bent Backward: Early Modern Local History in Persianate Transregional Contexts,” Journal of the 
Royal Asiatic Society 28, no. 1 (2018): 23–54. p. 31, n20. 
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Firishta’s 1606 Gulshani-i Ibrāhīmī. However, the myth was actually smuggled into this 

text by its colonial-era translator, John Briggs, who sourced it from the anonymously 

authored 1617 Tārīkh-i Sulṭān Muḥammad Quṭbshāh. This Persian history appears to be 

the source most responsible for the myth’s dissemination not only in English, but, more 

immediately in Persian after the early-11th/17th century. For example, the myth was also 

excerpted from this same anonymously authored history and redacted to fit into another 

important historical work, Jāmiʿ-i Mufīdī (c. 1671-79) of Muḥammad “Mufīd” Bāfqī, 

originally from Yazd, who resided for a time in late Quṭbshāhī Hyderabad and Mughal 

India. During his time in the Deccan while composing his masterwork, Mufīd found and 

read the Tārīkh-i Sulṭān Muḥammad Quṭbshāh, which he claimed was not at all known 

back in Iran.170 His desire to record all of the glorious achievements of the eminent 

personalities hailing from Yazd was, quite understandably, incomplete without the 

miraculous legend of Niʿmatullāh II who correctly predicted the future king of Golkonda.  

The anonymous author of the Tārīkh-i Sulṭān Muḥammad Quṭbshāh states that he 

endeavored to write a convincing and sober work of history, whereas an earlier work 

produced by a member of the same royal court had tended towards prolix language that 

obscured definite historical facts, which demanded his revision.171 While the target or 

                                                        

170 Bāfqī, Jāmiʿ-i Mufīdī. p. 53.; On the significance of  Bāfqī reading this account, see the very recent 
article Mancini-Lander, “Tales Bent Backward: Early Modern Local History in Persianate Transregional 
Contexts,” 2018. 
 
171 It remains unclear which earlier historical work was guilty of such excesses. The anonymous author 
indicates that an officer of the court with requisite financial support (a jāgīr holder) produced the earlier 
historical work that became the target of his correction. He then implies that he himself lacks similar means 
and was not discharged with the duty of producing an improved history, to suggest that he is doing it for 
charitable purposes, Oxford, Ms. Ouseley 202, f. 2b. 
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targets of that statement remain unclear, the central Quṭbshāhī myth was sourced from yet 

another earlier work composed by one of Sulṭān-Qulī’s courtiers known as “Ṣadr Jahān” 

Ḥusayn b. Rūḥullāh Ḥusaynī Ṭabasī (fl. 1533-1572/6).172 The title of his work containing 

the myth was called the Marghūb al-qulūb, or, The One the Hears Desire. According to 

the author of the Tārīkh-i Sulṭān Muḥammad Quṭbshāh, the basis for the myth of Sulṭān-

Qulī arrived to Ṣadr Jahān as direct oral evidence that he heard from the ruler himself 

after he had achieved ninety years in age.  

Following Minorsky, other scholars in Europe, America, and South Asia have 

assuming that the Marghūb al-qulūb was a lost dynastic history or chronicle that today 

only survives through the retelling of the Quṭbshāhī origin myth as it has been quoted by 

each of these succeeding sources (fig. 6).173 This assumption appears to be false. 

 

                                                        

172 The dates of his life refer to the period stretching from his attested time studying in Yazd until the 
authorship of his manual on the laws of the hunt, Risāla-yi ṣayadiyya, written for Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh. 
 
173 Minorsky, “The Qara-Qoyunlu and the Qutb-Shāhs.” p. 50, p. 71 n2.; On this enduring perception more 
recently see, Mancini-Lander, “Memory on the Boundaries of Empire: Narrating Place in the Early Modern 
Local Historiography of Yazd,” 2012. p. 500, n922, n923.; There has been some confusion over the identity 
of the author whose name appears to have been misread by H.K. Sherwani as Ṭibsī/al-Ṭiblisī instead of 
Ṭabasī, see Mancini-Lander. p. 500, n923. A very recent publication by Mancini-Lander indicates that he 
opines the true identity of Ṣadr Jahān as hailing from Ṭabas and not Tbilisi, however he maintains that the 
Marghūb al-qulūb remains lost. Mancini-Lander, “Tales Bent Backward: Early Modern Local History in 
Persianate Transregional Contexts,” 2018. p. 32, n22. 
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Figure 6. Former Understanding of the Transmission of the Quṭbshāhī Origin Myth 

 

1.7.2  The Quṭbshāhī Origin Myth, Rediscovered 

In examining other extant manuscripts ascribed to Ṣadr Jahān Ṭabasī, we find that 

the only known extant narrative excerpted from the supposedly lost Marghūb al-qulūb— 

i.e. the myth of Sulṭān-Qulī— survives in at least two other sources. It is my contention 

that these sources are either themselves copies of the original text, or a more complete 

original masterwork from which a summary entitled Marghūb al-qulūb was excerpted 

and circulated. These extant manuscripts are found in two different codices that are held 

in Tehran’s Majlis Library. Together, they help us understand not only the sectarian 

milieu in which this story attained significance, but it reveals the political theology of the 



 

 105 

early Quṭbshāhī court that has been lost through the truncated transmission of the legend 

of Sulṭān-Qulī and the consequent eclipse of the originary appreciation for how the story 

was meant to have been read by members of the court during the mid-to-late 10th/16th 

century. I conclude that the story that we have inherited about Sulṭān-Qulī is a composite 

narrative of a potent Safavid myth re-applied to the local Deccan context. It elevates the 

significance of this smaller sultanate to matter on a regional level, and it reasserts the 

perennial necessity of performing Sufi and Imāmī Shīʿī devotional acts within a 

longstanding transnational network of religio-political power that continually 

encountered opposing forces. 

 The first version of the text appears to be called “The Treatise on Repentance” 

(Risāla dar tawba), which arrives to us from the hand of a scribe calling himself “the 

servant” (al-ʿabd) Khudādād Qummī, who transcribed the treatise to be included in an 

invaluable codex. The codex in question is a massive anthology (majmūʿa) of 166 

individual treatises that was the personal property Ibn Khātūn ʿĀmilī (d. 1649) dating 

from the first half of the 11th/17th century. In the early-modern Indo-Persian world, 

scholars of high and middling repute would commonly collect statements, poems, or 

other brief tracts that they found edifying on an intellectual or cultural level. One such 

famous example is ‘The Beggar’s Bowl’ (Kashkūl) compiled by the Safavid cleric, Bahā’ 

al-Dīn ʿĀmilī (d. 1621), who was the very uncle and instructor of Ibn Khātūn.174 In other 

examples, such as the codex of Ibn Khātūn, owners would ask their colleagues and peers 
                                                        

174 On this source, see Clifford Edmund Bosworth, Bahāʾ Al-Dı̄n Al-ʻĀmilı̄ and His Literary Anthologies 
(Manchester: University of Manchester, 1989). 
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to inscribe poetry or brief treatises by their own hand and sign these as intellectual ‘gifts.’ 

This information is invaluable for historians not only to prove immediate interpersonal 

connections between scholars, but also to understand what genres of thought and which 

specific texts warranted inclusion into these living, growing, and reflective tomes. Given 

that Ibn Khātūn served as the chief religious officer (pīshvā) under Sultan ʿAbdullāh 

Quṭbshāh in the early-to-mid 11th/17th century, this particular codex offers a window into 

prestige thought at the highest echelon of Quṭbshāhī scholasticism during the 1630s and 

1640s when a majority of its individual treatises appear to have been inscribed.175  

The Treatise on Repentance, it must be pointed out, does not reveal its title 

anywhere in the introductory sections of the text (fig. 7) or in the colophon. Rather, 

another hand, different from that of Khudādād Qummī and, perhaps, belonging to Ibn 

Khātūn himself, scrawled this title on the folio prior to the beginning of this treatise. We 

must understand that this is not the original title of the work under discussion. 

 
Figure 7. baʿdiyya of Risāla dar tawba, Tehran, Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. 5138/136. f. 466b 

 

                                                        

175 The latest transcription in this manuscript collection appears to have been made in 1057/1647, only two 
years prior to the death of Ibn Khātūn. 
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Figure 8. baʿdiyya of Sirāj al-īmān, Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. 10083/2. p. 46. 

 
The second copy in question differs precisely in that it bears an actual title. Called 

The Lamp of Faith (Sirāj al-īmān), this text clearly names the work in its own 

introduction (fig. 8). With only minor variations in transcription, both manuscripts clearly 

present the same treatise.176 While the transcription of the untitled version is fairly easy to 

date because of the preceding and succeeding treatises and the attested death-date of Ibn 

Khātūn, the Lamp of Faith appears to have been transcribed in 1030/1620-1.177 That 

codex also contains several crude illustrations including a horse and a woman and 

roughly drawn attempt at a stylized ʿunwān preceding actual treatise. It is therefore 

                                                        

176 The first version in the codex of Ibn Khātūn reads as follows, “īn risāla-ī ast dar bayān iṯbāt-i vujūb-i 
tawba va fażīlat-i ān va ḥikāyāt bażī tāyibān az anbiyā va mulūk va bāqī mardumān va qurb-i manzilāt-i 
īshān.” Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. 5138/136. f. 466b. The scribe al-ʿAbd Khudādād Qummī names 
himself on the last page, Ibid. f. 476a.; The latter version reads quite closely to the first, “īn risāla ast 
musammá bi Sirāj al-īmān dar bayān ithbāt-i vujūb tawba va fażīlat-i ān va ḥikāyāt bażī tāyibān az anbiyā 
va mulūk va bāqī mardumān va qurb va manzilat-i īshān,” Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. 10083/2. p. 46.  
(Hereafter, I cite simply the title of this treatise and not the archive and manuscript number).  
 
177 The library index dates the codex to 1030/1620-21. Ownership notes indicate that it changed hands at 
several points around a century after its transcription.  It is preceded in the same codex by a copy of another 
Sufi ethical treatise, Anīs al-ghurabā’, by the Chishtī saint, Nūr Quṭb ʿĀlam b. ʿAlā’ al-Dīn Pandvī Bangālī 
(d. 1415). 
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possible that this manuscript was transcribed from another codex produced in a royal 

manuscript atelier, perhaps in Hyderabad or Golkonda. The colophon of this latter 

version includes the copyist’s name as “Amīr Abū Turāb,” with other details, 

unfortunately, erased.  

In consideration of the difference in titles or lack thereof, we may opine that Ṣadr 

Jahān Ṭabasī produced multiple versions of the same work over time, the titles of which 

may have been altered, including summaries or excerpts from a larger masterwork. The 

modern encyclopedist and bibliophile, Āghā Buzurg Ṭihrānī, accounts for the circulation 

of at least one other work entitled “Dhakhīrat al-janna” ascribed to Ṣadr Jahān that 

appears to have been, at least in some ways, even another version of the present work.178 

Due to the knowledge of multiple versions of the same text in circulation, the copyist, 

Khudādād Qummī, may have suppressed the title of the treatise that he transcribed for 

Ibn Khātūn.  

Of central importance to our study, both manuscripts conclude with ten specific 

exempla (ḥikāyāt) from historical, religious, and literary characters.  The ultimate 

exemplum in both texts presents the legend of Sulṭān-Qulī’s early life in Iran and arrival 

into the Deccan as a merchant with his uncle, Allāh-Qulī Beg, just as we find in the 

excerpted myth in the Tārīkh-i Muḥammad Quṭbshāh. While Minorsky, Sherwani, and 
                                                        

178 Like the present text, Dhakhīrat al-janna was dedicated for Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh and comprised sections of 
sunna, prayers, and literature. According to Ṭihrānī, Isfahan’s mid-11th/17th century Friday prayer leader, 
Muḥammad Bāqir Sabzavārī (d. 1090/1679), read this version of Ṭabasī’s work and incorporated its 
account of Shāh Ṭahmāsb’s 940/1533-4 act of repentance into his Rawḍat al-anwār—a massive study of 
politics and the role of jurisprudence. I address Sabzavārī’s reading of Ṭabasī’s work below. Āghā Buzurg 
al-Ṭihrānī, Ṭabaqāt Aʿlām Al-Shīʿa, vol. 7, 17 vols. (Dār Iḥyā’ al-Turāth al-ʿArabī lil-Ṭibāʿa wa al-Nashr 
wa al-Tawzīʿ, 2009). p. 108. 
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others had supposed that the Marghūb al-qulūb was itself a lost historical work, these 

manuscript findings appear to refute their hypothesis.179  

Before analyzing the text, we should entertain the notion that there exists a yet-

undiscovered Persian historical work called Marghūb al-qulūb, which is fundamentally 

different from the manuscripts that I have found. The existence of such a text is unlikely 

for two main reasons. First, had a historical work by that title existed and circulated in the 

latter 10th/16th and early 11th/17th century, we might conjecture that other references to the 

Marghūb al-qulūb would have been made in other historical works produced in the 

succeeding period owing to the practice among early-modern Persianate historians to 

compile multiple reports in order to contrast styles of reportage and to demonstrate 

authorial proximity between subjects who claim authoritative status.180 In other words: 

historians tend to cite one another. I have yet to observe any other references sourced 

from the ‘lost’ Marghūb al-qulūb in any later histories aside from this solitary myth about 

Sulṭān-Qulī. This would suggest that there were no other reports contained therein 

‘worthy’ of historical import for other historians to re-package in later works. Indeed, this 

                                                        

179 This status appears to be implied in his assessment of the work amidst all known histories of the region. 
See Minorsky, “The Qara-Qoyunlu and the Qutb-Shāhs.” p. 52.; see Sherwani, History of the Qutb Shāhī 
Dynasty. p. 68, n 79; p. 77, n 121. 
 
180 Such is the case in Hanaoka’s example telling of multiple accounts of the conquest of Qum, Mimi 
Hanaoka, Authority and Identity in Medieval Islamic Historiography: Persian Histories from the 
Peripheries (Cambridge University Press, 2016). p. 176.;  On the artifice of Persianate history writing in 
the early-modern era see, Blain Auer, “Pre-Modern Intellectual Debates on the Knowledge of History and 
Ẓiyā͗ Al-Dīn Baranī’s Tārīkh-i Fīrūzshāhī,” The Indian Economic & Social History Review 52, no. 2 
(2015): 207–23.; and Christopher Markiewicz, “History as Science: The Fifteenth-Century Debate in 
Arabic and Persian,” Journal of Early Modern History 21, no. 3 (2017): 216–40.; and Shahzad Bashir, “On 
Islamic Time: Rethinking Chronology in the Historiography of Muslim Societies,” History and Theory 53, 
no. 4 (2014): 519–44. 
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would be rather peculiar for a formal work of Persianate history. Second, in 

contemporaneous correspondence and other manuscript sources around this era, Ṣadr 

Jahān Ṭabasī is never referred to as a historian proper, but as a relatively high-ranking 

mid-10th/16th century officer, jurist, poet, judge, wayfaring Sufi, and author of at least one 

work of natural philosophy, whose career appears to have extended from Safavid Iran to 

the Deccan courts at Ahmadnagar, Golkonda, and perhaps elsewhere. As I show in the 

next section, that very fact may serve as indirect evidence for corroborating the Risāla 

dar tawba / Sirāj al-īmān as the Marghūb al-qulūb.  

1.7.3 The lineage of Khorasan  

 Very little information about Ṣadr Jahān Ḥusayn Ṭabasī arrives to us from 

standard biographical reference works.181 As his name implies, his ancestors were sayyids 

hailing from the town of Tabas in southern Khorasan, which lies halfway between Yazd 

and Mashhad. While the associations of his father, Rūḥullāh, remain unknown, he is 

referred to as “Amīr” in at least one sample of correspondence, indicating a high status. I 

conjecture that Ṣadr Jahān Ḥusayn Ṭabasī’s grandfather may have been the noted Sufi 

and scholar of the same name, Amīr Kamāl al-Dīn Ḥusayn b. Shahāb al-Dīn Ismāʿīl of 

Tabas, whose mother hailed from an eminent sayyid family of Nishapur. He is described 

by the historian, Khwāndamīr, as having served in Azerbaijan under the Āq Quyūnlū 

Sultan Yaʿqūb and who later ventured to Herat under Sultan Ḥusayn Bāyqarā, where he 

                                                        

181 For example, see Āghā Buzurg al-Ṭihrānī, Ṭabaqāt Aʿlām Al-Shīʿa, vol. 7, 17 vols. (Dār Iḥyā’ al-Turāth 
al-ʿArabī lil-Ṭibāʿa wa al-Nashr wa al-Tawzīʿ, 2009). p. 108. 
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was made the chief custodian of the shrine of the 5th/11th-century Sufi master, ʿAbdullāh 

Anṣārī. As master of many sciences with notable expertise in Sufism and divination 

(jafr), he was also made state comptroller and inquisitor of litigants (with his 

chronogrammatic laqab revealing the date of this service, i.e. “Ṣadr-i Quraysh”= 

904/1498-9).182  His major works include a commentary on Anṣārī’s Stages of the 

Wayfarers (Manāzil al-sāyirīn), and a compendium of biographies of eminent Sufi poets 

called The Lovers’ Councils (Majālis al-ʿushshāq), which emplots the traditions of earlier 

Persian litterateurs including Ḥāfiz, Ḥusayn Akhlāṭī, Āẕarī of Tus, Jāmī, and others that 

culminate in his own the poetic contributions and those of his patron, Ḥusayn Bāyqarā, in 

the final section.183  

Neither of these works appear to traffic in any overtly ʿAlid themes, and we 

therefore cannot identify the sectarian affinity Ṣadr Jahān’s recent ancestor based on this 

evidence. Yet, in analyzing Ṣadr Jahān’s thought in the following sections, we should 

bear in mind his family’s established tradition of seeking patronage both within their 

native Khorasan as well as abroad; their overt reverence for pious wayfarers among 

whom they envision themselves; and their history of elite service undertaking charge over 

legal responsibilities and other state affairs, which were not seen as diametrically 

opposed to their expressed standards of Sufi piety or mendicancy. Finally, as Ṣadr Jahān 

composed poetry under the name “Lisān” for which he was known early in his life, he 

                                                        

182 Ghiyath al-Dīn Khwāndamīr, Rijāl-i Kitāb-i Ḥabīb Al-Siyar: Az Ḥamla-Yi Mughūl Tā Marg-i Shāh 
Ismaʻīl-i Avval, ed. ʿAbd al-Ḥusayn Navā’ī (Tehran: Shirkat-i Sahāmī-i Chāp, 1324). p. 183-4. 
 
183 See the ‘77th majlis,’ University of Michigan, Majālis al-ʿushshāq, Isl. Ms. 270, f. 130b. 
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appears to conform to the educational standard set by other landed Sufi nobles of late 

Timurid and early-Safavid Khurasan. All of these associations that carried over from 

Khorasan into the Deccan would serve him well. 

1.7.4  Situating the text 

With much broader ethical import that has been considered by the authors of the 

preceding Persian histories that rely on this narrative, the text includes several highly 

revealing episodes involving the author, Ṣadr Jahān, and his own arrival into the Deccan 

and eventual service to Sulṭān-Qulī. As mentioned earlier, the major historical 

information arrives at the end of the work, in the form of ten exempla. These include 

stories of repentance related to the life of then-reigning Safavid Shāh Ṭahmāsb; 

Companions (aṣḥāb) of the Prophet Muḥammad; an ancient Jewish worshipper; King 

Kanʿān of the ancient Amalek kingdom; several members of the Anṣār of Medina; an 

ʿAbbasid prince named ʿAlī son of the Caliph al-Mamūn; the ʿAlid-leaning companion of 

the prophet known as Jābir b. ʿAbdullāh (d. 697); the prophet Adam; and the popular 

Persian folklore hero known as the ‘chivalrous butcher’ (javānmard-i qaṣṣāb).  

The penultimate exemplum centers on a seemingly unknown scholar called Mīr 

Ṭāhir Astarābādī, who was a skilled mathematician in attendance at the Mughal court of 

Humāyūn (r. 1530-40, 1555-6) before that emperor’s overthrow and exile into Iran. 

Accordingly, Mīr Ṭāhir ventured south and entered into service of Burhān Niẓāmshāh (d. 

1553) at Ahmadnagar where he met Ṣadr Jahān among the wider circle of émigrés who 

had found company with Shāh Ṭāhir Dakkanī, the Ismāʿīlī. Upon invitation, Mīr Ṭāhir 

sent Ṣadr Jahān to Golkonda in order to assess the circumstances under which Sulṭān-
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Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk granted patronage to sayyids and scholars. Finding the conditions 

highly favorable, Ṣadr Jahān compelled Mīr Ṭāhir to accept the invitation and he came 

into service at Golkonda. After the sultan’s murder, however, Mīr Ṭāhir refused to 

acquiesce to honor the rule of Jamshīd Quṭbshāh and instead retired to Mecca to live out 

his days involved in acts of pious devotion and repentance for the life he had lived in 

service to kings—indeed his own moral lesson of tawba.184 That particular episode 

reveals a great amount of important detail about the majlis of Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk 

and his inter-relations with the Iranian émigré scholars at Ahmadnagar that we will return 

to later in this chapter. 

While much historical information is contained in the treatise, its primary purpose 

was to convey an overtly didactic message to the third sultan, Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh (r. 1550-

1580), and his immediate royal entourage for whom it was clearly authored and 

dedicated.185 Ṣadr Jahān states that it was as a gift for the royal council (tuḥfa-yi majlis-i 

bihisht),  

                                                        

184 Sirāj al-īmān, p. 193.; The later Persian histories seem to confirm that a sizeable number of people in 
Golkonda refused to grant Jamshīd the royal insignia of the chatr and āftābgīr (parasol) that would 
symbolically sanction his rule.  Ṭabāṭabā, Tārīkh-i Burhān-i Ma’āṯir. p. 316. 
 
185 The author has divided the work into an introduction (p. 46), five chapters (maqālah), and a conclusion. 
The first chapter concerns the definition (ḥadd) of repentance and its contextual meanings, p. 49; the 
second chapter concerns the occasions when  repentance should arise to atone for sinful acts and the 
divisions of those acts into lesser and greater degrees (p. 82);  the third chapter pertains to the origins of sin 
and rebellious acts, and their division within the obligations of God (ḥaqq Allāh) and the rights of man 
(ḥaqq al-nās) as well as the ways of committing infidelity through sin and oppression (p. 99); the fourth 
chapter concerns an explanation of that which is considered correct repentance and the cessation of 
punishment when acceptable repentance is undertaken (p. 114); the fifth chapter explains the divisions 
within repentance and how it is divided in degrees  and its levels in the afterlife according to the issuance of 
good or bad acts in the temporal world, as well as the treatment (duwā’ī) of repentance and the path of 
healing diseases of sinners of the metaphoric Egypt (miṣr) (p. 119). All pages given are from the Sirāj al-
īmān copy. 
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It is hoped that it pleases the royal gaze (naẓar-i kīmiyā aṯarān-i ʿālim panāh) and 
becomes the object of attention for the masters of literary erudition and perfection 
(arbāb-i fażīlat u kamāl) and companions of glory and fortune (aṣḥāb-i ʿizzat u 
iqbāl), and induces repentance and causes the heedless sinners and wayward 
rebels to seek forgiveness daily (bāʿiṯ-i tawba u istighfār-i ghāfilān gunāh-kār u 
ʿāṣiyān parīshān rūzgār).186 
 
The bulk of the treatise provides numerous examples from scripture, aphorisms, 

as well as imamic and prophetic traditions detailing the virtues of repentance and seeking 

forgiveness for sinful deeds. As a form of prosimetrum, Ṣadr Jahān’s treatise interweaves 

verse with prose, frequently turning to Nūr al-Dīn Jāmī (d. 1494) and Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī 

(d. 1273) to add rhetorical ornament to the pietistic messages. Alternating theological and 

literary features in quick succession suggests that his text may have been read aloud to 

the royal audience that would aurally consume its many moral lessons. Several sections 

divided into the form of questions and answers— pertaining to the limits of human 

volition and divine will, as well as more intricate discussions of Muʿtazilī theological 

discussions on the inherent goodness of repentance— further corroborate this as a text 

featuring performative aspects.187 

While the treatise fits a general paradigm for other Persianate ethics literature that 

teaches moral lessons through the form of the exempla that would have been deployed 

across all swathes of the Persianate literary world, the Sufistic tenor of the work is 

                                                        

 

 
186 Sirāj al-īmān, p. 46. 
 
187 Sirāj al-īmān, pp. 57, 77. 
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unmistakable.188  Beyond its poetry, a detailed section indicating the maladies of the soul 

that must be treated with specific spiritual prescriptions evokes earlier ethical expositions 

of Sufi masters like Abū Ḥāmid Ghazālī (d. 1111), who Ṣadr Jahān draws upon in other 

sections.189 Numerous scattered exempla falling into the latter pages of the treatise arrive 

from other Sufis in Syria and elsewhere who describe wondrous acts experienced while 

meditating on the handsome face of a Christian slave or traveling distantly in search of a 

Sufi master (a Shaykh al-ʿitiqād) to cure a disease of the flesh.190 The legal tenor of the 

text only appears prominently the third chapter, which classifies acts of sin and iniquity 

in terms of their obligations towards God (ḥaqq Allāh) and obligations towards humans 

(ḥaqq al-nās) as well as the threshold of committing infidelity.191 These aspects of the 

text suggest that during the mid-10th/16th century, overt Sufi piety did not stand in 

contradiction to maintaining cognizance of Shīʿī legal ordinances despite their oft-

presumed mutual exclusivity. This point is even more evident when we consider Ṣadr 

Jahān’s elite juridical pedigree discussed in Chapter 2. 

                                                        

188 On this genre, see Mana Kia, “Adab as Ethics of Literary Form and Social Conduct: Reading the 
Gulistān in Late Mughal India,” in “No Tapping Around Philology”: A Festschrift in Celebration and 
Honor of Wheeler McIntosh Thackston Jr.’s 70th Birthday, ed. Alireza Korangy and Daniel J. Sheffield 
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2014), 281–308. 
 
189 Sirāj al-īmān, pp. 148-9. 
 
190 Sirāj al-īmān, pp. 148-9. 
 
191 Sirāj al-īmān, pp. 99-114. 
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1.7.5 The Confessions of a Niʿmatullāhī 

The most overt indication of Ṣadr Jahān’s Sufism, however, arrives in an 

exemplum embedded towards the end of the fifth chapter. He describes in detail his own 

experience as a young man in search of knowledge and his arrival to Yazd. In those days, 

the religious affairs of Yazd were overseen by the Shaykh al-Islam Sayyid ʿAbd al-

Wahhāb, nicknamed “Mīr Buzurg,” who was known for composing poetry in the style of 

Jāmī and had a reputation for drinking and fraternizing with beautiful boys.192 Ṣadr 

Jahān’s arrival to Yazd and familiarity with the parties involved in the exemplum 

coincided with Shāh Ṭahmāsb’s 939/1532-3 first “act of repentance.”193 Issuing a public 

decree to be applied throughout the Safavid domains, the emperor banned many practices 

commonly associated with antinomian groups, including the Qizilbāsh and Sufis, and 

which had been widely tolerated under the rule of his father, Shāh Ismāʿīl I. Ṣadr Jahān 

informs us that this proclamation banned the consumption of wine and hashish, gambling, 

as well as the shuttering of brothels. Anyone caught breaking the public ordinances could 

be severely punished, as some individuals who refused to stop imbibing alcohol had 

boiling wine forcibly poured down their throats.194  

                                                        

192 Tehran, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Ms. 5138/136 f. 465a. The Sirāj al-īmān does not state Yazd as the 
locale, in simply reads dār al-ʿibāda.; I am not able to determine the exact identity of this Mīr Buzurg, 
however Bafqī details an “ʿAbd al-Ghaffār Mīr Buzurg” who was elevated to the office of chief judgeship 
in the province of Yazd by Shāh Ismāʿīl I, and it is likely that this is the same person described. See Bāfqī, 
Jāmiʿ-i Mufīdī. p. 358. 
 
193 The dates are not mentioned in Ṣadr Jahān’s treatise, however the notoriety of the act from other 
historians makes this a certainty.  
 
194 See R. M. Savory and C. E. Bosworth, “Ṭahmāsp,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. 
Bearman et al. (Online, 2012), 
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While in Yazd, Ṣadr Jahān also attended the Niʿmatullāhī lodge (takiya) led by a 

spiritual disciple (khalīfa) of Niʿmatullāhī Valī named Mīr Vaḥdat.  His lodge was 

frequented by handsome youths, Qalandars of repute, and reciters of Sufi devotional 

music (qavvālī). Ṣadr Jahān describes having acclimated to the Sufi lodge where he 

witnessed the intense performance of another devotee’s achievement of spiritual ecstasy 

(ḥāl), and describes the aural recitation of divine remembrance (samāʿ) that would occur 

there two nights a week, which was all orchestrated by Mīr Vaḥdat. From his description, 

the lodge appears to have enjoyed a healthy turnout during Ṭahmāsb’s early reign, and 

we may infer from the detail that Ṣadr Jahān attended these gatherings enthusiastically.195 

While championing Ṭahmāsb’s spiritual sincerity and performance of public 

repentance in another specific exemplum, Ṣadr Jahān defends the poverty and associated 

rituals of Sufi piety that the Niʿmatullāhiyya undertook.196 Ṭahmāsb’s decree motivated 

Mīr Buzurg to commission local enforcers of public morality (muḥtasibān) to put a stop 

to all manner of illicit behavior. Their inquiries soon led to Mīr Vaḥdat, who was ordered 

before the court of Mīr Buzurg who inquired into the forbidden acts that they 

undertook.197 Ṣadr Jahān stood with the attendees of the court to see Mīr Vaḥdat who 

                                                        

 

http://referenceworks.brillonline.com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2/tahmasp-
SIM_7314?s.num=0&s.f.s2_parent=s.f.cluster.Encyclopaedia+of+Islam&s.q=tahmasp. 
 
195 Sirāj al-īmān, pp. 141-2; Risāla dar tawba, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Ms. 5138/136. f. 465a. 
 
196 Sirāj al-īmān, pp. 165-8. 
 
197 The identity of the magistrate is unknown and is referred to in the text simply as sharīaʿt-panāh, perhaps 
meaning the Shaykh al-Islām of Yazd.  
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arrived armed with a bundle of sticks under one arm and a book of the poetry of 

Niʿmatullāh Valī in the other. When the inquiry began, Mīr Buzurg commented on the 

Sufi’s carefree arrival.   

Mīr Vaḥdat answered his inquisitor, “Carefree or not, I cannot remain long. But I 
have a secret lesson that I want to deliver in order to mitigate persecution.” He 
asked him to approach so that he could speak his mind. Mīr Vaḥdat drew his head 
close to the ear of the eminent judge and said, “First expel wine from your own 
mouth, then you may silence the flute! Peace be upon you!”198 He promptly 
turned and left the gathering. From his words, the effects of embarrassment and 
complete shame grew over the judge’s face, which all of the attendees of the 
majlis learned and understood referred to a comparison for the eminent judge’s 
propensity of imbibing in secret.199  
 

Ṣadr Jahān’s moral lesson does not indicate a rejection of the official regulations per se. 

Instead it reflects a common understanding among preachers and moralizers of the era 

that any individual who lacks requisite moral consistency cannot admonish others who 

deviate from ethical codes. This must be the intention, because Ṣadr Jahān shortly extolls 

Ṭahmāsb’s act of repentance itself for successfully transforming Iranian society. 

In the year 940/1533, Ṭahmāsb returned from Khurasan towards the central 

Iranian Plateau, a region called ‘Persian Iraq’ (ʿIrāq al-ʿajam). He initiated his journey 

and occasioned the act of repentance by paying his respects at the shrine of Imām Riżā in 

Mashhad. Ṣadr Jahān attributes this action to engraining the memory of the Shīʿī Imams 

firmly in the religious consciousness of the people, while the state committed to greater 

                                                        

198 The Persian rendering is more lyrical: “avval dafʿ may, baʿd az ān manʿ nay”; the manuscript of Sirāj 
al-īmān is in better condition for reading this section of the text. p. 142. 
 
199 “nisbat bi’sharāb khūrdan-i panāhī ḥażrat-i Mīr.” Sirāj al-īmān. p. 142. 
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financial support for sayyids across Iran as well as Mecca.200 The spread of piety and 

charitable acts among the lower ranks of society worked to embolden the state, and the 

associated blessings of Ṭahmāsb’s repentance “illuminated the souls” of his people to the 

extent that it caused the Safavid conquest of other lands including Mazandaran, Gilan, 

Sistan, Shirvan, Qandahar, and Lar.201 

Some historians have depicted this act of repentance, as well as a similar act 

proclaimed some two decades later during the mid 1550s, as significations of the 

increasing sway of Shīʿī legalism at the Safavid court arriving from the (mostly) Arab 

ʿĀmilī juridical class who sought to outstrip the folk Shīʿism of the Qizilbāsh and power 

of the Sufis.202 While celebrating the first of Ṭahmāsb’s acts, Ṣadr Jahān does not appear 

to do so from the standpoint of a jurist or someone at all concerned with legalistic 

restrictions effecting social behavior, as the exemplum about Mīr Vaḥdat indicates. His 

perspective adds weight to other more critical historiography that rejects the notion that 

these acts necessarily indicated a decisive shift towards strict Shīʿī legalism, for Ṭahmāsb 

oversaw many developments of his own apotheosized image as a human divine while 

spending considerable wealth expanding the Safavid shrine at Ardabil and forming 

marriage alliances between his family and the Niʿmatullāhī order over the same middle 

                                                        

200 Sirāj al-īmān. p. 148.  
 
201 Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Ms. 5138/136. f. 469b. 
 
202 See Colin P. Mitchell, “ṬAHMĀSP I” (Online, 2009), http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/tahmasp-i. 
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decades of the 16th century.203 We should instead infer that the Safavid monarch was still 

understood as a cosmic embodiment of moral direction, protection, and visionary 

guidance for the Safavid domain. In this manner, he exceeded the administrative deeds of 

the state, while on the other hand, the juridical artifice struggled to realize the imperial 

vision emanating from his insights. 

Because Ṣadr Jahān wrote his treatise for the then-ruling Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh, it 

suggests that his authorship may very well have been undertaken in response to 

Ṭahmāsb’s second act of public repentance issued in 1555-6. Implicitly, Ṣadr Jahān may 

be suggesting that his regional sovereign consider himself among the intended recipients 

of the same Safavid ordinances or even that he should mimic the emperor and perform a 

similar grand gesture that would apply to Telangana. The only oblique indication about 

the date of Ṣadr Jahān’s composition would however place the text significantly later 

than that second act, not long prior to 980/1572.204 

Identifying the pietistic intention of the treatise, we must re-evaluate the excerpted 

story about the life of Sulṭān-Qulī found in the Tārīkh-i Muḥammad Quṭbshāh. Even 

there the key statement of this orientation is visible. However, Briggs, Sherwani, and all 

later English-language authors did not attend to the crucial statement of the first sultan of 

Golkonda: 

                                                        

203 See Newman, Safavid Iran: Rebirth of a Persian Empire. pp. 32-33. 
 
204 In the exemplum about Ṭahmāsb’s 1533-4 act of repentance, Ṣadr Jahān writes, “From that time to now, 
which is close to forty years…” “va az ān tārīkh tā ḥāl kih qarīb bi’chihl sāl-ast bar tawba khud 
bi’martaba-yi ṯābit u rāsikh mānd.” p. 166. 
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My age is now approaching a hundred years. Most of the time—blessings  be to 
God!— I spent waging war against the infidels. However, if in the heyday of my 
youth I undertook sinful acts, by God’s fortune I sought council for repentance. 
Since it is my conscious decision to spend the rest of my life in obedience and in 
worship and recite the words of God and happily enjoy the company of the 
ʿulamā and the sayyids…205 

 
This key statement, although present in the historical literature, suggests that Ṣadr Jahān’s 

intention of relating the myth at all is for the production of a specific ethical directive. To 

understand the more important underlying function of this text that speaks pious truth to 

political power in an arena in which it came to be retold, we must understand the wider 

landscape of Sufi aspiration and Shīʿī devotion in the mid-10th/16th century that it 

divulges.  

1.7.6 Popular Literature that Fashioned a Sultanate 

The broader account of how Ṣadr Jahān came to hear the biography directly from 

Sulṭān-Qulī is included in both recovered texts. Yet his explanation for writing does not 

suggest that the account of Sulṭān-Qulī was immune from editorial concerns, as Ṣadr 

Jahān begins the final exemplum of his treatise: 

The explanation of the repentance of the paradise-dwelling, heaven-nesting 
vicegerent assisting the Proprietor of the Domain with attentiveness, of lofty rank 
and exalted office, Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk—may God sanctify his spirit!—and 
the circumstances of that paradise-dweller’s arrival to the Deccan, attaining the 
rank of monarch and world-sovereign, and his leave-taking from this ephemeral 
world, the verification of genealogy and lineage of that essence, emanating 

                                                        

205 Bodleian, Ms. Ouseley 202, f. 50a.; The wording is slightly different in the Sirāj al-īmān version adding 
that: “farmūdand ānst: ʿumr bi’ṣad sāl nazdīk shudah va akṯar awqāt al-ḥamdullāh bi’ghuzā-yi kuffār ṣarf 
shudah va agar dar javānī chinānchih muqtażā-yi ṭabīʿast iqdām bar maʿṣiyat va gunāhī vāqiʿ va ʿaīsh va 
ʿishrat va lavandī namūdah, ḥāliyan bi’tawfīq-i Allāh taʿālá az hama-yi ānhā tawbah nuṣūḥ kardah 
mīkhwāhad az īn muhim bāz gashtih dar Golkonda bāqī ʿumr bi’ʿibādat va ṭāʿat va ṣuḥbat-i sādāt va 
mawālī va muṭāliʿi-yi tafsīr va ḥadīṯ ṣarf namāyad.” Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. 10083/2 pp. 197-198. 
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blessings and examining the homeland and the domain, that font of munificence 
and felicities.  
 
Because the inauguration of this decorated treatise was in the royal name and title 
of the fortunate Solomon-like vicegerent, the propitious successor, Humāyūn 
Aʿẓam Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh—may God immortalize his rule!—it was seen as 
appropriate to conclusively seal it with a noble decree and the last of its musk,206 
comprising the circumstances of the magnanimous father of that asylum of the 
world. Perhaps for this reason, the attention of companions (khāṭir-i aṣḥāb), and 
masters of literary erudition (fażl), and those who have attained perfection (kamāl) 
shall incline to study this treatise. And it shall be clear and plain inducing its fame 
in the estimation of those exhibiting propriety (ṣavāb numā’ī) and satisfying the 
ranks of reportage (vāfiqān-i muvāfiq-i akhbār u āṯār).207 
 

Immediately prior to the final historical exemplum about Sulṭān-Qulī, Ṣadr Jahān reminds 

his reader that his intentions for producing it at all are shaped by his immediate socio-

cultural context. We are given this explicit admission that he, as a Persianate littérateur 

receiving royal patronage, desires notoriety for his treatise among those invested in 

similar pursuits.208  

We must reflect upon this authorial tension. On the one hand, this statement 

seems prescient given that the legend did attain fame and circulate divorced from the 

wider context of repentance and its immediate socio-political production. On the other 

hand, we must consider that Ṣadr Jahān claimed that he engaged directly with Sulṭān-Qulī 

                                                        

206 The phrase is borrowed from the Qur’ān, 83:26, “khitāmuhu miskun.” 
 
207 Sirāj al-īmān. p. 193.  
 
208 Perhaps a more detailed discussion about what is meant by “those exhibiting propriety (ṣavāb numā’ī) 
and satisfying the ranks of reportage (vāfiqān-i muvāfiq-i akhbār u āṯār)” is needed. I understand the first 
group to encompass moralizers and narrators involved in fashioning didactic lessons, while the latter could 
consist of historians, chroniclers, or even writers of regional news (vaqāiʿ navīs). As stated earlier, the 
latter category of writers would have varying rubrics for identifying a piece of writing as estimable, and 
facticity is only one among a handful of other considerations.  
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and delivered to his reader direct and unmediated oral evidence from the sultan himself. 

What is important for us to acknowledge is not the ‘objective truth’ of this legend as a 

sober memorialization of past events ‘just as they happened.’ Instead, the ‘discursive 

truth’ arises precisely in that information is transmitted to an intentional readership that 

could embrace the historical, figurative, as well as moral significance of the legend, 

which, would have been highly inadequate and unworthy of circulation at all, had it not 

made appeals at each of these levels.  

Ṣadr Jahān then continues: 

In the year 949/1542-3, this humble wretch arrived to Utgīr209 with the victory-
yielding army of the esteemed deceased king and was honored with service to that 
lofty noble. Established in the fashion of well-wishers of that high rank, favor and 
compassion of that great office beyond all equals embraced the brief occasion. 
Hence, sometimes when attending to the affairs of the kingdom, or managing the 
conditions of the army, or the peasantry, he would inquire of me to explain a 
verse of God’s speech through reference to ḥadīth. He would regale through 
comparing tales about other Deccan rulers and the conditions of his own arrival to 
this land, his ascendance to the level of kingship and government through order, 
adversity, and delivering blows of the sword, and about early days spent in 
coquetry, pleasure, and hedonism, and about how, by the end of his labor with 
God’s success, he was honored by the esteem of repentance. I will relate some of 
those stories just as I heard them from that paradise-dweller. 

 
Was it only too convenient that Ṣadr Jahān entered into service and found audience with 

Sulṭān-Qulī so that he could hear his life story only a year before the ruler’s assassination 

in 950/1543? Other textual evidence would suggest that this is not overt rhetorical flare. 

The Raza Library in Rampur holds a unique treatise of natural philosophy authored by 

Ṣadr Jahān, appearing to be in his own handwriting, that is clearly dedicated to “Quṭb al-
                                                        

209 Today known as ‘Udaygiri fort’ on the north side of the city of Udgir, approximately two hundred 
kilometers northwest of Golkonda.  
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Mulk” and dated from the 10th of Shawwāl, 949/January 17, 1543.210 Historical accounts 

date Sulṭān-Qulī’s infamous murder to the next Islamic year, the 2nd of Jumādá II, 

950/September 2, 1543.211 Even the introduction of that other philosophical treatise refers 

in poetic metaphor to his early career in which he ventured to different domains within 

Iran in service to various elites before venturing—due to deteriorating conditions— to the 

Deccan where he found the “best country with the best people.”212 While this information 

appears to prove that Ṣadr Jahān was not lying about coming into service of Sulṭān-Qulī 

where he could have heard the legend directly, it does not negate the likelihood that he 

elaborated certain aspects of his life story to suit the vision of the Quṭbshāhī court during 

the later reign of Ibrāhīm.   

The twin pillars of Sulṭān-Qulī’s sovereignty emphasized in the exemplum are the 

Niʿmatullāhī saint’s blessing and his own devout Shīʿism, as is also related in the later 

redaction found in the Tārīkh-i Muḥammad Quṭbshāh. This narration challenges the 
                                                        

210 The authenticity of this treatise is without question. Not only does the author clearly identify himself as 
Ḥusayn Ḥusaynī Ṭabasī, but Ṣadr Jahān uses the opportunity to include his own poetry describing how he 
came into the sultan’s orbit, as well as other lines attributed to Imām ʿAlī and Jāmī, in a manner similar to 
that of his other known work, which is rare for the genre of natural philosophy. See, Raza Library, Rampur, 
Ms. Persian 1156, f. 2a-3b. 
 
211 This is the date found in the Tārīkh-i Muḥamamd Quṭbshāh, cited in Briggs’ translation of Firishtah’s 
history. Briggs, History of the Rise of the Mahomedan Power in India, till the Year A.D. 1612, Translated 
from the Original Persian of Mahomed Kasim Ferishta, 1829. p. 377. 
 
212 “In most abodes, I sought to serve more estimable scholars / and I sought employment and patronage 
from them / because of witnessing the deterioration of the condition of that country [Iran] / and from the 
mark of the status of those servants / traversing from there and facing other cities / each day and night a 
new place / until at last, when I alighted somewhere / which in truth may be said is the best of countries and 
whose people are the most noble servants…”“dar bīshtar manāzil bi-khidmat bihtar afāżil-i ānjā 
musharraf shud/ u az īshān mustafīd u mustafīż mīgasht/ u banābar mushāhidah-yi kharābī-yi ḥāl-ān bilad/ 
u bar nishānī aḥvāl-i ān ʿibād/ az ānjā ʿubūr kardah mutavajjuh bi-shahrī dīgar mīshud / har rūz bi-
manzilī u har shab jā’ī / tā ʿāqiba al-amr bi-mawżiʿī rasīd kih/ al-ḥaqq ān-rā khayr al-bilād u ahl ān-rā 
khayr al-ʿibād mī tavān guft…” Raza Library, Rampur, Ms. Persian 1156, f. 2a.  
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legend of the Safavid Shāh Ismāʿīl I quite directly.213 Accordingly, Sulṭān-Qulī asserts 

that even before he left for the subcontinent in his youth, he struck coins and seals (sikka 

va mihr) bearing the names of the Twelve Shīʿī Imams214 and claimed that not a single 

Sunnī Muslim could even be found in his own ancestral homeland of Saʿdabad—

implying that he could not possibly have been born as a Sunnī. However, at the time of 

recording the exchange, he admits to having some friends who pronounced themselves 

Sunnī in his presence without issue.215 This comment specifically seems to be intended as 

a mark of distinguishing himself from the intolerant Safavid rulers who began as a largely 

Sunnī Sufi order and later persecuted anyone who had not professed their commitment to 

Shīʿism after the pronouncement of Ismāʿīl I. The difference is made most clear in the 

king’s statement, “No one comes to my mind who, after the appearance of Shāh Ismāʿīl 

and the revival of Imāmī Shīʿism (maẕhab-i ithná ʿashar) in his lands, I imitated.”216 

This remark flies in the face of some later iterations of the myth, in which the 

Quṭbshāhīs were not seen as self-defining in contradistinction to the Safavids. 

Muḥammad b. ʿAbdullāh Nīsāpūrī who entered into Quṭbshāhī service in 995/1587 under 

the fourth dynast, Muḥammad-Qulī, remained until at least the mid-1620s when he 

                                                        

213 It should be noted that the remark about his profession of Imāmī Shīʿism since the days of the Āq 
Quyūnlū Sultan Yaʿqūb are also found in the Tārīkh-i Muḥammad Quṭbshāh. See, Bodleian Library, Ms. 
Ouseley 202, f. 50a. 
 
214 Recall that in the later version of the legend, Sulṭān-Qulī was understood to have matured to the age of 
20 years once already in the Bahmanī Sultanate with his uncle. If ‘true,’ it would mean that he quite 
literally struck coins in his youth.  
 
215 Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. 5138/136. f. 475b.  
 
216 Ibid. f. 475b. 
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authored the Mā’thir-i quṭbshāhī-yi maḥmūdī during the reign of the Muḥammad 

Quṭbshāh.217 Despite the title, the work clearly privileges the Safavid lineage, opening 

with a detailed history of the Ṣafavī Sufi order during its early days prior to their imperial 

ascendance. Turning to Quṭbshāhī history quite late in the work, the author produces a 

summarized version of the legend of Sulṭān-Qulī involving the blessing of the 

Niʿmatullāhī saint in Yazd, but he makes no mention of his boast of propagating Shīʿism 

prior to the first Safavid emperor. He claims that after loyally serving the Bahmanī state 

for forty years warring against the neighboring infidels, Sulṭān-Qulī established 

Golkonda as an independent sultanate and spread the true “Jaʿfarī religion” (i.e. Imāmī 

Shīʿism) reading the khuṭba in the name of the Twelve Imams while blessing the rule of 

Shāh Ismāʿīl.218  This telling is likely informed by the recension of the myth as told 

through the Tārīkh-i Muḥammad Quṭbshāh as well as this author’s desire to imagine a 

much more intimate relationship with the Safavid state in light of a new political calculus 

unfolding on a regional level. Asserting the Quṭbshāhī reflection of the same Safavid 

sectarian project in the later temporality works to ingratiate the sultanate at a key moment 

in which Muḥammad Quṭbshāh required Safavid intervention to stave off the inevitable 

encroachment by the mighty Mughals to the north. 

                                                        

217 Details of the text appear to indicate that it was completed in 1033/1624, but likely amended by the 
author himself or a later unknown editor around the time of the death of Shāh ʿAbbās I. See Hermann Ethé, 
Catalogue Of Persian Manuscripts In The Library Of The India Office Vol.1 (Oxford: Horace Hart, 1903). 
pp. 178-9. 
 
218 Mā’ṯir-i quṭbshāhī-yi maḥmūdī, London, British Library, Ms. IO 841, f. 87a.  
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1.7.7 ‘Correcting’ a Myth 

 While the bulk of the new manuscript findings parallel most of what has been 

already provided in the Tārīkh-i Muḥammad Quṭbshāh and its later iterations, the text of 

the exemplum contains two significant departures from all later versions. As we read in 

the very first line of Ṣadr Jahān’s narration:   

That paradise-dweller is of the clan of Āq Quyūnlū Turkmans and of close 
relations with Qarā Yūsuf Turkmān, and Jahānshāh, and the king whose 
circumstances are recounted in detail in historical books.219  

 
Was Sulṭān-Qulī truly a descendant of the Āq Quyūnlū clan, as the exemplum claims? If 

true, it would place him much closer to the Sunnī Turkmān establishment and make his 

claims of being Shīʿī since his birth open to more contestation. The phrase aqrabā’-yi 

nazdīk used to refer to his connection to the Qarā Quyūnlū rulers is evident, yet it may 

connote the sense of indirect relations with them, instead of direct descent.220 The Tārīkh-

i Muḥammad Quṭbshāh opens its chapter on Sulṭān-Qulī’s life with an overt display of 

his Qarā Quyūnlū genealogy (listed at the beginning of my chapter), which is completely 

missing in the case of both recovered manuscripts.221 Vladimir Minorsky’s translation of 

the same passage in the Tārīkh-i Muḥammad Quṭbshāh reads as follows: “In the book 

                                                        

219 “ān firdaws-i makānī az jamāʿat-i turkmānān-i Āq Quyūnlū-st, u az aqrabā’-yi nazdīk-i Qarā Yūsuf 
turkmān u Jahānshāh u pādshāh kih aḥvāl-i īshān bi’tafżīl dar kutub-i tavārīkh maḏkūr ast.” It is not clear 
who is meant by the last instance of ‘pādshāh,’ yet in the translation of Minorsky below, we see that he 
clearly has understood the statement to refer to Jahānshāh. Sirāj al-īmān, pp. 193-4. 
 
220 As mentioned by John Woods, it was not unheard of for members of the Qarā Quyūnlū clan to rebel and 
seek assistance from the Āq Quyūnlū coalition, as one of Sulṭān-Qulī’s supposed ancestors, Alvand, 
appears to have done. See footnote 14 above. 
 
221 The anonymous author of that later work does not attribute the Qarā Quyūnlū genealogy to Ṣadr Jahān. 
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called Marghūb al-qulūb written by Sayyid Ṣadr-i jihān [sic] it is recorded that this king 

(Sulṭān-quli) was a descendant of Amīr Qara Yūsuf and belonged to the close relatives 

(aqrabā) of Jihānshāh-pādshāh whose deeds are described in histories.”222 

Perhaps Ṣadr Jahān is completely mistaken on this account of Āq Quyūnlū 

origins, which all later Quṭbshāhī sources fail to corroborate. But from its supposed-oral 

testament and consistency between both manuscripts without any evidence of an attempt 

at correction, such a significant departure from conventional depictions of his lineage 

would necessarily pose great problems for the Quṭbshāhīs who were invested in 

mythologizing their trans-regional dynastic history in later years. Moreover, we can 

confidently claim that the later authors claiming to quote Ṣadr Jahān verbatim are 

actually tinkering with his words in specific ways in order to prove a more definite 

Quṭbshāhī genealogical bond with the Shīʿī Qarā Quyūnlū dynasts.  

One other possibility that we should consider is whether the ‘oral evidence’ that 

Ṣadr Jahān recorded could have been re-told in his presence by other courtiers who 

presented slightly different details within the same essential mythological framework, but 

did not maintain consistency about the precise genealogical footing of their dynast. This 

could account for the ease with which later retellings of the legend corrected certain 

aspects incongruent with the faulty ‘original’ textual telling of the legend that was itself 

merely the first of a new type of its transmission but hardly the very source of the myth 

itself. Transitioning from the oral to the textual in this case could have distorted some 

                                                        

222  Minorsky, “The Qara-Qoyunlu and the Qutb-Shāhs.” p. 71.  
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details that were then transmitted by scribes dutifully copying from an original 

manuscript archetype. 

Another departure from the new manuscript sources is found later in the same 

exemplum where Sulṭān-Qulī and his uncle come into the company of Naʿīm al-Dīn 

Niʿmatullāh II in Yazd on their way to the Deccan.  

We arrived at the Abode of Worship of Yazd. In service to my uncle, we went to 
the grand font of guidance, the guardianship of power, Shāh Nūr al-Dīn [i.e. 
Naʿīm al-Dīn] Niʿmatullāh II, which was by way of previous intimacy and 
familiarity of the pīr and the murīd. The wife of that guardianship of power was 
the daughter of Jahānshāh.223  

 
The Tārīkh-i Muḥammad Quṭbshāh is more forceful on this account, adding the term 

khwīshī (kinship) to describe the relationship between Sulṭān-Qulī, his uncle, and the 

Niʿmatullāhī pīr by way of this marital union.224  

Derek Mancini-Lander has recently analyzed other important aspects of the 

myth’s re-telling in the Tārīkh-i Muḥammad Quṭbshāh, which are absent in Ṣadr Jahān’s 

original treatise. First, the back-story about how Allāh-Qulī Beg feared for the safety of 

his Qarā Quyūnlū princeling nephew when he heard that the Āq Quyūnlū army was 

hunting for remnants of its archrival clan is absent. Ṣadr Jahān makes it appear as though 

their venture to the Deccan was yet another trade mission undertaken under normal 

circumstances. Second, according to the later history, Sulṭān-Yaʿqūb Āq Quyūnlū (d. 

1490) had consulted the prognostications of geomancy and astrology, which predicted the 

                                                        

223 Kitābkhāna Majlis. Ms. 5138/136. f. 474b.  
 
224  Oxford, Bodleian, Ouseley 202. f. 33a. 
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future ascendance of Sulṭān-Qulī from among the remnants of the dynasty of his Qarā 

Quyūnlū arch-rivals in India.225 Even the promise of this distant success posed too much 

of a threat to his rule, and he nevertheless wanted him killed before fulfilling the omen. 

That prognostication story must be understood to have been a later addition as well, to 

add not only drama to the myth, but also to assert the efficacy and ubiquity of occult 

technologies in the prediction of future events that were also perceptible to the 

Niʿmatullāhī Sufi saint. On the other hand, the recovered manuscripts suggest that Allāh-

Qulī Beg sought to return from the Deccan to Khurasan to fight against their “age-old 

enemies” among the Āq Quyūnlū (dushmanān-i qadīm-i Āq Quyūnlū), yet in light of the 

earlier genealogical statement, whether this implies elements within the Āq Quyūnlū or 

the entire clan itself is not entirely clear.226  

To conclude, we readily understand how any sort of Āq Quyūnlū lineage for the 

Quṭbshāhī dynasty would dynamite the efficacy of the myth’s afterlife. It would not allow 

them to champion their origins in the world of Qarā Quyūnlū Turkman Shīʿism, and it 

would negate the threat of persecution that propelled them to the Deccan in the first 

place. Since the Āq Quyūnlū came to be historicized as the early mortal enemies of the 

Safavids given their renowned killing of Shaykh Ḥaydar Ṣafavī in 1488 and attempts to 

hunt down the young Shāh Ismāʿīl Ṣafavī I, it simply may have been too much for this 

                                                        

225  Derek J. Mancini-Lander, “Tales Bent Backward: Early Modern Local History in Persianate 
Transregional Contexts,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 27, no. 4 (2017). p.34.; Oxford, Bodleian, 
Ouseley 202. f. 32a. 
  
226  Sirāj al-īmān. p. 195. 
 



 

 131 

aspect of Ṣadr Jahān’s exemplum to endure in later retellings, and it explains the careful 

process of redaction and the addition of other features to the myth found in the Tārīkh-i 

Muḥammad Quṭbshāh to more emphatically ‘Qarā Quyūnlūize’ Sulṭān-Qulī in the 

legend. These authors seem to confirm the thesis of Bruce Lincoln who has considered 

myth as “ideology in narrative form.”227 While not only effecting a sort of taxonomy to 

regulate aspirational religious associations with overtly political import, the Quṭbshāhī 

founding myth as an evolving and dynamic tale becomes efficacious precisely because of 

these later memorializers who exercise agency in modifying details to re-classify the 

envisioned political order “in ways that reflect their subject position and advance their 

interests.”228 In other words, ideologically potent myths survive by evolving in order to 

suit new circumstances. 

By now, the evolution and structure of Ṣadr Jahān’s treatise has come into focus. 

Its attempts to memorialize the past with due consideration for his immediate socio-

political standing reveals the limits of trust and ‘objectivity’ in early-modern Persianate 

myth-making between Iran and the Deccan. This chapter now pivots from the legendary 

text to consider individuals, trans-regional relationships, and other spiritual power 

dynamics pulsing through the Quṭbshāhī court that further explicate its specific Sufi and 

Shīʿī orientations. Towards the end of the chapter, we will return to the literary impact of 

                                                        

227 See, Bruce Lincoln, Theorizing Myth: Narrative, Ideology, and Scholarship (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1999). pp. 147-159. 
 
228 Lincoln. p. 149. 
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the myth both locally as well as within the Safavid domains to understand its longue 

durée potency. 

1.8  Servants of the Quṭbshāhī Court  

The other recent historical exemplum found in Ṣadr Jahān’s treatise concerning 

the repentance of Mīr Ṭāhir Astarābādī provides many specific details of the royal majlis 

to suggest that he had, in fact, been received by Sulṭān-Qulī into his elite circle of 

attendants. He depicts one such exchange in great detail, describing how the royal 

courtiers were arranged according to their rank, while the king sat in an elevated position 

and gazed upon his court from behind a curtain that had been modified for the occasion 

so that he could hide his face, which had been horribly disfigured in battle.229 This 

anecdote names the other personalities serving his court and helps us corroborate the 

basic outlines of intertwined Shīʿī and Niʿmatullāhī Sufi activism that occasion this 

analysis. Ṣadr Jahān lists the courtiers, which included:  

Shāh Manṣūr; Mīr Ṭāhir [Astarābādī]; Shāh Taqī al-Dīn Muḥammad Īnjū 
[Shīrāzī]; Sayyid Jaʿfar, the brother of his excellency who is among the rarest of 
the age; Mīrzā Ḥusayn Junābādī, the brother of Mīrzā Qāsim,230 the master of the 
Pādshāhnāmah and the Khamsa; Sayyid Farjullāh Shūshtarī; Sayyid Ḥasan 
Astarābādī; Sayyid Ḥusayn Badakhshī; Mīr Hāshim Haravī; Mawlānā Qāsim 
Ṭabasī, who was amongst the most erudite of the age, and who mastered all of the 
literary arts, and in poetry and epistolography was without equal; and Muʿīn al-

                                                        

229 Details of this disfigurement have been falsely applied to Sulṭān-Qulī’s son, Jamshīd. Ṣadr Jahān writes 
that it was the noted ʿĀdilshāhī general, Assad Khān Lārī, who struck Sulṭān-Qulī across the face with his 
sabre.  
 
230 Mīrzā Muḥamamd Qāsim Qāsimī Gūnābādī authored an imitation of the Shāhnāmah of Firdawsī Ṭūsī 
that celebrated the victories of Shāh Ismāʿīl Ṣafavī, completed in 1534. On this work, see Moin, The 
Millennial Sovereign. p. 273, n151. 
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Dīn Jahramī, who was among the followers of Niẓām al-Dīn Kharqānī and 
possessed a portion [of knowledge] of all of the occult sciences.231 

 
From this list of names, it is easily inferred that Sulṭān-Qulī’s majlis drew in members 

from several major spiritual and scholastic centers across greater Iran including 

Astarabad, Shiraz, Shushtar, as well as the towns of Khurasan in northeastern Iran and its 

cultural capital of Herat. Two of these names stand out for their added praise: Sayyid 

Jaʿfar and Mawlānā Qāsim Ṭabasī. We will return to consider the former name in more 

detail, but first must ascertain the role and career of Ṣadr Jahān’s apparent compatriot. 

1.8.1  The Second Man from Tabas 

 The mention of Muḥammad Qāsim Ṭabasī in the list of courtiers is no accident. 

The two men hailed from the same (relatively) small town in Khurasan, which had been 

connected to the main stronghold of Niʿmatullāhī power at Yazd for around a century. 

Under the direct instruction of Niʿmatullāh Valī, one of his spiritual protégés (khalīfas) 

called Darvīsh Muḥammad b. ʿAlī Shāh Qaṣṣāb Ṭabasī Gīlākī (fl. 1424-1438) founded an 

institutional presence for the order in Tabas. According to his mid-9th/15th century 

writings, it included a lodge (khānqāh), hostel (langar), and prayer hall (muṣallá).232 

While no information is offered as to their enduring ties to this town, Ṣadr Jahān’s 

recorded travels to Yazd as well as other areas of Khurasan, Persian ʿIrāq, and Fars to 

serve different eminent personalities of the day suggests that his disparate associations 
                                                        

231 Among the poets he includes Mawlānā ʿIshqī, Mawlānā Ghayratī, Mawlānā Ulfatī, Mawlānā Qā’imī, 
Mawlānā Naqlī, Mawlānā Nadīmī, Mawlānā Tābīʿī, Mawlānā Yatīmī, Mawzūn Khān, and Mawlānā Maṭīʿī. 
Tehran, Kitābkhāna Majlis. Ms. 5138/136. f. 473b-474a. 
 
232 Ṭabasī, Āṯār-i Darvīsh Muḥammad Ṭabasī. p. xviii, 231-233. 
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were facilitated by the Niʿmatullāhī institutional presence in each of these regions, as 

well as his new homeland of the Deccan.  

Both Ṣadr Jahān and Muḥammad Qāsim arrived into the Deccan, first to 

Ahmadnagar to serve nobles of the Niẓāmshāhī court, before they each in turn came into 

the orbit of Sulṭān-Qulī in Golkonda. Muḥammad Qāsim Ṭabasī’s extant oeuvre of 

chancery documents collected throughout his career serving in both Deccan capitals, as 

well as the courts of Sulṭān-Qulī, Jamshīd Quṭbshāh, and Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh, details his 

associations with Ṣadr Jahān and other prominent figures who still resided in the Deccan 

and Iran.233 Parsing his eloquent metaphors is no easy task, but they reveal how he and 

Ṣadr Jahān were deeply embedded within the wider trans-regional orbit of Shīʿī officers 

and Niʿmatullāhī Sufis who endured at court for many years and effectively enacted the 

pietistic promise of the Quṭbshāhī origin myth.234  

                                                        

233 Two copies of the letters are extant. Again, one arrives in the massive codex that belonged to Ibn 
Khātūn, and is undated. The other batch dates from 1100/1689. The entry for this second group in the 
British Library is listed as anonymous. The codex in which the letters are contained was liberated late in the 
18th century from the personal library of Tipu Sultan of Mysore. It was catalogued by the British army 
(incorrectly), and then sent either to Fort William in Calcutta and the Royal Asiatic Society, or straight to 
Britain. When the manuscript index was published in Britain, for reasons unknown, Herman Ethé neglected 
to read the title on the preceding page that listed the provenance of these letters. British Library IO Islamic 
18, ff. 126-160.; See Ethé, Catalogue Of Persian Manuscripts In The Library Of The India Office Vol.1. p. 
1157. 
 
234 It should be pointed out that A. A. Rizvi is aware of the contents of Muḥammad Qāsim Ṭabasī’s inshā’ 
collection, however he does not analyze any of it in detail and, moreover, misunderstands its historical 
coverage. He states that in was compiled in 1551, which is clearly at least a decade too early. Rizvi, A 
Socio-Intellectual History of the Isnāʿasharī Shīʿīs in India, 1986. p. 300.  
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A familial relationship between Muḥammad Qāsim and Ṣadr Jahān appears highly 

likely.235 From the chancery officer’s pen, we have at least one letter that he sent to 

Rūḥullāh Ṭabasī, the attested father of Ṣadr Jahān. He begins offering blessings to 

Rūḥullāh, and writes that his work in the majlis of the sultan “remains adorned with 

means of [spiritual] immortality and perpetuity and is fully supplied with all sorts of 

dignity and loftiness” before apologizing for his lack of communication, indicating that 

venturing caravans which he could use to dispatch letters have neither halted nor departed 

from where he resides.236 The position of the letter within the wider corpus suggests that 

it was authored quite early during his career and soon after his arrival to the Deccan, 

presumably from the era in which he served as a scribe for other officers at Ahmadnagar. 

The conditions under which he found himself in the Deccan are revealed in 

another letter to an unnamed intimate. During his final year in Iran, he had received a 

contract (qawlnāmah) from the royal Safavid chancery (divan rafīʿ al-īwān) to undertake 

certain unspecific duties, which he felt fell beyond his capacity. A judgement was issued 

against him for his objections, and he fled from Iran beyond the limit of Safavid 

jurisdiction (bi-ḥadd-i qażā) and arrived into the Deccan where he was admitted into the 

audience of the Niẓāmshāhī sultan through the intervention of several dignitaries of the 

                                                        

235 They may have been brothers or cousins; however, I have not found any precise information defining 
their exact relationship.  
 
236  “īṯār-i majlis … lā zāla miqraman bi’asbāb al-khulūd wa al-baqā’ wa bi’l-kull mashḥūnan b’ijnās al-ʿizz 
wa al-ʿalī.” Kitābkhānah Majlis, Ms. 5138/136. f. 499a. 
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court.237 Although no letters are recorded in his name, it remains unthinkable that 

Muḥammad Qāsim Ṭabasī would not have encountered the Ismāʿīlī leader, Shāh Ṭāhir, 

who was not only the most noted courtier of Burhān Niẓāmshāh, but who had served as 

the principle advisor and secretary for the court. While direct mentions of Shāh Ṭāhir do 

not readily appear among his letters, Muḥammad Qāsim Ṭabasī soon fell into the service 

of a court grandee referred to a Āftāb Khān.238 It is under the guidance or service of this 

noble that he appears to have been inducted as a member of a futuvvat order—a guild or 

fraternity that inscribed a code of conduct that was informed from the traditions of the 

pious ancestors and, most notably, Imām ʿAlī.239 

 Muḥammad Qāsim Ṭabasī’s letters include diplomatic correspondence between 

the court of Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh and Shāh Ṭahmāsb as well as his regional neighbors, 

including Ḥusayn Niẓāmshāh (r. 1553-1565) and ʿAlī ʿĀdilshāh I of Bijapur. In one such 

letter written on behalf of Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh, he celebrates that the ruler of Bijapur had 

made the royal seal (sikka) match the khuṭba that was read in the name of Shīʿī Imams.240 

                                                        

237 This is, presumably, Burhān Niẓāmshāh. British Library, Ms. IO Islamic 18, ff. 155a-155b.; While Ṣadr 
Jahān remarks that he came to the Deccan from Shiraz, Muḥammad Qāsim Tabasī does not reveal where he 
was employed prior to his migration. He very well could have served in Shiraz, as other scribes were 
recruited there to serve at Ahmadnagar under Shāh Ṭāhir and the Ḥakīm Qāsim Beg Tabrīzī (originally an 
emissary to the Niẓāmshāhī court by way of Shiraz). On the appointment of the Shiraz-based Ghiyāth al-
Dīn Maqṣūd known as “Rāst-gū” to serve in the Niẓāmshāhī royal library, see Futūḥī, Sharafnāmah: 
Makātibāt-i Dīvānī-Yi Iyālat-i Fārs u Lāristān Dar Dawrah-Yi Ṣafaviyyah. pp. 283-4. 
 
238 I have found no definite references for this figure in any of the known historical sources. It remains 
possible that this was one of the titles of Shāh Ṭāhir at the Niẓāmshāhī court. 
 
239 On this category of brotherhood, see Willem Floor, “Guilds and Futuvvat in Iran,” Zeitschrift Der 
Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 134, no. 1 (1984): 106–14. 
 
240 British Library, Ms. IO Islamic 18, f. 130a.  
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The overtures to the Safavid monarch also trade in overt symbolic celebrations of the 

vigorous Quṭbshāhī program that daily unfurls the banner of Imāmī Shīʿism, which he 

brags no polity had undertaken before his time.241 

 The current living pīr of the Niʿmatullāhī order in Iran, Nūr al-Dīn Niʿmatullāh III 

(d. 1563-4), known as “Niʿmatullāh Bāqī,” or simply “Bāqī,” who served as governor of 

Yazd under Shāh Ṭahmāsb appears as a major recipient of Qāsim Ṭabasī’s letters 

authored on behalf of Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh as well as his chief officer of state and religious 

affairs (pīshvā), Kamāl al-Dīn Ḥusayn Ardistānī, known as “Muṣṭafá Khān” (assn. 

988/1580). In one letter, Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh asks the Sufi master for forgiveness upon 

learning that a man who had been sent by his brother and predecessor—the second sultan, 

Jamshīd—to Iran to serve Bāqī had never arrived. He beseeches the Sufi master and 

indicates that he has no abilities to control the actions of others, but assures him that he 

will rectify the situation by dispatching another deputy in his stead. The letter also 

requests for Bāqī to “facilitate” the travel of several sons of Muṣṭafá Khān, who are 

heading to the Deccan by way of ʿIrāq.242  

Other correspondence demonstrates that Muṣṭafá Khān as pīshvā was a devout 

follower of Bāqī and that he performed many favors on his behalf.243 While the spiritual 

bond of service existed between the two men, Muṣṭafá Khān still felt able to speak 

                                                        

241 British Library, Ms. IO Islamic 18, ff. 131a-132b. 
 
242 British Library, Ms. IO Islamic 18, ff. 133a-b.  
 
243 British Library, Ms. IO Islamic 18, f. 133b. 
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outside of the pīr-murīd relationship to make political demands of Bāqī. In one such 

request we understand that a Zoroastrian by the name of Farhād had escaped to the 

Deccan after running afoul of the Safavid government, which “thirsted for his head.” 

Muṣṭafá Khān beseeches Bāqī to change his mind and spare the offense of the accused on 

the grounds that his ancestor, Niʿmatullāh Valī, had deemed it necessary to extend 

invitations of repentance(inābat) to those who lived ungracious and frivolous lives. Given 

that he explicitly writes that the living Sufi leader had strayed from his ancestor’s 

instruction, we must understand that sincere devotion to the living pīr did not negate the 

ability of his murīd to speak frankly on practical matters.244  

From all of Qāsim Ṭabasī’s writings, Muṣṭafá Khān emerges as the most powerful 

political and religious player in the mid-10th/16th century Quṭbshāhī court. From other 

parts of the collection, it seems that he was the person most responsible for offering a 

court position to Ṣadr Jahān, as a letter authored directly from Qāsim Ṭabasī to Muṣṭafá 

Khān indicates. He writes that Ṣadr Jahān,  

always has breathed and continues to breathe devotion for the purpose of the 
companions, and truthfully is from among the offspring of servants in ability and 
lineage. If the ray of your favor graces him—for he has no place—with which 
honor for servitude comprises the trait of the masses and admits to the path of 
inclusion. The maʿhad al-khawwāṣ245 had sent a man named ʿAlī Bahā’ī bearing a 
letter of devoted service to clarify the servitude. ʿAlī is the finery of the dervishes’ 

                                                        

244 Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. 5138. f. 493b. 
 
245 maʿhad al-khawwāṣ must be a public officer responsible for admitting people into official stations of 
patronage.  
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vagabondage, so it is certain when he arrives to the estate of the companions of 
the government, all will be productive.246 

 
While Qāsim Ṭabasī helped admit Ṣadr Jahān into the Quṭbshāhī state apparatus, it is not 

too far-fetched to interpret this metaphoric language as constituting the operations of the 

Sufi network itself on behalf of the state. In other correspondence, the association 

becomes more apparent. Many of Qāsim Ṭabasī’s letters are addressed to another figure 

called Muḥtaram Khān, who appears to have been an officer of Golkonda during the 

reign of Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh. These letters also speak about the wider entourage of 

dervishes working on his behalf, and he address this noble as “Naʿīmā Niʿmatullāh” 

indicating that he too must have been a descendent of the Niʿmatullāhī household 

incorporated into the fabric of the state.247 

As a final comment about the functionality of this Sufi network and the massive 

material dedication that the dervishes undertook to maintain that devotion from inside the 

Quṭbshāhī state, we have another letter written to Muṣṭafá Khān after he had admitted 

Ṣadr Jahān into state service, as he was in control of an administrative district (“sarkār-i 

Ṣadr Jahān”). From his district, he says he has gathered a sum of 5,000 gold hūn not for 

his own blessing, but for the blessings of a group of attendants and others of foreign 

                                                        

246 Unfortunately, this letter, like most in the collection, is undated. From the histories, we know that 
Muṣṭafá Khān served during the reign of Jamshīd Quṭbshāh and was largely responsible for restoring the 
throne to Ibrāhīm upon his brother’s death. Given Ṣadr Jahān’s presence in Golkonda during the final days 
of Sulṭān-Qulī, we may surmise that the departed for a time, either to continue his studies or even to return 
to Niẓāmshāhī service during the reign of Jamshīd. British Library IO Islamic 18, ff. 151b-152a. 
 
247 It remains uncertain who exactly this figure was, but the name ‘Naʿīmā’ would be used for someone 
named Naʿīm al-Din. Connell indicates that a grandson of Muḥibb al-Dīn Ḥabībullāh (d. 1460, the 
grandson of Niʿmatullāh Valī) was named Naʿīmullāh. Connell, “The Nimatullahi Sayyids of Taft: A Study 
of the Evolution of a Late Medieval Iranian Sufi Tariqah.”p. 117.; British Library IO Islamic 18, f. 151b. 
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origin (gharīb-i nisbat), who serve “the family of miracles and guardianship.”248 We may 

infer that this was a cumulative donation made by a group of Iranian émigrés to be sent 

back to Iran to the Niʿmatullāhī threshold in Yazd through Muṣṭafá Khān, who was the 

ranking Niʿmatullāhī agent in Golkonda. 

From each of these letters summarized above, long after the death of Sulṭān-Qulī 

and the mythic formula of his Sufi master, there can be no doubt that the state under 

Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh continued to host and admit a large retinue of Iranian administrators 

devoted to the living Niʿmatullāhī Sufi master in Iran who also pronounced themselves 

followers of the Imāmī creed. Despite the physical absence of their Sufi pīr, the idioms 

expressed between officers and administrators are uttered in terms of his ever-present 

spiritual authority that could not have endured without an effective and pervasive 

network operating on his behalf. 

1.9 Endowing the Saints of their Ancestors 

 While the letters above mostly pertain to the officers working in or just below the 

upper echelons of the royal court, other letters demonstrate that Quṭbshāhī fealty to Sufi 

masters went far beyond flowery rhetoric echoing across the Sea of Oman. Read together, 

they do complicate a neat picture about the specifically Niʿmatullāhī devotional network 

operating at the court. In short: there was spiritual competition among their ranks.  

 According to historians including Shakeb, Naqvi, and most recently, Mancini-

Lander, Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh had broken with his father’s tradition of Niʿmatullāhī loyalty 

                                                        

248 British Library IO Islamic 18, f. 152b.  
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and instead switched the allegiance of his court to favor the more local Chishtī saints of 

the Deccan.249 For their assertion, they mostly rely on the depictions about Ibrāhīm 

Quṭbshāh made by very late Nizamate-era historians.250 Indeed, there is evidence that the 

third Quṭbshāh courted Chishtī support, as Ibrāhīm married off one of his daughters to a 

descendant of Gīsūdarāz, a man known as Ḥusayn Shāh Valī.251 This supposed 

consolidation of Chishtī power over the Quṭbshāhī court occurs over the next many 

decades, culminating in the mid-11th/17th century, when the final dynast, Abū’l-Ḥasan 

Quṭbshāh, ascended to the throne after having lived in seclusion for many years in service 

to the Chishtī Sufi master known as Shāh Rājū Qattāl, also a descendant of Gīsūdarāz.252   

                                                        

249 Naqvi, Muslim Religious Institutions and Their Role Under the Qutb Shahs. p. 115. ; Mancini-Lander, 
“Tales Bent Backward: Early Modern Local History in Persianate Transregional Contexts,” 2018. p. 43. 
 
250 Ghulām Ḥusayn Khān Muṣavī, Tārīkh-i Gulzār-i Āṣafiya (Hyderabad: Maṭbaʿ-i Muḥammadī, 1308). p. 
46. 
 
251  Ḥusayn Shāh Valī famously designed and undertook the massive irrigation project that created the 
reservoir known today as Hussain Sagar Lake in modern Hyderabad. On this marriage see, Sherwani, 
History of the Qutb Shāhī Dynasty. p.254, n204 
 
252 It is widely attested that Abū’l-Ḥasan spent years as a mendicant devotee of the Chishtī master, Shāh 
Rajū Qattāl (d. 1092/1682), who was himself a descendant of Gīsūdirāz in the eighth generation. Some 
historians have granted an excessive amount of importance to this particular pīr-murīd relationship in order 
to substantiate the claim that the Quṭbshāhīs had entirely ceased “being” Shīʿa because the sultan had 
followed a pīr of the Chishtī order that tended to draw support from a Sunnī base. That conclusion is the 
product of an excessively sectarian reading of history, in which a hyper-divisive Sunnī/Shīʿa rift must 
accompany all identities without permitting interactions that would muddle these seemingly rigid 
identitarian categories. Few recognize that Abū’l-Ḥasan’s qualification to marry the daughter of ʿAbdullāh 
Quṭbshāh in 1662 had much more to do with his own descent in the third generation from Ibrāhīm 
Quṭbshāh, as a member of the royal household, than the identity of his Sufi master. While his lineage is 
mentioned in the official marriage document, no mention is made of his spiritual bond. “dar silk-i izdivāj 
ṯamara-yi shajara-yi dawlat va iqbāl […] khalf-i dūdmān-i salāṭīn-i nāmdār, sharaf khāndān-i khwāqīn ḏūy 
al-iqtidār, al-mashmūl bi-ʿināyat al-mulk al-muhyamin Mīrzā Abū’l-Ḥasan, dāma iqbāluhu, kih nasab 
sharīfash bih sih vāsiṭih bih pādshāh jumjāh ghufrān panāh sulṭān Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh, inār Allah 
burhānuhu, mīrasad.”  See British Library, Ms. Add. 6600. ff. 39b-41a.; Shakeb follows the common 
refrain, calling Abū’l-Ḥasan one of the Sufi’s “lazy disciples.” Shakeb, “The Role of the Sufis in the 
Changing Society of the Deccan, 1500-1700.” p. 374.; Mancini Lander, relying on Sherwani, is likewise 
wrong in asserting that Abū’l-Ḥasan is descended from Fatḥī Khān, son of Allāh Qulī Beg, the uncle of 
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If we focused on only a portion of the courtly letters from the era of Ibrāhīm 

Quṭbshāh, we might reach that same conclusion. In one letter dispatched to another 

descendant of Gīsūdarāz and an ancestor of Shāh Rājū Qattāl named Shāh Safīrullāh, the 

sultan states that he is a “lover amongst the benevolent believers of that spiritual family 

of lofty rank,” and indicates that an earlier Sufi master from that lineage had been killed, 

but about whom they have not heard of a successor.253 Concern for this Sufi lineage was 

not unique to the Quṭbshāhīs, however, as another letter from Ibrāhīm to ʿAlī ʿĀdilshāh 

indicates that a struggle had erupted amongst the descendants of Gīsūdarāz in which 

neither dynast had any business. Yet both recognize the power that “any person, good or 

bad, who forms a bond to that threshold enjoys the effect of its limitless aroma.”254  

Clearly, preservation of the Chishtī center of regional authority did matter to the 

Imāmī Shīʿī ruler of Golkonda and his counterpart in Bijapur. Qāsim Ṭabasī’s 

preservation of a license (parvānah) deputizing a man named Ḥasan b. Zayn al-ʿĀbidīn 

“Khwājagī” Jīlānī or Gīlānī255 informs that he was to venture to Gulbarga with cash 

amounting to 800 hūn in order to undertake necessary repairs of the tomb of Gīsūdarāz. 

                                                        

 

Sulṭān-Qulī, see Mancini-Lander, “Tales Bent Backward: Early Modern Local History in Persianate 
Transregional Contexts,” 2018. p. 43, n69. 
 
253 British Library IO Islamic 18, f. 132b.  
 
254 British Library IO Islamic 18, f. 131b.  
 
255 The identity of this individual is not entirely clear. He may have been a Qādirī Sufi descended from 
ʿAbd al-Qādir Jīlānī/Gīlānī, or another émigré from among the Deccan’s Gilani diaspora discussed in 
Chapter 2. 
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The letter indicates that Muṣṭafá Khān, the avowed Niʿmatullāhī officer, is undertaking 

this operation in his capacity as the official treasurer of state (jumlat ul-mamālik).256 For 

the Quṭbshāhīs to finance this operation, it would symbolically speak to many of the 

concerns mentioned earlier in this chapter pertaining to the political theology of 

Persianate courts in Iran and India and their desire to receive sanction from the most 

efficacious saints.  Therefore, a selective reading of this evidence could suggest that the 

Quṭbshāhī court under the reign of Ibrāhīm began a pro-Chishtī policy that existentially 

altered the religious identity of the state, as Shakeb, Naqvi, and others contend. 

 Another letter within the same collection helps disrupt the convenience of that 

narrative. Written for the prince, known as Shāh ʿAbd al-Qādir son of Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh, 

it addresses a Qādirī master called Shaykh Badr al-Dīn.257 258 This particular Sufi came 

from a lineage of Qādirī saints originating in the recent past from Baghdad, and the letter 

indicates that the author’s deep devotion to ʿAbd al-Qādir Gīlānī (d. 1166)—the eponym 

of that lineage— became possible because he has a proximate relationship with Badr al-

Dīn through whom he came to know the long-deceased master of the Qādirī silsila.259 

The author goes on to apologize that he could not perform the penitent acts proscribed by 

his Shaykh al-ʿitiqād when he was enduring some sort of ‘bad state.’ Instead, he has 
                                                        

256 British Library IO Islamic 18, f. 132b.  
 
257 This could be the same son mentioned by Fischel who marries into the Sufi line in Bidar and then dies 
shortly after 1580, Fischel, “Society, Space, and the State in the Deccan Sultanates, 1565--1636.” pp. 44-
45.; See also Sherwani, History of the Qutb Shāhī Dynasty. p. 364, n82. 
 
258 British Library IO Islamic 18, 141b. 
 
259 Eaton, Sufis of Bijapur, 1300-1700, 1977. pp. 108-109.  
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offered cash in the amount of 500 gold hūn in addition to two units of fine fabric (du 

ghilāf-i qumāsh) to be used for the concealing of the grave of a tomb serving as a cite of 

pilgrimage (mazār).260 This clearly non-Chishtī alliance seems to suggest that at the very 

least, the Quṭbshāhī royal household was divided in their primary spiritual allegiances 

between multiple Sufi orders.  

This conclusion seems to be the proper one when the above evidence is weighed 

against yet another letter of deputation (vikālatnāma) dispatched to Niʿmatullāh Bāqī in 

Iran. In it, Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh asks that various goods escorted by two attendants sent to 

him in Iran be sold at market prices. The items include cloth, tools, golden lamps, and 

other effects. Their sale was to be undertaken so that a waqf may be established to benefit 

“tomb visitors and masters of providential merit” (zuwwār va arbāb-i istiḥqāq maḥẓūẓ va 

bahrmand), at the tomb complex of the Niʿmatullāhī family. Fortunately, the copy of the 

letter in Qāsim Ṭabasī’s collection includes not only a list of these items in kind, but also 

their precise cash values that were sent in two shipments:   

Cash    8,300 hūn (in amounts of 5,300 and 3,000) 
Indian goods   4,900 hūn 
Cost for disbursement  1,500 hūn (1,000 and 500) 

 Lamps (2 sizes)  9, 7 
 Instruments   Golden candelabrum weighing 1   

      Dakkanī sang Equaling 8 and 1/4 tūla 
 Golden dome with chain Equaling 8 and 3/4 tūla 
 A Sapphire    One quantity 
 Purchased fabric  2,000 hūn 
  

                                                        

260 It is unclear whether this is a tomb in Bidar or the order’s primary site of veneration in Baghdad.  
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The letter concludes with an explicit blessing for the Shīʿī Imams and makes specific 

references to the Imāmī creed in support of these transactions.261 The cash totals alone for 

this endowment (16,700 hūn) make the other renovation payment to the shrine of 

Gīsūdarāz (800 hūn) pale in comparison. If Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh had decisively switched 

Sufi alliances, this would indeed be a difficult account to rationalize.  

As these three letters demonstrate, the Quṭbshāhī royal household under Ibrāhīm 

invested in multiple Sufi orders to avail themselves of their unique human networks and a 

veritable smorgasbord of Sufi blessings. Given that the letter pertaining to the repair of 

the Chishtī shine emphasized the oversight and handling of the affair by the well-known 

Niʿmatullāhī devotee, Muṣṭafá Khān, while it also restricted the disbursement to offset 

specified repairs and nothing more, the trans-regional Niʿmatullāhī alliance of Sulṭān-

Qulī appears not only to have endured under Ibrāhīm but must be considered the primary 

devotional orientation of the Quṭbshāhī court for much of the mid-10th/16th century as 

well. His decisions to repair the shrine of Gīsūdarāz and to aggrandize the Quṭbshāhī 

imprint on the Niʿmatullāhī stronghold in Yazd performed important symbolic work 

within the historical consciousness of their respective communities. It would not have 

been lost on either of the Sufi camps or the patron himself that Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh sought 

to inherit the mantle of the Bahmanī Sultanate that had, over a century earlier, financed 

and erected the very same architectural spaces so essential to the religious topography of 

Iran and the Deccan.  

                                                        

261 British Library IO Islamic 18, ff. 133b-134a.  
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1.10 Under the Sway of Shāh Ṭāhir, the Ismāʿīlī 

As is the case with the letters of Qāsim Ṭabasī, the collected letters of Shāh Ṭāhir 

Ḥusaynī Dakkanī (d. 956/1548-9) have not been thoroughly analyzed for their 

connections to other personalities solidifying religious bonds between the Deccan 

Sultanate courts and early Safavid Iran.262 He remains one of the most important, yet least 

understood figures in the history of this era.263 As the narrative of Ṣadr Jahān indicates, 

once in power in Telangana, Sulṭān-Qulī gained a reputation as a patron of sayyids, poets, 

and ʿulamā, and according to the legend, among those sought by the sultan included Shāh 

Ṭāhir and his descendants.264 Originally hailing from the city of Sultaniyya in north-

western Iran not far from the epicenter of Safavid power in Tabriz, the hereditary leader 

of the Mu’min-shāhī branch of Nizārī Ismāʿīlīs had by 926/1520 been exiled from Iran 

after his following of devotees cultivated independently from the sanction of the new 

Safavid state had caused him run afoul of Shāh Ismāʿīl I. As earlier described by Eaton, 

Shāh Ṭāhir eventually found favor in Ahmadnagar where his mastery of literary arts, 

especially poetry and epistolography, ingratiated him at the court of Burhān Niẓāmshāh I. 

His letters reveal key influences upon that court, as well as the court of Sulṭān-Qulī and 

his entourage, which adds a variable dimension to the story of the exact sort of Shīʿī 

identity fashioned in Golkonda.  

                                                        

262 Not to be confused with Mīr Ṭāhir Astarābādī of the earlier exemplum. 
 
263 Very little of substance has been written about him since the short survey of Vladimir Ivanov (Wladimir 
Ivanow). See,  W. Ivanow, “A Forgotten Branch of the Ismailis,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of 
Great Britain and Ireland 1 (1938): 57–79. 
 
264 Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. 5138. f. 475b-476a. 
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Before either of the men from Tabas left Iran, the spiritual network cultivated by 

Shāh Ṭāhir through channels of identifiable Niʿmatullāhī leadership appear to have made 

space for them in the Deccan. We can use several of his extant letters to sketch an outline 

of these associations. At some point after his arrival into the Deccan, he had sent a letter 

to a figure called “Muḥibb al-Dīn Ḥabībullāh Sharīfī.” Recalling that one of the two sons 

of the Niʿmatullāhī family that had first moved to the Deccan from Iran in the mid-

9th/14th century included a figure by the same name, all of the conventional Deccan 

histories contend that that figure had been executed in 1460 after challenging one of the 

latter Bahmanī sultans during an insurrection.265 While his descendants remain unknown, 

his brother, Ḥabīb al-Dīn Muḥibbullāh, is recorded having over seventy offspring.266 As 

none of the other Niʿmatullāhī saints are known by this name, it is probable that the 

recipient of this letter is a member of the ‘lost leadership branch’ of Niʿmatullāhīs that 

remained near Bidar. This appears to be the case because it is one of the few letters 

preserved in this collection that is definitively addressed to another figure of spiritual 

significance who is local to the Deccan. The letter essentially reads as an appeal for 

Muḥibb al-Dīn’s forgiveness, given that Shāh Ṭāhir has not yet paid him a visit. After 

reading his words of reproach, he begs “Despite every few intervals of unfulfilled union, 

that planet of rapid travel that arrives more quickly from a flashing bolt has not 

dissipated, however the troubles of exile from some tribulations have divided my 

                                                        

265 The sultan in question is Humāyūn “the wicked.” Ṭabāṭabā, Tārīkh-i Burhān-i Ma’āṯir. p. 94. 
 
266 Niʿmatullāhī, Kitāb Mustaṭāb Savāniḥ Al-Ayyām Fī Mushāhidāt Al-Aʿwwām, Mawsūm Bi’silsilat Al-
ʿārifīn. pp. 43-45.  
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attention.”267 The letter reaffirms Shāh Ṭāhir’s devotion (ikhlāṣ) and concludes stating, 

“al-Ḥabīb still reclines on the throne of the state,” which would allude to the landed status 

of his family in and around Bidar in the twilight years of the ailing Bahmanī sultanate.  

Other letters indicate that Shāh Ṭāhir definitely had a relationship with the men 

from Tabas as well as their other family members long before they arrived into the 

Deccan, and this evidence may be weighed in favor of the claim that he helped to recruit 

them into the service of the Niẓāmshāhī state and helped them form other attachments to 

local Niʿmatullāhī Sufis. Before their association in Ahmadnagar during the late 1530 

and early 1540s, Shāh Ṭāhir wrote to a much younger Ṣadr Jahān who still resided in Iran 

after Shāh Ṭāhir had begun his Deccan exile. He acknowledges Ṣadr Jahān’s love of 

poetry and his devotion through it to God, while also offering words of advice regarding 

the inherent difficulty in the life of a dervish that he had undertaken for himself. The 

unmistakable didactic message affirms that his dervishhood will grant him the ability to 

arrive at a stage in which he is free from material want in order to contemplate the 

ultimate good (ʿayn-i khayr u ṣavāb). The final passage concludes with a statement 

indicating that he wrote the letter from Ahmadnagar, and he makes the extra effort to 

explain its geographic situation in southern India. Because we can infer that Shāh Ṭāhir 

courted Ṣadr Jahān during his youth, we must treat his experience of emigrating to the 

Deccan within the context of a spiritual intimate seeking to associate with a more senior 

                                                        

267 This is followed by two lines of Arabic poetry: “Had the meeting not yet arrived, what use is an hour? / 
Had there been no amiable place, I wouldn’t have slept lightly. / It earns the honor of union in what they 
resemble / In the souls, and in the eyes— dwell in what it yields.” Inshā-yi Shāh Ṭāhir, London, The British 
Library, Ms. Harl. 499ff. 36b-37a. 
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spiritual master.268 Given that this letter is itself preceded in Shāh Ṭāhir’s collection by 

two others addressed directly to Ṣadr Jahan’s own father as well as another sent to his 

brother, ʿAbdullāh,269 the association between Shāh Ṭāhir and the family of well to do 

Sufis hailing from Khorasan was clearly very strong and grew out from a shared past in 

early Safavid Iran undisclosed by these exchanges. 

Years later, Ṣadr Jahān’s exemplum about the repentance of his colleague Mīr 

Ṭāhir Astarābādī reflects their intimate spiritual and social connection to the Ismāʿīlī 

leader. In his narrative about the turbulent conditions at Golkonda in the immediate wake 

of Jamshīd Quṭbshāh’s assassination of Sulṭān-Qulī, Ṣadr Jahān is quick to recommend 

that the Mīr return to Ahmadnagar. He writes that Shāh Ṭāhir is in need of assistance, 

implying that despite his migration to Golkonda, he remains in communique with his 

source of inspiration who brought him to the Deccan years earlier.270    

Shāh Ṭāhir’s connection to Ṣadr Jahān appears to be circumstantially corroborated 

in yet another letter sent to one of Ṣadr Jahān’s former associates in Iran. Shāh Ṭāhir’s 

collection includes a statement sent to the Yazd-based Shaykh al-Islām, Mīr Buzurg, 

about his scholarly activities and search for knowledge that has occupied him for over 

                                                        

268 British Library, Ms. Harl. 499. ff. 52b-53a. 
 
269 These letters are addressed to “Amīr Rūḥullāh Ṭabasī” and “Amīr ʿAbdullāh the son of Rūḥullāh.” His 
exchange with Ṣadr Jahān’s brother refers to Shāh Ṭāhir’s employ as a humble chancery officer in the 
Deccan (which he calls “the employ of a dervish”) and he reminisces of his fond memories of exchanging 
stories with his father who had apparently already died by the time that this letter had been sent. 
Unfortunately, these are undated. Ms. Harl. 499. ff. 49b-50b, 51a-52a. 
 
270 Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Ms. 5138/136, f. 474a.  
 



 

 150 

fifteen years since the men last saw each other.271 The tenor of this letter reads much like 

a student apologizing for falling into silence, as it intimates that Shāh Ṭāhir had not 

maintained the necessary parameters of devotion of his ancestors and their gestures of 

intimacy to Mīr Buzurg, but that he should still count him among his devoted servants.272 

This need is expressed again, apparently years later, when Shāh Ṭāhir had sent his son 

and spiritual heir, Rażī al-Dīn Ḥaydar (d. 994/1586) to Iran to meet with various 

luminaries of the Safavid administration in order to forge supportive alliances for his 

Niẓāmshāhī patrons, but also to re-ingratiate his family into the good graces of officers 

working in the Safavid administration.273  

This sense of appeasement appears to be Shāh Ṭāhir’s main reason for also 

writing to Niʿmatullāh Bāqī, who had also found himself with a seat at the imperial table 

through his marriage to a sister of Shāh Ṭahmāsb. A letter to that Sufi master opens with 

verses of poetry including the line, “In each of the two worlds, Niʿmat Bāqī is love,” 

followed by a mystical statement about how without the burden of physical attendance, 

he may yet count himself among his audience: “Blessings to god, exalted, for this loyal 

one embarked upon the relationship of friendship to the limit of unity, and fell into the 

pleasure of spiritual connection in both near and far places in accordance with the union.” 

The letter then turns to business. He writes that a letter of admission (vurūdnāmah) had 

arrived to him from that great black-turbaned sayyid that brought great joy to his mind. 

                                                        

271 Ms. Harl. 499. ff. 49b-50b; 57b-59a. 
 
272 Ms. Harl. 499. ff. 62a-63a.; 31b-33b. 
 
273 Ms. Harl. 499. 31b-33b. 
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The letter that he had received from him had specified that the Niʿmatullāhī master 

desired that a current devotee of Shāh Ṭāhir’s named Quṭb Uvays was to come to Iran to 

serve Bāqī. In his reply he contends,  

Though his attraction to this silsila is stronger than that one, without the severity 
of sympathetic advice, the foundation of loyalty would be destabilized. From this 
vantage, the mirror attending love has received the rust of turbidity. However, in 
essence, know that although the tasks ahead surpass what [Quṭb Uvays] has 
undertaken before, the effects of friendship and unity will become apparent 
through him. And the relationship of friendship and reliance will be renewed, nay, 
made clear by him. After all, what danger is the wave of loneliness for he who is 
Noah steering the ship?  

 
Regarding the other requests in this letter, some of his intimates, including a man named 

Muḥammad Quṭb, would also be sent to serve Bāqī, “By his beautiful speech and 

capabilities of elucidation, his name will be honored in the royal court. He will be able to 

repeat any critical detail that he has received through aural means without limit, and he 

has observed the performance of prayer made by the devotees.”274 This writing appears to 

indicate that once in the Deccan, Shāh Ṭāhir successfully reconstituted his spiritual 

following that had become interlinked with the establishment in Yazd. For him to imply 

that he could trade devotees between specific masters and that he had formed overlapping 

personal investments in the very circle of scholars who had shaped the pre-migration life 

of Ṣadr Jahān, it seems all the more reasonable to presume that Shāh Ṭāhir directed the 

men from Tabas into the Niẓāmshāhī domain long before guiding them towards 

Golkonda, in part, through carefully cultivated associations with Niʿmatullāhī leaders. 

                                                        

274 Ms. Harl. 499. ff. 57b-59a. 
 



 

 152 

 Shāh Ṭāhīr reveals his hand most clearly through another letter addressed to an 

unnamed intimate. In it, he writes that Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk, who is one of the 

independent kings of the Deccan, has a relationship (nisbat) of devotion and an allure for 

maintaining relations with dervishes and their associations (mansūbāt).275 Given the 

preponderance of evidence already discussed about these associations overwhelmingly 

pointing towards Niʿmatullāhī dervishes, we can presume that this was the implied 

context of the unfolding exchange of which we find Shāh Ṭāhir in the middle. 

A letter arrived to me, written by that author, to the effect that it was known that 
spiritual descendants are turning to his court (farzandān mutavajjah ān dargāh-
and). I also wish to join in this intimacy in the manner of devotees (mukhliṣān) 
advocating for that dynasty which is the locus of succession. I have vowed a sum, 
which I have sent in the custom of gifts to that threshold. However, the 
preparations are not in order and the instruments of my intention have not 
materialized. I humbly ask for five or six months out of concern for me, for you to 
restrain this association of people until I also may accompany them in attaching 
my attention to that Kaʿaba of fortune.”276  
 

While the recipient’s identity remains unknown, the letter suggests that Shāh Ṭāhir 

required some assistance in controlling the local political loyalties of his spiritual 

associates who hungered for state and administrative offices among different regional 

sultanates. Furthermore, it seems to suggest that Shāh Ṭāhir, though a known spiritual 

master, might not have overseen an entirely rigid hierarchy of devotees beneath him. For 

some, he may simply have been seen as a more senior advisor within a community 

comprised of intimates pledging their allegiances individually.   

                                                        

275 Ms. Harl. 499. ff. 60a-60b. 
 
276 Ms. Harl. 499. 59a-61a. 
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However, like the earlier letter exchanged with Niʿmatullāh Bāqī, another letter 

demonstrates that he did command the political associations of some. In a letter sent 

directly to Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk, we understand that the Nizārī Ismāʿīlī at the very 

least attempted to exert direct spiritual influence on the ruler of Golkonda. Shāh Ṭāhir 

had authored a celebratory letter of military victory (fatḥnāma) for one of Sulṭān-Qulī’s 

successes and dispatched one of his disciples called Nūr al-Dīn Bāyazīd whom he 

describes as “a counselor of kings, a gnostic in the secrets of religion, a wayfarer in the 

path of abstraction, and a seeker of the lights of unity” to attend Sulṭān-Qulī’s majlis.277  

With the strength of his arm in determination he tore asunder the chords of 
worldly interest (rishtih-yi ʿalā’iq-i dunyavī), and he clothed the stages of his 
journey in the apparel of seekership (rakht-i ṭalab). And with the strength of 
success of the era in wayfaring, he sat upon the swift foot of zeal, for he was 
attached to the service of the masters of verification (arbāb-i taḥqīq).  In every 
land that they arrived to, if they saw his perfection, they would order an 
investigation [into his abilities], or a benefit [from them], or an effluence of favor 
from him. And with the luster of counsel, he cleansed the stain of negligence and 
haughtiness from the secret thoughts (asrār-i khāṭir) of eminent kings and sultans 
of rank. Now! He will be ordered to proceed into your territory and he will 
illuminate the high royal majlis with his presence. Despite the honor of sayyid 
lineage (sharaf-i siyādat), because of the cloak of poverty over his shoulders and 
the ring of wayfaring that he has in his ear (radā-yi faqr bar dūsh u ḥalqah-yi 
sulūk dar gūsh), it is certain that his company and service will deliver respectful 
duties of devotion. Peace be upon he who follows guidance.  
 

Nothing else is recorded about the status of this counselor at the early Quṭbshāhī court, or 

the personal fidelity of the sultan towards the spiritual instructions of Shāh Ṭāhir. 

However, Sulṭān-Qulī’s desire to retain him would have been quite reasonable for several 

other reasons.   
                                                        

277 “murtażawī-yi intisāb, shaykh mu’ayyad-i mukamal, nāṣiḥ al-mulūk wa al-salāṭīn, ʿārif asrār al-dīn, 
sālik sabīl al-tajrīd, ṭālib anwār al-tawḥīd.” Ms. Harl. 499. f. 53b.  
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As already mentioned, Shāh Ṭāhir was a renowned man of learning in both 

literary arts, but he also excelled in the rational sciences of ḥikmat cultivated under 

several early Safavid masters. While he appears to have been an intimate and possible 

student of the celebrated astronomer, Niẓām al-Dīn ʿAbd al-ʿAlī Bīrjandī (934/1528),278 

he had formed close relationships studying under the two most prominent Imāmī 

philosophers hailing from Shiraz in the early 10th/16th centuries— Ghiyāth al-Dīn Manṣūr 

Shīrāzī (d. 948/1541) and Shams al-Dīn Khafrī (d. 942/1535)—as well as the noted 

Safavid physician Kamāl al-Dīn Ḥusayn Shīrāzī.279 Even in exile, Shāh Ṭāhir enjoyed the 

company of Qāsim Beg Tabrīzī— a noted Iranian ḥakīm turned envoy who facilitated 

building close political and cultural relations as well as religious ties between the 

Niẓāmshāhī and Safavid states.280   

                                                        

278 Princeton University, Ms. Garrett 1454Y, ff. 280b-281a. 
 
279 This relationship is confirmed in Shāh Ṭāhir’s letter to Shams al-Dīn Khafrī, wherein he refers to the 
latter as “ḥażrat ustādī ʿalāmī ṣāḥib,” Ms. Harl. 499. ff. 38b-41b.; Shāh Ṭāhir includes several letters to 
Kamāl al-Dīn Ḥusayn Shīrāzī and writes again as a student informing a superior what he has been reading 
and writing, ff. 66a-68b., it should be noted that this Kamāl al-Dīn Ḥusayn Shīrāzī had a grandson by the 
same name who served the Mughal general, ʿAbd al-Raḥīm Khān-i Khānān in Mughal India during the 
early 11th/17th century. According to that latter physician’s biography, we know that his grandfather was the 
son of the eminent Gilan-based physician, Aḥmad Ṭabīb, who served the Kārkiyā’ī kings of Lahijan, 
discussed in the next chapter. See, Mullā ʿAbd al-Bāqī Nahāvandī, Māthir-i Raḥīmī, ed. Muḥammad 
Hidāyat Ḥusayn, vol. 3, 3 vols. (Calcutta: Asiatic Society of Bengal, 1941). p. 65.; We have at least one 
extant letter authored by the living Ghiyāth al-Dīn Manṣūr Shīrāzī as well expressing the intimacy of his 
relationship to Shāh Ṭāhir while he resided in exile working under Burhān Niẓāmshāh. See, Futūḥī, 
Sharafnāmah: Makātibāt-i Dīvānī-Yi Iyālat-i Fārs u Lāristān Dar Dawrah-Yi Ṣafaviyyah. pp. 256-8. 
 
280 According to Firishtah, upon Shāh Ṭāhir’s death, Qāsim Beg succeeded him in his post as Niẓāmshāhī 
chief minister. Briggs, History of the Rise of the Mahomedan Power in India, till the Year A.D. 1612, 
Translated from the Original Persian of Mahomed Kasim Ferishta, 1829. pp. 232-3.; Based on his son’s 
letter, it appears that he perished in Niẓāmshāhī territory during the reign of Murṭażá Niẓāmshāh I, (r. 
972/1565-998/1590), contrary to the claim of Firishta. See letters suggesting his role in bolstering the 
Niẓāmshāhī intellectual exchange with the Shiraz, Futūḥī, Sharafnāmah: Makātibāt-i Dīvānī-Yi Iyālat-i 
Fārs u Lāristān Dar Dawrah-Yi Ṣafaviyyah. pp. 143-5, 260-1, 283-4.; See also al-Hasanī,  ʿAbd al-Ḥayy 
ibn Fakhr al-Dīn, Nuzhat al-khawāṭir wa-bahjat al-masāmiʿ wa-al-nawāẓir. p. 396.; An extant letter dating 
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Years after Shāh Ṭāhir’s death, stories continued to circulate in Ahmadnagar 

about his courtly debates with the local Sunnī scholars as well as itinerant Portuguese 

adventurers—debates that concerned not only the rational defenses of Shīʿī institutions 

such as the Imamate, but also natural philosophical questions that demanded his piercing 

insight into the cosmic order of the natural world.281 282 His status as metaphysician 

would have been appreciated even by those who did not commit to his direct spiritual 

following. Nevertheless, as the brief hagiography of his disciple Nūr al-Dīn Bāyazīd 

would suggest, the miraculous powers of the dervish under his command could surpass 

even the scholastic rationalism of his peers.283 

                                                        

 

to 953/1546 petitioning the Quṭbshāhī ruler—presumably Jamshīd—indicates that Qāsim Beg was 
appointed the trustee of an estate inherited by his niece, a woman by the name of Bībī-Sulṭān bint Malik 
Qavām al-Mulk. It may indicate that he had more intimate dealings with the Quṭbshāhī court along with 
Ṣadr Jahān and the other associates of Shāh Ṭāhir even prior to the death of Burhān Niẓāmshāh. See British 
Library, London, Ms. Delhi Persian 480b, ff. 114b-115a. 
 
281 Numerous manuscripts have circulated containing the text of a supposed legendary debate between Shāh 
Ṭāhir and his Sunnī opponents at the court of Burhān Niẓāmshāh I. See Risāla-yi munāẓara Shāh Ṭāhir, 
Rampur, Raza Library, Ms. Persian 523. 
 
282 When Akbar dispatched his favorite poet, Fayżī, to extract tribute from the Niẓāmshāhī court in the 
early 1590s, he wrote back to the Mughal throne about a debate that had taken place years earlier between a 
“firangī ḥakīm” named Borges and the Sunnī-Shīʿī convert theologian known as Khwājagī Shīrāzī. When 
the Muslim scholar could not respond to Borges’ inquiry about how he could attempt to explain the 
invisibility of a celestial fire that was supposed by his cosmological system, Shāh Ṭāhir entered the arena 
and convincingly argued for a solution to the problem. Abū al-Fayż ibn Mubārak Fayżī, Inshā-yi Fayżī 
(Lahore: Majilis-i Taraqqī-yi Adab, 1973). pp. 139-40. 
 
283 el-Rouayheb has written recently about the communities of Muslim scholars in the post-Timurid era 
whose reading practices in theology, jurisprudence, logic, and other areas were made to cohere with new 
discursive rules of argumentation. They were known as ‘masters of verification’ or ‘taḥqīq.’ See  El-
Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History in the Seventeenth Century. 
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If Shāh Ṭāhir had also styled himself as a Sufi master—perhaps even in the mold 

of the Niʿmatullāhī order as was the preferred association for some Nizārī Ismāʿīlīs—then 

Sulṭān-Qulī’s attested devotion to the lineage of Niʿmatullāh Valī may have motivated his 

own patronage as well.284 While this association is never made explicit, other references 

suggest that Shāh Ṭāhir kept abreast of and formed connections to another beleaguered 

Sufi order in Iran— the Nūrbakhshīs. In one letter to an unnamed intimate, he refers to 

the pacification of a conflict that had occurred in the Khānqāh-i nūriyya.285 This Sufi 

hostel had been the epicenter of Nūrbakhshī activity in Shiraz, which had been overseen 

by Shams al-Dīn Lāhījī (d. 915/1506)—a direct spiritual disciple of Muḥammad 

Nūrbakhsh— until the very early years of Safavid rule.286 287 Years later, a report 

                                                        

284 Daftary writes that the hagiographic ancestor of Niʿmatullāh Valī is said to have been Muḥammad b. 
Ismāʿīl b. Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq. “A prolific writer on mystical subjects and also a poet, the eponymous founder of 
the Niʿmat Allāhī order traced his Fāṭimid ʿAlid genealogy to Muḥammad b. Ismāʿīl b. Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq, the 
seventh imām of the Ismāʿīlīs. This is perhaps why Shāh Niʿmat Allāh has been considered as a co-
religionist by certain Ismāʿīlī circles, and the Central Asian Nizārīs have preserved some of his works, 
including a commentary on one of Nāṣir-i Khusraw’s qaṣīdas. This may also partly explain why the Nizārī 
Imāms chose this particular order for their Ṣūfī affiliation.” Farhad Daftary, The Ismailis: Their History and 
Doctrines (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1999). p. 463. 
 
285 Ms. Harl. 499. f. 60a. 
 
286 Bashir, Messianic Hopes and Mystical Visions. pp. 66, 174. 
 
287 In another letter, Shāh Ṭāhir addresses the Safavid vizier, Nūr al-Hudá Qāżī Jahān Qazvīnī (s. 1531?-
1551),  about a variety of matters including reference to his son’s immanent mission of goodwill to the 
Safavid court. In this letter, Shāh Ṭāhir spills a great deal of ink cursing a figure called Qavām al-Dīn 
Ḥasan Shīrāzī. According to Shāh Ṭāhir, the iniquitous origins of this figure remain hidden from most 
princes due to their “ruinous opinions and weak minds.” Qavām al-Dīn is “a hypocrite leprous Magi whose 
exterior matches his internal state.” The rest of the letter alludes to his greed and avarice as well as his 
propensity to espouse impossibilities authorized from rational (ʿaql) and traditional (naql) bases. This 
vitriol does not appear to be directed at Qavām al-Dīn Nūrbakhshī, who is generally attributed to have been 
a resident of Rayy and not Shiraz and whose name appears to have been Ḥusayn and not Ḥasan. However, 
we must consider that Safavid histories report that in the early reign of Shāh Ṭahmāsb, Qavām al-Dīn 
Nūrbakhshī had assassinated a popular poet and began to fortify his estates militarily around the city of 
Rayy. For his foreboding conduct, they report that he was imprisoned, disappeared, or burned alive by the 
regime. Bashir. pp. 187-194.; See, British Library, London, Ms. Harl. 499. f. 16a. 
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contended that a daughter belonging to a late Nūrbakhshī hereditary leader, Shāh Qavām 

al-Dīn (assn. 1530s?) had married Shāh Ṭāhir’s own son and heir, Rażī al-Dīn Ḥaydar. 

As minister of the Niẓāmshāhī state like his father before him, he had brought his wife 

over from Iran to the Deccan for a period of time, where she was fêted as an esteemed 

sayyida.288 Scattered evidence suggests that other Nūrbakhshī family members had also 

come to study with Shāh Ṭāhir in the Deccan.289 

While we are left with little else to suggest a clearer picture of the exact 

relationship between Shāh Ṭāhir and specific Sufi orders, this marital alliance 

demonstrates a clear connection between his family and the surviving descendants of 

Muḥammad Nūrbakhsh who must have afforded him with meaningful symbolic and 

political capitol during a time when this Sufi order was gradually falling out of the good 

graces of the Safavid state. Nevertheless, from all of these letters, we are able to distill 

certain dynamics pertaining to his central position ordering spiritual devotees in at least 

two Deccan courts between Ahmadnagar and Golkonda. His frequent appeals to 

esteemed officials of the Safavid government and Niʿmatullāhī associates in Iran and the 

Deccan suggest that a fairly fluid and somewhat ambiguous sectarian climate existed 

within these networks in which he could exercise power and form alliances with groups 

                                                        

 

 
288 A disagreement between them caused her to return to her homeland. Ṭabāṭabā, Tārīkh-i Burhān-i 
Ma’āṯir. p. 453-4. 
 
289 Bashir informs that he does not know the details of the life of a person called Fikrī Nūrbakhshī known as 
“Sayrī” who apparently studied with him in the Deccan. regime Bashir, Messianic Hopes and Mystical 
Visions. p. 193. 
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who only became separate and bordered according to the narratives of much later 

memorializers. We should use this evidence evaluate the significance of Shāh Ṭāhir’s 

recorded position as a Nizārī Ismāʿīlī in a world of emerging Imāmī Shīʿī power. 

1.10.1 Deflecting Crypto-Ismāʿīlism 

Given Shāh Ṭāhir’s wide influence, we must consider what sort of Shīʿī identity 

was promoted among courtly elites between Ahmadnagar and Golkonda. The list of 

Golkonda’s courtiers found in the exemplum mentioned above names one of Sulṭān-

Qulī’s attendants as “Sayyid Jaʿfar, the brother of his excellency who is among rarest of 

the age.” This noble title refers to the younger brother of Shāh Ṭāhir, who had also 

emigrated out of Iran for reasons of personal safety. Along with Jaʿfar, Ṣadr Jahān also 

names another intimate of the Ismāʿīlī leader, the poet Maṭīʿī—better known as Maṭīʿī 

Shīrāzī—among Sulṭān-Qulī’s courtiers.290  These prosopographical connections further 

challenge conventional Deccan history that limits the influence of Shāh Ṭāhir to the court 

of Burhān Niẓāmshāh at Ahmadnagar, who he is memorialized as having converted from 

Sunnism to Imāmī Shīʿism while concealing his own Nizārī beliefs through taqiyya, or 

religious dissimulation.291 This tale of concealment and conversion remains the most 

confusing in the history of early Deccan Sultanate Shīʿism precisely because Shāh 

                                                        

290 He is even said to have fallen ill and perished in the very house of Shāh Ṭāhir at Ahmadnagar. Aḥmad 
Gulchīn Mʿānī, Kāravān-i Hind, vol. 2 (Mashhad: Mu’assasa-yi Chāp va Intishārāt Āstān-i Quds Rażavī, 
1369). pp. 1312-1313. 
 
291 The Niẓāmshāhī court at Ahmadnagar had previously followed the Ḥanafī maḏhab. A popular tale holds 
that upon curing the terminal illness of Burhān Niẓāmshāh’s son, ʿAbd al-Qādir, the sultan followed an 
auspicious dream calling him to embrace the sectarian affiliation of his counselor and advisor. Sayyid ʿAlī 
Ṭabāṭabā, Tārīkh-i Burhān-i Ma’āṯir (Hyderabad: Majlis-i Makhṭūṭāt-i fārsiyya, 1936). pp. 266-268.  
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Ṭāhir’s family and close associates were already well-connected and esteemed during his 

lifetime as the aforementioned letters and documents attest.292 Everyone knew who he 

was, and everyone knew that he went into exile. So how could he have been hiding? 

As Farhad Daftary has written Shāh Ṭāhir into the modern history of Nizārī 

Ismāʿīlism, he has echoed the claims of much earlier Persianate biographers who insist 

that he performed taqiyya during his time in Iran as well as the Deccan. Generally he is 

considered to have expressed an outward commitment to Imāmī Shīʿism, but Daftary 

goes further to claim that he used Sufism as a ruse to spread his true beliefs.293 Although 

accusations of religious dissimulation are convenient for imagining the functional 

necessity of protection in a particular persecutorial context, Daftary’s claim works to 

interpret the entire known artifice of Shāh Ṭāhir’s religious associations orchestrated in 

the Deccan to fit the paradigm of a necessary stratagem devoid of sincerity, while he 

neglects the possibility that Sufism and Ismāʿīlī Shīʿism were not mutually exclusive 

modes of religious being at this time. 

                                                        

292 Although the truth of the matter remains buried behind this legend, a written record of a prominent 
debate between Shāh Ṭāhir and the Sunnī ʿulamā of the Niẓāmshāhī court circulated just as widely. In that 
debate, Shāh Ṭāhir soundly defended the necessity of the Imāmate on rational grounds as well as through 
the proof texts of Sunnī and Shīʿī authors. While a public debate may have ensued, the veracity of this text 
is questionable. Although it includes the names of the prominent Sunnī scholars at Ahmadnagar including 
Pīr Muḥammad Shirvānī and Mawlānā ʿAbd al-Awwal as Shāh Ṭāhir’s opponents, the date of record and 
identity of the true author or scribe remain absent. Risāla-yi munāẓara-yi Shāh Ṭāhir, Rampur, Raza 
Library, Ms. Persian 523. f. 5b.; See also Mubāḥiṯa Mawlānā Shāh Ṭāhir al-Ḥusaynī Dakkanī bā ʿulamā’ 
ahl-i sunnat, Hyderabad, The Salar Jung Museum Manuscript Library, Ms. Persian ʿAqā’id va Kalām 117.; 
See also Ṭabāṭabā. pp. 259-263. 
 
293 Daftary, The Ismailis: Their History and Doctrines. p. 489.; Farhad Daftary, “ŠĀH ṬĀHER ḤOSAYNI 
DAKKANI – Encyclopaedia Iranica,” in Encyclopaedia Iranica, accessed June 16, 2017, 
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/shah-taher-hosayni-dakkani. 
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The overlapping courtly connections compel us to consider a more loosely 

defined culture of ʿAlid loyalism inflected in the early 10th/16th century Deccan that could 

evolve between local contexts and comprise multiple identitarian layers. Mindful of the 

“double bind” of studying secrecy, we should not so crudely reduce the religious 

activities of Shāh Ṭāhir to a ruse or façade. In the context of early-modern England, 

David Como has demonstrated how we should consider multiple religious identities 

comingling not only within the same populations but within the same individuals. The 

axis defining membership in puritanism and antinomianism, for example, could not 

clearly distinguish oppositional communities.294 Such a conceptual division necessarily 

had to run through individuals who participated in both camps simultaneously, if not 

other radical Protestant communities through the process of multiple conversion.295 In the 

same fashion, even if Shāh Ṭāhir’s Sufism was undertaken to obfuscate another 

identitarian layer, his outward associations impacting two major Deccan Sultanates 

appear to have been directly responsible for much of their early religious self-fashioning. 

Knowing the truth of his ‘Sufism’ is of secondary importance. Whatever it was, it must 

be depicted not only as historically significant, but we must introduce its fluidity as the 

                                                        

294 “First, how can one study or say anything intelligent at all about a religious tradition that practices active 
dissimulation […] that deliberately obfuscates its teachings and intentionally conceals itself from outsiders? 
And second, if one does learn something about an esoteric tradition […] how can one then say anything 
about this tradition to an uninitiated audience of outsiders?” Hugh B. Urban, “The Torment of Secrecy: 
Ethical and Epistemological Problems in the Study of Esoteric Traditions,” History of Religions 37, no. 3 
(1998). p. 209-210. 
 
295 Como’s research into the case of the multiply-converted Giles Creech demonstrates this trend most 
clearly.  David R. Como, Blown by the Spirit: Puritanism and the Emergence of an Antinomian 
Underground in Pre-Civil-War England (Stanford University Press, 2004). pp. 46-49. 
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means by which we come to know Shīʿism surrounding the Deccan Sultanate courts for 

years to come in order to challenge ossified views of trans-historical sectarianism. 

By admitting that the revolutionary fervor of early Safavid Shīʿism necessarily 

forced certain communities to re-define themselves in contradistinction to emergent 

structures of power, sectarian identities came into heightened focus in the presence of a 

persecuting authority. For these reasons, we should be mindful of the excessive 

interpretation of our sources that could charge Sulṭān-Qulī and a large contingent of his 

court for covertly promoting Nizārī Ismāʿīlī beliefs. Even if that were the case, as we 

have observed with the court of Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh and their multiple entanglements with 

various Sufi brotherhoods, the existential question of ‘the essence of religious identities’ 

is itself a frenzied and inquisitorial concern that flattens human experience. 

 With Shāh Ṭāhir’s brother, Sayyid Jaʿfar, already attending Sulṭān-Qulī’s court 

and held in high regards by Ṣadr Jahān, we cannot completely be sure that the first 

independent ruler of Golkonda and his associates who mythologized his rule did not 

readily comprehend the Nizārī Ismāʿīlī orientation of Shāh Ṭāhir and his family. At the 

very least, the royal majlis at Golkonda remained a hospitable environment for sayyids 

with fluid affiliations. Other explicit statements in Ṣadr Jahān’s treatise about Sulṭān-Qulī 

welcoming Sunnī Muslim friends further suggests that early Quṭbshāhī hagiographers had 

little interest in formulating a hyper-sectarian atmosphere around the royal court.  

1.11  Documenting Qarā Quyūnlū Heritage—through Shiraz 

Whether or not Sulṭān-Qulī’s biography reproduces fact or fiction, the Quṭbshāhī 

court continued to maintain this originary myth of Qarā Quyūnlū cum Quṭbshāhī ʿAlid 



 

 162 

piety over the next century. The same codex of Ibn Khātūn ʿĀmilī that preserves the 

Treatise on Repentance also includes a copy of an important charitable endowment 

(waqfnāmah). Written on behalf of Yūsuf b. Jahānshāh Qarā Quyūnlū,296 it demonstrates 

that endowed lands on the outskirts of Shiraz were used to finance a school that was to be 

headed by the devoted Imāmī Shīʿī scholar, Ṣadr al-Dīn Muḥammad Dashtakī (1425-

1498), and his heirs. The waqfnāmah names the villages and surrounding agricultural 

areas of Khusrawābād and Turkmānābād (formerly Ṣubūḥābād) constituting the 

endowment. Numerous references emphasize that this was understood as an investment 

in Shīʿī learning, because on certain days, instruction was to be given in subjects 

including traditions (ḥadīth), Qur’ānic exegesis (tafsīr), theology (ʿilm-i kalām), 

homiletics, Arabic, as well as the reports (akhbār) of the Shīʿī Imāms.297 Undoubtedly, 

this founding document verifies the Qarā Quyūnlū involvement in patronizing what 

would become the Manṣūriyya madrasa—often falsely believed to have been inaugurated 

later under the early Safavids298—which would serve as the launch point for the eminent 

                                                        

296 Minorsky informs us that Jahānshāh granted control over Fars to Yūsuf (known as “Żiyā’ al-Dīn”) after 
his other son, Pīr-Budāq, refused to commit to his father’s control some time during the 1460s, Minorsky, 
“Jihān-Shāh Qara-Qoyunlu and His Poetry.” p. 277. 
 
297 I must thank Ahab Bdaiwi and Carl Ernst in turn for their help in situating this document. Tehran, 
Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis. Ms. 5138. ff. 477b-480a. ; This text was also edited and published by Hossein 
Modarressi in Iran, see Ḥusayn Mudarrisī-Ṭabāṭabā’ī, “Vaqfnāmah-i Az Turkmanān-i Qarā Quyūnlū,” 
Farhang-i Īrān Zamīn 20 (1974 1353): 245–65. 
 
298 Newman’s entry on Ghiyāth al-Dīn Manṣūr Dashtakī includes attributions for this school founded by 
both father and son. However, it must certainly have been endowed during the lifetime of Ṣadr al-Dīn 
Muḥammad who named it for his son. See, Andrew J. Newman, “DAŠTAKĪ, GĪĀṮ-AL-DĪN,” in 
Encyclopaedia Iranica (Online, 2011), http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/dastaki-amir-sayyed.  
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Imāmī Shīʿī Dashtakī family to train many luminaries for years to come in both religious 

and rational sciences.   

The inclusion of the waqfnāmah among Ibn Khātūn’s codex reflects the enduring 

Quṭbshāhī dynastic vision of themselves as a patron of prestige Shīʿī scholarship, present 

at both the inception of early-modern Shīʿī intellectualism and later as a recipient of the 

fruits of that investiture through the patronage of many Shiraz-trained scholars as well as 

members of the Dashtakī family who served as state officers at Golkonda-Hyderabad 

during the 11th/17th century. While two prominent members of this scholarly family from 

Shiraz are well-known to have arrived later during the middle of the reign of Sultan 

ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh and directly influenced the governance of his state,299 we must also 

consider what appears to have been an under-appreciated and much earlier synthesis 

between this immensely important Imāmī Shīʿī scholarly family with the royal household 

and what also appears to have been members of a local branch of the Niʿmatullāhī Sufi 

order in Hyderabad during the reign of Muḥammad Quṭbshāh and the early reign of 

ʿAbdullāh around the time Ibn Khātūn preserved this document in his codex. 

1.11.1  Quṭbshāhīs Wedding Their Shīʿī and Sufi Masters 

As a young princeling, ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh was tutored by a headmaster hailing 

from Shiraz and was sent to live in the household of another sayyid called Mīr Quṭb al-

Dīn Niʿmatullāh Dashtakī Shīrāzī (d. 1024/1614-1028/1619), who had been appointed to 

                                                        

299 These are the Mīrzā Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad b. Muḥammad Maʿṣūm Dashtakī Shīrāzī originally from the 
Hijaz and his son who arrived years later known as Ibn Maʿṣum Madanī, who I discuss in more detail in 
Chapter 3.  
 



 

 164 

the office of state plenipotentiary (jumlat al-mulūk).300 This individual, a sayyid, 

obviously descended from the eminent Dashtakī family of Shiraz, may have also been 

descended from the family of Niʿmatullāh Valī as his name and other associations seem 

to suggest. He also happened to be the brother in-law of Khānum Āghā, the grandmother 

of the princeling and mother to then-reigning Sultan Muḥammad Quṭbshāh. Khānum 

Āghā, herself a sayyida, traced her ancestry to the seventh Imam, Musá al-Kāẓim, 

through her patrilineal line. Her father, Mīr Maqṣūd ʿAlī Ṭabāṭabā’ī, had also been a 

close relative of “Muṣṭafá Khān” Kamāl al-Dīn Ardistānī, the Quṭbshāhī pīshvā and well-

                                                        

300 His teacher is simply called Ḥusayn Shīrāzī, who is said to have been recommended for this post given 
his known requisite pilgrimages to the Shīʿī shrine cities as well as the Hijaz.  Shīrāzī, Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i 
Quṭbshāhī. p. 9, 11.; Although he considers these family relations that I discuss in this section, M.Z.A. 
Shakeb focuses on the name of Mīr Quṭb al-Dīn to establish the Niʿmatullāhī connection to Khānum Āghā 
without remarking about the overtly religious significance of Shāh Muḥammad’s genealogy and status as a 
pīrzādah. He also considers the name of the son of the judge appointed to escort Khānum Āghā on her later 
pilgrimages to Iraq (Mīr Mīrān b. ʿAbdullāh Najafī), remarking that Mīr Mīrān is a common name among 
the attested descendants of Niʿmatullāh Valī. While this is highly circumstantial, the avowed pīrzādah 
status of Shāh Muḥammad would logically make a much stronger claim to this branch of the royal family 
intermarrying with known heirs of the Niʿmatullāhī Sufis of the Deccan. See Shakeb, Relations of 
Golkonda with Iran. p. 110, n200.; On Mīr Mīrān b. ʿAbdullāh Najafī, see Shīrāzī, Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i 
Quṭbshāhī. p. 207.; On Mīr Quṭb al-Dīn Dashtakī Shīrāzī, see also al-Sayyid Muḥsin al-Amīn, Aʿyyān Al-
Shīʿa, ed. al-Sayyid Ḥasan al-Amīn, vol. 10 (Beirut: Dār al-Taʿārif li’l-Maṭbūʿāt, 1983). p. 225; In the 
anonymously authored Tārīkh-i Muḥammad Quṭbshāh, Mīr Quṭb al-Dīn is also claimed to be a “close 
relative” of Muḥammad Quṭbshāh, which would affirm this familial link even before that sultan’s death. 
However, the account of this relationship is more fully fleshed out in the later work of Ṣāʿidī Shīrāzī. See, 
Bodleian Library, Oxford, Ms. Ouseley 202, f. 285a.; Finally, H. K. Sherwani completely misunderstands 
these connections. His “Genealogical Table of the Qutb Shahi Dynasty” places the sister of Muḥammad 
Quṭbshāh as marrying “Shāh Khundkār” (meaning Khwāndgār) instead of his father, Shāh Muḥammad. 
Sherwani also believes that Shāh Khwāndgār was a descendant in the third generation of a brother of 
Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh. This appears unlikely given the clear attestation of pīrzādah status—which would be a 
patrilineal attribution—as well as no mention of the other claimed ancestor, Shāh ʿAlī ʿArabshāh in his 
genealogy at all. Sherwani’s genealogical table is faulty in other areas, such as his claim that the final 
Quṭbshāh, Abū’l-Ḥasan, was a descendant from Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk’s uncle, Allāh-Qulī Beg. As I 
show in Chapter 3, Abū’l-Ḥasan’s marriage contract quite explicitly declares that he is a direct descendant 
of Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh. This table appears after the index of his seminal work. See, Sherwani, History of the 
Qutb Shāhī Dynasty. 
 



 

 165 

known Niʿmatullāhī agent in Golkonda discussed earlier.301 Another daughter belonging 

to Khānum Āghā named Shahrbānū—the sultan’s own sister— had also been married to 

a pīrzādah—or, a hereditary descendant of a Sufi pīr— known as Shāh Muḥammad b.  

Shāh ʿAlī ʿArabshāh, who thus had also become somewhat of a close familial associate 

of Mīr Quṭb al-Dīn, the émigré courtier from Shiraz. Writing several decades later, the 

historian, Ṣāʿidī Shīrāzī, records that the union with the Quṭbshāhī royal family and the 

pīrzādah had produced a young son called Shāh Khwāndgār who seems to have been 

slightly younger than his cousin— the princeling ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh—but who enjoyed 

elite status by virtue of his own esteemed genealogy (“nisbat-i sābiq-i kamāl-i ʿizzat”).302 

After the 1036/1626 death of Muḥammad Quṭbshāh and enthronement of ʿAbdullāh, the 

pīrzādah had been elevated to the office of prime minister (pīshvā-yi salṭanat) by his 

mother in-law and a group of her supporters at court, despite, as Ṣāʿidī Shīrāzī says, not 

being in any way prepared to undertake the duties of this office.303 The political and 

financial means (dastgāh) of this side of the royal family vastly outweighed their 

suitability (khwāhish). The massive allowance (mushāhara) of the pīrzādah amounted to 
                                                        

301 Tārīkh-i Muḥammad Quṭbshāh, Bodleian Library, Oxford, Ms. Ouseley, f. 272b. 
 
302 In the published edition of the Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i Quṭbshāhī, his name is spelled Khūndgār or 
Khawndgār, which I presume to be an error in transcription of Khwāndgār.  
 
303 “bā vujūd-i ʿadam-i qābilīyat u istiʿdād-i īn khidmat-i sharīf al-martaba…” Shīrāzī, Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i 
Quṭbshāhī. p. 206.; Another narrative provided by the Ḥadīqat al-ʿālam by Abū’l-Qāsim b. Rażī al-Dīn 
known as “Mīr ʿĀlam,” claims that Shāh Muḥammad was demoted to serve as a chancery officer (dabīrī) 
and was seated further away from the throne in the royal court, while the office of pīshvā went to Ibn 
Khātūn ʿĀmilī. Apparently, Shāh Muḥammad was also inept at his new job and those duties were taken 
over by another courtier. This later historian writing under the era of the Niẓāms of Hyderabad also 
mentions that he was a pīrzādah, but makes no mention of his lineage or his son. Abū’l-Qāsim b. Raḍī al-
Dīn Mīr ʿĀlam, Ḥadīqat Al-ʿālam, ed. Sayyid ʿAbd al-Laṭīf b. Ḥājjī Sayyid Muḥammad ʿAlī Shīrāzī 
(Hyderabad, 1892). p. 304. 
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twelve-thousand gold hūn and that of his pre-pubescent son earned him seven-thousand 

hūn, while their household collectively netted an additional six-thousand hūn beyond 

these assignments. In the same passage that records these amounts, Ṣāʿidī Shīrāzī writes 

that the state’s tribute (kharaj) to support members of the ahl al-bayt paid Mīr Quṭb al-

Dīn Niʿmatullāh Dashtakī Shīrāzī around a thousand hūn, and in addition to these sums, 

certain villages and land grants (tan-khwāh) earned this family revenue in the 

neighborhood of fifty-thousand hūn annually.304 Clearly, they were interconnected 

through marriage, understood to have functioned as a family unit, and were made 

financially comfortable by the state on account of the authority conveyed through their 

genealogies that were so highly valued. 

However, with the untimely death of ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh’s cousin, Shāh 

Khwāndgār, around 1045/1635-6, his father, the pīrzādah Shāh Muḥammad, fell into a 

state of “imbecility” (nādānī), remaining in his home, “separating himself from the ahl 

al-bayt,” and turning his back on the world.305 The deterioration in fortunes of this side of 

the royal family compelled Khānum Āghā and Shahrbānū and an entourage—that likely 

included an unnamed daughter born to Mīr Quṭb al-Dīn and Khānum Āghā’s sister— to 

seek solace in religious devotion by making pilgrimage to Najaf, Karbala, and the other 

shrines of the ahl al-bayt in Iraq. After taking these journeys, Khānum Āghā died, and 

                                                        

304 The author uses the term īshān here, which technically might only refer to the Dashtakī Shīrāzī sayyid, 
however I am electing to read it with an eye toward the wider context in which these two men and the pre-
pubescent child are connected.  Shīrāzī, Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i Quṭbshāhī. pp. 33, 206. 
 
305 Shīrāzī. p. 208. 
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her daughter, Shahrbānū, and the princess’ cousin seem to have remained as supported 

guests in Safavid Isfahan.306   

These exchanges indicate that by the early 11th/17th century, the Quṭbshāhī royal 

household had already formed a close familial attachment to members of the most 

eminent Imāmī Shīʿī scholarly family of the pervious century, the Dashtakīs, who had 

come to prowess through their control of the Manṣūriyya madrasa founded by the 

Quṭbshāhīs’ real or imagined Qarā Quyūnlū ancestors. Additionally, this same side of 

their family had married with a group of landed hereditary leaders of a Sufi order who 

also appear to have embraced Imāmī Shīʿism, perhaps, only within the context of this 

union. Despite struggling against a general paucity of other corroborating textual 

evidence, this seems to have been the dynastic fulfilment of the myth of Sulṭān-Qulī to 

unify Imāmī Shīʿī and Sufi power in their royal court. There is little question, however, 

that the only Sufi order of immense import to warrant these close connections that would 

have bestowed overtly Persian titles on its heirs would be surviving members of the 

Niʿmatullāhiyya who had been connected to the so-called “Bidar branch” that had 

remained in the Deccan since the late Bahmanī Sultanate era, and whose descendants had 

                                                        

306 Shīrāzī. p. 209-10.; Shahrbānū appears to have remained close to the Safavid court where she became an 
important conduit for information to pass from Hyderabad to Isfahan during the next couple of decades 
when the Mughals and other regional rivals impeded the swapping of ambassadors. See such letters written 
on behalf of ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh to his aunt, British Library, London, Ms. Add. 6600, ff. 15a-17b.; M.Z.A. 
Shakeb is incorrect when he writes that a nephew of Shahrbānū called Najābat Khān remained in Isfahan 
with her. This figure has been confused as a descendant of the Niʿmatullāhiyya in some of the manuscript 
collections of Quṭbshāhī inshā. He was of the Timurid household and lived in Mughal India. This figure’s 
genealogy can be traced accordingly: Najābat Khān ibn Shāhrūkh Mīrzā b. Ibrāhīm Sulṭān b. Mīrzā 
Sulaymān b. Khān Mīrzā b. ʿUmar Shaykh Mīrzā b. Sulṭān Abū Saʿīd (d. 1335). 
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also been commonly referred to as pīrzādahs.307 The great magnitude of the premature 

death of Shāh Khwāndgār that compelled the despondence of his father and the pietistic 

turn of his grandmother would be understandable in this light, especially if this implied 

the extinction of a powerful connection to spiritual authority that had been coopted into 

the matrix of the Quṭbshāhī state. We may therefore more authoritatively claim that the 

Quṭbshāhīs embarked upon the same project of intermarrying with prominent members of 

the Niʿmatullāhī family much like the Safavids had begun around a century earlier while 

at the same time also partaking in the same benefits afforded through intermarrying with 

members of the Dashtakīs of Shiraz. 

When we return to consider the symbolic importance of the re-transcribed Qarā 

Quyūnlū waqfnāmah in light of this historical narrative about the fortunes of the 

Quṭbshāhīs at a pivotal moment in their dynastic history, it underscores how imbricated 

their sovereignty had become with precisely the same sources of authority that the 

Safavids drew upon to make claims as sponsors of Shīʿī scholarship and recipients of the 

blessings of living saints. In some ways, the real or imagined ties to the Qarā Quyūnlū 

past privileged the smaller Deccan Sultanate as it mythologized its own longue-durée 

Shīʿī piety in terms that superseded the Safavid experience. By situating these literary 
                                                        

307 One other episode of relevance from this era concerns a rebellion that was suppressed around 1582 
during the reign of Muḥammad-Qulī Quṭbshāh. His brother, Shāh ʿAbd al-Qādir (discussed above with 
relevance to Qādirī Sufi devotion during the era of Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh), had been married off to a daughter 
of the pīrzādahs of Bidar, and became known as “Shāh Ṣāḥib.” However, due to political intrigue he was 
imprisoned in a fortress and died around 1580. Although his body was brought back to Golkonda to be 
buried, a pretender hailing from Bidar calling himself Shāh Ṣāḥib raised an army to attack Golkonda. 
Although his troops were defeated, he was rescued by other pīrzādahs. Given the notoriety of this episode 
and the moniker of “pīrzādah” used in this context, we should presume that this same community had been 
integrated to the Quṭbshāhī court through Shāh Muḥammad. Sherwani, History of the Qutb Shāhī Dynasty.  
pp. 286-7; Fischel, “Society, Space, and the State in the Deccan Sultanates, 1565--1636.” p. 45. 
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hallmarks of sovereign lore within the more immediate context in which they would have 

been understood to convey meaning in the early 11th/17th century, we understand that the 

Deccan experience of elite Shīʿism remained entangled within the same spiritual-

temporal processes unfolding in Iran and other corners of the Persianate world that could 

be invoked at opportune moments to make claims of unparalleled political and spiritual 

sovereignty.  

1.12  Niʿmatullāhī Prognostications, Revisited 

As in the codex of Ibn Khātūn that presents other documents intending to verify 

the mythic claims of his Quṭbshāhī patrons, we are able to glimpse the resonance of the 

legend of Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk echoing within other notable literary sources 

produced within the context just described in which ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh had recently lost 

his cousin and would-be legitimator of the mantle to Niʿmatullāhī authority. There were 

many courtiers around him who appear to have been bound to this enduring network of 

Niʿmatullāhī Sufis at least through the early decades of his reign. 

 The source in question is a mid-11th/17th century history called The Gleanings of 

the Permanence of the Quṭbshāhī Dynasty (Nukāt-i davām-i dūdmān-i quṭbshāhī) that 

was written by a scholar hailing from Yazd called “Shāh Qāżī” Ḥusayn Ḥusaynī Yazdī.308 

                                                        

308 Based on other sources, this figure appears to be the same figure known in the Quṭbshāhī court who was 
the student of the eminent pīshvā and city planner for the city of Hyderabad, Mīr Muḥammad Mu’min 
Astarābādī (d. 1625). This is based on Yazdī’s Persian translation and summary of a work of jurisprudence 
(fiqh) that was authored by Mīr Mu’min, presented to the Quṭbshāhī ruler in 1029/1620. Tarjuma-yi fiqh al-
riżavī, Salar Jung Museum Library, Ms. Persian Fiqh al-Imāmiyya 15.; He also completed a Persian 
translation of the Āyāt al-aḥkām, presented to Muḥammad Quṭbshāh in Ramadan 1020/1611. al-Sayyid 
Muḥsin al-Amīn, Aʿyyān Al-Shīʿa, ed. al-Sayyid Ḥasan al-Amīn, vol. 7, 10 vols. (Beirut: Dār al-Taʿārif li’l-
Maṭbūʿāt, 1983). p. 330. 
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Yazdī served the Quṭbshāhī state for over forty years during a period that included the 

governments of Muḥammad-Qulī Quṭbshāh (r. 1580-1612), Muḥammad Quṭbshāh, and 

the early years of the penultimate ruler, ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh.  The Gleanings bears a 

chronogrammatic title—numeric value associated with its letters that yields the year of its 

authorship: 1054/1644-5. This history was written also written less than a decade after the 

1636 ‘Deed of Submission’ (inqiyādnāma) that the Mughal empire of Shāh Jahān forced 

upon Hyderabad, which outwardly banned the sultanate from proclaiming its Shīʿī 

reverence in the public Friday prayers and minting coins in its own die. Instead, they 

were forced to transact with the name of the Mughal emperor as their sovereign 

emblazoned on their locally minted specie. We can therefore approach the Gleanings as 

something of a boon to the beleaguered sultan as Shāh Qāżī Yazdī, in fine Imāmī fashion, 

authored his history in twelve chapters, each presenting a prognosticatory lesson to yield 

the endurance of their dynasty until the end of time and the arrival of the awaited Mahdi.  

In the eyes of this author, ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh was the last in line within his royal 

household to be included in the tropological application of the legend of his ancestor, 

which is demonstrated by multiple dedications throughout the prognosticatory history. 

However, Shāh Qāżī Yazdī reads the legend as a natural progression from the earlier 

successes of other South Asian rulers devoted to Sufi masters and not as a reflection of 

the Safavid foundation story. His history holds that rulers who are successful in temporal 

affairs are only so if they demonstrate fealty to the Shīʿī Imams and living Sufi saints. 
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Devoted servants rise in stages of patronage and might eventually win kingdoms due to 

transacting their sincere intention for the effluence of saintly power.309  

Yazdī sources historical references in support of this belief that stretch all the way 

back to the founder of the Bahmanī Sultanate, Ḥasan Gangūhī Bahmanī (d. 1358). This 

early ruler’s success was brought about precisely because of his attachment to the living 

saint, Niẓām al-Dīn Awliyā (d. 1325) in his early years living in Delhi prior to his 

migration into the Deccan. In a later section of the work, Aḥmad Shāh Bahmanī of the 

9th/15th century assumes the same status in discovering the guardianship of Niʿmatullāh 

Valī as has been discussed extensively.310 These historical lessons foreshadow the era of 

Quṭbshāhī rule, and the legend of Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk and his Niʿmatullāhī 

devotion is emplotted once again. Yazdī explicitly names the Marghūb al-qulūb to cite 

the importance of spiritual purification, acts of repentance, and the need for concentration 

on the rewards that exist in the afterlife,311 which suggests that the work of Ṣadr Jahān 

                                                        

309 Hyderabad, Salar Jung Museum Library, Ms. Persian Tārīkh 479, 4b-5a. 
 
310 Salar Jung Museum Library, Ms. Persian Tārīkh 479, 10a-12b. 
 
311 His quotation from the Marghūb al-qulūb coheres with the statements found in my other recently 
identified sources. “He said, my age has approached a hundred years and most [of it] was engaged in wars 
fought against infidels. If, during youthful days, undertaking some crimes occurred, blessings to God that 
from all sins I made sincere repentance,” “mīfarmūdand ʿumr qarīb bi’ṣad sāl rasīdih va akṯar bi’ghuzā-yi 
kuffār maṣrūf kardīdih agar dar ayyām-i javānī iqdām bar maʿāṣī vāqiʿ shudih bāshad, bi’ḥamdullāh kih 
az jamīʿ ẕunūb tawba-yi nuṣūḥ namūdam” Salar Jung Museum Library, Hyderabad, Ms. Persian Tārīkh 
479, ff. 38b-39a. It should be noted that Sulṭān-Qulī may be considered among the Muslim political and 
military figures in the Indian subcontinent who have been documented as destroyers of Indian temples. See 
the list compiled that includes the destruction of Devarkonda in the Nalgonda district of the Andhra region, 
Richard M. Eaton, “Temple Desecration and Indo-Muslim States,” in Beyond Turk and Hindu: Rethinking 
Religious Identities in Islamicate South Asia, ed. David Gilmartin and Bruce B. Lawrence (Gainesville: 
University Press of Florida, 2000), 246–81.  p. 272.; This appears to be an authentic historical reference, 
because the narrative of Ṣadr Jahān from Sulṭān-Qulī names Devarkonda as one among the “castles” of the 
infidels that he conquered. See Ms. Sirāj al-īmān, p. 197. 
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Ṭabasī was still read under that title when he produced this history, even several decades 

after the authorship of Tārīkh-i Muḥammad Quṭbshāh.312  

The practical lesson from this chapter of the Gleanings reminds ʿAbdullāh 

Quṭbshāh as the reigning sovereign to renew his rule perpetually by devoting himself 

towards Sufi masters, engaging in wars of conquest to spread Islam and the Shīʿī creed, 

constructing houses of learning and hostels to benefit the spiritually devoted of the land, 

and performing acts of overt repentance. These lessons stage the latter chapters detailing 

Shīʿī traditions and rituals more familiar to the modern reader, such as commemorating 

the annual remembrance of the martyrdom of Imam Ḥusayn and spending large sums to 

support the ahl al-bayt locally as well as the shrine cities of Iraq and the Hijaz.313    

This narrative position of the Gleanings is significant, given the well-documented 

conservative backlash against Sufism that began in Iran, quite close to the Safavid capital 

in Isfahan, around the 1650s,314 which seems entirely anathema to the worldview of Shāh 

Qāżī Yazdī. The ease with which the later chapters of his history emerge from the South 

Asian legends—irrespective of Safavid developments—demonstrates the unique products 

of the trans-regional religious affiliation of Sufism and Imāmī Shīʿism. By the mid-

11th/17th century, the Quṭbshāhī court appears to have moved into a comfortable zone in 

which it could memorialize its past without attempting to out-compete its Safavid or even 
                                                        

312 It should be recalled that this work of Yazdī was completed (1644-45) around the time that the untitled 
version that I have referred to as the Risāla dar tawba that was transcribed into Ibn Khātūn’s codex. 
Therefore, we can confidently say that the text that bore the name Marghūb al-qulūb existed at the same 
time as our other extant copy. 
 
313 Salar Jung Museum Library, Ms. Persian Tārīkh 479, 53b-59b. 
 
314 Anzali, “Mysticism” in Iran. pp. 24-68. 
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its other Deccan neighbors as ‘the first’ of these two Shīʿī states. It seems that the 

sectarian positioning of the Quṭbshāhīs as well as its Sufi legacy had, by the pen of a 

foreign-born scholar, become fully indigenized in the local Deccan imagination. 

1.13 The Boundaries of Mythic Power 

 While Shāh Qāżī Yazdī read the myth of Sulṭān-Qulī in a didactic manner much 

like the anonymous author of the Tārīkh-i Muḥammad Quṭbshāh, another source from the 

mid-11th/17th century suggests that there was one place where the myth struggled to find 

an audience: Safavid Iran. Derek Mancini-Lander has shown how a comptroller of 

religious endowments-turned-historian, Muḥammad Mufīd Bāfqī, arrived at Hyderabad 

in 1673 where he discovered the Quṭbshāhī myth within the Tārīkh-i Muḥammad 

Quṭbshāh. It appears that this work of history had been entirely unknown to him during 

his early career in Yazd and even his later career when he tried his luck at earning a 

reputable office in the Safavid capital of Isfahan before venturing to India and the 

Deccan. As mentioned earlier, he was drawn to the history precisely because the myth of 

Sulṭān-Qulī supported his wider project of documenting the history of his hometown of 

Yazd and the influence of its eminent personalities. The myth of Sulṭān-Qulī showcased 

how the Niʿmatullāhī saints of Yazd had effected not only the fortunes of Safavid Iran, 

but those of the semi-distant Deccan as well. For this reason, he incorporated the 

recension of the myth of Sulṭān-Qulī into his multi-volume study, Jāmiʿ-i mufīdī (c. 
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1679), which he dedicated to the then-reigning Safavid emperor, Shāh Sulaymān (r. 

1666-94).315 

While Mancini-Lander’s account of the myth of Sulṭān-Qulī venturing ‘back’ to 

Safavid Iran through Bāfqī’s “retroflexive narrative” is itself a significant milestone in 

the history of the myth’s circulation,316 it must be shown that the myth had already 

existed in Safavid Isfahan almost two decades earlier in its original form and, apparently, 

entirely unbeknownst to Mufīd.  

In the end of Rajab 1073/March 1663, the Shaykh al-Islām and Friday prayer 

leader of Isfahan317 put the finishing touches on a massive work of practical philosophy. 

Dedicated to then-reigning Shāh ʿAbbās II (r. 1642-1666), the Rawḍat al-anwār ʿabbāsī 

of Muḥamad Bāqir “Muḥaqqiq” Sabzavārī (d. 1090/1679) detailed the relationship 

                                                        

315 This is an incredibly brief summary of some of his points on this topic. See Mancini-Lander, “Tales 
Bent Backward: Early Modern Local History in Persianate Transregional Contexts,” 2017.; Mancini-
Lander, “Memory on the Boundaries of Empire: Narrating Place in the Early Modern Local Historiography 
of Yazd,” 2012. pp. 497-504.  
 
316 Mancini-Lander depicts this form as distinct from ‘retrospective narratives,’ which are “those narratives 
in which immigrants glance backward and commemorate peoples, places, and events back home, thereby 
transplanting the prestige that comes from there in order to build social capital in new contexts.” 
‘Retroflexive narratives’ or ‘tales bent backward’ are instead produced through “a complicated narrative 
operation, in which the author dialogues with ‘found’ stories abroad, repackages them in new narrative 
environments, albeit retaining elements of their local accretions, and then sends them back (bends back) 
toward home to put them to use there in new local contexts.” Mancini-Lander, “Tales Bent Backward: 
Early Modern Local History in Persianate Transregional Contexts,” 2017. p. 31.; By this logic, Ṣadr Jahān 
narrating in the Deccan court of Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh the myth of Sulṭān-Qulī’s blessing and expression of 
Shīʿism in his youth in Iran would be considered ‘retrospective,’ while Bāfqī narrating the recension that he 
found in the Deccan once back in Iran would be ‘retroflexive.’ 
 
317 In the field of fiqh Sabzavārī had also written, according to the late Norman Calder, in ways that did not 
sustain the artifice of the Safavid emperor to act on behalf of the hidden Imam with regards to collecting 
taxes in his absence. See Norman Calder, “Legitimacy and Accommodation in Safavid Iran: The Juristic 
Theory of Muḥammad Bāqir Al-Sabzavārī (d. 1090/1679),” Iran: Journal of the British Institute of Persian 
Studies 25 (1987): 91–105. 
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between kingship, religious ethics, practical ethics, and the organization of subservient 

classes of officers (jurists, physicians, astrologers, craftsmen, etc.) working for the 

state.318 We may consider that Sabzavārī, in his capacity as a political ethicist and as an 

uṣūlī jurisprudent, represented a decisively pro-monarchical camp active in late Safavid 

Iran that still maintained reverence for philosophy and elite forms of Sufism.319 To 

corroborate his theories of monarchical politics, Sabzavārī cited numerous traditions and 

exempla from canonical Shīʿī sources as well as different historical and literary works in 

circulation in the mid-11th/17th century Safavid capital.  

 The first half of the work— comprising “That which is incumbent upon the king 

to achieve salvation and eternal deliverance and the relationship to divine unity”— is 

divided up into different chapters pertaining to sin, belief, prayer, law, commanding right, 

and other characteristics of pious kings. The fourth chapter is dedicated to repentance 

(tawba) and contains sections on the definition of repentance, the appropriate times of 

repentance, differences in varieties of sin requiring acts of repentance, as well as relevant 

statements from different ʿulamā and supporting Qur’ānic referents.320 The fifth section 

                                                        

318 The latter half of the work contains most of the historical and biographical examples, Mullā Muḥammad 
Bāqir Sabzavārī, Rawḍat Al-Anwār ʿabbāsī Dar Akhlāq va Shīvah-Yi Kishvardārī, ed. Ismāʿīl Changīzī 
Ardahā’ī (Tehran: Mīrāṯ-i Maktūb, 1383). pp. 504-866.; We know that the published version of the treatise 
is an accurate representation of Sabzavārī’s thought given that it was produced from a handwritten copy 
that is today held at Majlis library. See, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Ms. 4647/1, ff. 1-233a.   
 
319 See Abisaab, Converting Persia. pp. 113, 125.; Saïd Arjomand has correctly acknowledged that many 
works like the Rawḍat al-anwār ʿabbāsī have not been sufficiently studied by historians of Islamic thought 
who still tend to reject the category of monarchy as worthy of consideration at all within Shīʿī Islam. Saïd 
Amir Arjomand, “Political Ethics and Public Law in the Early Qajar Period,” in Religion and Society in 
Qajar Iran, ed. Robert Gleave (New York: Routledge, 2009), 21–40. p. 37, n18. 
 
320 Sabzavārī, Rawḍat Al-Anwār ʿabbāsī Dar Akhlāq va Shīvah-Yi Kishvardārī. pp. 143-160.; His 
biographer, Mīrzā Abdullāh Afandī Iṣfahānī (d. 1130/1718), claims to have seen another title by Ṣadr Jahān 
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of this chapter on tawba contains five exempla pertaining to the repentance of (1) The 

Prophet Muḥammad’s companion, Thaʿlaba Anṣārī, (2) The Prophet Adam, (3) Shāh 

Ṭahmāsb, (4) the Amalekite king Kanʿān and his exchange with the prophet Ḏū’l-Kifl, 

and (5) the repentance of other companions of the Prophet Muḥammad.  

Sabzavārī clearly sources these five exempla along with the topics of the previous 

sections of his chapter on tawba directly from the treatise of Ṣadr Jahān Ṭabasī with 

emendations in wording, transcriptions of prophetic and imamic sources, and a few other 

details. While both treatises involve the same host of historical characters performing 

lessons of repentance towards God, Sabzavārī suppresses or ignores the other five 

exempla offered by Ṣadr Jahān. He may have considered these as having less to do with 

overtly Islamic themes— such as the popular legends of the ‘chivalrous butcher’ or the 

ʿAbbāsid prince ʿAlī b. al-Mā’mūn— as well as Ṣadr Jahān’s personal accounts of Mīr 

Ṭāhir Astarābādī and Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk who may have seemed entirely 

peripheral to the Safavid imperial imagination at this moment in history. As the status of 

popular literature in mid to late-11th/17th century Isfahan remains little-studied, a firmer 

                                                        

 

entitled Ḏakhīrat al-janna, which he says is a Persian work containing works of traditions (sunna), prayers, 
and belles-lettres. This may refer to yet another iteration of the same masterwork considered by this 
chapter. al-Mīrzā ʿAbdallāh Afandī Iṣfahānī, Riyāḍ Al-ʿulamā’ Wa-Ḥiyāḍ Al-Fuḍalā’, ed. Aḥmad Ḥusaynī, 
vol. 2, 6 vols. (Qum: Maktabat Āyyatullāh al-Marʿashī al-ʿĀmma, 1403). p. 91. 
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determination cannot presently be made as to other possible reasons for this apparent 

neglect.321 

Sabzavārī’s only explicit acknowledgement that he had read the work of Ṣadr 

Jahān occurs in the exemplum about the 940/1533-4 act of repentance of Shāh Ṭahmāsb, 

writing: “The conditions of it are according to what Ṣadr Jahān Ṭabasī had written in a 

book about some of the Quṭbshāhī kings,” and quoting, “and from that time until now, 

which is approaching forty years since his repentance that has endured resolutely unlike 

that of any other human...”322 We know from the wider content and structure of Ṣadr 

Jahān’s master text that Sabzavārī must have had access to it precisely so that he could 

ignore the relevant section about Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk while retaining other easily 

identifiable features of the text. These, of course, are known to us only through 

recovering the original manuscript sources described above and not simply the myth of 

Sulṭān-Qulī that survives in other works. It is a rare case in which we can prove the 

                                                        

321 On the one hand, we know that some vocal elements of Safavid society close to the capitol of Isfahan 
had begun waging a polemical battle against the tradition of the recitation of the Abū Muslim-Nāmah 
legends that celebrated an early Islamic hero who was not an imam. This cultural shift was very significant 
given that the Abū Muslim-Nāmah tradition was a hallmark of early Safavid activism among the Qizilbash 
who brought the Safavids to power. On the other hand, popular forms of mythic literature about the Safavid 
rulers themselves continued to be promoted by the court, which also may have worked to exclude other 
modern Shīʿī rulers from being considered custodians of imamic heritage. On the former, see chapter 8 
“Epics and Heresy: Writing Heterogeneity out of Shiʿi History” in Babayan, Mystics, Monarchs, and 
Messiahs: Cultural Landscapes of Early Modern Iran.; Although he over-emphasizes the fact that 
storytellers were persecuted by Safavid religious officers, see also Jean Calmard, “Popular Literature under 
the Safavids,” in Society and Culture in the Early Modern Middle East: Studies on Iran in the Safavid 
Period, ed. Andrew J. Newman, Islamic History and Civilization, Studies and Texts 46 (Boston: Brill, 
2003), 315–39.; On the duration of popular mythic histories into the late Safavid era, see A.H. Morton, 
“The Date and Attribution of the Ross Anonymous: Notes on a Persian History of Shah Ismā’īl I,” in 
Persian and Islamic Studies in Honor of P.W. Avery, ed. Charles Melville (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990), 179–212. 
 
322 Sabzavārī, Rawḍat Al-Anwār ʿabbāsī Dar Akhlāq va Shīvah-Yi Kishvardārī. pp. 167-8.; See also 
Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Ms. 4647/1, ff.  36a-37b.  
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existence of a literary work in a specific time and place precisely through its absence 

while demonstrating how the ‘original packaging’ of the myth has survived in its stead.  

Why would Sabzavārī have suppressed the exemplum of Sulṭān-Qulī in the 

production of a work of political ethics? Why would an Iranian political and religious 

officer not write the Quṭbshāhī origin myth into the fabric of later Safavid piety? As we 

do not have any other analogous example of hagiographic literature produced in the 

Deccan entering into Safavid Iran to help constitute the ideal political vision of itself, any 

answers to these questions must remain speculative. The original myth’s accommodating 

stance towards Sunnī Muslims could have dissuaded Sabzavārī. Likewise, the omen 

produced by the Niʿmatullāhī Sufi master that carried so much weight in its Deccan re-

telling during the mid-10th/16th century may have lost its luster long after the remaining 

members of the Iran-based Niʿmatullāhī leadership had completely folded under an 

imperial administration that no longer wished to negotiate with alternate symbols of 

political and spiritual legitimacy. The exemplum’s main thrust— positing Sulṭān-Qulī’s 

earlier and complete devotion to the Shīʿī Imams independent from any developments 

that unfolded in Iran under Shāh Ismāʿīl I and his successors— could not have been 

reconciled easily with the Safavid imperial vision as the sole custodian of that devotional 

legacy. Finally, it might seem entirely disingenuous to celebrate this hagiography more 

overtly given that Sabzavārī had completed his masterpiece by the time that the 

Quṭbshāhīs had succumbed, at least formally, to the Mughal empire. It would seem, then, 

that a Safavid religious officer fulfilled the hope of the Āq Quyūnlū Sultan Yaʿqūb by 
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suppressing the mythic rise of Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk in Iran—at least on the literary 

and discursive level.  

949-950/1542-3
Direct oral testimony 

from Sul??n-Qul? Qu?b 
al-Mulk to ?adr Jah?n 

?abas? in his war camp 
& Golkonda

By 1571
?adr Jah?n's composition of the 
Qu?bsh?h? origin myth into an 

ethical tratise known as the 
Margh?b al-qulub or other titles 

1026/1617
Myth excerpted into  

T?r?kh-i Sul??n 
Mu?ammad Qu?bsh?h

1644-5 
Myth excerpted by 

Sh?h Q??? Yazd? into 
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?Abdull?h Qu?bsh?h 
of Hyderabad  
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Sabzav?r? completes 
Raw?at al-anw?r 

?abb?s? in Isfahan, 
containing recension 
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Figure 9. More Complete Transmission of Quṭbshāhī Origin Myth 

 

1.14 Reviving Ancestral Saints  

 With the spiritual-temporal relationship between Iran and the Deccan erected in 

such a way, we should understand that the late vision of the Quṭbshāhī-Safavid 

partnership promoting Imāmī Shīʿism had to conform to an emerging set of new 

standards that would have rendered some aspects of the ‘original’ legend of Sulṭān-Qulī 

unpalatable in Isfahan. This dynamic may explain why Muʿizz al-Dīn Ardistānī invoked 
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a modified version of the legend so as not to privilege the Quṭbshāhīs at the expense of 

the Safavids or to rely upon Niʿmatullāhī devotion if he had sought a wider readership for 

his devotional treatise in Iran. While we cannot determine the reception of Shāh Qāżī 

Yazdī’s prognosticatory history beyond the court of ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh, we can easily 

imagine how the cues it contained would similarly fall upon deaf Safavid ears for its 

focus on Sufis legitimating the power of kings in the Indian subcontinent, as the omission 

by Sabzavārī suggests.  

By the middle of ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh’s reign, it had become virtually impossible 

to renew one of the twin pillars of historical Quṭbshāhī sovereignty by offering devotion 

to the Niʿmatullāhī leadership in Iran. By that era, that branch of the Niʿmatullāhiyya had 

effectively become extinguished. Niʿmatullāh Bāqī’s son and successor, Ghiyāth al-Dīn 

Mīr Mīrān, or Niʿmatullāh IV (d. 1000/1592) had sided with a regional governor in his 

rebellion against the early rule of Shāh ʿAbbās I.323 In the wake of this miscalculation, he 

and his sons never fully recovered the power and high office that their grandfather and 

great-grandfather had enjoyed under Shāh Ismāʿīl I and Shāh Ṭahmāsb. It may have been 

for this reason that Sultan Muḥammad-Qulī and Sultan Muḥammad Quṭbshāh had instead 

turned to the local and less renowned surviving branch of that family, as the episode of 

Shāh Muḥammad and Shāh Khwāndgār suggests. However, although the Iran-based 

branch had their estates in Yazd confiscated and added on to the crownlands (khāṣṣa) of 

                                                        

323 In his narrative about this episode, the Bijapur-based émigré historian, Rafīʿ al-Dīn Shīrāzī writes that an 
experience of Mīr Mīrān within a dream state compelled his political alliance with the local Afsharid 
Qizilbāsh leader, Bīktāsh Khān. This trope speaks to the other examples discussed earlier and below about 
the prognosticatory powers of Niʿmatullāhī leaders. Rafīʿ al-Dīn Shīrāzī, Taẕkirat al-mulūk, Bodleian 
Library, Oxford, Ms. Caps. Or. A. 5, f. 199b. 
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the Safavid empire, several of Mīr Mīrān’s descendants successfully fled this domestic 

persecution and reestablished themselves in Mughal India.324 The Quṭbshāhīs took notice. 

 Entering into this other Persianate imperial power did not significantly alter the 

devotional matrix of the Mughal regime that had already established a long tradition of 

favoring various Sufi orders. At best, it appears that the Niʿmatullāhī descendants were 

given estates and promoted as courtiers just like other noble families that fed off of the 

largesse of the imperial state. Connell contends that Mīr Mīrān’s grandson, known as Mīr 

Mīrān II (d. 1030/1621), appears to have been the last known descendant to have engaged 

in any spiritual activity— not as a powerful leader of an organized Sufi order, but as a 

wandering and impoverished qalandar.325 Yet, in our final telling of the powerful legacy 

of the myth of Quṭbshāhī sovereignty, we find ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh reaching out to the 

last known vestiges of his ancestral source of Sufi vilāyat. Only he did not turn to Iran, 

but to the ranks of nobility close to the Mughal throne.  

ʿAbdullāh appears to have sought to re-establish this spiritual bond by accessing 

Mīr Mīrān’s grandson, known as Mīrzā ʿAbd al-Kāfī (d. approx. 1666). When his father 

came to India, he was honored with a noble marriage, wedding the elder sister of Mumtāz 

Maḥal (d. 1631), the very wife of Shāh Jahān and the Mughal empress. Little is known 

about ʿAbd al-Kāfī’s early life or career in India, yet he likely enjoyed an elite education 

                                                        

324 Connell discusses the details of the downfall of the Yazd-based Niʿmatullāhī leadership.  See Connell, 
“The Nimatullahi Sayyids of Taft: A Study of the Evolution of a Late Medieval Iranian Sufi Tariqah.” pp. 
220-236. 
 
325 Connell.  p. 251-2. 
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at the Mughal court. Mention of his noble title, “Navāzish Khān,”326 first appears in the 

20th regnal year (1056/1646) of Shāh Jahān’s reign when he was granted an office and 

official rank.327 The solitary letter authored on behalf of ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh addresses 

him with this title of nobility. Given the letter’s mention of the name of the resident 

Safavid ambassador, Yādgār Beg, we may conjecture that it was composed shortly after 

his embassy on behalf of Shāh Ṣafī to the Mughal court where he was handsomely fêted 

between April and November of 1638, which was only two years after the death of 

ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh’s cousin, Shāh Khwāndgār.328 If this dating is correct, we should 

then presume that the sentiments contained in this letter are made in light of the 

imposition of tributary status forced upon the Quṭbshāhīs by the Mughals only two or 

three years earlier in the aforementioned inqiyādnāma, as well as their desperate need to 

re-establish a meaningful link with heirs to the Niʿmatullāhī mantle. 

The letter opens with many statements of the Quṭbshāhī sultan’s reverence for 

Navāzish Khān, and it draws attention immediately to his genealogy. He is referred to as, 

“a fortune and holiness-achieving Niʿmatullāhī, of genuine stock of the family of 

                                                        

326 The meaning of this title is not entirely clear: navāzish can mean a ‘caress’ or a soothing gesture, 
perhaps alluding to his personality or presence at court.  
 
327 Lāhūrī only mentions him as the court proceedings pertained to his official rank, Mullā ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd 
Lāhūrī, Pādshāhnāmah, ed. ʿAbd al-Raḥīm Mawlawī, Kabīr al-Dīn Aḥmad Mawlawī, and W. Nassau Lees, 
vol. 2, 2 vols. (Calcutta: Asiatic Society of Bengal, 1867). . 511, 609, 679, 732.; The later biography of 
Shāh Navāz Khān dates his reception of a royal title to around this time, yet clearly the Pādshāhnāmah 
states that he had already held the title as he was granted the rank of a thousand. See  Nawwāb Ṣamṣām-ud-
Daula Shāh Nawāz Khān Aurangābādī, The Maā̱ṯhir-Ul-Umarā: Being Biographies of the Muhammadan 
and Hindu Officers of the Timurid Sovereigns of India from 1500 to about 1780 A.D., ed. Baini Prashad, 
trans. H. Beveridge, vol. 2, 2 vols. (Calcutta: The Asiatic Society, 1952). pp. 389-90. 
 
328 On his arrival and departure to the Mughal court see, Lāhūrī, Pādshāhnāmah. pp. 93, 124-5.  
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grandeur and esteem.” The letter then obliquely gestures towards his maternal lineage, 

which, at this critical juncture in the fortunes of the beleaguered Quṭbshāhī sultanate, 

could not be ignored: “Noble of two lineages (najīb al-ṭarafayn) of the [Mughal] dynasty 

of grandeur and of glory...  joined to the shadow of instruction and affection of his loftiest 

excellency, the divine shadow of the caliph of mercifulness [i.e. Shāh Jahān]…” After 

several more expressions of favor towards the Mughal throne, the letter turns to the 

sultan’s reason for writing:  

The bouquet of the spring orchard of moral sincerity who was able to deserve the 
adornment of manifest strength [and] who accompanied the honor of the state 
apparatus (ʿizzat-i dastgāh), Yādgār Beg, perfumed the nose of friendship in the 
most auspicious moment. Because the relationship of sincerity and the 
steadfastness of the majestic lineage of that mature sapling is the exercise of 
hereditary nobility and fame, then be vigilant! For as it is, if the pleasing nature 
and the satisfactory disposition of distinguished nobles is proper, then the revival 
of the honorable tradition of the incomparable ancestors (iḥyā-yi sunnat-i saniyya-
yi ijdād-i ʿizām) will be brought about through [these very same] hallowed traits. 
The rose garden of friendships shall be made verdant through the ceaseless 
droplets of the vessel of the one who observes integrity. Through the exigency of 
the magnificent traditions of the propitious ancestors and the threshold of the 
refuge of the caliphate (iqtiżā’-yi āṯār-i jamīla-yi ābā-yi kirām u dargāh-i 
khilāfat-panāh), do not lose the management of the rites of safeguarding 
supernatural power (sar-rishtih-i marāsim-i ḥifẓ al-ghayb-ra az dast nadahand), 
and do not neglect in observing the procedures of the strength of friendship (dar 
nigāh-dāsht-i qavāʿid-i matīn-i dūstī furūguẕāsht nakun), and always be blissful 
in unquestioningly comprehending the imperial affectations happily and joyfully 
(hamīshih bih shumūl-i ʿawāṭif bī darīgh shāhanshāhī musrūr u mubtahij budah 
shādkām bāshand).329 
 

                                                        

329 British Library, Ms. Add. 6600, f. 41a.; Connell mentions this letter, but only to state that ʿAbdullāh 
Quṭbshāh greeted Navāzish Khān as a Niʿmatullāhī descendant without discussion the motivations or 
purpose of making this connection. Connell, “The Nimatullahi Sayyids of Taft: A Study of the Evolution of 
a Late Medieval Iranian Sufi Tariqah.” p. 252. 
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ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh had identified that access to the source of esoteric blessings that 

granted his ancestors sovereign power now teetered on the verge of complete annihilation 

within the imperial mythos of the powerful Mughal state. In the tradition of his 

grandfather, Akbar, Shāh Jahān had promoted the Mughal claim to caliphal status as well 

as the trappings of divinely sanctioned kingship owed to him by virtue of his own 

Timurid descent.330 The Quṭbshāh’s call for Navāzish Khān not to forfeit the rites of 

Niʿmatullāhī power obviously works in the sultan’s favor to ingratiate him to the imperial 

state that threatens not only his rule, but the existential fact of his dynasty’s mythic 

sovereignty. The backing of a highly regarded doyen of the Niʿmatullāhī family—even 

one firmly ensconced within the Mughal imperial household—could, theoretically, 

bolster Quṭbshāhī claims to be left in power. Yet, even the sultan acknowledges that 

cultivating this exiled Sufi heir to achieve distinguished status like his ancestors would 

have to come about through winning the hearts and minds of other nobles as well as the 

Mughal emperor himself through proper codes of proscribed elite conduct.331  

 Reflecting upon Fischel’s earlier diagnosis of myth-making in the Deccan 

Sultanates as ‘weak’ attempts at manufacturing status on par with their imperial 

neighbors, we may incline towards interpreting the Quṭbshāhī overture to a Mughal noble 

as a similarly feeble attempt to rejuvenate an already crumbling emblem of legitimacy. 
                                                        

330 Although the second Mughal ruler, Hūmāyūn, is said to have also been described by Khwāndamīr as 
“pādshāh khilāfat-panāh” or “emperor defender of the caliphate.” Faruqui, The Princes of the Mughal 
Empire, 1504–1719. p. 62. 
 
331 These sentiments are reflected in another letter authored by the Quṭbshāhī statesman, Mīrzā Niẓām al-
Dīn Aḥmad of the Dashtakī family, sent to Navāzish Khān, that appears to reinforce much of the same 
dynamics between both states and expresses the sincere Quṭbshāhī devotion to his paternal lineage as well 
as the Mughal claims of Sufi kingship. British Library, Ms. Add. 6600, ff. 59a-60a. 



 

 185 

But the negotiations between earlier Quṭbshāhī courtiers and the Yazd-based Niʿmatullāh 

Bāqī also revolved around mundane political issues that were leveraged with the Safavid 

state by virtue of the mythic relationship between the sultanate and the Sufi family. We 

should consider whether the Mughal overture fits a larger pattern of religio-temporal self-

fashioning in which saintly affectations translated into symbolic capital that could be 

invoked at opportune moments of political necessity—both at times of strength as well as 

relative political weakness. This is not to say that Quṭbshāhīs, Mughals, Safavids, or any 

other Persianate regime lived in constant devout reverence blindly following their 

spiritual masters. Instead, they negotiated the boundaries and depth of those relationships 

and fashioned the manners and stature of those figureheads to suit their immediate needs. 

In other words, they made their spiritual masters as much, if not more so, than their 

masters made them spiritual adherents. In this way, contact with the nominal head of the 

Niʿmatullāhī family maintained the efficacy of those instruments of power.  

1.15 Relatives Long Gone, but Not Forgotten  

  While the hoped for Niʿmatullāhiyya revival in Mughal India did not unfold, the 

erstwhile relationship between the ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh and remnants of the Dashtakī-

Niʿmatullāhī family that nurtured him in his youth endured to a limited extent. Contact 

was maintained with the daughter of Mīr Quṭb al-Dīn Niʿmatullāh Dashtakī Shīrāzī who 

had settled in Iran and acted as an intermediary with the Safavid emperor to secure 

capital and other properties inside of Iran. A letter of request was issued between 
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December and January of 1665-6 (Jumādī II, 1076)332 from the Quṭbshāhī court to this 

daughter, appealing for her to intercede at the Safavid court to assist Ḥakīm Muḥammad 

Taqī Shīrāzī “or another master of ḥikmat trained in the manner of the reputable ḥakīms 

of the Solomonic court… to be sent from amidst the station of world-adorned affections 

of the murshid [Shāh ʿAbbās II].” As a member of the Dashtakī family of Shiraz herself, 

her word would curry the emperor’s favor and facilitate his passage.333  

 Like the earlier letter sent to the Mughal noble, this request underscores the 

pragmatism inherent in these relationships that transcend commonly held ideas of 

spiritual reverence for Imāmī scholars and discipleship towards the heirs of prominent 

Sufi orders. Although gestures towards noble lineage remain the primary idiom in which 

requests are posed, the titles are muted and the functional import of their immediate 

concerns receives greater attention. In this way, we can see that political relationships of 

a practical sort lie at the heart of sovereign myths. These familial, patronage, and other 

political relationships must be more closely scrutinized alongside the transmission of the 

myths themselves in order that we may understand the habitations of sovereignty and 

religion that worked dialectically within these exchanges.   

                                                        

332 Several praise poems called the ‘Nine Decorations’ (Nuh arā’yish) by a Muḥamamd Taqī Shīrāzī are 
dedicated to ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh on the occasion of major Muslim holidays. These seem to have been 
composed in 1054/1644-5, and if by the same figure, could suggest his attendance at Hyderabad much 
earlier. Bodleian Library, Oxford, Ms. Ouseley 120, ff. 91b-104b. 
 
333 The letter states that a peer ḥakīm named Abū’l-Qāsim Shīrāzī, who had already joined the court in 
Hyderabad, has recommended that Muḥammad Taqī be advised not to ask directly for his own permission 
to depart from Iran, but instead to express his loyalty to the emperor before indirectly bringing up the 
strong bond between him and his émigré predecessor. In this way, the attention of the emperor shall 
naturally incline towards his own status and desire to make the journey to the Deccan as well. Aḥmad 
ʿAllāmah Falsafī, ed., Makātibāt-i Sulṭān ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh (Tehran: Markaz Isnād va Tārīkh-i 
Dīplumāsī, 1386). pp. 70-72. 
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1.16 Conclusions 

 This chapter has shown how conventional historical studies of Islam in the 

Deccan Sultanates fail to capture the nuance of multi-layered networks transporting 

actors of different Sufi and Shīʿī stripes in and out of courtly spaces. In the self-styled 

Shīʿī courts, membership in and patronage of Sufi orders was anything but anathema 

throughout the 10th/16th and well into the 11th/17th centuries. Analyzing the original 

template for the legend of Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk, the religious context of its 

production, as well as its historical re-dedications and echoes, we observe the continued 

presence of Sufi tropes interjected into an overtly Shīʿī mythic legend. While redactions 

of that legend prove that late-stage efforts were made to refine and bolster Sulṭān-Qulī’s 

alleged genealogical ties to an earlier Turkman tribal dynasty in Iran, even those efforts 

sought not only to maintain, but also to strengthen the explicit bond between Sulṭān-Qulī 

and his Niʿmatullāhī Sufi pīr.  

This chapter has also shown how a more capacious historical narrative can 

account for the latitudinarian currents typifying early-modern Persianate Islam and its 

political associations in the Deccan Sultanate of Golkonda-Hyderabad. This retelling 

argues through demonstration for a structural shift away from national or other 

geographically restrictive approaches to performing the venture of Islamic cultural and 

intellectual history. By closely attending to the fragmented archive and weighing 

evidence around seemingly-paradoxical interests within these human networks, we are 

able to trace the accretionary elements of specific ideas that attain varied degrees of 

signification over time and refashion historical Muslim identities outside of the 
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oppressive narratives developed under overly rigid and modern ideas of sectarian 

identity. In doing so, we realize that spiritual associations and human networks linked 

late Timurid Herat to Safavid Yazd and Shiraz, Niẓāmshāhī Ahmadnagar, Quṭbshāhī 

Golkonda and Hyderabad, and the Mughal imperial domains irrespective of the formal 

sectarian orientations of these ruling regimes.  

 In order to move forward in telling the story of Deccan Shīʿism and its intellectual 

rubrics in subsequent chapters, we must remember that elite cultural and religious 

attitudes from the late-Safavid era cannot be retrojected onto the worldviews of actors in 

earlier temporalities. In the same fashion, we cannot uncritically project hegemonic 

currents of Safavid religion across the Sea of Oman to exemplify the Shīʿī culture of the 

Deccan in synchronic contexts as the experience with Sufism has shown. The dearth of 

underexplored manuscript sources must guide our way until more nuanced cultural and 

intellectual histories of the Deccan can be made to stand upon more solid ground.  

With half of the legend of Sulṭān-Qulī surviving only to a limited extent, the other 

half—predicated upon renewing the blessings of the Shīʿī Imams—must be interrogated 

to see how, and to what extent, it survives the changing fortunes of the Deccan. As we 

ended this chapter with a Shīʿī king authoring a letter to his aunt in Iran to facilitate the 

arrival of an expert ḥakīm to his court, we must understand this as part of the same 

pragmatic need for political utility that resides at the heart of sovereign myths of devotion 

to the Imams. In the subsequent chapters, we see how patronage of Shīʿī ḥakīms, not 

jurists, helped renew that covenant. 
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Timeline of Events Related to Quṭbshāhī Myth 

1422 Death of the Chishtī Saint Gīsūdarāz and Fīrūz Shah Bahmanī in Gulbarga 

1431 Death of Niʿmatullāh Valī in Iran  

1436 Death of Aḥmad Shah Bahmanī in Bidar 

1494 Sulṭān-Qulī appointed vicegerent over Telangana, Death of Niʿmatullāh II  

1501 Self-proclamation of Ismāʿīl I and imposition of Imāmī Shīʿism on Iran 

1518 Death of Maḥmūd Shah Bahmanī II, nominal independence of Sulṭān-Qulī  

1520 Shah Ṭāhir arrives to the Deccan 

1524 Death of Shah Ismāʿīl I, enthronement of Shah Ṭahmāsb 

1533-4 Shāh Ṭahmāsb’s First Act of Repentance, Ṣadr Jahān Ṭabasī resides in Yazd  

1542-3 Ṣadr Jahān Ṭabasī claims to enter Golkonda from Ahmadnagar 

1543 Assassination of Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk ordered by his son, Jamshīd  

1548-9 Death of Shah Ṭāhir  

1550 Death of Jamshīd Quṭbshāh, enthronement of Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh  

1555-6 Shāh Ṭahmāsb’s Second Act of Repentance  

1563-4 Death of Nūr al-Dīn Bāqī Niʿmatullāh III 

1565 Deccan Sultans destroy Vijayanagara, Muṣṭafá Khān departs Golkonda for hajj,  

  enters ʿĀdilshāhī service  

1571 Terminus ante quem for composition of Ṣadr Jahān’s Marghūb al-qulūb 

1576 Death of Shah Ṭahmāsb  

1580 Death of Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh, enthronement of Muḥammad-Qulī Quṭbshāh Muṣṭafá 

  Khān assassinated in Niẓāmshāhī realm  
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1612 Death of Muḥammad-Qulī and enthronement of Muḥammad Quṭbshāh 

1617 Anonymous author completes Tārīkh-i Sulṭān Muḥammad Quṭbshāh  

1626  Death of Muḥammad Quṭbshāh, enthronement of ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh 

1636 Death of ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh’s cousin, Shāh Khwāndgār 

1644-5 Shāh Qāżī Yazdī completes Nukāt-i davām-i dūdmān-i quṭbshāhī 

1647 Terminus ante quem for transcription of Risāla dar tawba for Ibn Khātūn ʿĀmilī 

1662-3  Muḥammad Bāqir Sabzavārī completes Rawḍat al-anwār ʿabbāsī in Isfahan 

1672  Death of ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh, enthronement of Abū’l-Ḥasan Quṭbshāh 

1673-7 Muḥammad Mufīd Bāfqī discovers Tārīkh-i Sulṭān Muḥammad Quṭbshāh in  

  Hyderabad 

1829 John Briggs publishes History of the rise of the Mohamedan power in India, till  

  the year A.D. 1612, extracting myth from the Tārīkh-i Sulṭān Muḥammad  

  Quṭbshāh  

1955 Vladimir Minorsky publishes “The Qara-Qoyunlu and the Quṭb-shāhs,” drawing  

  attention to the ‘lost’ Marghūb al-qulūb  
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Part II: The Gilani Diaspora of Muslim South Asia, 10th/16th 
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Chapter 2: Mapping the Gilani Diaspora in South Asia, 10th/16th 
Century   

 
He sought from Gilan, the Land of Kushyār  

the source of the craft, to make his ḥikmat endure, 
          At the threshold of the laboratory of the ḥakīm, 

where Ibn Sīnā’s heir has settled,  
            Yet, only a few who have learned his ḥikmat 

have found its jewel, that he plucked from the seafoam334   
 

—Mullā Muḥammad Taqī b. Shaykh ʿAlī Lāhijī 
known as “Lā Adrī ” (fl. Deccan, 1650s)335 

2.1 Introduction 

On a Spring day in 1481 in the Bahmanī Sultanate capital of Bidar, the chief minister lost 

his head. “Khwāja Jahān” ʿImād al-Dīn Maḥmūd Gīlānī, better known as “Maḥmūd Gāvān,” had 

been accused of treasonous machinations against the sultan, Muḥammad Bahmanī III (r. 1463-

82). The officer, who had arrived three decades earlier as a merchant and trader of horses had 

risen rapidly through the ranks of the state and fought to expand its borders across the entire 

Deccan Plateau.336 As recorded in Firishtah’s history, he was struck down by a slave-soldier on 

                                                        

334 The first stanza refers to the famous mathematician and astronomer, Abū’l-Ḥasan Kushyār b. Labbān b. 
Bashahrī Gīlānī (d. 1029), a peer of Abū’l-Rayḥān al-Bīrūnī. The dedication of the poem is not mentioned. 
Bahāʼ al-Dīn Amlashī (Mīzān), Gūshah-Hāʼī Az Tārīkh-i Gīlān (Tehran: Chāpkhānah-yi Bahman, 1352). p. 
30. 
 
335 The name of this poet is identified in a marginal note in the handwriting of Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Gīlānī 
next to one of Lā Adrī’s poems praising Gīlānī, dating from around 1653-4, apparently dedicated in 
Hyderabad. Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Gīlānī, Shajara-yi dānish, Hyderabad, Government Oriental Manuscripts 
Library and Research Institute, Ms. Majāmīʿ 39, f. 434a.  
 
336 We should consider his title, ‘Khwāja,’ following Mortel’s study of Khwāja biographies of 9th/15th and 
10th/16th century Arabia. The title was “a mark of respect, bestowed on a merchant by his peers, when he 
had achieved a certain standard of wealth and power.” This stands in contradistinction to the 
characterization of Ira Lapidus who considered the title relating more to administration with only an 
incidental connection to commerce. Richard T. Mortel, “The Mercantile Community of Mecca during the 
Late Mamlūk Period,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, Third Series 4, no. 1 (1994): 15–35.pp. 19-20.  
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the sultan’s orders in front of the entire court. His account of Maḥmūd Gāvān’s execution reveals 

that he was not the only victim of the sultan’s wrath. The executioner decapitated the minister’s 

confidante, an officer called Assad Khān Gīlānī, who was also attending court on that 

inauspicious occasion. When the sultan later inquired into the finances of his late minister to seek 

to justify his decision retroactively as if to prove that he had been pilfering funds from the royal 

treasury, he turned to a fellow compatriot of the two dead courtiers named Niẓām al-Dīn Ḥasan 

Gīlānī. As the royal treasurer, this third officer from Gilan could only corroborate the loyal 

frugality and charity of the freshly decapitated vizier.337  

Perhaps due to his seemingly-exceptional status as a regent and pillar of Bahmanī power, 

the wider rule to which Maḥmūd Gāvān’s career otherwise conformed has not been studied in any 

depth.338 Gāvān’s attendance alongside two other compatriots from his homeland signifies one 

stage in a near-continual presence of administrators, merchants, and scholars hailing from Gilan 

who made their fortunes in the Deccan. As this region was an entrepôt for Persianate ḥikmat and 

Shīʿī scholarship into South Asia where it was integrated at the elite level of the royal courts, the 

fingerprints of Gilan’s émigré community may be found in nearly every corner of this history of 

                                                        

 

 
337 Briggs, History of the Rise of the Mahomedan Power in India, till the Year A.D. 1612, Translated from 
the Original Persian of Mahomed Kasim Ferishta, 1829. pp. 508-515. 
 
338 Haroon Khan Sherwani, Mahmud Gawan: The Great Bahmani Wazir (Allahabad: Kitābistān, 1942).; 
Emma Jane Flatt, “Practicing Friendship: Epistolary Constructions of Social Intimacy in the Bahmani 
Sultanate,” Studies in History 33, no. 1 (2017): 61–81.; See also Chapter 3, “Mahmud Gawan (1411-1481): 
Deccanis and Westerners,” in Richard M. Eaton, A Social History of the Deccan, 1300-1761: Eight Indian 
Lives (Cambridge University Press, 2005). pp. 59-78.; Two Iranian sources have begun to draw attention to 
the long-term presence of Gilani scholars in India and the Deccan, however these studies largely excerpt 
more in-depth biographies produced in other works and make few connections between the individual 
biographies, see Aḥmad Samīʿī Gīlānī, “Gīlāniyān-i Muhājir Bih Diyār-i Hind,” Farhangistān Zibān va 
Adab-i Fārsī 1, no. 1 (2013 1392): 9–26.; See also Sayyid ʻAbbās Āzmūdah, Gīlāniyān dar diyār-i Hind 
(Rasht: Intishārāt-i Bulūr, 1394).  
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exchange. The sustained circulation of the Gilan-origin scholars and administrators throughout 

the Deccan reveals a longue-durée connection between the seeming-fringes of northern Iran and 

the southern Indian subcontinent endured despite the rise and fall of successive regimes and 

changes in their sectarian outlook on either end of this network. 

A quarter century after Sanjay Subrahmanyam published his study on “Iranians abroad” 

detailing their contributions to early-modern state formation in South Asia, virtually no studies 

have sought to go beyond the macro-level examination of broad migration patterns from Iran to 

its geographic partners.339 This chapter teases out a more specific and localized network within 

that migration vector of Muslim scholars and administrators hailing from independent Kārkiyā’ī 

Gilan (1387-1591) who served in the Deccan from the high Bahmanī era through the late Deccan 

Sultanate era. Bound by kin and craft, the Gilanis are one among many diverse scholastic cultures 

participating in the reformulation of Shīʿī Islam as it came to be sanctioned by many kings of the 

Deccan as their preferred sectarian posture.340 These scholars not only shaped the character of 

scholasticism transmitted within the Deccan courts but also within the Mughal court as well due 

to its many denizens who entered into service in the north and in spite of the Mughals’ nominal 

declaration of their adherence to the Sunnī creed.  

Bound in ancestry, language, and religion, these émigrés circulated as a unique “inter-

Asian mobile society” west to the Hijaz and east across the Indian Ocean at least as far as Siam 

                                                        

339 Subrahmanyam acknowledges that by the latter 11th/17th century at Hyderabad, “ethnic solidarity here 
gave way to a far more complex struggle, and we can only wonder whether ties of blood and marriage, or 
of region of origin in Iran, had any role to play in the manner lines were drawn.”  Subrahmanyam, “Iranians 
Abroad: Intra-Asian Elite Migration and Early Modern State Formation.”, quote from p. 358. 
 
340 On reading the history of Yazd as one such space that may contest narratives emanating from the 
imperial center see, see “Going Local” in Derek J. Mancini-Lander, “Memory on the Boundaries of 
Empire: Narrating Place in the Early Modern Local Historiography of Yazd” (PhD Thesis, University of 
Michigan, 2012). pp. 10-13. 
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through commercial networks that cannot be divorced from how we understand their political or 

other scholarly impact.341 Following on the work of Bayly and Subrahmanyam, we should 

consider members of this diaspora operating as “portfolio capitalists,” who engaged in highly 

diversified activities to guard against economic precarity.342 While elite families maintained 

estates in the lush plains of Gilan and served the Kārkiyā’ī state in various administrative posts, 

their nephews and cousins traded silk in the markets at Aleppo, while others served as court 

physicians, jurists, and military officers in Hyderabad and Bijapur.  

This historical reality demands that we not lose sight of the material and monetary 

motivations that brought elite Gilani scholars into Indo-Persian courts. Masashi Haneda has 

described Iranian émigrés in South Asia motivated by “honour and fortune” while considering 

their Indian counterparts who traversed the same corridors in the opposite direction as interested 

merely in “economic profit.”343 Idealizing Iranians in culturally superior terms risks 

                                                        

341 I intend this label as it is applied by Engseng Ho to refer to human communities whose mobility defies 
the labels of the ‘local’ and ‘global’ within Asia, underscoring the breakdown of modern social theory 
presuming an “internalist and constitutionalist view of what society is.” The endurance and ubiquity of 
inter-Asian mobile societies demand that we reconceive definitions of sovereignty, borders, and notions of 
territoriality as identitarian markers. See  Engseng Ho, “Inter-Asian Concepts for Mobile Societies,” The 
Journal of Asian Studies 76, no. 4 (2017): 907–28. p. 910. ; In 1659, a Gilani administrator named ʿAbd al-
Razzāq came to power as vizier in Siam. See Muḥammad Rabīʿ b. Muḥammad Raḥīm Ibrāhīm, The Ship of 
Sulaimān, trans. John O’Kane (New York: Columbia University Press, 1972). pp. 97, 245n13.; See also, M. 
Ismail Marcinkowski, “The Iranian-Siamese Connection: An Iranian Community in the Thai Kingdom of 
Ayutthaya,” Iranian Studies 35, no. 1/3 (2002): 23–46. 
 
342 Sanjay Subrahmanyam and C.A. Bayly, “Portfolio Capitalists and the Political Economy of Early 
Modern India,” The Indian Economic & Social History Review 25, no. 4 (1988): 401–24. 
 
343 He writes, “At the same time, however, it must not be forgotten that the emigration was always one way, 
from Iran to India. No person of Indian origin is known to have attained high position at the Safavid court. 
At the political and cultural levels, the stream of people flowed from west to east. On the other hand, a 
number of Indian merchants went to Iran in the seventeenth century. […] A number of Iranian people 
possessing sophisticated Persian culture emigrated from Iran to India seeking honour and fortune, while 
many Indian merchants moved from India to Iran looking for economic profit.” Masashi Haneda, 
“Emigration of Iranian Elites to India during the 16th-18th Centuries,” in L’Heritage Timouride: Iran, Asie 
Centrale, Inde XVe-XVIIIe Siecles, by Maria Szuppe (Tashkent: L’Institut français d’Etudes sur l’Asie 
centrale, 1997), 129–43. pp. 137-138. 
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mischaracterizing their political efforts and high-minded scholarship as economically 

disinterested. As we see below, ‘fortunes’ were certainly won from Indian kings and viziers. But 

many court scholars and administrators first entered the Deccan as relatively humble spice 

merchants and horse traders just like Maḥmūd Gāvān and remained so even in spite of winning 

high offices. While celebrating the careers of the Iranian émigrés, Deccan and Mughal 

historiography alike remain brief if not entirely silent about their mercantile origins. Ultimately, 

much more than a “trade diaspora,” their political and religious entanglements in their diasporic 

homes should be understood as components of the diversified portfolios that granted them 

economic stability and advantage within a highly competitive world in which courtly patronage 

augmented their acquisition of capital between Iran, India, and the Deccan.344  

Telling their story before and in the wake of the Safavid conquests of Kārkiyā’ī Gilan in 

1567 and 1591, we are able to reconfigure the terrain of religious and scholastic exchange as they 

redeployed to other nodal points within this longstanding regional network. By examining the 

network from its local capitol at Lahijan or its many diasporic homes at Jeddah, Goa, or Agra, we 

also better understand how their scholarship may be considered ‘at home’ in different territories, 

fusing far-flung communities into a common syndicate of intellectual exchange.   

The facility of this society to circulate into different courtly spaces where they leveraged 

patronage attests to the wider hunger within Indo-Persian courts for inquiry into the various 

branches of ḥikmat mastered by Gilan’s elite scholars. Shaping views of the cosmos, the natural 

world, and the place of humans within that matrix directly reflected the political theologies of 

                                                        

 

 
344 Here I am referring to the classic study, Philip D. Curtin, Cross-Cultural Trade in World History (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1984). pp. 1-14.  
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Muslim states that sought power of a certain cosmic order in contradistinction to Indic, European, 

as well as Muslim others in their midst.345 By attending to the cultural and intellectual similarities 

expressed across borders by the Gilani diaspora, we understand how the religious history of the 

Deccan Sultanates and Kārkiyā’ī Gilan together shared in the wider trans-regional story of 

Islamic early-modernity that unfolded beyond the confines of the Safavid and Mughal capitals. 

To tell this history, this chapter begins by surveying some of the careers of attested 

members of the Gilani diaspora during the late Bahmanī and early Sultanate era to demonstrate 

the sheer ubiquity of this community throughout the Deccan. Pivoting to Kārkiyā’ī Gilan, we then 

observe how elites trained in medicine and complementary branches of rational and occult 

sciences remained a cornerstone of the state apparatus during its transitional history from Zaydī to 

Imāmī Shīʿism. Scattered statements suggest that it was the ḥakīms as a professional class who 

increasingly promoted the Imāmī creed in late Kārkiyā’ī Gilan and encouraged the conversion of 

its ruling family and other local communities. Despite these changes, continued economic and 

political precarity seem to have driven many talented ḥakīms to seek patronage from the kings of 

the Deccan, where they had already enjoyed longstanding partnerships. In this setting, I embed 

the life and career of several prominent members of the Gilani diaspora who served between 

Portuguese Goa, Niẓāmshāhī Ahmadnagar, Quṭbshāhī Golkonda, and the itinerant Mughal 

capitol. The perambulations of two particular members of this community—Shams al-Dīn Gīlānī, 

alternatively known as ‘Khwāja Jahān’ or ‘Ḥakīm al-Mulk,’ and his nephew, ʿAlī Gīlānī—tie 

                                                        

345 I echo Subrahmanyam’s call for a “reconfigured” understanding of Europe and Asia in the early-modern 
era as a story told about Europe in Asia, specifically to reconfigure Iran and South Asia on a more intimate 
level through very specific human communities that traversed their fluid cultural borders. As Europeans 
realized imperial ambitions in Asia, the two neighboring Muslim empires also trafficked ideas and talent to 
a much greater extent than has been appreciated in classical studies predicated upon the designs of central 
governmental administrations. See,  Sanjay Subrahmanyam, “Connected Histories: Notes towards a 
Reconfiguration of Early Modern Eurasia,” Modern Asian Studies 31, no. 3 (1997): 735–62. 
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these regions together and demonstrate how members of this diaspora could reinvent themselves 

to suit the administrative demands of different kings. By reading a variety of courtly letters, 

biographies, and medical treatises, we understand that attempts to study them strictly as ḥakīms 

theorizing about philosophical and medical issues would obscure important parts of their life 

trajectories and fail to account for the vast political work that they undertook as courtly 

administrators and merchants alongside their lives as court scholars. It is precisely these overtly 

political connections that allowed them, and ʿAlī Gīlānī in particular, to cultivate a scholarly 

circle in the shadow of the Mughal throne where he trained other members of the Gilani diaspora 

in medicine and other branches of ḥikmat after the Safavids had conquered his homeland and 

scattered many more talented scholars to seek professional posts in South Asia. As these students 

floated between other Indo-Persian courts over the next half-century, the rationalist, occult, and 

other gnostic intellectual productivity of this community signified many of the overtly political 

tools   

This chapter helps us stage our discussion in the next chapter about the life and career of 

Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Gīlānī (hereafter, Gīlānī) who represents one culmination of the Deccan 

recruitment of Iranian talent in general and those connected to the scholastic community 

emerging from Gilan in particular. During the latter Deccan Sultanate era of the 11th/17th century, 

Gīlānī represents the endurance of that very network, and his intellectual life cannot be reduced to 

a more proximate Quṭbshāhī predilection for hosting scholars trained close to the latter Safavid 

court—the so-called ‘School of Isfahan.’ Instead, the more entrenched tradition of Gilan-Deccan 

exchange envelops his immediate training and challenges the explanatory power of the center-

periphery binary implied by an exclusive focus on the Deccan investment in scholars trained in 
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the scholastic corridors of the latter Safavid capitol as the only consequential site of Shīʿī 

knowledge-production. 346 347  

2.2 The Gilani Diaspora in the Bahmanī Sultanate & Early Deccan Sultanates  

In the Deccan, names and vague associations of the Gilani diaspora fade in and out of 

Persianate histories. Without any authoritative locally-produced biographical dictionaries to aid in 

mapping this human network, reading between other fragmented sources like courtly letters and 

medical treatises can begin to fill these silences.  

The imprint of scholarly talent arriving from Gilan to the Deccan can be traced at least as 

early as the reign of Fīrūz Shāh Bahmanī (r. 1397-1422). In 810/1407-8, the sultan ordered one of 

his courtiers and a master of rational sciences named Ḥasan ibn ʿAlī Gīlānī to construct an 

observatory in the town of Balaghat near Dawlatabad.348 Although this institution was never 

                                                        

346 A consensus over what geographies constitute a ‘Safavid center’ is lacking. Most would contend that 
Tabriz, Qazvin, and Isfahan as imperial capitals constituted the political and ideological centers of Safavid 
Iran. Yet other major cities like Shiraz, Mashhad, Herat, and Yazd that continued to produce scholarly 
talent before and after the Safavid ascendancy do not so easily appear as peripheral spaces to the story of 
intellectual history and religion. On the center/periphery dynamics, see Rudi Matthee, “Relations between 
the Center and the Periphery in Safavid Iran: The Western Borderlands v. the Eastern Frontier Zone,” The 
Historian 77, no. 3 (2015): 431–63.; See also Rudi Matthee, “The Safavid-Ottoman Frontier: Iraq-i Arab as 
Seen by the Safavids,” International Journal of Turkish Studies 9, no. 1/2 (Summer 2003): 157–73.;.; On 
the uniqueness of the Caspian littoral states, see Charles Melville, “The Caspian Provinces: A World Apart 
Three Local Histories of Mazandaran,” Iranian Studies 33, no. 1/2 (2000): 45–91. 
 
347 I do not mean to suggest that Isfahan was a scholastic backwater. If anything, it was a major center of 
Islamic learning for centuries, at least as far back as the ʿAbbasid era. Yet, the conventional narrative of 
Safavid scholasticism suggests that after 1598 when Shāh ʿAbbās I moved the Safavid capital permanently 
to Isfahan did the scholastic culture that had been managed in Qazvin, Mashhad, and Shiraz, and other 
cities become re-focused with vigor to train a new generation of scholars in religious and rational sciences. 
On the earlier developments, see  Maryam Moazzen, “Shiʿite Higher Learning and the Role of the 
Madrasa-Yi Sulṭānī in Late Safavid Iran” (University of Toronto, 2011). pp. 39-49.  
 
348 al-Hasanī,  ʿAbd al-Ḥayy ibn Fakhr al-Dīn, Nuzhat al-khawāṭir wa-bahjat al-masāmiʿ wa-al-nawāẓir. p. 
245.; The translator of Firishta, John Briggs, notes that at the time of his translation in 1829, the extant 
structure of the observatory is still found in the vicinity of Dawlatabad, however, “the present inhabitants 
have no notion of the object for which it was intended.” See John Briggs, History of the Rise of the 
Mahomedan Power in India, till the Year A.D. 1612, Translated from the Original Persian of Mahomed 
Kasim Ferishta, vol. 2, 4 vols. (London: Longman, Rees, Orme, Brown, and Green, 1829). p. 388, n.  
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completed, it was initiated over a decade earlier than the more prominent observatory at 

Samarqand founded by the Timurid prince, Ulugh Beg, whose astronomical achievements also 

relied upon the recruitment of other notable scholars from Gilan.349 While his is the earliest extant 

biography of a Gilani scholar in the Deccan, we must presume that a human corridor between 

these two regions had already existed around the time of the founding of the Kārkiyā’ī state in the 

late 8th/14th century. 

A century later, the historical record of the decline of the Bahmanī Sultanate 

demonstrates that many other officers hailing from Gilan pursued formal administrative posts in 

the Deccan and likely rode in on the coattails of the vizier Maḥmūd Gāvān. Shortly after his 

execution, officers from Gilan continued to play a central role in the fortunes of the fledgling 

Deccan Sultanates that emerged from the death throes of the Bahmanī state. The appointed 

governor over the port city of Goa under late Bahmanī rule had transferred its control to an 

officer named Najm al-Dīn Gīlānī. Upon his death, the port was taken over by one of his deputies 

called Bahādur Gīlānī, who came to control large swaths of the Konkan Coast, including the port 

of Dabul, as well as forts at Kulapur, Kulhar, Punala, Sirala, and Belgaum along the upland 

Western Ghats.350 At times allying himself with the secessionist Yūsuf ʿĀdilshāh of Bijapur, 

                                                        

 

 
349 The astronomer-geomancer hailing from eastern Gilan called ʿAbd al-Qādir b. Ḥasan Rūyānī Lāhījī 
(844/1440-925/1519) came to Herat and Samarqand to study under the renowned astronomer, ʿAlī Qushjī, 
himself a disciple of Ulugh Beg. Ghiyath al-Dīn Khwāndamīr, Rijāl-i kitāb-i ḥabīb al-siyar: az ḥamla-Yi 
Mughūl Tā Marg-i Shāh Ismaʻīl-i Avval, ed. ʿAbd al-Ḥusayn Navā’ī (Tehran: Shirkat-i Sahāmī-i Chāp, 
1324). p. 234. 
 
350 Briggs, History of the Rise of the Mahomedan Power in India, till the Year A.D. 1612, Translated from 
the Original Persian of Mahomed Kasim Ferishta, 1829. p. 529-30.; In the early 10th/16th century, Goa was 
a major entrepôt for trade to other ports of the western Indian Ocean and was populated—in the words of a 
Portuguese historian—by many “white men,” likely from the Caucus who entered as merchants, soldiers, 
and slaves in the employ of merchant-administrators. Duarte Barbosa, The Book of Duarte Barbosa: An 
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Bahādur Gīlānī established himself as a rebel and a pirate commander who plundered Gujarati 

ships up and down the western coast and resisted calls to align his administration with the central 

vision of the Bahmanī state. Around 900/1494, Sultan Maḥmūd II retained several vassals 

including the young Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk to reign in the wayward commander. Throughout 

the historical account of the Bahmanī pacification offered by the historian, Firishtah, he mentions 

how the rebel would continually dispatch his trusted assistant called Niʿmatullāh Gīlānī to 

negotiate terms with the royal camp.351 With the failure of these negotiations, the rebel army 

steadily lost territory, and the Bahmanī standard was raised above the retaken forts. With the 

death of Bahādur Gīlānī in battle a short while later, the sultan accepted the advice of one of his 

officers to grant the confiscated estates to yet another one of the deceased pirate commander’s 

compatriots— an officer named Malik ʿAyn al-Mulk Gīlānī. His appointment, it seems, attests to 

the already well-entrenched powers held by the Gilani diaspora over the Konkan Coast. The 

sultan’s favor, however, did not secure his service indefinitely, as this officer soon switched 

allegiances to serve under the first two independent ʿĀdilshāhī rulers of Bijapur who were busy 

cannibalizing the southwestern territory of the Bahmanī Sultanate. Eventually, ʿAyn al-Mulk 

Gīlānī also fell out of favor with Ibrāhīm ʿĀdilshāh I, and he made the practical decision to 

switch allegiances yet again. Only instead of turning to serve his former master or another one of 

                                                        

 

Account of the Countries Bordering on the Indian Ocean and Their Inhabitants, Written by Duarte Barbosa 
and Completed about the Year 1518 A.D., trans. Mansel Longworth Dames, vol. I, II vols. (London: 
Hakluyt Society, 1918). pp. 174-5.  
 
351 Briggs, History of the Rise of the Mahomedan Power in India, till the Year A.D. 1612, Translated from 
the Original Persian of Mahomed Kasim Ferishta, 1829. pp. 540-3. 
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the Deccan’s emerging Muslim kings, he sought a post from a local non-Muslim ruler, Aravīṭ 

Rāma Rāja (k. 1565) of nearby Vijayanagara.352  

As we observe, these many lesser-known Gilan-origin officers entrenched in the 

administrations of the Bahmanī state in the wake of their more noted predecessor evolved with 

the times and buttressed the newly independent sultans, and even aligned with the political 

competition further to the south that had historically fought the Muslim states of the Deccan. The 

religious boundary between Muslim and non-Muslim states, in contradistinction to the claims of 

Roy Fischel, did not determine the extent of the political fortunes of Iranian officers in general 

and the Gilan-origin officers among them.353 For even Malik ʿAyn al-Mulk Gīlānī petitioned for a 

set of villages that he controlled to be endowed as an agrahāram grant to benefit a group of 
                                                        

352 Briggs. p. 543.; Briggs, History of the Rise of the Mahomedan Power in India, till the Year A.D. 1612, 
Translated from the Original Persian of Mahomed Kasim Ferishta, 1829. p. 25, 91-2, 381.; The career of 
ʿAyn al-Mulk Gīlānī has been discussed in great detail by Phillip B. Wagoner, see Phillip B. Wagoner, 
“Fortuitous Convergences and Essential Ambiguities: Transcultural Political Elites in the Medieval 
Deccan,” International Journal of Hindu Studies 3, no. 3 (December 1999): 241–64. Wagoner, however, 
conflates at least two individuals from who held the title “ʿAyn al-Mulk” in the Deccan during the mid-to-
late 10th/16th century. In Firishta, we observe Malik ʿAyn al-Mulk Gīlānī already in Vijayanagara when the 
young exiled princeling, Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh, seeks refuge from Jamshīd Quṭbshāh. He also remains in that 
kingdom as a military officer who harasses the armies of Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh once he is back in power as an 
independent ruler, during the 1550s or early 1560s. Briggs, History of the Rise of the Mahomedan Power in 
India, till the Year A.D. 1612, Translated from the Original Persian of Mahomed Kasim Ferishta, 1829. pp. 
381-2, 406-7. It appears impossible that the same Malik ʿAyn al-Mulk Gīlānī who had served in the last 
decade of the 15th century in service of Sultan Maḥmūd Bahmanī II against Bahādur Gīlānī would be the 
same ʿAyn al-Mulk Gīlānī who rebelled against Ibrāhīm ʿĀdilshāh II a century later after 1002/1593 as 
Wagoner seems to claim, see Briggs. p. 177-183. Firishta discusses yet another officer called “Sayf Khān 
ʿAyn al-Mulk” who serves between Bijapur, Golkonda, and Ahmadnagar during the middle part of the 
10th/16th century who is eventually put to death by Ḥusayn Niẓāmshāh sometime prior to 957/1559.  This 
figure, it seems, had served under Jamshīd Quṭbshāh who sent him into exile in Ahmadnagar for a time, 
only to be recalled by the Dowager-Queen mother of the infant Subḥān-Qulī See Briggs. pp. 238, 390-4. 
That latter figure does not appear to be the same ʿAyn al-Mulk Gīlānī ensconced within the administration 
of Vijayanagara. 
  
353 Fischel claims, “Yet, there seems to be one boundary that the Foreigners did not cross: I did not 
encounter a single case where a Foreigner of the ‘Tajik’ group crossed the border and joined the service of 
Vijayanagar […]  the Tajiks do not seem to regard Vijayanagar as a possibility for their career, thus 
marking a clear boundary for their activity.” Given Wagoner’s article on ʿAyn al-Mulk Gīlānī, this claim 
cannot be defended.  See Fischel, “Society, Space, and the State in the Deccan Sultanates, 1565--1636.” pp. 
212-13.  
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Brahmins. Sanskritized as “Ainanamalukka” and recorded in Telugu as “Ayyanamalaka,” the 

officer hailing from distant Gilan had, in the words of Richard Wagoner, “become so thoroughly 

‘naturalized’ in South Indian historical memory, that it did not appear inherently ironic or 

problematic that he should be cast in this role as a consummate Vijayanagara ‘insider.’”354 

Finding this Muslim émigré ensconced within the non-Muslim Indian state’s administration was, 

however, not that unusual given that Rāma Rāja had himself also served a local Muslim ruler.355   

Long before he ascended to rule over Vijayanagara, Rāma Rāja had been appointed as a 

local lord in control a fiefdom won in conquest by Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk of Golkonda.356 As 

an administrator under his state, he would have been in contact with the many other Iranian and 

Gilani officers who served Sulṭān-Qulī, including his most trusted advisor called Ashraf Khān 

Gīlānī. Ṣadr Jahān Ṭabasī, who we encountered in Chapter 1, describes this figure as the sultan’s 

principle advisor and someone whose words had great effect upon the royal constitution 

(sukhanān dar mizāj al-ḥażrat ta’ṯīrī ʿażīm dāsht). Ṣadr Jahān writes that Ashraf Khān Gīlānī was 

the one who orchestrated how he should present himself to the sultan when he first arrived into 

his entourage only a year prior to Sulṭān-Qulī’s assassination. In his account, he claims that he 

told the sultan that he came into his war camp while on his way to the lands of Rome (Ottoman 

                                                        

354 Wagoner, “Fortuitous Convergences and Essential Ambiguities: Transcultural Political Elites in the 
Medieval Deccan.” p. 245. 
 
355 Although not directly germane to the present discussion, it should be pointed out that the rulers of 
Vijayanagara had long traded with other Muslim states and appropriated the insignia and ‘accoutrements’ 
of Muslim sovereignty. During the mid-9th/15th century embassy of the Timurid envoy, ʿAbd al-Razzāq 
Samarqandī, he reported that the king of Vijayanagara wore Persian dress and that his court appropriated a 
Muslim idiom of political clout calling themselves ‘Sultans among Hindu Kings.’ Phillip B. Wagoner, 
“‘Sultan among Hindu Kings’: Dress, Titles, and the Islamicization of Hindu Culture at Vijayanagara,” The 
Journal of Asian Studies 55, no. 4 (1996): 851–80. 
 
356 Losing control of this territory a short while later, Rāma Rāja fled to Golkonda, which was seen as a 
sign of disgrace, and was dismissed from sharing in the Quṭbshāhī state apparatus.  
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territory) in order to invest himself in the study of jurisprudence and ḥadīth with the noted 

masters of Jabal al-ʿĀmil in Lebanon.357 Whether there was a kernel of truth to this story, Ṣadr 

Jahān did eventually come to receive the religious education that he had sought from the Arab 

jurisprudential masters. However, the dexterity of the Gilani diaspora ensured that he did not have 

to physically leave the Deccan to acquire it.  

His legal education arrived at the hands of a little-known jurist by the name of Maḥmūd 

b. Muḥammad Lāhījī Gīlānī (d. after 1586). Ṣadr Jahān’s jurisprudential ijāza, or license to 

transmit knowledge from his instructor, was authorized by Maḥmūd Gīlānī on Friday May 5, 

1567 (22nd Shawwāl, 974), which has been preserved by Muḥammad Bāqir Majlisī in his grand 

encyclopedic collection, Biḥār al-anwār.358  Maḥmūd Gīlānī had trained in the Levantine city of 

Baʿlbak under the most noted Imāmī Shīʿī jurist of the early 10th/16th century, “al-Shahīd al-

Thānī,” (“the Second Martyr”) Zayn al-Dīn al-ʿĀmilī al-Jubaʿī (ex. 1558). The knowledge he 

received from his master was also confirmed via a second chain of transmission through Ḥusayn 

b. ʿAbd al-Ṣamad al-Ḥārithī (d. 1576), a formidable legal mind who emigrated to Iran and helped 

regulate religious observance during the reign of Shah Ṭahmāsb during the middle of the 10th/16th 

century.359 From his own extant manuscript transcriptions, it appears that Maḥmūd Gīlānī resided 

                                                        

357 Jabal ʿĀmil was during the early 10th/16th century the epicenter of Shīʿī legalism. Ṣadr Jahān Ṭabasī, 
Sirāj al-īmān. Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Tehran, Ms.10083/2. p. 188-9. 
 
358 See al-Ṭihrānī, Ṭabaqāt Aʿlām Al-Shīʿa, 2009. p. 242.; See also, Muḥammad Bāqir ibn Muḥammad Taqī 
Majlisī, Biḥār Al-Anwār Al-Jāmiʿa Li’durar Akhbār Al-Aʼimmah Al-Aṭhār, ed. Maḥmūd Duryāb Najafī and 
Jalāl al-Dīn ʿAlī Ṣaghīr, vol. 105, 110 vols. (Beirut, Lebanon: Mu’assasat al-aʿlamī li’l-maṭbūʿāt, 2008). pp. 
116-117.; Maḥmūd Gīlānī’s ijāza was issued by al-Shahīd al-Thānī on August 28, 1546 (Rajab, 953), and 
this license was also issued in 955/1537-8 to Ḥusayn ibn ʿAbd al-Ṣamad al-Ḥārithī (d. 1576), see Majlisī. 
pp. 114-115.   
 
359 Ḥusayn ibn ʿAbd al-Ṣamad went on to train many high Safavid luminaries including Mīr Dāmād. He 
was also the father of Bahā’ al-Dīn al-ʿĀmilī (d. 1621). His early impressions of Safavid Iran were related 
to his master, al-Shahīd al-Thānī, not long before his execution, which indicate that he too felt pressure to 
leave Ottoman territory for more hospitable environs. Devin J. Stewart, “An Episode in the ʿAmili 
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for a time in the Hijaz after he completed his training in Lebanon. However, shortly after the 

death of his master at the hands of the Ottoman state, he too experienced persecution. Instead of 

emigrating to Safavid Iran, he instead sought safety in Golkonda where he spent most if not the 

entirety of his late career close to the Quṭbshāhī capitol of Golkonda.360 Manuscript sources 

indicate that he resided there at least as early as October of 1564 (Rabīʿ I, 972) and at least as late 

as July-August 1577 (Jumādī I, 985) during the reign of Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh.361 362 363 

                                                        

 

Migration to Safavid Iran: Husayn b. ʿAbd Al-Samad Al-ʿAmili’s Travel Account,” Iranian Studies 39, no. 
4 (2006): 481–508.  
 
360 Maḥmūd Gīlānī earned a second ijāza in May 1547 (beginning of Rabīʿ al-Thānī, 954) from another 
jurist named Muḥy al-Dīn ibn Aḥmad ibn Tāj al-Dīn Maysī al-ʿĀmilī in al-Ḥā’iriyya, or Karbalā, see 
Majlisī, Biḥār Al-Anwār Al-Jāmiʿa Li’durar Akhbār Al-Aʼimmah Al-Aṭhār, 2008. pp. 115-116.; See also 
Muḥammad Kāẓim Raḥmatī, “Nukātī Darbārah-Yi Mullā Maḥmūd Lāhījānī Az Shāgirdān-i Gumnām-i 
Shahīd Al-Ṯānī,” in Jashn-Nāmah Ustād Sayyid Aḥmad Ḥusaynī Ishkavarī, ed. Rasūl Jaʿfariyān (Tehran: 
Nashr-i ʿIlm, 2013), 519–36. p. 521.; See Raḥmatī. 527-31. 
 
361 This earlier date is based on his gloss on a manuscript copy of Kitāb al-durūs al-sharʿīa fī fiqh al-
imāmiyya of al-Shahīd al-Awwal, transcribed by Kamāl al-Dīn Ḥusayn b. Muḥammad al-Ḥusaynī al-
Astarabādī in Golkonda. The latter date is based on a copy of a little-known work, “Ḥāshiyya sharā’iʿ al-
islām” by al-Shahīd al-Thānī, transcribed in the hand of a Saʿd al-Dīn bin Muḥammad al-Jazā’irī in 
Golconda from an autograph copy of the work in the presence of its owner, named as Maḥmūd Gīlānī 
(Tehran, Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. 4360). See,  Raḥmatī, “Nukātī Darbārah-Yi Mullā Maḥmūd Lāhījānī 
Az Shāgirdān-i Gumnām-i Shahīd Al-Ṯānī.” p. 530-1.  
 
362 Other references indicate that he continued to issue ijāzas to students at least as late as March 1586 (12th 
Rabīʿ al-Awwal, 994). See the ijāza (transcribed without location) to Sayyid Amīr Muʿīn al-Dīn 
Muḥammad bin Shāh Abū Turāb in Majlisī, Biḥār Al-Anwār Al-Jāmiʿa Li’durar Akhbār Al-Aʼimmah Al-
Aṭhār, 2008. pp. 121-3. 
 
363 A second ijāza also preserved by Majlisī indicates that Ṣadr Jahān had also studied legal responsa and 
the science of ḥadīth transmitters (ʿilm al-riwāya) with another prominent Medinese scholar, Sayyid Ḥasan 
ibn Nūr al-Dīn ʿAlī al-Ḥusaynī, known as Ibn Shaḏqam (932-998/1525-1589). Ibn Shaḏqam, like Maḥmūd 
Gīlānī, had also trained with al-Ḥusayn ibn ʿAbd al-Ṣamad. In the Deccan, Ibn Shaḏqam married the sister 
of Ḥusayn Niẓāmshāh (d. 1565), and after the sultan’s death, he continued to serve as the guardian of the 
state during the nominal rule of the prepubescent Murtażá Niẓāmshāh (r. 1565-1588) before he returned to 
Medina to live out his days after 976/1568-9. The dates of emigration of Ṣadr Jahān’s two known masters 
in the Deccan would appear to corroborate that he took knowledge from them around the same time— no 
later than the early 1570s. He should therefore be considered an inheritor of one of the most prestigious 
juridical pedigrees of the latter 10th/16th century on par with other jurists who remained in Safavid Iran. The 
patterns of emigration from Lebanon to the Hijaz and from the Hijaz into the Deccan further indicate that 
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Ṣadr Jahān was not Maḥmūd Gīlānī’s only student in jurisprudence. In fact, at least one 

other student also hailing from Gilan found him in the Deccan. A unique copy of another ijāza 

preserved today in Shiraz in the private library of Badr al-Dīn Dastghayb indicates that Maḥmūd 

Gīlānī trained another jurist by the name of Zayn al-Dīn ʿAlī b. al-Ḥasan Gīlānī. Similar to the 

license issued to Ṣadr Jahān, it begins by mentioning competence in the works of al-Shahīd al-

Thānī, followed by the other ʿĀmilī scholars of the early 10th/16th century, as well as the 

genealogy of earlier Shīʿī masters extending back to Ibn al-Muṭahhar al-Ḥillī (d. 1325), Ibn 

Ṭāwūs (d. 1266), Abū Jaʿfar al-Ṭūsī (d. 1067), Shaykh al-Mufīd (d. 1022), al-Shaykh al-Ṣadūq (d. 

991), and others. This ijāza also mentions a secondary transmission through the authority of 

Ḥusayn b. ʿAbd al-Ṣamad, as well as his other masters including al-Muḥaqqiq al-Karakī (d. 

1534). The ijāza concludes with a date of transcription of mid-December 1571 (Rajab 979).364 

Although the wider context of transcription of this particular ijāza is not mentioned, based on the 

dating of contemporaneous sources, we may surmise that it also corresponded to training 

undertaken by two members of the Gilani diaspora in Golkonda.  

In our story of the early-modern Deccan thus far, the Gilani diaspora appears at every 

juncture among the ranks of military officers, state administrators, and jurists throughout its 

                                                        

 

the formal scholarly corridors of Safavid Iran were not the only sites of knowledge-production feeding the 
religious elite of the early-modern Deccan. The ijāza from Ibn Shaḏqam is unfortunately undated. Majlisī 
has inaccurately recorded his name as ‘Sayyid Ḥasan ibn Sayyid Nūr al-Dīn al-Ḥusaynī al-Shaqṭī,’ 
indicative of the fact that Ibn Shaḏqam remains a little-known but important figure in late 10th/16th century 
Shīʿī jurisprudence. see Majlisī. pp. 117-118.; On the biography of Ibn Shaḏqam, see Ḍāmin bin Shaḏqam 
al-Ḥusaynī al-Madanī, Tuḥfat Lubb Al-Lubbāb, ed. al-Sayyid Mahdī al-Rajā’ī (Qom: Maktaba Āyyat Allāh 
al-ʿUẓmá al-Marʿashī al-Najafī, 1997). pp. 10-11. 
 
364 The text of this ijāza is preserved in full, see Muḥammad Barakat, “Ijāza-yi rivāyatī Maḥmūd bin 
Muḥammad Lāhījī bih ʿAlī bin Ḥasan Gīlānī,” in Hadīyah-i bahāristān bih zindah-yād ustād Mīr Jalāl al-
Dīn Muḥaddiṯ Urmavī, iḥyāgar-i mīrāṯ-i maktūb-i Shīʿī, ed. Jalāl al-Dīn Ḥusaynī Muḥaddiṯ and ʿAbd al-
Ḥusayn Ṭāliʿī (Tehran: Mu’assasah-yi Khānah-yi Kitāb, Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis-i Shūrā-yi Islāmī, 2007), 
445–51. 
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different sultanates. If they are found among these classes in at least equal measure to migrants 

from other regions of Iran, their representation among the ranks of court physicians is without 

parallel. To understand the vast demand for Gilani ḥakīms in various Indo-Persian courts 

throughout the 10th/16th and 11th/17th centuries, we must turn to Kārkiyā’ī Gilan to understand 

how that scholarly community’s training in medicine and other complementary branches of 

rational and occult sciences was understood in quintessentially political terms. 

2.3  Gilan 

Stretching across the flat littoral plains of the southwestern Caspian Sea, Gilan has 

historically been known as a region culturally, linguistically, and religiously distinct from the rest 

of Iran. Much of this difference results from its topographical separation resulting from the high 

Alborz Mountains that extend along its southern border that, along with its many dense forests, 

helped prevent incursions from other states and military powers contesting the territories to the 

south. Notorious for its humid climate and high annual rainfall, the unique social and agricultural 

patterns made early-modern Gilan at once agriculturally rich, yet difficult to rule.365 Gilan’s local 

histories are peppered with many episodes of fratricide and patricide amongst its ruling families, 

earning them a reputation as a martial people.366 In the words of the 11th/17th century historian, 

Iskandar Beg Munshī,  

[Gilanis] are treacherous and disloyal by nature, and are totally lacking in generosity and 
magnanimity. The common people are seditious to such a degree that, even when they are 
ruled by an independent sultan, some farmer’s son has only to take to the forests in revolt 
for everyone to flock to his standard. On the first day, an enormous group gathers round 

                                                        

365 Amīn Aḥmad Rāzī, Taẕkirah-Yi Haft Iqlīm, ed. Muḥammad Riżā Ṭāhirī, vol. 2, 3 vols. (Tehran: Surūsh, 
1378). p. 1286.; See also Melville, “The Caspian Provinces.” pp. 45-6. 
 
366 Many examples have been excerpted and compiled into a book entitled “The Bloody events in the 
History of the Abode of the Borderlands”, Maḥmūd Pāyandah Langarūdi, Khūnīnah-Hā-Yi Tārīkh-i Dār 
Al-Marz: Gīlān va Māzandarān (Rasht: Nashr-i Gīlakān, 1370). 
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him, but, on the very same day, either because there is some simple matter to be attended 
to, or because they hear a rumor from some ignorant fellow who does not even know 
what he is supposed to be doing himself, they disperse and pay the penalty for their folly. 
They next day, they are capable of repeating the whole performance.367 
Despite political turmoil, Gilanis successfully carved out enough arable land to generate 

immense wealth from the regional silk trade. Early-modern Gilan and neighboring Mazandaran 

stood out as the premier centers for raw silk production that linked their local economies to 

markets across the Middle East, Europe, and at least as far away as India.368 The presence of 

Indian slaves owned by grandees of the Kārkiyā’ī court further attests that these distant 

geographies remained closely connected by a common market.369  

Gilan’s socio-political geography has historically been demarcated by the Sefidrud River 

that bisects the territory. The western half, known locally as ‘Biyapas’— with its political centers 

in the cities of Fuman and Rasht— hosted a largely Sunnī Muslim community that adhered to the 

Shāfiʿī legal maḏhab prior to the rise of the Safavids.370 The eastern half, known as ‘Biyapish,’ 

constituted a largely Zaydī Shīʿī community that endured since the very late 2nd/8th century until 

                                                        

367  The author opines that their behavior may have something to do with Gilan’s unique climate. Eskandar 
Beg Monshi, History of Shah ʿAbbas the Great: Tārīḵ-e ʿĀlamārā-Ye ʿAbbāsī, trans. Roger M. Savory, vol. 
II, II vols. (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1978). p. 668. 
  
368 For an overview of the increasing quantities of Caspian silk conveyed to Bursa and Aleppo which 
became the main hubs for European silk trade, see Edmund Herzig, “The Iranian Raw Silk Trade and 
European Manufacture in the XVIIth and XVIIIth Centuries,” Journal of European Economic History 19, 
no. 1 (Spring 1990): 73–89. 
 
369 Ḥakīm Niʿmatullāh Daylamī is said to have owned three hundred Turkish and Indian slaves Rāzī, 
Taẕkirah-Yi Haft Iqlīm. p. 1299.; Khān Aḥmad Khān’s collected letters include a statement of 
manumission, freeing an Indian slave named “Ustād Bahār.” Khān Aḥmad Gīlānī, Nāmah-Hā-Yi Khān 
Aḥmad Khān Gīlānī: Nīmah-Yi Duvum-i Sadah-Yi Dahum-i Hijrī, ed. Farīdūn Nawzād (Tehran: Bunyād-i 
Mawqūfāt-i Duktur Maḥmūd Afshār, 1373). p. 106.  
 
370 This sectarian difference conditioned local political relationships. For example see the Zaydī historian 
Marʿashī describe the tyranny of Amīrah Masʿūd of Lasht-i Nashā’ in these terms, Ẓahīr al-Dīn Marʿashī, 
Tārīkh-i Gīlān va Daylamistān, ed. Manūchihr Sutūdah (Tehran: Intishārāt-i Itilāʿt, 1364). p. 45.; Many 
other Ismāʿīlī Shīʿa resided in the area as well, especially the highland area of Daylaman, see  Ẓahīr al-Dīn 
Marʿashī. p. 137. 
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sometime during the 10th/16th century when they converted to Imāmī Shīʿism.371 Just to the south 

of these flatlands, the mountainous region of Daylaman that separated Gilan from the rest of the 

Iranian plateau had been populated with villages of many Nizārī Ismāʿīlī Shīʿa until the Safavid 

era as well.372 As the plains and the upland pasturelands were also populated with tribes of semi-

nomadic pastoralists (yeylāq) who may have practiced any number or a combination of these 

religious traditions, Gilan’s human geography constituted an eclectic mix of sectarian postures 

that cannot be imagined as entirely stable or monolithic across all segments of society. 

2.3.1  The Kārkiyā’ī Dynasty 

In the late 8th/14th century, a sayyid family led by ʿAlī Kiyā (d. 1389) of the village of 

Malat began to consolidate power over the neighboring plains of eastern Gilan. At its apogee, the 

new kingdom under the control of the Kārkiyā’ī family extended to include several major Iranian 

cities well beyond the Alborz Mountains, including the future Safavid capitol of Qazvin.373 Malat 

today remains a village but continues to host a tomb complex containing the graves of twelve 

early Kārkiyā’ī sayyids, which anchored the religious and temporal topography of eastern Gilan 

as the Kārkiyā’ī rulers asserted their political authority through their sayyid descent from the 

                                                        

371 W. Madelung, “Zaydiyya,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al. (Brill 
Online, 2012).; See also Abū’l-Fatḥ Ḥakīmiyān, ʿAlawiyān-i Ṭabaristān: Taḥqīq Dar Aḥvāl, Āṯar va 
ʿaqāyid-i Firqah-Yi Zaydiyya-Yi Īrān, 2nd ed. (Tehran: Intishārāt-i Ilhām, 1368).; For a brief overview on 
the establishment of Zaydī rule in the region, see M.S. Khan, “The Early History of Zaydī Shīʿism in 
Daylamān and Gīlān,” Zeitschriften Der Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 125 (1975): 301–14. 
 
372 In the local histories, the Ismāʿīlī Shīʿa are frequently referred to as atheists or mulḥids. See, Ẓahīr al-
Dīn Marʿashī, Tārīkh-i Gīlān va Daylamistān. pp. 58, 137. 
 
373 Yukako Goto, Die südkaspischen Provinzen des Iran unter den Safawiden im 16. und 17. Jahrhundert: 
eine Analyse der sozialen und wirtschaftlichen Entwicklung (Berlin: Schwarz, 2011). pp. 16-17.; See also 
H. L. Rabino, “Rulers of Lahijan and Fuman, in Gilan, Persia,” The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of 
Great Britain and Ireland, 1918, 85–100. pp. 87-88. 
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fourth Imam, Zayn al-ʿĀbidīn b. Ḥusayn (d. 95/713).374 During and after the turbulent rise of the 

Timurids throughout the rest of Iran that left them largely unmolested, the Kārkiyā’ī rulers 

continued to promulgate their ancestral current of Zaydī Shīʿism until the early to mid-10th/16th 

century when they adapted to embrace the Imāmī Shīʿism of the Safavids. 

Later, moving their capitol to nearby Lahijan, the Kārkiyā’ī dynasts enjoyed fairly warm 

relations with the emerging Safavid state through spiritual and political bonds that had been 

forged prior to the emergence of the messianic empire. From Lahijan, they oversaw the tomb and 

shrine complex of the Sufi master, Tāj al-Dīn Zāhid Gīlānī (d. 1301), who had trained Ṣafī al-Dīn 

Ardabīlī (d. 1334), the eponym of the Ṣafavī Sufi order. Perhaps for this reason, when he was 

hunted by Āq Qūyūnlū forces during his youth, Shah Ismāʿīl I was carefully hidden away in 

Lahijan where he was treated as a protected guest by Mīrzā ʿAlī Kārkiyā (d. 1504-5).375 While 

hiding amidst a largely Zaydī Shīʿī community, the future messianic sovereign developed 

enduring ties to some of the local masters. Ismāʿīl had studied under a tutor named Qāżī Shams 

al-Dīn Muḥammad Gīlānī, who he later recruited as the first ṣadr of the Safavid state.376 In 

910/1505, a daughter born to the sister of Shah Ismāʿīl I was also married off to the Kārkiyā’ī 

                                                        

374 Aside from the tombs, Malāṭ hosted a madrasa and a khānqāh, surrounded by houses, fruit trees and a 
river. According to the narrative of Ẓahīr al-Dīn Marʿashī, it appears that this area was developed around 
820/1417. Ẓahīr al-Dīn Marʿashī, Tārīkh-i Gīlān va Daylamistān. p. 142. 
 
375 Dates commonly given for this period are 1493-1499, just before Ismāʿīl’s khurūj.  
 
376 This signifies a high officer of the ṣadārat, charged with administering the religious affairs of the state. 
See J. Calmard et al., “Ṣadr,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al. (online: 
Brill Online, 2012).; The personal sectarian affiliation of this figure is unclear, however the historical 
record suggests that most Gilanis at this time in the eastern half of the region remained Zaydī, while those 
in the western half (Biyapas) adhered to Sunnī Islam, and the Shāfīʿī maḏhab in particular. On the issue of 
local sectarian affiliation of the town of Kūchiṣfahān becoming a long-standing political and military issue 
between eastern and western halves of Gīlān, see ʿAlī ibn Shams al-Dīn Lāhijī, Tārīkh-i Khānī: shāmil-i 
ḥavādis̲-i chihil sāl-i Gīlān az 880 tā 920 Qamarī, ed. Manūchihr Sutūdah (Tehran: Bunyād-i Farhang-i 
Īrān, 1974). p. 128.   
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crown prince Aḥmad b. Sulṭān-Ḥasan, further solidifying the bonds between the two ruling 

households during the early Safavid years.377  Indicative of how mythically important this bond 

was for the fledgling messianic state, even at the end of the 10th/16th century, those spiritual 

servants of the Safavid household connected to the originary group of devotees who aided Shah 

Ismāʿīl I remained known as the “veteran Lahijani Sufis.”378 As the Safavids consolidated power, 

they dealt harshly with other regional states that asserted their independence. Yet, the Kārkiyā’ī 

dynasty was largely left to rule Gilan as long as they did not contest Safavid political supremacy. 

Anti-Safavid machinations—or the appearance thereof— undertaken in coordination with the 

Ottomans ultimately justified the Safavid conquest of Gilan in 1567 under Ṭahmāsb and again in 

1591 under ʿAbbās I, which finally brought the region firmly into the Safavid fold.379 

2.3.2  Late Zaydī Shīʿism 

Despite these early connections, Shah Ismāʿīl’s proclamation of Imāmī Shīʿism as the de 

facto creed in 1501 did not compel an immediate sectarian shift in Gilan. It appears that Aḥmad 

Khān Kārkiyā (r. 911/1505-940/1533) began to convert Gilan from Zaydī to Imāmī Shīʿism 

sometime after 933/1526-7, likely from the insistence—or threats—from Shah Ṭahmāsb.380 

Despite the Safavids’ sharp towards Imāmī Shīʿism and the eventual Kārkiyā’ī reflection of this 

                                                        

377 Kioumars Ghereghlou, “On the Margins of Minority Life: Zoroastrians and the State in Safavid Iran,” 
Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 80, no. 1 (February 2017): 45–71. p. 49. 
 
378 Roger M. Savory, “The Office of Khalīfat Al-Khulafā under the Ṣafawids,” Journal of the American 
Oriental Society 85, no. 4 (1965): 497–502. p. 501. 
 
379 A more detailed account of this transitional history would take great time to tell. The final Kārkiyā’ī 
ruler, Khān Aḥmad, had antagonized the Safavids at different times as will be briefly mentioned below. For 
a more complete history of Kārkiyā’ī history, see Goto, Die südkaspischen Provinzen des Iran unter den 
Safawiden im 16. und 17. Jahrhundert. 
 
380 Madelung, “Zaydiyya.” 
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shift, efforts to expunge other Shīʿī sects including the Zaydiyya were not undertaken 

categorically by either state until much later in the 10th/16th century.381  

This fact can be glimpsed within the family history of one prominent scholar of the 

11th/17th century. The Imāmī encyclopedist, exegete, and philosopher, Quṭb al-Dīn Muḥammad 

better known as “Sharīf Lāhījī” (d. 1677-1684), sheds some light on the endurance of the Zaydī 

Shīʿa of Gilan until at least the mid-16th century. His maternal great grandfather, a sayyid by the 

name of Muḥammad al-Yamanī, emigrated to Qazvin after fleeing persecution at the hands of the 

Ottomans during the reign of Shah Ṭahmāsb. The Shah apparently had a hand in allowing his 

family to re-settle in Lahijan because it had a climate more conducive to their disposition (like 

Yemen?), but more likely owing to its status as a center for Zaydī scholars. There, another 

renowned Zaydī jurist known locally as “Pīla Faqīh”382 provided for them, and offered his son, 

ʿAbd al-Wahhāb, in marriage to the daughter of Muḥammad al-Yamanī. Emerging from the 

village of Khāliksar in eastern Gilan, this family of jurists had formed close alliances with the 

Kārkiyā’ī dynasts and served them at different times in the post of ṣadr of the state.383  

Extant manuscript autographs corroborate their Zaydī inclination: at the dawn of the 

10th/16th century, members of this juridical family commonly taught the Zaydī exegetical work 

                                                        

381 According to at least one account, it appears that in the late 10th/16th century, the Zaydī community in 
Gilan continued to enjoy some privileges, however Imāmī Shīʿa received clear preference in the benefits of 
endowed institutions. Accordingly, among the Zaydīs, the Jārūdiyya were regarded in a lower position than 
Imāmīs, and non-Jārūdiyya Zaydīs and Sunnīs were considered on an equal level below them. See Nūrullāh 
Shūshtarī’s entry on Gilan, Qāḍī Sayyid Nūrullāh Shūshtarī, Kitāb Mustaṭāb Majālis Al-Mu’minīn, vol. 1, 2 
vols. (Tehran: Kitābfurūshī Islāmiyya, 1354). p. 96 
 
382 In the local Gīlakī dialect, “pīla” means “grand” or “eminent,” so he was “the eminent jurist.” The term 
commonly refers to “cocoon” in Farsi. There might be a relationship between the two meanings as Gilan 
was the epicenter of silk production, however I have not found any direct evidence for this.  
 
383 Very little reliable information arrives to us about them. The 20th century historian, Amlashī, provides a 
brief family history recorded in the marginalia of a manuscript dating from the late 10th/16th century. 
Amlashī (Mīzān), Gūshah-Hāʼī Az Tārīkh-i Gīlān. pp. 51-54. 
 



 

 215 

Kitāb tafsīr Allāh to students in the local village madrasas of Ishkavar—a sub-region stretching 

over eastern Biyapish and western Mazandaran.384 The regional renown of the scholastic rigor 

cultivated close to the Zaydī court and among this family of scholars in particular attracted many 

non-local students from Persian Iraq and elsewhere to study religious sciences as well as ḥikmat, 

well into the mid-10th/16th century.385 

2.3.3 Scholasticism of late Kārkiyā’ī Gilan  

The memoir of a scholar hailing from the distant town of Shushtar in southwestern Iran 

provides us with a snapshot of the transmission of knowledge in mid-10th/16th century Kārkiyā’ī 

Lahijan. While seeking knowledge during his youth from different scholars around Iran, ʿAbd al-

Wāḥid Shūshtarī ventured to Gilan to study under one of the sons of Pīla Faqīh. As an attested 

Zaydī, “Ṣadr al-Sharīʿa” Gīlānī (d. approx. 1567) served as ṣadr of the Kārkiyā’ī state.386 

Although Shūstarī in his later years did not have a terribly high opinion of his instructor in some 

                                                        

384 One such note indicates that in the year 899/1493-4, Pīla Faqīh read this text in the madrasa of 
Muḥammad b. Nā’ib Malik Tiljānī in a small village called Sangarpusht. Muḥammad Kāẓim Raḥmatī, 
Chand Justār Dar Tārīkh-i Farhangī-Yi Zaydiyān-i Ṭabaristān (Intishārāt-i Shab Afrūz, 1394). pp. 74-5.  
 
385 Muḥammad Lāhijī traces his lineage to (father) Shaykh ʿAlī Sharīf, (grandfather) ʿAbd al-Wahhāb, 
(great grandfather) Pīla Faqīh Lāhijī Ishkavarī, (great great grandfather) Muḥammad Kanja (Ganja?) 
Kalā’ī. Raḥmatī. pp. 62-3; The biography of Sharīf Lāhijī has been included in the introduction to the 
published Tafsīr-i Sharīf Lāhījī excerpted from a manuscript copy of Maḥbūb al-qulūb, see Bahā’ al-Dīn 
Muḥammad b. Shaykhʿalī al-Sharīf Lāhījī, Tafsīr-i Sharīf Lāhījī, ed. Mīr Jalāl al-Dīn Ḥusaynī Urmavī 
Muḥaddis, vol. 1, 4 vols. (Tehran: Mu’assasa-yi Maṭbūʿāt-i ʿIlmī, 1340). pp. 14-19; Āghā Buzurg gives a 
slightly different history of this family alliance and names the father of Pīla Faqīh as ʿAbd al-Wahhāb and 
not Muḥammad, see Āghā Buzurg al-Ṭihrānī, Ṭabaqāt aʿlām al-shīʿa, vol. 7, 17 vols. (Dār Iḥyā’ al-Turāth 
al-ʿArabī lil-Ṭibāʿa wa al-Nashr wa al-Tawzīʿ, 2009). p. 31.; Raḥmatī mentions the names of the sons of 
Pīla Faqīh and their dates of birth; however I am still uncertain which one in particular became known as 
the ṣadr known as Ṣadr al-Sharīʿa Gīlānī, from whom Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Gīlānī quotes medical 
knowledge. These include Pīla Ḥusayn (b. 908/1502-3), ʿAlī (b. 913/ 1507-8), and Muḥammad (b. 
911/1505-6). Raḥmatī, Chand Justār Dar Tārīkh-i Farhangī-Yi Zaydiyān-i Ṭabaristān. p. 74. 
 
386 Qazvīnī clearly identifies him as a Zaydī and writes that he perished in custody after Safavid forces 
invaded Gilan in 1567 and rounded up the ministers of Khān Aḥmad Khān’s court. Budāq Munshī Qazvīnī, 
Jawāhir al-akhbār: bakhsh-i tārīkh-i Īrān az Qarā Quyūnlū tā sāl-i 984 h.q., ed. Muḥsin Bahrāmnizhād 
(Tehran: Mīrāṯ-i Maktūb, 2000). p. 228. 
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subjects, under his tutelage he mastered Ibn Sīnā’s Qānūn in medicine, which served as the 

foundational text for the medical education of all professional physicians of the day. At some 

point during his instruction, the Kārkiyā’ī ruler, Khān Aḥmad Khān (r. 1538-1592, d. 

1009/1600)387 killed one of Ṣadr al-Sharīʿa’s sons in a dispute and removed him from his post, 

replacing him with Ḥakīm ʿAbd al-Razzāq Gīlānī (ex. approx. 1567). The new ṣadr was also a 

noted scholar of religious sciences as well as ḥikmat and its applied branches including medicine, 

just like his predecessor.388 Also like his predecessor, he too was a more distant relative of Pīla 

Faqīh.389 At the urging of some of the other itinerant students attending his lectures, ʿAbd al-

Wāḥid Shūshtarī describes how he had to separate from his newly-unpopular instructor and 

entered instead into the circle of ʿAbd al-Razzāq. In his presence, he debated another local 

scholar, ʿAbd al-Waḥīd Gīlānī, on some of the theological issues posed in Jalāl al-Dīn Davānī’s 

gloss of the Sharḥ-i tajrīd of ʿAlī Qūshjī, and he read several other works in fiqh with another 

figure called Abū’l-Ḥasan Lāhījī, before departing to continue his studies elsewhere.390 

                                                        

387 It is unclear when this event transpired, however due to the appointment of the subsequent vizier, I 
understand that Khān Aḥmad Khān, the final Kārkiyā’ī dynast, was in power.  
 
388 This figure is noted for being the father of the noted courtiers at the Mughal court of Akbar, Abū’l-Fatḥ 
Gīlānī and his three brothers. Given that ʿAbd al-Razzāq was Khān Aḥmad’s ṣadr during the invasion of 
Gīlān by the army of Shāh Ṭahmāsb, which resulted in the end of his “first rule” (1532-1567), this likely 
did not occur long before the overthrow of the Khān. ʿAbd al-Razzāq’s sons also include Nūr al-Dīn 
Muḥammad Qārārī Gīlānī (d. 988/1580), Najīb al-Dīn Humāyūn known as “Hummām” Gīlānī (d. 
1595/1004), and a fourth brother, Luṭfullāh Gīlānī, about whom little is known aside that he died soon after 
reaching India. The brothers arrived into Akbar’s service in 983/1575 not long after their father’s death at 
the hands of the Safavids. While Khān Aḥmad was taken prisoner to the castle of Qahqaha in Azerbaijan, 
ʿAbd al-Razzāq was instead taken with some other officers to Alamut where he was eventually tortured to 
death in 980/1573. See ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ Fūmanī Gīlānī, Tārīkh-i Gīlān, Dar Vaqāyiʿ-i Sālhā-Yi 923-1038 
Hijrī Qamarī, ed. Manūchihr Sutūdah (Tehran: Intishārāt-i Bunyād-i Farhang-i Iran, 1349). p. 48. ; See also 
footnote, Rāzī, Taẕkirah-Yi Haft Iqlīm. p. 1302. 
 
389 On this, see below. 
 
390 ʿAlā’ al-Mulk Ḥusaynī Shūshtarī Marʿashī, Firdaws Dar Tārīkh-i Shūshtar va Barkhī Az Mashāhīr-i Ān 
(Tehran: Anjuman-i Ās̲ār va Mafākhir-i Farhangī, 1378). pp. 58-60.; Eventually after embarking upon a 
career as an instructor first in Qazvin and later in Mashhad, ʿAbd al-Wāḥid later tutored the scions of some 
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Throughout his account, Shūshtarī’s scholastic attention in Gilan remained overwhelmingly 

focused on rational sciences of the peripatetic tradition and their inflection within scholastic 

theology as well.391  

Despite the inglorious turn of events for Ṣadr al-Sharīʿa Gīlānī, other Persian histories 

corroborate the regional renown of the same family of philosopher-physicians even into the upper 

echelons of the Safavid state. Another of his sons named Abū Naṣr Gīlānī had been promoted to 

serve as Shah Ṭahmāsb’s royal physician. The achievements of his career are unknown other than 

after failing to treat the final illness of the emperor, he bore the wrath of the power-hungry 

Qizilbash officers who fought over Ṭahmāsb’s succession. Abū Naṣr found an inauspicious end 

under the sword alongside the young Safavid prince, Mīrzā Ḥaydar, who could not rally enough 

support to secure his father’s throne.392 To enact a dynastic transformation, killing the chief 

physician would not have been a random decision, since ridding the state of the old guard 

                                                        

 

of the prominent families of Lahijan who came to study with him. A number of young scholars hailing 
from Gilan, including the sons of ʿAbd al-Razzāq, would also venture through Mashhad for instruction on 
their way to Mughal India, so his statement could refer to them. Marʿashī. p. 61. 
 
391 He continued in this line of scholastic inquiry, he says, in the Safavid capitol of Qazvin where he was 
tasked with tutoring the emperor’s son, Mīrzā Ḥaydar Ṣafavī. Later, he was replaced in this post by another 
eminent sayyid hailing from Astarabad, Mīr Muḥammad Mu’min (d. 1625). Shūshtarī eventually received 
permission to settle in Mashhad, away from the Safavid capitol and, as he says, ceased his work in rational 
sciences and focused exclusively on jurisprudence. I understand this spatial as well as epistemic 
demarcation that he subtly records to signify the sorts of sciences valued in different human terrains of the 
Safavid state. The rational sciences of ḥikmat lent a great deal more power for the training of princes and 
the management of political affairs than jurisprudence. Mīr Mu’min Astarābādī would survive the 
assassination of prince Ḥaydar and continue working in the same rational sciences from the safety of the 
Quṭbshāhī court at Hyderabad from around 1580 until his death.  Marʿashī, Firdaws Dar Tārīkh-i Shūshtar 
va Barkhī Az Mashāhīr-i Ān. p. 61. 
392 Ḥasan Beg Rūmlū, Aḥsan Al-Tawārīkh, ed. ʿAbd al-Ḥusayn Navā’ī (Tehran: Intishārāt-i Bābak, 1357). 
pp. 598, 600, 711-12.; Qazvīnī indicates that he was blamed for poisoning the late emperor and cut into a 
hundred pieces. Qazvīnī, Jawāhir al-akhbār: bakhsh-i tārīkh-i Īrān az Qarā Quyūnlū tā sāl-i 984 h.q. p. 
235. 
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included officials who had direct access to the emperor’s person. As much as they treated their 

physical maladies, royal physicians shaped the opinions of kings and princes, and they counseled 

them on practical affairs within a broad remit that made them an essential feature and legitimating 

arm of the regimes that they served. Once again, the community of physicians in Gilan highlights 

this dynamic quite clearly.   

2.3.4 Physicians as Viziers 

Throughout the local histories of independent Gilan, professional physicians routinely 

held the highest state and religious offices under the Kārkiyā’ī kings. This relationship not only 

attests to the essential political role in the early-modern Persianate world of medically induced 

corporeal health, but also cosmologically aligned wellness achieved through harmonizing the 

sovereign’s body with environmental and other cosmic forces. The elite service of ḥakīms 

compels us to question how an artificial division of politics, medical science, and the purview of 

the religious order could account for the management of sovereign power in this human 

geography or other royal corners of the Persianate world in which Gilan’s ḥakīms assumed 

political offices.  

For instance, we observe that late in the 9th/15th century, Kārkiyā Sulṭān-Muḥammad 

dispatched his physician, Shaykh ʿAlī,393 to the city of Rustamdār on the Caspian coast to ensure 

that its governor comply with the central vision of his government. Just before the turn of the 

10th/16th, another celebrated physician and vizier called Aḥmad Ṭabīb394 was similarly dispatched 

by Mīrzā-ʿAlī Kārkiyā to the Caspian stronghold of Tunkābun in order to settle the recalcitrance 

                                                        

393 He is referred to as “Shaykh ʿAlī Mutaṭabbib.” See Sayyid Ẓahīr al-Dīn Marʿashī, Tārīkh-i Ṭabaristān 
va Rūyān va Māzandarān, ed. Boris Andreevich Dorn (Tehran: Gustarah, 1363). pp. 133-4. 
 
394 Āghā Buzurg Tihrānī identifies him as the son of a “Muḥammad Ṭabīb” by his scribal attribution of a 
work of lexicography completed in 907/1501. al-Ṭihrānī, Ṭabaqāt Aʿlām Al-Shīʿa, 2009. p. 17.  
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of its governor, Sultan-Hāshim. This physician, described as a consummate confidante (āshnā’ī-yi 

tamām) had intimate knowledge of the character of the other neighboring Shāfiʿī Sunnī rulers in 

Biyapas, the Isḥaqs, which compelled the Kārkiyā’ī sultan to send his physician once again to 

negotiate an accord over the perennially disputed town of Kuchisfahan that lay in their respective 

border region.395  After settling their dispute, only a few months later when the Isḥaqī ruler was 

stricken by “an astral malady” (āsīb-i falakī) that brought upon the plague, the same Aḥmad 

Ṭabīb, on the orders Mīrzā-ʿAlī, prepared a potion and ventured again to Biyapas in an attempt to 

cure the Kārkiyā’ī ruler’s ailing rival.396   

While the historical record remains silent about the end of Aḥmad Ṭabīb’s career as the 

chief advisor to the Kārkiyā’ī dynast, his family continued to practice medicine while advising 

kings locally in Gilan, in Safavid Iran, as well as the Indian subcontinent. At least one of his sons 

was born or became established in the city of Shiraz and attained high status as a physician for the 

Safavid court.397 In Gilan, another son inherited his own office and became ṣadr of the Kārkiyā’ī 

state. Biographical sources suggest that this highest religious office was transmitted among 

members of only a small handful of families known for their expertise in medicine and ḥikmat.398 

                                                        

395 ʿAlī ibn Shams al-Dīn Lāhijī, Tārīkh-i Khānī. pp. 94, 128-9.  
 
396 ʿAlī ibn Shams al-Dīn Lāhijī. pp. 130-1.; When Sulṭān-Ḥasan replaced Mīrzā-ʿAlī as the ruler of 
Lahijan, Aḥmad Ṭabīb was given a place in his majlis, despite reshuffling most of the previous sultan’s 
officers. Lāhijī produces several verses of Aḥmad Ṭabīb’s poetry to commemorate the occasion. ʿAlī ibn 
Shams al-Dīn Lāhijī. p. 175. 
 
397 We encountered this son, Kamāl al-Dīn Ḥusayn Shīrāzī in the first chapter. That physician’s grandson of 
the same name made his way to Mughal India and served in the medical retinue of the general ʿAbd al-
Raḥīm Khān-i Khānān, whose hagiographer has provided us with his paternal bond to the eminent Aḥmad 
Ṭabīb of Gilan. Nahāvandī, Māthir-i Raḥīmī. p. 65.  
 
398 Letters detailing the appointment of other officials in the post-Kārkiyā’ī era suggest that this practice of 
maintaining offices within certain families may have continued under the Safavids. As Goto claims, “Est ist 
zu vermutenm dass der Posten des Šaikh al-Islāms in Ost-Gīlān im Besitz einer bestimmten einheimischen 
Gelehrten-Familie war.” Goto, Die südkaspischen Provinzen des Iran unter den Safawiden im 16. und 17. 
Jahrhundert. pp. 236-7. 
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A letter recorded by the final Kārkiyā’ī ruler, Khān Aḥmad Khān, indicates that a set of lands had 

been granted to Aḥmad Ṭabīb, which had been held by his son, Qāżī Yaḥyá Jān (d. 967/1560-1), 

as well as his grandson, Kamāl al-Dīn Amīr Afżal—both of whom served as ṣadr over the course 

of the 10th/16th century.399 The extant deed of a charitable endowment (wāqfnāmah) dating from 

914/1508 commissioned by Yaḥyá explicitly announces his title as the ṣadr overseeing the 

transaction. Yet in that document, he signs his name as a physician (ṭabīb) and not as a judge or 

magistrate, indicating that notoriety of his medical expertise accompanied all of his official duties 

for the state.400   

While it may be surprising that this medical family maintained the same office enforcing 

religious ordinances under state sanction during the period in which the Imāmī creed supplanted 

Zaydī Shīʿism, their expertise in medical, philosophical, and scientific knowledge may have 

helped them co-evolve to adjudicate according to a new imamic tradition.  

2.3.5  Old Sciences, New Imams 

With only scant sources available depicting local attitudes, the religious history of late 

Kārkiyā’ī Gilan has yet to be written. The question of how scholars serving the Kārkiyā’ī court 

came to embrace a new Imāmī identity and its concomitant host of new imamic traditions 

                                                        

 

 
399 The letter indicates that this family enjoyed the financial benefits generated from bestowed state lands 
and their occupants (Several terms are used to refer to it as such: imlāk, arāżī, mutaʿalliqān/mutaʿalliqāt). 
Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, Ms. Peterman 145, ff. 97b-98a.; Amīn Aḥmad Rāzī writes that Yaḥyá was 
demoted in 965/1557-8 after committing an error in administering a medical treatment. He was sent a letter 
carrier to the Safavid court at Qazvin. Rāzī, Taẕkirah-Yi Haft Iqlīm. p. 1298. 
 
400 The deed in question pertains to the endowment of lands in a village called Suhan in the vicinity of 
Taliqan. The deed was read and reaffirmed by the Safavid state that inherited control over these lands after 
the fall of the Kārkiyā’ī dynasty. Sayyid Muḥammad Taqī Mīrzā Abū al-Qāsimī, “Vaqfnāmāh-Yi Sūhān,” 
Farhang-i Īrān Zamīn 11 (1963 1342): 155–68. 
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(akhbār) also remains unanswered. By the late 10th/16th century, despite doing nearly everything 

else in his power to remain politically autonomous, Khān Aḥmad Khān had moved far beyond the 

sectarian posture of his recent ancestors. Expressing his own fervent devotion towards the hidden 

twelfth imam as “the perfect spiritual guide,” he embraced the wider Safavid project of forced 

conversion towards a re-invigorated Imāmī Shīʿism.401 His collected letters reveal that, much to 

his irritation, Zaydī Shīʿism and various currents of Sufism remained prevalent among Gilan’s 

many villages.402 Following an exchange recorded among his many letters, we understand that 

Imāmī Shīʿism by this era had become associated with a specific intellectual community working 

in rational and other occult sciences. 

A man by the name of Mīr Jalīl Qārī of the village of Gūkih wrote a petition to the Khān, 

expressing his dissatisfaction over the persecution of a local Zaydī figure. While advocating on 

this person’s behalf, the claimant indicates that he himself follows the proscribed Imāmī sect: 

I have no confusion in my Islam, but I cannot understand what the persecution of Mullā 
Sulaymān does for the probity of the state. Both the religion of the ḥakīms (maẕhab-i 
ḥukamā’) and [that espoused by] others among the ʿulamā’403 have the same great effect 

                                                        

401 “Murshid-i kāmil dar zamān-i khud imām ast.” Khān Aḥmad Gīlānī, Nāmah-Hā-Yi Khān Aḥmad Khān 
Gīlānī: Nīmah-ʼi Duvum-i Sadah-ʼi Dahum-i Hijrī, ed. Farīdūn Nawzād (Tehran: Bunyād-i Mawqūfāt-i 
Duktur Maḥmūd Afshār, 1373). p. 140. 
 
402 The question of Khān Aḥmad Khān’s ties to Sufism require further research. We have correspondence 
between the Khān and residents of his kingdom debating the veracity of some Sufi leaders in which the 
Khān suggests that anyone other than the hidden twelfth imam is a charlatan. On the other hand, the Khān 
has recorded a letter affirming the leader (pīshvā) of the order of the Ḥaydarī Sufis. Although brief and 
divorced from context, this latter letter may indicate that the Khān had cultivated a relationship with the 
overtly Shīʿī Sufi order established in the early 13th century. Infamous for their poverty, consumption of 
cannabis, and acts of physical discipline (including self-mutilation), the negative image of the Kārkiyā’ī 
court in the Safavid imagination depicted a debauched Khān Aḥmad Khān surrounding himself with 
jugglers, musicians, gamblers, animal trainers, and other sorts unbefitting a king. The presence of Ḥaydarī 
dervishes could be behind this perception.  Gīlānī, Nāmah-Hā-Yi Khān Aḥmad Khān Gīlānī: Nīmah-Yi 
Duvum-i Sadah-Yi Dahum-i Hijrī. pp. 135-140, 163.; Mitchell, The Practice of Politics in Safavid Iran. p. 
119 
 
403 The sentence uses the term maẕhab here to mean sect, not religion, and clearly argues for a contrast in 
sectarian affiliation between the ḥukamā’ and another group that produce the same beneficial result. The 
orthography of the published version of this letter is unclear. If we read the latter phrase as an entirely 
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upon peoples’ minds and provide innumerable benefits for their souls. In the environs of 
the Hijaz may be found each one of five sects (firaq)—Muslims, Jews, Christians, 
Armenians, and Samaritans—each of whom is known by their manner of dress. In Syria 
is a place known as the ward of the reprobate (maḥalah-yi kharāb), where all the Shīʿa 
reside. Yet the people of Rome [i.e. Ottomans] are completely aware of that community’s 
Shīʿism. Despite this, they are not persecuted or exiled. Indeed, throughout all of Gilan, if 
there happens to be a single Zaydī, or more [they will be oppressed and expelled]. God 
willing, day by day, the ultimate of concern [for] the consolidation of religion and the 
righteousness of Muslims will be manifest.404  
 
The claimant’s letter discloses a distinction between the sectarian identity of those 

scholars practicing ḥikmat and other religious elites. Ostensibly, he means those scholars working 

in transmitted but not rational sciences maintained affinity for Zaydī Shīʿism. The Khān’s 

response corroborates this epistemic distinction, while also explaining that his overwhelming 

disdain for Zaydīs arises from the inherent problem they pose for his ideal of governance.  

Know that anyone who knows God in the manner of monotheism in the way that 
“We do not distinguish between any one of them”405 as it says in the Qur’ān, holds 
creedal beliefs in the prophets and knows the most distinguished and final 
prophet, and knows the honored ʿAlī—peace be upon him—the protector and 
successor without any intermediary, and who holds the true religion (mazhab) of 
the twelve Imāms, need not have any doubt in his Islam. And the same applies for 
any other sort of person.  
 

A Kharijite’s prayer beads not used for the remembrance of Haydar, 
 Use them to leash the throats of [those] hellhounds! 
 

                                                        

 

Arabic phrase: “chih maẕhab-i ḥukamā u ghayruhum bayn ʿulamā” (“…and others among the ʿulamā’), we 
should still understand that the waw (implied, “or”) intends to demarcate a separate professional cadre 
advocating a different sectarian identity. If we read the phrase as a partial Persian phrase, “chih maẕhab-i 
ḥukamā u ghayr ham bayn ʿulamā…” we would not get the sense of any religious contrast, as the claimant 
would be implying that the sectarian identity of the ḥukamā is also shared by distinct professional cadre of 
scholars.  
 
404 Gīlānī, Nāmah-Hā-Yi Khān Aḥmad Khān Gīlānī: Nīmah-ʼi Duvum-i Sadah-ʼi Dahum-i Hijrī. p. 183.  
 
405 The verse cited refers to Muslims not distinguishing between any of the Abrahamic prophets. The 
quotation is found in both Qur’ān, 2:136, or 3:84. 
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That felicity-seeker knows that I abhor Zaydīs, because no infallible imam of ours 
emerged by way of their principles for the imamate, which is by way of armed uprising 
(khurūj bih sayf). Cursing this sect is permissible, which [is the sect of] Nāṣir al-Ḥaqq 
and Abū’l-Ḥasan after him whose tombs are located in Langa and Tunikabun.406 Zaydīs 
call him the Supporter of God (mu’ayyad bi’llāh) and those like him imams, for whom 
this sect in incantations and prayers recites in their throats, “Peace be upon Yaḥyā [b. al-
Ḥusayn] and Qāsim [al-Rassī].”407 But Imām Zayd al-ʿĀbidīn, Imām Riżā, Imām 
Muḥammad Bāqir—blessings and peace upon them—are the masters of divination and 
science disclosed directly from God (ṣāḥib-i jafr va ṣāḥib-i ʿilm-i ladunī). [The Zaydīs] 
know that rebellion is useless, and in the same way, their other infallible imams are not 
real infallibles, but are enemies, and they do not speak as authors in erudition, spiritual 
qualities, or any of the subjects of our imams. They aren’t true imams. A person follows 
this sect, like any Muslim knows, since this Zaydī is supported on that mountain by some 
dogs by his lonesome and by some others resembling the Khajirites of Nahrawan. 
Although I have restrained myself from exiling them and fighting against them on 
religious grounds, these damned ones shake their asses to annoy me on purpose! Like 
Mullā Sulaymān, they report, who remakes marriage contracts for peoples’ wives who 
have already been wedded by a Shīʿī judge. And another damned person known as Mullā 
Maḥmūd, who says, “The pīr of the era has stipulated that reciting ‘ʿAlī is the friend of 
God’ during the call to prayer invalidates ritual ablution.” Faced with this reality, I feel 
pity that someone initiates these battles, but I also become the sword of divine law 
(nāmūs) that strikes down dogs. For this reason, my wish [to persecute] endures. The 
point is, advise this Mullā who has not given himself over for punishment. Damn their 
sect and piety! What fool am I, who in intimacy with the twelve imams—peace be upon 
them—fears the Zaydī conscience? Those infidels who the prophet killed and most who 
were pious and believers in their [false] religion, a person cannot seriously consider their 
piety [authentic]. The point being, what else can I do with these damned ones who show 
no shame? They know themselves and their hereafter.  

 
 Judgment for the lovers of ʿUmar with ʿUmar 408 

                                                        

406 These are major 10th-century Zaydī missionaries active in Gilan, Daylaman, and 
Tabaristan/Mazandaran. The former refers to Ḥasan ibn ʿAlī al-Utrūsh “Nāṣir al-Ḥaqq” (d. 917) who is 
actually buried in the city of Amul. 
 
407 This statement appears to object to the doxology commonly reserved for imams and prophets for early 
Zaydī scholars. The former, known as al-Hādī ilá’l-Ḥaqq Yaḥyá (d. 911), established the first Zaydī state in 
Yemen. He was the grandson of the latter, al-Qāsim b. Ibrāhīm b. Ismāʿīl b. Ibrāhīm b. al-Ḥasan b. al-
Ḥasan b. ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib (d. 860). As a theologian and jurist, he developed early Zaydī theological 
principles that came to be widely accepted in Yemen and the Zaydī enclaves of the Caspian littoral. See, 
Madelung, W., “al-Rassī”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Edited by: P. Bearman, Th. 
Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Consulted online on 10 December 2017 (First 
published online: 2012). 
 
408 Referring of course to the second caliph, ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb (assn. 644) generally despised in the 
Shīʿī historical imagination for his usurpation of the authority of ʿAlī and harassment of his family.  
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Damnation for that manner of sect that we have recounted, and pity for the times that we 
have spent mentioning the obligation of killing those who have hatred [towards the ahl 
ul-bayt]. I seek God’s forgiveness from beginning to end, and for the other who writes 
about the virtues of the Imams, they whom he doesn’t know, and the people of tradition 
(ahl-i sunnat) who don’t know their place. Blessings be to God, for we do have some 
lovers of the Imam whose virtues are known by all.409 
 
The Khān’s anger towards the Zaydīs arises on many different levels. Most overtly, he 

condemns the Zaydī principle of their imams assuming power through armed insurrection as a 

cudgel to invalidate any calls for their security.410 The poetic references do not equivocate about 

how this stance placed the Zaydīs on par with the Khawārij and Sunnī Muslims—already so 

thoroughly condemned in the early-modern Shīʿī heresiographic imagination.  

More central to our discussion on philosophy and its relationship to political power, the 

Khān’s characterization of those imams who his Zaydī countrymen fail to recognize suggests that 

the epistemic powers ascribed to them had already been woven into the fabric of the political 

theology of his state. Invoking the fourth, fifth, and eighths imams of the Imāmī tradition, he 

specifically charges the Zaydīs with rejecting their authority as conduits for “divinely disclosed 

science” and prognostication, while emphasizing their capacious literary, spiritual, and 

intellectual talents also lacking among the Zaydī leaders. Promoting only the Zaydīs’ very limited 

pantheon of common imams and their later spiritual masters would forsake the efficacy of these 

sciences that, by the late 10th/16th century, had become intimately intertwined with hagiographies 

of the middle and late figureheads of the Imāmī tradition. 

                                                        

409 Gīlānī, Nāmah-Hā-Yi Khān Aḥmad Khān Gīlānī: Nīmah-ʼi Duvum-i Sadah-ʼi Dahum-i Hijrī. pp. 184-
185. 
 
410 We should understand this as a polemical comment, given the programmatic from early Zaydī history 
for their version of the Imamate being won through armed insurrection against political oppressors, which 
had no contemporary parallel in earl-modern Gilan.  
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Khān Aḥmad’s biographers attest to his interest in various rational and occult sciences, 

including medicine, geomancy (raml), and astrology which would have all been cultivated and 

transmitted in Gilan by professional classes of ḥakīms and not necessarily by other scholars more 

immediately invested in overtly religious sciences like jurisprudence and Qur’ānic exegesis.411 

His court is also known to have fed practitioners of various occult sciences to other corners of the 

Safavid realm. One of his primary advisors, Jalāl al-Dīn Muḥammad Yazdī, known as the 

“Astrologer of Yazd,” had dedicated a summary on the science of geomancy, which he regularly 

practiced at his court.412 Yazdī later shifted his service to Safavid Isfahan along with an ʿAbd al-

Laṭīf Gīlānī. The latter was a master talismanist and specialist in producing magic tablets 

(lawḥ/alvāḥ) used to help the Khān remain in power. For disturbing several noble families with 

his talismans, he was eventually burned alive in the public square of Isfahan.413 

As the final ruler of independent Gilan established a strong preference for a specific sort 

of Imāmī Shīʿism in his court, it was not negotiated by a cadre of jurists but more centrally 

affirmed from the heavy influence of those working in both theoretical and applied branches of 

ḥikmat.  As he concludes another letter to Mīr Jalīl his erstwhile petitioner, “Ultimately [rely 

upon], the divine books, the best of which is the Qur’ān, and the collected statements and rational 

proofs of the ḥukamā’.”414 In this way, the religious culture of late Zaydī Gilan may have yielded 

                                                        

411 The Khān was also a noted lover of music. See, Muḥammad ibn Amīn ibn Faḍlallāh ibn Muḥibb al-Dīn 
ibn Muḥammad al-Muḥibbī, Khulāṣat Al-Āthar Fī Aʿyān Al-Qarn Al-Ḥādī ʿashar, vol. 1, 4 vols. (Cairo: al-
Maṭbaʿa al-Wahbiyya, 1290). p. 272-4. 
 
412 Jalāl al-Dīn Munajim Yazdī, Khulāṣat al-ramal, Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ms. Frazier 168, ff. 155b-
176b. 
 
413 Amlashī (Mīzān), Gūshah-Hāʼī Az Tārīkh-i Gīlān. 140-1.  
414 Gīlānī, Nāmah-Hā-Yi Khān Aḥmad Khān Gīlānī: Nīmah-ʼi Duvum-i Sadah-ʼi Dahum-i Hijrī. p. 151. 
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not to the religious designs of a larger and more powerful Safavid Empire investing heavily in 

classes of Arab jurists, but more directly to a homegrown “sect of the philosophers.”  

2.3.6 Philosophical pedigrees of Late Kārkiyā’ī Gilan 

When and how peripatetic philosophy began to be taught regularly in Gilan’s madrasas 

remains unclear. Biographical literature authored in the early 11th/17th century had attributed the 

local spread of ḥikmat and logic (manṭiq) to a figure called Luṭfullāh Gīlānī.415 A possible 

candidate may be Luṭfullāh Khāliksārī, the very brother of Pīla Faqīh and the maternal 

grandfather of Khān Aḥmad Khān’s noted ṣadr, ʿAbd al-Razzāq.416 Recalling that this family had 

established a reputation in letters and Zaydī law, a generation later they had shifted into the realm 

of rational sciences and medicine, appearing to bridge this epistemic shift that unfolded during 

the early 10th/16th century. With synchronic ascendance of Shīʿī scholars of ḥikmat in other 

corners of Iran, elites from Gilan likely developed a local curriculum modeled on what had been 

taught in the most prestigious rationalist circles of the day.  

Shiraz and, more specifically, the school of Ṣadr al-Dīn Muḥammad Dashtakī Shīrāzī 

discussed in Chapter 1, was the logical destination for students in search of expertise in rational 

sciences since the latter decades of the 9th/15th century. His philosophical tradition, which endured 

into the Safavid era under the tutelage of his descendants, posited that ḥikmat and its various 

branches including metaphysics, mathematics, and ethics, stood in ontological superiority to 

                                                        

415 Rāzī’s biographical dictionary lists many Gilani scholars and their noteworthy achievements in brief. 
However, all of them appear from the early to mid-10th/16th century. For this reason, a much earlier and 
entirely different person of the same name seems unlikely. Rāzī, Taẕkirah-Yi Haft Iqlīm. p. 1299. 
 
416 ʿAbd al-Razzāq also had one son named Luṭfullāh who emigrated to Mughal India with his three 
brothers, but died shortly after 1575. This other candidate seems to have lived too late into the 10th/16th 
century to have been responsible for this shift in scholastic culture.; The family is identified in Amlashī 
(Mīzān), Gūshah-Hāʼī Az Tārīkh-i Gīlān. p. 51. 
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speculative modes of discursive reasoning—even those based strictly upon Muslim scriptural 

sources.417 The manuscript archive attests that scholars from Gilan sought knowledge from the 

Dashtakīs directly. The elder Dashtakī penned a short treatise called Taḥqīqāt, or 

“Investigations,” at the request of a contemporary named Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī that detailed the 

most noble sciences, emphasizing mathematics, metaphysics, physics, ethics, to a greater degree 

than jurisprudence (fiqh) or theology (kalām).418  Complementing the peripatetic teachings of Ibn 

Sīnā with techniques of spiritual and mental askesis developed from the ishrāqī tradition of 

Suhravardī (ex. 1191), the elder Dashtakī envisioned an intellectual elite coming to know the 

divine with epistemic certainty (yaqīn) by not only perfecting rationalist modes of inquiry, but by 

applying their knowledge to shape the world around them. Elite ḥakīms, in other words, in both a 

practical sense and as a matter of their scholastic ideal, could not silo themselves off from the 

state offices that provided an arena in which to realize the potential of applied knowledge.419  

Scholarly connections between the court at Lahijan and the Shirazi circle of philosophers 

appear quite durable and suggest that this scholastic current influenced their local courtly culture. 

Shams al-Dīn Khafrī, who we also encountered in Chapter 1 among the instructors of Shāh Ṭāhīr, 

                                                        

417 See Henry Corbin, History of Islamic Philosophy, trans. Liadain Sherrard and Philip Sherrard (New 
York: Keegan Paul International, 1993). pp. 335-7. 
 
418 At least three copies are extant, Tehran, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Ms. 5180/39; a second at the National 
Academy of Sciences in Baku; and a third in Hyderabad, Risāla dar taḥqīq, Salar Jung Museum Library, 
Ms. Persian Akhlāq 41 (running ff. 148a-149b). The dedication to Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī is made by the 
cataloguers at Majlis Library. The consulted copy from Hyderabad refers to a “Niẓāmā Aḥmadā” with no 
definite attribution to Gilan. The Hyderabad copy was transcribed from the collected writings of a “Ghiyāth 
al-Dīn Maḥmūd Lāhījī” in the 12th/18th century, indicating that it was read by other scholars from Gilan. f. 
149b. 
 
419 This is in stark contradistinction to the fairly prevalent orientalist trope of Muslim scholars maintaining 
distance at all costs from political work within a state framework. For an overview of this relationship, see 
Ira M. Lapidus, “The Separation of State and Religion in the Development of Early Islamic Society,” 
International Journal of Middle East Studies 6, no. 4 (1975): 363–85. 
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had dedicated a devotional work of Shīʿī traditions to the grandfather of Khān Aḥmad Khān, 

Sulṭān-Aḥmad I (r. 911/1505-6 to 940/1533-4).420 As a mathematical astronomer who delved into 

exegesis, this work is significant in that it suggests that the late-Safavid intellectual culture of 

reading prophetic traditions and akhbār of the imams as mutually validating philosophical 

knowledge had been undertaken far earlier and at regional courts like Gilan.421 At least one other 

Shirazi philosopher, Najm al-Dīn Maḥmūd Nayrīzī (d. after 1526), trained in the philosophical 

circle of the Dashtakī family, had ventured to eastern Gilan and dedicated at least one 

philosophical treatise to a minister at the Kārkiyā’ī court.422  

The connection between the Shirazi philosophers and the court at Lahijan even 

transcended scholarship into the political arena. So that he may continue to destabilize the 

western half of Gilan, when Shāh Ṭāhmasb hired a member of the Dashtakī family to tutor prince 

Maḥmūd— the heir of the neighboring Isḥaqī dynasty of Biapas— Khān Aḥmad Khān bribed the 

instructor to lure his student into a bathhouse and murder him with a fast acting poison.423 Shortly 

                                                        

420 Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad b. Aḥmad Khafrī, Arbaʿīnāt, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Tehran, Ms. 12451/2. ff. 
17b-42b.; See also George Saliba, “ḴAFRI, ŠAMS-AL-DIN,” Encyclopaedia Iranica, XV/4, pp. 341-343. 
Online http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/kafri  (accessed December 2016); Khafrī was also father of the 
noted Safavid letterist and occultist Maḥmūd Dihdār Shīrāzī, see Matthew Melvin-Koushki, “DEHDĀR 
ŠIRĀZI, ʿEMĀD-al-DIN,” Encyclopædia Iranica, online edition, 2016, available at 
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/dehdar-shirazi  (accessed December 2016). 

 
421 On this tradition, see Pourjavady and Schmidtke, “An Eastern Renaissance? Greek Philosophy under the 
Safavids (16th-18th Centuries AD).” pp. 256-7. 
 
422 This was during the first decade of the 10th/16th century. The Dashtakī family centered around Ṣadr al-
Dīn Muḥammd Dashtakī (m. 1498) and his son, Ghiyāth al-Dīn Manṣūr Dashtakī (d. 1541). See, 
Pourjavady, Philosophy in Early Safavid Iran. pp. 57-8. 
 
423 After his father, Muẓaffar-Sulṭān, offered support to the Ottomans and was burned alive in a cage by 
Shāh Ṭahmāsb, prince Maḥmūd was made the nominal ruler of Biyapas.  
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thereafter, the Dashtakī ventured to Gilan as a “distinguished guest” of the Khān, who 

subsequently refused to surrender him to Safavid authorities.424  

2.3.7 Medical Practice as Politics 

While medicine had already been esteemed during the latter-Zaydī era, it continued to 

enjoy privileged status among Gilan’s scholarly elite working directly under state supervision 

until its downfall. Other letters demonstrate that the Kārkiyā’ī court under Khān Aḥmad Khān 

was directly responsible for managing classes of scholars trained in these sciences. For instance, 

the license (dastūr al-ʿamal) of an oculist (kaḥḥāl) discloses how medical talent was envisioned 

strengthening different political instruments of the state.  

Because your kohl-protected sight beheld the state of the felicitous by sharpest 
perception, which the lords of science (arbāb-i ʿilm) have examined, and because your 
privileged eye is illuminated by training in the application of kohl under the masters of 
insight, which the mentors of literature and art (aṣḥāb-i fażl u hunar) have proscribed, for 
this reason, the possessor of the license conforms to the high rank and the bearer of the 
honorable letter transcending all peers, the choicest exemplar, Ustād Muḥammad Yazdī 
the oculist—may light shine upon the discernments of his heart!— possesses complete 
skill in acquiring the light of hopes in the art of oculism. May he always deliver the 
luminous form of the divine to masters of insight (arbāb-i baṣīrat), and illuminate the 
sight of artists to witness the effects of divine industry, and aid the heart of the master of 
abstraction (ṣāḥib-i naẓrān) to conceive the joyous forms of the objects of divine 
creation. Because of the distinguished vision and compassionate sight from the careful 
eye wielded by him, it has been established, that residents of my domain— especially 
judges, generals of high stature, governors of esteem, sentinels of the roadways, 
druggists, and leaders of monasteries and [Sufi] lodges (ṣāḥibān-i ṣavāmiʿ u takkiyā) — 
he with many functionaries and attendants assisting him according to the previous 
custom—in all matters, in support and appeasement of eminent and industrious 
concerns—among the populace of each city in which he sojourns, in the eye of the people 
and the nobles, commands a specified office…425 
 

                                                        

424 A description of this incident is recorded by Fūmanī, who suggests that it was one of the main reasons 
used by Shāh Ṭahmāsb used to justify invading Gilan in 1567 and removing Khān Aḥmad Khān from 
power. ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ Fūmanī, Tārīkh-i Gilān: dar vaqāyiʿ sālhā-yi 923-1038 hijrī qamarī, ed. Manūchihr 
Sutūdah (Ṭihrān: Bunyād-i Farhang-i Īrān, 1970). p. 35. 
425 Gīlānī, Nāmah-Hā-Yi Khān Aḥmad Khān Gīlānī: Nīmah-Yi Duvum-i Sadah-Yi Dahum-i Hijrī. pp. 122-
123.  
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The state had validated the credentials of this oculist according to proscribed criteria of 

its professional class. Gesturing towards the wider social and religious value for retaining skilled 

medical talent, governance relied on the efficacy of institutions led by competent political, 

military, and religious officers. The constant appeals to ensuring the abilities of masters of insight 

(baṣīrat) and other scholars to witness, study, and represent the world as a theophanic 

manifestation justifies this officer’s deputation and fulfillment of his office as a binding religious 

obligation (“farż-i ʿayn u ʿayn- farż”).426  

Another petition sent to Khān Aḥmad Khān by a local district warden responding to an 

ostensible inquiry over his failure to deliver zakat taxes reveals more about the professional 

entanglement of Gilan’s Imāmī Shīʿī elite with medical sciences. The petition gestures towards 

the ubiquity with which medicine and rational sciences were being pursued alongside religious 

sciences by the elite as well as the general public. In an oversaturated medical market, the 

warden’s livelihood suffered due his inability to dominate either field. The claimant concludes by 

writing about how the promotion of Imāmī Shīʿism in his district, for which he also appears 

responsible, suffered in correlation with the erosion of his economic status: 

That bounty culled of the harvest of masters of medicine and ḥakīms427 and the men of 
letters and religion (aṣḥāb-i fażl u millat) which your humble servant witnessed in many 
cities and polities over many nights and days is that specialists as well as commoners 
have become fellow investors (sharīk-i māl) in the study of a few medical issues and 
debate of jurisprudential problems. In the end, I have understood that work in these two 
sciences is a problem. The difficulty is labor. The problem is the obligation of great 
practice and endless struggle. Caution and effort are one stock mixed up with another 
comprised of theology, worship, and piety. Although these two sciences are the most 
noble (īn du ʿilm ashraf-i ʿulūm-and) according to the honor of their subject matter and 
also with respect to the ḥadīth: “Science (ʿilm) is of two sorts: the science of bodies and 

                                                        

426 Gīlānī. pp. 122-123. 
 
427 The text reads “arbāb-i ṭibb u ḥakamāt,” which I understand to be an error of transcription by the 
publishers, because that Arabic plural would not fit the context in meaning. It must intend to read “arbāb-i 
ṭibb u ḥukamā’.” 
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the science of religions.”428 However, working in one of them requires neglecting work in 
the other! Just like urine retention is the cause of some diseases, yet if someone urinates 
copiously, perhaps water is nowhere to be found! Then one’s quest for definite ritual 
purity will be futile according to [the ḥadīth], “Cleanse urine with water” and “Beware of 
smearing yourselves with urine, for it is of the main causes of punishments in the grave.” 
Now, this also is because of the goal sought by religious claimants and the problem of a 
fixed livelihood and the erasure of their worrisome thoughts. Just as anxieties and griefs 
may be found in the mind of the state warden (mutavallī) whose interior has no capacity 
for imagination or comprehension, while his exterior delivers and conveys nothing, 
therefore, he grows disheartened in this line of work.429 Follow and act according to: “Eat 
the yield of the toil of the right hand and the sweat of the brow,” and “the world is a farm 
for the hereafter,” which achieve the provision of heaven through licit sustenance, 
generosity, and toil. “Oh messengers! Eat from what is in the earth that is lawful and do 
good works, for I am knowing of what you do!”430 Licit acquisition from planting and 
sewing and cultivating ancestral lands to suffice my livelihood is no longer possible and a 
collateral burden of four hundred rests upon the land referred to in the verse: “Nothing is 
planted and nothing grows, except sparsely.”431 In a criminal way, the inheritance, which 
was acquired through the sale of fine treatises (rasā’il-i ṭayyibah), has arrived to me, but 
the nomadic pastoralists and tribes possess the new as well as old permissions432 that no 
one may ever demand their tithe. The expectation—according to the verse: “And do 
good, for God has done good for you”433—of socialization and devotion towards the 
Twelve Imams cannot be demanded from the tribesmen from a position of defeat. No one 
has even sought tithe from me, so calculate my zakat from the tithes.434  
 
Despite the bleak picture, several important details may be glossed from the document. 

The petitioner, serving as a warden of a state district, cannot make ends meet through either the 

                                                        

428 This is perhaps the most oft-cited prophetic tradition used to justifying the prophetic roots of medical 
practice.  
 
429 Writing in the third person, the claimant clearly intends that he is the warden in question. 
 
430 Qur’ān, 23:51.  
 
431 This appears to be a reference to Qur’ān, 7:58: “And vegetation emerges from the good land by God’s 
permission, however nothing emerges from that which is bad except with great difficulty.”  
 
432 The term used is imżā’ or ‘signature,’ presumably referring to an inviolable contract established under a 
recent dynast exempting this community from the burden of taxation for pasturing their animals. No other 
details about them are given, and we do not know what religious tradition they practiced.  
 
433 Qur’ān, 28:77. 
 
434 Gīlānī, Nāmah-Hā-Yi Khān Aḥmad Khān Gīlānī: Nīmah-Yi Duvum-i Sadah-Yi Dahum-i Hijrī. pp. 146-
147. 
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medical or religious disciplines in which he has been trained. He reveals that selling intellectual 

works enabled his ancestors to acquire an estate and maintain status as landed elites. This 

supports the claim that the religious officers of Kārkiyā’ī Gilan should be considered 

entrepreneurs who sought economic security alongside—and often through—their practice in 

religious and rational sciences. His final remark demonstrates that these medical-philosophical-

religious scholars were expected to undertake efforts to help settle and convert nomadic tribes to 

Imāmī Shīʿism. Yet, favorable status conferred upon them by the current as well as previous 

rulers to avoid owing any taxes to local landlords impeded this objective. While more reputed 

Safavid scholars like Bahā’ al-Dīn ʿĀmilī are known to have penned treatises refuting Zaydī 

Shīʿism, most historical accounts of Iran’s sectarian realignment fail to account for how these 

regional regimes also drove the conversion process forward on a local level.435   

As Shāh ʿAbbās I came to power in Iran, Khān Aḥmad Khān failed to attend his court to 

pay his respects as the imperial power expected of its governors and titular provincial rulers.  In 

997/ 1588-9, one of the Khān’s last court physicians, Masīḥ al-Dīn Gīlānī, switched alliances to 

serve the Safavid state. In a last-ditch effort to repair the strained relationship between Isfahan 

and Lahijan, he attempted to negotiate a marriage alliance between the two royal households that 

would designate the Khān’s successor as a Safavid blood prince. The Khān rejected the offer, and 

Safavid armies soon invaded.436 Although the Khān escaped across the Caspian to Shirvan, and 

then to Istanbul where he sought assistance from the Ottoman regime, he failed to convince the 

                                                        

435 See Risāla dar taḥqīqāt firqa-yi bāṭilā zaydiyya va ghayruha, British Library, Ms. Delhi Arabic 495b. ff. 
29a-34b. 
 
436 Gīlānī, Tārīkh-i Gīlān, Dar Vaqāyiʿ-i Sālhā-Yi 923-1038 Hijrī Qamarī. pp. 129-130.  
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Safavids’ main rivals to win back his ancestral lands. He retired to the Shīʿī shrine cities of Iraq 

where he died a few years later.437  

Ultimately, then, retaining a talented cadre of physician-viziers could not ensure the 

integrity and duration of the Kārkiyā’ī state. Yet, the rigor and notoriety of their intellectual 

pedigree enabled these scholars to adapt their craft to suit the needs of other regional Persianate 

states. By now, we understand that patronage networks centered in the courts of India and the 

Deccan offered attractive alternatives for Zaydīs who feared the undue pressures of conversion in 

Gilan, elite physicians and scholars of religious sciences who struggled to make ends meet in 

Gilan’s overcrowded professional market, or other state administrators who fell out of political 

favor in the eyes of mercurial kings.  

2.4 Gilani Ḥakīms Pivot to the Deccan 

As Gilan became a difficult place in which to make one’s professional mark, we find that 

many physicians, administrators, and merchants easily moved out of Gilan and into the courtly 

spaces of the Deccan Sultanates just as their ancestors had found patrons among the Bahmanīs.  

Just as Chapter 1 demonstrated that many early Iranian émigrés to the Deccan found 

favor first in the Niẓāmshāhī realm before spreading into other courts, it seems that Ahmadnagar 

also served as the first destination for many Iranian physicians around in the same era. Rustam 

Jurjānī is perhaps one of the earliest attested court physicians who made the switch from Gilan 

during the early reign the independent Deccan Sultanates. He had served Khān Aḥmad I before 

venturing to Ahmadnagar and Dawlatabad in the service of Burhān Niẓāmshāh. Between 

951/1544-954/1547, he authored a massive work of Persian materia medica entitled, Ẕakhīrah-yi 

Niẓāmshāhī, or, “The Niẓāmshāhī Treasure,” based on an early 7th/13th century Arabic work of 

                                                        

437 al-Muḥibbī, Khulāṣat Al-Āthar Fī Aʿyān Al-Qarn Al-Ḥādī ʿashar. p. 374. 



 

 234 

pharmaceutics by the Andalusian Ibn al-Bayṭar who worked between Mamluk Egypt and Syria.438 

A more recent medical reference work from the Levant, Taḏkirat ulá al-albāb wa al-jāmiʿ li’l-

ʿajab al-ʿujāb, by the blind Syrian physician, Dāwūd al-Anṭakī (d. 1599) was also translated into 

Persian at Ahmadnagar under the title Taẕkira-yi Niẓāmshāhī, which was read subsequently by 

the Gilani medical diaspora in South Asia.439 Its author, an unstudied émigré called Ḥasan b. 

ʿAbd al-Raḥman departed from Iran in late 1547 (ʿīd-i qurbān, 953).440 As he says, he came to 

dedicate his medical translation as a benefit for the local scholars after winning one of many 

frequent debates about the foundations of physical sciences (uṣūl-i ʿilm-i ṭabīʿī) by quoting from 

the original Arabic text.441 Therefore his translation was primarily a means of sharpening the 

knowledge of other scholars operating in a courtly context, but not per se to train physicians in 

medical practice. Similar to other works produced in this context, his dedication heaps praise 

upon the sultan for being a pillar of Islam in a land of infidelity and for his support of the Shīʿī 

Imams.442 The very opening lines produce the famous ḥadīth al-qudsī likening God to a hidden 

treasure desiring an audience to recognize his qualities, while also quoting from the 11th century 

scholar of political ethics, Niẓām al-Mulk. His statement that whoever has not learned astronomy 

                                                        

438 At least three copies of this text exist at the National Academy of Sciences in Baku, Wellcome Institute 
of London, and the US National Library of Medicine. Fatemeh Keshavarz, A Descriptive and Analytical 
Catalogue of Persian Manuscripts in the Library of the Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine 
(London: The Wellcome Institute for the history of medicine, 1986). pp. 274–276. 
 
439 The anonymously authored Tuḥfat al-ʿāshiqīn, falsely attributed to Ibn Sīnā, seems to have been 
authored by a member of the Gilani diaspora in either the Deccan or Mughal north India no earlier than the 
latter reign of Shāh Jahān, i.e. mid-11th/17th century. The Taẕkira-yi Niẓāmshāhī is a common sourcebook 
for some of its remedies. Avicenna, Al-Risāla Al-Sharīf Al-Mawsūm Wa Al-Mulaqqab Bi’Tuḥfat Al-
ʿāshiqīn (Bombay, 1852). pp. 109, 121, 130.  
 
440 No other information is forthcoming about this scholar’s origins or personal background.  
 
441 Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. M. 2164. p. 3. 
 
442 It remains unclear which Niẓāmshāhī sultan is intended.   
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and anatomy is incapable of comprehending the divine (maʿrifat Allāh), through “perfect 

Gnosticism and complete mastery” has not arrived at the highest ontological state in which sound 

actions may be performed.443 The ḥadīth and the words of the ʿAbbāsid vizier work to emplot the 

practice of medicine as a devotional act, but one also aggrandizing the Niẓāmshāhī hagiography 

of divinely sanctioned kingship as the vehicle by which this devotion comes about. 

We find similar justifications for the courtly medical practice of another near-

contemporary, Ḥakīm Valī b.ʿAlī Mutaṭabbib Gīlānī, who appears at both the courts of Burhān 

Niẓāmshāh during the same era as the aforementioned Rustam Jurjānī before he shifted his 

professional service over to the second independent ruler of Golkonda, Jamshīd Quṭbshāh. In 

what now appears to have been the standard practice of medical scholarship at the Niẓāmshāhī 

court, Ḥakīm Valī also translated an important Arabic medical work, the Taqwīm al-abdān of the 

5th/11th century Jewish convert Ibn Jazlah Baghdādī (d. 1100), into Persian. He also authored two 

different version of a highly popular treatise on hygiene, the The Six Necessities (Sittah-yi 

żarūriyya), to both his Niẓāmshāhī and Quṭbshāhī patrons.444  

While Ḥakīm Valī does not volunteer any information in this treatise about how he 

entered into the Deccan, he announces that he had studied with his father’s brother, ʿAlā’ al-Dīn 

Muḥammad Gīlānī (d. 920/1514-5), and adds that that he is from an eminent medical family 

descended from the ahl al-bayt. The comment about genealogy fails to reflect a Ḥasanid or 

Ḥusaynid attribution and may have been an inauthentic claim added specifically to ingratiate him 

to the sayyid-favoring kings of the Deccan. His uncle, who had gained a privileged position as a 

                                                        

443 Ibid. p. 2. 
 
444 See, Speziale, Soufisme, Religion, et Médecine En Islam Indien. p. 82.  
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court physician for the first Safavid Shāh Ismāʿīl, likewise is not named as a sayyid by his 

biographers.445  

The treatise opens with a prayer to the divine creator, the prophet, and his descendants, 

the Imams, who are the “tree of guardianship (vilāyat) and the Imamate.” Ḥakīm Valī then 

explains that while jurisprudence ensures righteousness, livelihood, and resurrection, it requires 

medicine to maintain the permanence of our bodies upon which acts of obedience and worship 

are extracted.446 Just as we found in the later Niẓāmshāhī medical translation, Ḥakīm Valī too 

produces the same statement about the obligation of studying astronomy and anatomy to learn 

sources of divine secrets, but he instead attributes it to a prophetic ḥadīth.447 The author then 

switches to an overtly political tenor: “The management and control of the interests of the 

kingdom, the laws of the state, royal etiquette, the rites of decorum, the adjustment in the rules of 

justice, quenching the fires of oppression, and managing and equipping the military all rely upon 

comprehension of medicine […] according to the saying ‘Medicine is for kings.’”448  The absence 

of a physician, he writes, may be felt in an instant, as the entire political artifice is obedient and 

manageable through his service. His prescriptions for hygiene are offered to the sultan so that he 
                                                        

445 An account of his uncle’s death near Kashan is recorded by Khwāndamīr who writes that he was 
succeeded in his post by a son named Ḥakīm Jalāl al-Dīn, see  Khwāndamīr, Rijāl-i Kitāb-i Ḥabīb Al-Siyar: 
Az Ḥamla-Yi Mughūl Tā Marg-i Shāh Ismaʻīl-i Avval. p. 262.; Ḥakīm Valī Gīlānī, Sittah-Yi Żarūriyya, ed. 
Narjis Gurjī, Rayḥānah Muʿīnī, and Nāṣir Riżāyīpūr, Iḥyā-Yi Mīrāṯ-i Maktūb-i Ṭibb-i Sunnatī-Yi Īrān 19 
(Tehran: Intishārāt-i al-Maʿī, 1391). p. 44. 
 
446 He stipulates that medical knowledge is necessary for undertaking acts of worship (ʿibādāt), because 
they are contingent upon a sound intellect, which is contingent upon a healthy body, which is contingent 
upon sound faculties, which are contingent upon adhering the rules of medicine, which requires medical 
knowledge. While this might appear to be a rather thin justification in the eyes of the modern reader, 
establishing contingent propositions in this way was emblematic of  Gīlānī, Sittah-Yi Żarūriyya. pp. 38-39, 
43. 
 
447 “He who has not learned astronomy and anatomy, verily he is incapable of comprehending God.” The 
editors correctly point out that this tradition is absent from all canonical Shīʿī sources. Gīlānī. p. 39, n2. 
 
448 This statement appears in both versions for the Quṭbshāhī and Niẓāmshāhī sultans. 
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may have some reserve of medical knowledge, but the political ideal clearly requires a skilled 

physician who has highly trained sensory faculties and knowledge of rational proofs at his 

disposal.449 The treatise then covers topics like food, drink, sleep, air quality, and offers different 

simples and compounds for various diseases. 

Ḥakīm Valī demonstrates that medicine, sanctioned as a divine science, was understood 

as a cornerstone of political stability in the Deccan much the same as Gilan for its manifest social 

benefits. While the names of prominent medieval Muslim physicians appear throughout his 

treatise, its thin gesture towards the Shīʿī Imams in either version’s introduction suggests that 

Ḥakīm Valī may not have subscribed to the emerging Imāmī ideology of the high Safavid era that 

embedded medicine and other rational sciences in their hagiographies like what we saw in the 

context of Khān Aḥmad Khān’s letters from the latter decades of the 10th/16th century.450 He 

likely resisted performing that rhetorical invocation because he had studied medicine in Kārkiyā’ī 

Gilan, it had hosted a different intellectual culture, because he was a Zaydī.   

2.4.1 The Vagaries of Coja Çameçadim 

Within a network that stretched from Lahijan to outposts throughout the Indian Ocean, 

the Gilani diaspora grew entangled within emerging European empires that entered the same 

maritime corridors the shortly after the dawn of the 10th/16th century. At this nexus we find 

Ḥakīm Valī’s more noteworthy cousin, Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad Gīlānī (d. approx. 988/1580). 

He has been both known and unknown for many years for different types of work in the Deccan 

and the capital of the Mughal empire—but understood in two periods, in two places, and as two 

                                                        

449 Gīlānī, Sittah-Yi Żarūriyya. p. 43. 
 
450 The introduction to the Niẓāmshāhī version contains only a hemstitch referring to “the people of 
guardianship (valāyat)”: “Those who are physicians for the heart’s lament,” (ānān kih ṭabīb dard-i dill-hā 
bāshand). Gīlānī. p. 42. 
 



 

 238 

separate individuals. Since the early 1980s, Portuguese and Indian historians working through the 

records of the Estado da Índia and the chronicles of its early administrators had unearthed 

knowledge of a Gilani merchant who came to play a pivotal role in the western Deccan around 

the middle of the 10th/16th century.451 He had established himself as a successful merchant in the 

spice trade, operating out of the Konkan port city of Cananor (Kannur), then controlled by the 

Portuguese.452  He attained a close relationship with the Estado in part because his brother, ʿAbd 

al-Jabbār, who oversaw a trading house in the Arabian port of Jeddah, routinely passed along 

information about Ottoman naval maneuvers in the Red Sea that was then forwarded to the 

Estado. The Ottoman navy had sought to cut off Portuguese supply routes between the Red Sea 

and their overseas imperial outposts in the Persian Gulf, the Konkan Coast, and the spice islands 

of Indonesia.453 The trans-imperial contest was made all the more complex by different coalitions 

between coastal princely states like Calicut and bands of corsairs who invited the Ottoman 

disruption.454  

                                                        

451 Luís de Albuquerque and Inácio Guerreiro, “Khoja Shams-ud-Dîn, Comerciante de Cananor na Primeira 
Metade do Século XVI,” in Actas do II Seminário Internacional de História Indo-Portuguesa, ed. Luís de 
Albuquerque and Inácio Guerreiro (Lisbon: Instituto de Investigação Científica Tropical, Centro de Estudos 
de História e Cartografia Antiga, 1985), 229–39.; K.S. Mathew, “Khwaja Shams-Ud-Din Giloni: A 
Sixteenth Century Entrepreneur in Portuguese India,” in Emporia, Commodities, and Entrepreneurs in 
Asian Maritime Trade, C. 1400-1750 (Stuttgart: Steiner Verlag, 1991), 365–71.; For his early reading of 
this experience, see also Subrahmanyam, “Iranians Abroad: Intra-Asian Elite Migration and Early Modern 
State Formation.” Especially, p. 358. 
 
452 Mathew, “Khwaja Shams-Ud-Din Giloni: A Sixteenth Century Entrepreneur in Portuguese India.” p. 
366-7.; Sanjay Subrahmanyam, The Portuguese Empire in Asia, 1500-1700: A Political and Economic 
History (New York: Longman, 1993). pp. 92-3. 
 
453 The most comprehensive work to date on the Ottoman presence in the Indian Ocean is Giancarlo Casale, 
The Ottoman Age of Exploration (New York: Oxford, 2010).; See also Giancarlo Casale, “Global Politics 
in the 1580s: One Canal, Twenty Thousand Cannibals, and an Ottoman Plot to Rule the World,” Journal of 
World History 18, no. 3 (2007): 267–96. 
 
454 Casale, The Ottoman Age of Exploration. pp. 44-45. 
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The smooth operator from Gilan found himself at the center of this web of political and 

commercial interests. In exchange for cooperating with the Portuguese, Shams al-Dīn received 

permission to dispatch ships loaded with spices to Arabian ports in the west and grew wealthy as 

a result.455 He does not appear as ‘a lone wolf’ working with the Catholic state, as even one of his 

relatives had converted to Christianity and became “António Fernandes,” serving a scribe and 

interpreter for the Estado.456 Yet, what bound Shams al-Dīn even more closely to the European 

power than his trade was his personal wealth in another sort of capital. 

After serving the state dutifully and gaining immense territorial power, an ʿĀdilshāhī 

general named Assad Khān Lārī had rebelled and waged war against Ibrāhīm ʿĀdilshāh I (r. 

1534- 1558). With the intention of ousting him, he had sent for the sultan’s uncle, Miyān ʿAlī, 

from exile in Gujarat. Yet in 1543, the general fell ill and died, leaving behind both a massive 

fortune and a prince without a kingdom to his associate and treasurer, Khwāja Shams al-Dīn 

Gīlānī.457  

K.S. Mathew and Sanjay Subrahmanyam have in turn discussed the storied tale of the 

general’s fortune—how it came to be embezzled by the Estado governor based in Goa— all while 

Shams al-Dīn assisted the Portuguese in holding the exiled ʿĀdilshāhī prince as a hostage so that 

                                                        

455 K.S. Mathew, “Indian Merchants and the Portuguese Trade on the Malabar Coast during the Sixteenth 
Century,” in Indo-Portuguese History: Old Issues, New Questions, ed. Teotonio R. de Souza (New Delhi: 
Concept Publishing Company, 1985), 1–12. pp. 3-5.; On the strategic position of Jeddah between the 
Mamluks, Ottomans, Portuguese, and Sharifs of the Hijaz, see Andrew Peacock, “Jeddah and the India 
Trade in the Sixteenth Century: Arabiab Contexts and Imperial Policy,” in Human Interaction with the 
Environment in the Red Sea, ed. Dionisius A. Agius et al. (Boston: Brill, 2017), 290–322. 
 
456 Sanjay Subrahmanyam, Three Ways to Be Alien: Travails & Encounters in the Early Modern World, 
The Menahem Stern Jerusalem Lectures (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2011). p. 55. 
457 For a different version of these events, see, see Briggs, History of the Rise of the Mahomedan Power in 
India, till the Year A.D. 1612, Translated from the Original Persian of Mahomed Kasim Ferishta, 1829. pp. 
95-102. 
 



 

 240 

he could not contest the throne of Bijapur.458 His long-term ‘imprisonment’ developed from the 

Estado’s navigation of a series of complex local relations between the ʿĀdilshāhīs and other 

Deccan powers. For delivering the bulk of the fortune of Assad Khān as well as the exiled prince 

to the Estado, and also for sending ships to support their war against the sultan of Gujarat, Shams 

al-Dīn was appointed chief judge over the Muslim community of Goa in the mid-1540s.459 From 

this privileged position, he was recognized as an official vassal of the Portuguese empire. As 

such, he confidently levelled petitions—as ‘Coja Çameçadim Giloni’ (fig. 10) — to the king in 

Lisbon about receiving more favorable treatment in undertaking his mercantile affairs. Even in 

this regard, his status was not unique, as another Majid al-Dīn ʿAlī Gīlānī “King of Cananor” also 

loaned money to the Estado and protested for favorable shipping rights (fig. 11). The signature on 

these two letters from 1548 and 1549 respectively show Shams al-Dīn Gīlānī advocating on his 

and his colleague’s behalf. 

 

 
Figure 10. Signature and Seal of “Coja Çameçadim Giloni” 460 

                                                        

458 See, “A Muslim Prince in Counter-Reformation Goa,” in Subrahmanyam, Three Ways to Be Alien: 
Travails & Encounters in the Early Modern World. pp. 23-72. 
 
459 Mathew, “Khwaja Shams-Ud-Din Giloni: A Sixteenth Century Entrepreneur in Portuguese India.” p. 
367. 
460 The archivist’s note about this letter reads, “Giloni's charter letter to the King, in which he gives an 
account of how Garcia de Sá, governor of India, will send an armada of 12 ships to Malabar and by the 
captain Sebastian of Sá, who had aggravated the very people of that coast, and of other customs that had 
with the same governor, as it was that he had not loaded two thousand cruises, he had to take a vessel that 
was to procure horses […]” Lisbon, Arquivo Nacional Torre do Tombo, Item PT/TT/CC/1/92/88, January 
25, 1549, https://digitarq.arquivos.pt/details?id=3779448  
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Figure 11. Signature and Seal of “Coja Çameçadim Giloni” on behalf of “Meçadim Giloni” 

461 

In 1555-6, Shams al-Dīn set out with a band of Portuguese soldiers and an army under 

the command of the freewheeling military commander, ʿAyn al-Mulk Gīlānī,462 as they sought to 

invade interior ʿĀdilshāhī territory to install Miyān ʿAlī as a Muslim ruler willing to govern on 

favorable terms. The expedition almost immediately failed, and they fled with the prince into the 

relative safety of Niẓāmshāhī territory. Unwelcomed at Ahmadnagar, ʿAyn al-Mulk Gīlānī was 

immediately executed while Shams al-Dīn and the prince were imprisoned by Ḥusayn Niẓāmshāh 

for around a year, before the Estado paid their ransom and return to Goa.463 The records of the 

Estado then grow silent about Shams al-Dīn beyond this episode, when his age was thought to be 

around sixty-eight years.464 

                                                        

461 The archivist’s note about this letter reads, “Complaining to the king of the mistreatment and without 
reasons that he experienced among his captains in whose power he lived as a captive, asking the same 
gentleman to provision so that his ships went where he wished, without leave of the governors, ordering to 
[Governor] Martin Alfonso de Sousa to pay him money that he lent him.” Lisbon, Arquivo Nacional Torre 
do Tombo, Item PT/TT/CC/1/81/121, December 20, 1548, https://digitarq.arquivos.pt/details?id=3777937  
 
462 Recalling our earlier discussion in this chapter over his precise identity, there are several historical 
figures by this name and title from at least the 1490s until the 1590s. This particular officer is discussed in a 
footnote above. 
 
463 Subrahmanyam, Three Ways to Be Alien: Travails & Encounters in the Early Modern World. pp. 61-64. 
 
464 Albuquerque claims that Shams al-Dīn must have been born in 1487-8 given that he reports his age at 60 
years in December of 1548. Another letter suggests that he had been in service to the Estado for forty years, 
which Albuquerque interprets to mean as early as 1505, when he would have been 17 years old. Ages are 
difficult to defend even with such clear statements. Did Shams al-Dīn mean solar years when speaking to 
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Once again, the chancery manual of Muḥammad Qāsim Ṭabasī, which we drew upon so 

heavily in Chapter 1, fills in important gaps in this story. The collection includes four letters 

addressed to Shams al-Dīn and his nephew (sister’s son), ʿAlī Gīlānī. The letters are written on 

behalf of the third Quṭbshāhī sultan, Ibrāhīm, as well as the Niʿmatullāhī Sufi devotee and Imāmī 

pīshvā, Muṣṭafá Khān.  

What appears to be the earliest letter is that of Muṣṭafá Khān. It is addresses him as 

Shaykh al-Islām, which would be appropriate for the man who served as chief judge at Goa.465 

The letter esteems his learning, indicating his perfections in both rational and transmitted sciences 

(al-kamālāt al-ʿaqliyya wa al-naqliyya) and calls him “the locus of theoretical and practical 

angelic virtues” (al-multaqī … faḍā’il al-malakāt al-ʿilmiyya wa al-ʿamaliyya).466 The Quṭbshāhī 

pīshvā clearly intends to recruit Shams al-Dīn into service at Golkonda, expressing that “in this 

land a protector of esteemed lineage, honorable nature, and fine principles desiring the 

impossible, [which is] companions of integrity, seekers of means, and masters of literary arts and 

merits.” The pīshvā concludes with an obsequious request that he should come to learn if the 

                                                        

 

the Estado officers? Most of his contemporaries reported their ages in lunar years, which would make him 
somewhat younger but not by a great amount. Alternatively, these could have been simply estimates or 
boasts rather than accurate representations of time. “O último documento que se refere a Khoja Shams-ud-
Din data de 1556 e é uma informação de Francisco Pereira de Miranda. Tinha então cerca de 68 anos e é 
natural que a sua morte viesse a ocorrer pouco depois, muito embora nenhuma notícia tenhamos da data 
nem do local em que faleceu.” Albuquerque and Guerreiro, “Khoja Shams-ud-Dîn, Comerciante de 
Cananor na Primeira Metade do Século XVI.” p. 231-2, 235. 
 
465 The title recorded by the copyist is to “Mawlānā Muḥammad Gīlānī,” without also naming him “Shams 
al-Dīn.”  
 
466 In another undated letter a “Sayyid Shams al-Dīn” is also mentioned who had fallen into a bad state of 
what appears to be ill health without hope of support (az dast raftah va az pāy aftādah), and is said to have 
been brought to a port by a Mīr Muẓaffar ʿAlī in order to find someone who can tend to his condition, see 
Tehran, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis. Ms. 5138. ff. 505b-506a. 
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climate of Telangana suits his disposition as he himself desires his attention just as much.467 Since 

Muṣṭafá Khān left Quṭbshāhī service in 1565, we may presume this letter dates from the very late 

1550s, which appear to have been his final days in Portuguese Goa.468 

The next letter is addressed to both Gilani men, containing Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh’s 

announcement of a royal gift (mawhibatnāmah) of a powerful fleet of oceangoing ships (yak ra’s-

i jihāz-i qavī).469 The letter attends to the rhetorical conventions of a licit offer and acceptance of 

the gift, which would have occasioned its inclusion in this epistolary collection. Fortunately for 

our purposes, it is dated to either October 1558 or September 1559 (Dhū al-ḥijja 965/6),470 which 

suggests that Shams al-Dīn sought either an entirely new royal patron after his ill-fated expedition 

and imprisonment, or it could instead indicate an attempt by the Quṭbshāh to deposit one of the 

most well-connected itinerant administrators squarely into his capacious stable of courtly 

beneficiaries.471 While the letter does not indicate what sort of business the fleet was to undertake, 

it was most likely intended to bolster the Gilanis’ trade in spices and fabrics that would ostensibly 

bring profits into the Quṭbshāhī port of Masulipatnam (Machalipattanam) at the mouth of the 

Krishna River on the Coromandal Coast.472 Indicating the status of Shams al-Dīn, the Quṭbshāh 

                                                        

467 Kitābkhāna Majlis. Ms. 5138. ff. 508b-509a.  
 
468 He left Golkonda after the 1565 attack and destruction of Ram Raj and the Vijayanagara Empire. On the 
date, see Briggs, History of the Rise of the Mahomedan Power in India, till the Year A.D. 1612, Translated 
from the Original Persian of Mahomed Kasim Ferishta, 1829. p. 331. 
 
469 The ships are specified to be of the “Maḥmūdī” type.  
 
470 The letter recorded in Ibn Khātūn’s collection appears to date to 966, while the same letter recorded in 
Tīpū Sultan’s codex spells out the date as 965; Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis. Ms. 5138, f. 506b., and British 
Library, Ms. IO Islamic 18, f. 160a. 
 
471 Jāmiʿ Ibn Khātūn, Tehran, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis. Ms. 5138. f. 506b.; British Library, Ms. IO Islamic 18, 
ff. 159a-160b. 
 
472 This may encourage the revision of Subrahmanyam’s dating of the rise of Masulipatnam as an important 
port to earlier in the 10th/16th century. See Subrahmanyam, “Persians, Pilgrims and Portuguese.” 
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addresses him as “Khwāja Jahān,” or, “Merchant of the World.” Not only was this title a remark a 

about his status as a well-connected trader, but it harkens to the earlier Bahmanī statesman from 

Gilan, Maḥmūd Gāvān, who was adorned with the same title a century earlier.  

The subsequent two letters are each addressed individually to Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad 

and ʿAlī Gīlānī individually. The letters are both remonstrations that speak of some unfulfilled 

promises and a disregard for unspecified obligatory service that they had vowed to undertake for 

Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh. The letter chides Shams al-Dīn for being inattentive to the sultan’s requests, 

despite being an officer of exacting intellect (mustawafī fikr-i daqīqah shinās).473 Ibrāhīm 

Quṭbshāh’s letter to ʿAlī Gīlānī more directly and sternly advises him to turn away from some 

unnamed treachery and devious behavior, and he rebukes ʿAlī Gīlānī for having forgotten the 

preferential status conferred upon him at the expense of others. The letter concludes with the 

sultan advising him to send precious fabric and horses in an attempt to compensate for the offense 

that he caused as well as a thinly veiled threat that ʿAlī Gīlānī will reimburse the sultan many 

times over when they next meet.474  

Like many other Iranians since the Bahmanī era, these Gilani émigrés pursued mercantile 

interests and worked in administrative posts as their primary vocations.475 Whether they set aside 

time for scholarly pursuits is unclear, but these recruitment letters suggest that they trained in 
                                                        

 

 
473 The sentence continues to say he was appointed “according to the details and sketches about the routes 
of past eras (bar tafāṣīl u ijmāl-i majārī-yi aḥvāl-i guẕashtah).” Unfortunately, these ‘routes’ are not 
specified, but they mean to say that he was appointed to some office according to his past reputation. 
 
474 Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis. Ms. 5138. ff. 507b-508a.; British Library, IO Islamic 18. f. 134b. 
 
475 The governorship of Dawlatābād was offered under the rule of Aḥmad Shāh Bahmanī to an Arab 
merchant called Khalaf Ḥasan Baṣrī who also held the office of vakīl and malik al-tujjār. Flatt, “Courtly 
Culture in the Indo-Persian States of the Medieval Deccan: 1450-1600.” p. 80. 
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rational and religious sciences according to the highest standards of the day. In the eyes of the 

Quṭbshāhī administration, it was the Gilanis who were the hot commodities.  

Recruiting a spice merchant from Gilan by way of Goa may also have opened the door to 

other administrators and scholars entering from Gilan. Muḥammad Qāsim Ṭabasī’s letters 

indicate that Muṣṭafá Khān had attempted to poach Khān Aḥmad Khān’s ṣadr, Ḥakīm ʿAbd al-

Razzāq Gīlānī, who we encountered earlier as the replacement of Ṣadr al-Sharīʿa Gīlānī at the 

Kārkiyā’ī court.476 Comparing his knowledge of ḥikmat to the prophet Luqmān and his talents to 

Aristotle and Galen, Muṣṭafá Khān issued an invitation (qawlnāmah) to bring him to the 

Quṭbshāhī court after coming to know of his reputation in medicine through undisclosed 

channels. We have no evidence to suggest that ʿAbd al-Razzāq accepted this offer, but it 

demonstrates the broad and sustained recruitment of scholars trained in rational sciences between 

the two regions that was no doubt facilitated by other figures silenced by the fragmented archive. 

Significant to the story of the diaspora, these letters indicate that Shams al-Dīn and his 

nephew assumed a central role in the Deccan at a time when Khān Aḥmad Khān still retained 

power in Gilan prior to his first overthrow by Shāh Ṭahmāsb in 1567. The Khān’s own epistolary 

collections suggests that he enjoyed a close relationship with Shams al-Dīn. It remains unclear if 

they came to know one another through the transnational republic of letters that linked their 

respective lands, or if he had served him in Lahijan at an earlier date. A letter written by a Mullā 

Aqā Jān the Geomancer (rammāl) details how the Khān dispensed with state and military offices 

to the leaders of local guilds (ahl-i aṣnāf) of Lahijan and the surrounding areas. The office of 

chief minister (vizīr), for example, went to Khwāja Masīḥ, the head goldsmith (zargar). The office 

of general (sipahsālār) serving over the territory of Daylaman went to the chief carrot seller 

                                                        

476 Kitābkhāna Majlis. Ms. 5138. ff. 493b-494a. 
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(gazrfurūsh), and the chief yogurt purveyor (māstfurūsh) was granted the office of general over 

Lahijan. The same letter names a Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad as the chief salt purveyor 

(namakfurūsh) obtaining the office of the greater seal-bearer (mihrdārī-yi buzurg).477 If this refers 

to the same individual, then the Geomancer’s letter may imply that Shams al-Dīn Gīlānī earned 

state offices at either ends of the mercantile network between Gilan and the Deccan as he came to 

be considered an essential pillar of different states.  

A second of the Khān’s letters addressing him as “Ḥakīm ul-Mulk,” or ‘The Royal 

Physician,’ links Shams al-Dīn to the Khān directly. The Khān expresses his keen interest in 

writing to him after one of his medical treatises describing an unnamed illness in intricate terms 

was read to him.478 The Khān concludes by saying that he endeavors to maintain contact, and he 

adorns the letter with an Arabic verse about the responsibility for friends separated by great 

distance to write to one another.479 If Shams al-Dīn had served the Kārkiyā’ī court at some point 

in time, then we may wish to read the Khān’s words as a subtle reminder from an old patron that 

despite all of his successes and accumulation of titles throughout the Deccan and India, he should 

acknowledge the lord of his homeland where he maintained familial and financial ties.   

                                                        

477  The petitioner sought the office of the lesser seal-bearer (mihrdārī-yi kūchak). Gīlānī, Nāmah-Hā-Yi 
Khān Aḥmad Khān Gīlānī: Nīmah-ʼi Duvum-i Sadah-ʼi Dahum-i Hijrī. p. 109.  
 
478 Although the remark is brief, it suggests that scientific works were performed orally at the Khān’s 
court.; His status as a prominent member of the Gilani diaspora endured into the 19th century as he was 
mentioned in the 1869 taẕkirah of Saʿīd ibn Kāẓim Beg Lankarānī, Taẕkira-yi saʿīdiyya, Kitābkhānah-yi 
Majlis, Ms. 16705, f. 77a. 
 
479 This letter is preserved among the Khān’s collected letters that were transcribed for Niẓām al-Dīn 
Aḥmad Gīlānī sometime in the mid-11th/17th century, and it does not appear to be among the modern 
published collection of his letters. The relationship of course begs the question, when could Shams al-Dīn 
have served in Lahijan given his many preoccupations in the Deccan? There are certainly gaps in his story 
during which he may have briefly returned to Gilan. Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, Ms. Peterman 145. ff. 90a. 
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2.4.2 From Khwāja Jahān to Ḥakīm al-Mulk 

Addressing Shams al-Dīn as “Ḥakīm al-Mulk” allows us to date the Khān’s letter to the 

final period of his life after he had shifted his services yet again to Mughal north India. In the late 

10th/16th century, Gilani ḥakīms comprised an administrative staple of Akbar’s court that moved 

between Agra and Fatihpur Sikri and his numerous military expeditions around the empire. After 

Khān Aḥmad Khān’s ṣadr, ʿAbd al-Razzāq, was tortured to death by the Safavids, Abū’l-Fatḥ 

Gīlānī and his other sons chose exile and in 1575 arrived in India, where they served as 

administrators, ambassadors, poets, and physicians. Long before their arrival, however, Ḥakīm al-

Mulk Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad Gīlānī, fades into history during Akbar’s eighth regnal year 

(970/1562-3) in the context of a hunting party near the city of Mathura.480 While mentions of him 

pepper Mughal histories over the next two decades,481 he appears to have maintained an intimate 

position as Akbar’s chief physician and advisor. At his court, he was a staunch defender of the 

teachings of Ibn Sīnā and Suhravardī,482 while he also maintained a reputation of piety and 

devotion to instructing students. However around 1580, he was dismissed and sent to Mecca as a 

punishment for objecting to Akbar’s self-apotheosis and inauguration of the millenarian religion, 

                                                        

480 Abul-Fazl i Mubárak i ’Allámí, Akbarnámah, ed. Maulawí ‘Abd-ur-Rahím, vol. 2, 3 vols. (Calcutta: 
Asiatic Society of Bengal, 1879). p. 190. 
 
481 The Ḥakīm al-Mulk is again mentioned in June of 1574, when Akbar ventured to the eastern provinces 
of northern India. Whether ʿAlī joined his uncle at this date remains uncertain. Ḥakīm ul-Mulk. H. 
Beveridge, trans., The Akbar Nāma of Abu-l-Faẓl, vol. 3, 3 vols. (Delhi: Rare Books, n. d.). pp. 122-123.; 
see also al-Hasanī,  ʿAbd al-Ḥayy ibn Fakhr al-Dīn, Nuzhat al-khawāṭir wa-bahjat al-masāmiʿ wa-al-
nawāẓir. vol. 5, p. 592. 

 
482  See Badā’ūnī’s description of his debate with Shams al-Dīn in the presence of the Sufi pīr Sālim 
Chishtī (d. 1572), ʿAbd al-Qādir ibn Mulūk Shāh Badā’ūnī, Muntakhab Al-Tawārīkh (Munshī Naval 
Kishūr, 1867). p. 333.; This episode is also explained in Speziale, Soufisme, Religion, et Médecine En Islam 
Indien. p. 50. 
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the Dīn-i ilāhī.483 Refusing to accept the emperor’s later invitations to return to court, perhaps 

enjoying the company of his relatives and other trading partners, he is said to have died in the 

Hijaz.484 

2.5 ʿAlī Gīlānī: Merchant, Statesman, Ḥakīm 

While it does not appear that anyone has attempted to link Akbar’s Ḥakīm al-Mulk with 

the Deccan-based merchant of the same name, the letters issued from the Quṭbshāhī court allow 

us to consider these two individuals as one and the same through the attested family connection of 

Shams al-Dīn’s nephew, ʿAlī Gīlānī (d. 1017-1018/1609).485  The younger merchant may have 

remained in the Deccan at the helm of the family’s commercial empire when his uncle accepted 

the Mughal post, but before long, he too followed suit and came into renown in rational, medical, 

and occult sciences as Ḥakīm ʿAlī Gīlānī. Medical literature composed much later by physicians 

intimately connected to the Gilani diaspora clearly designate ʿAlī Gīlānī as the son of Ḥakīm Valī 
                                                        

483 This is the reason offered by the historian Badā’ūnī.  Badā’ūnī, Muntakhab Al-Tawārīkh.p. 333.; On 
Akbar’s unique religious project and its universalizing logic, see Isfandiyār, Dabistān-i Maz̲āhib. pp. 287-
314. ; For a recent consideration of this religious maneuver with respect to modern notions of religious 
tolerance and/or liberalism, see Ilyse R. Morgenstein Fuerst, “Locating Religion in South Asia: Islamicate 
Definitions and Categories,” Comparative Islamic Studies 10, no. 2 (2017): 217–41. pp. 235-6. 
 
484 The letters of Abū’l-Fażl suggest that he was still thought to be alive as late as February-March 1582, 
even though Haidar in her commentary clearly confuses him with another Mughal officer by the name of 
Shams al-Dīn who was involved in the campaigns of Kabul, see her translation Emperor of Hindustan 
Akbar and Abū’l-Fażl Ibn Mubārak, Mukātabāt-i-ʻAllāmī (Inshā’i Abu’l Faẓl): Daftar I, trans. Mansura 
Haidar (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal: Indian Council of Historical Research, 1998). p. 2, 6n6. See 
also, Khwāja Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad, Ṭabaqāt-i Akbarī, vol. 2, 2 vols. (Calcutta: Asiatic Society of Bengal, 
1931). p. 481. ; al-Hasanī,  ʻAbdulḥaʼī ibn Fakhruddīn, Nuzhat al-khawāṭir wa-bahjat al-masāmiʻ wa-al-
nawāẓir, 8 vols. (Beirut: Dār Ibn Ḥāzim, 1999). p. 350.; In the Hijaz, he would not necessarily have been in 
scholastic exile. Other physicians hailing from his homeland, including Ḥakīm Ṣafī al-Dīn Gīlānī, also 
resided in Mecca and Medina during the 1580s. The latter authored a manual on sex and procreation, 
entitled Taẕkira al-shahwāt fī tabṣīra al-liẕẕāt, which he began in Mecca and completed in Medina in 
987/1579-80. See Andhra Pradesh Oriental Manuscript Library, Hyderabad, Ms. Ṭibb 868. See also 
Kitābkhāna-yi Millī–yi Jumhūrī-yi Islāmī-yi Īrān, Ms. 214/m. He would go on to serve as a court physician 
in Hyderabad under Muḥammad-Qulī Quṭbshāh. Shakeb, Relations of Golkonda with Iran. p. 133. 
 
485 The Jahāngīrnāma mentions that he died on the 5th day of Muḥarram, 1018 (April 10, 1609), while a 
marginal note from our Gīlānī lists the death year as 1017.  
 



 

 249 

Gīlānī, who we encountered earlier as a physician at Ahmadnagar and Golkonda.486 As his 

Mughal biographer relates that he was a Zaydī Shīʿī, we may surmise that his father was as 

well.487 488  

Ḥakīm ʿAlī Gīlānī eventually ascended to the office of chief physician to Akbar and his 

successor, Jahāngīr. However, scattered information suggests that he maintained a hand in 

commerce while performing these administrative offices.489  In 989/1581 in a village in the 

vicinity of Sirhind, Abū’l-Fatḥ Gīlānī wrote to his brother, Najīb al-Dīn “Humām” at the Mughal 

                                                        

486 This is made clear in the transcription of his statement on the chub-chīnī, or the China Root, which 
became a popular curative in the 10th/16th century. Avicenna, Al-Risāla Al-Sharīf Al-Mawsūm Wa Al-
Mulaqqab Bi’Tuḥfat Al-ʿāshiqīn. p. 216. 
 
487 “bā vujūd mahārat-i tamām dar ʿulūm-i sharʿīa u kutub-i sunniyya, ghalẓat-i vay dar mazhab-i zaydiyya 
va tashaddud dar tashayyuʿ chūn sā’ir-i ḥakīmān-i zamānih bar ḥāl-i khud.” Badā’ūnī’s statement is very 
interesting. Although he explicitly says that Ḥakīm ʿAlī was a Zaydī, he also says that he studied the works 
of Sunnīs and expressed fervent Shīʿī devotion “like the other ḥakīms of the era.” This may just be the 
personal animus of the Sunnī Badā’ūnī coming through, but it might also suggest that he had incorporated 
more of the emerging Imāmī devotional flare into his scholarship as it concerned his work in rational 
sciences, which appears largely absent in the medical treatise of his father. Shams al-Dīn, on the other 
hand, receives great praise from the same biographer: “ammā inṣāf ānkih basiyār bi-hamsāz va khayr   
khwāh bandagān-i khudā u dīn-i rāsikh u ṯābit-i qidam.” Any interpretations, such as that made by A.A. 
Rizvi, about this statement to support an explicit Sunnī affiliation are unsubstantiated, as the statement is 
not specific. Badā’ūnī, Muntakhab Al-Tawārīkh. pp. 333, 335.; Saiyid Athar Abbas Rizvi, A Socio-
Intellectual History of the Isnāʿasharī Shīʿīs in India, vol. 2, 2 vols. (Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1986). 
p. 182. 
 
488 A. A. Rizvi’s confused reading of Badā’ūnī’s statement on Ḥakīm ʿAlī leads him to incorrectly conclude 
that Ḥakīm ʿAlī “converted” to Imāmī Shīʿism from Zaydī Shīʿism. Badā’ūnī instead clearly states that 
Ḥakīm ʿAlī “expressed zeal for Shīʿism like the other ḥakīms of the era” with no mention of abandoning his 
original sectarian orientation. Rizvi again a short while later misrepresents the account of Ḥakīm ʿAlī’s 
death as a result of “ulcerated lungs.” This confusion arises from the English translation of the 
Jahāngīrnāma on which he relies. The newer translation by Wheeler Thackston accurately parses the 
passage, clearly showing that another physician named Ḥakīm Muẓaffar is the intended subject of this 
unfortunate and sanguinous demise who also “left no capable sons.”  Rizvi, A Socio-Intellectual History of 
the Isnāʿasharī Shīʿīs in India, 1986. pp. 183, 185-6. 
 

489 Most available information about him arrives from Mughal histories that remain silent about his early 
career. Unfortunately, the widely cited examination of Ḥakīm ʿAlī’s from A.A. Rizvi’s study of the Imāmī 
Shīʿa in India hopelessly confuses accurate information about him with the biographies of other scholars at 
the Mughal court, no doubt due to Rizvi’s reliance on the imperfect colonial-era translations of the Mughal 
histories. This leads him to posit such erroneous conclusions as Ḥakīm ʿAlī having no male descendants, 
which is clearly contradicted by the Tuzūk-i Jahāngīrī, mentioned below. See, Rizvi. p. 186.  
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court. His letter covers a variety of topics before turning to his material interest. “Mīrzā Jaʿfar’s 

people are in Agra, and they will assist if there is a cost. Send to me a jālīnūsī and a prepared oral 

curative (nūshdārū-tarkīb kardah), and send, if possible, soft cloth, either from ʿAlī Gīlānī or 

from someone else, for sewing clothes during these travels isn’t possible.”490 Abū’l-Fatḥ’s casual 

request for cloth suggests that provisioning his co-regionalist was not below ʿAlī Gīlānī’s 

governmental post or scholarly repute. The second indication arrives from the later Mughal 

biographer, Shāh Navāz Khān, who mentions that a fight occurred between the emperor and his 

physician during Akbar’s terminal illness in 1605. After ʿAlī Gīlānī had failed to cure the 

emperor’s raging dysentery, the dying Millennial Sovereign bellowed, “You were nothing but a 

foreign spice-seller. Here you put off the sandals of exile. We raised you to this rank in order that 

someday you might be of use!”491 In a moment of rage, the insult inadvertently preserved for us 

evidence of the chief physician’s earlier career.  

Ensconced within the Mughal administration, ʿAlī Gīlānī’s appointment to serve in 

different governmental posts across the subcontinent appears all the more likely in light of the 

vast geographic connections of his family’s mercantile network. ʿAlī Gīlānī’s first mention as an 

administrator occurs in 988/1580, when Akbar appointed him envoy to the court of ʿAlī 

ʿĀdilshāh of Bījāpūr (d. 1580)—a logical choice given that he had probably traded there many 

                                                        

490 The jālīnūsī signifies a certain type of medical compound attributed to Galen, either the maʿjūn-i jālīnūs 
or the javārish-i jālīnūs, which are apparently still used in modern ‘Yunani’ medicine. I thank Fabrizio 
Speziale for his guidance on this. Abū al-Fatḥ Gīlānī, Ruqaʿāt-i Ḥakīm Abū’l-Fatḥ Gīlānī, ed. Muḥammad 
Bashīr Ḥusayn (Lahore: Idārah, Taḥqīqāt-i Pākistān, Dānishgāh-i Panjāb, 1968). p. 21. 

 
491 Shāh Nawāz Khān Aurangābādī, The Maā̱ṯhir-ul-Umarā. p. 182.; Another version of this story may be 
found in Persian, see Shaykh Farīd Bhakkarī, Dhakhīrat Al-Khawānīn, ed. Syed Moinul Haq, vol. 1, 3 vols. 
(Karachi : Pakistan Historical Society, 1961). p. 244-5. 
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times before.492 During this delegation, ʿAlī Gīlānī undoubtedly reconnected with one of his 

instructors in rational sciences, the Shiraz-trained philosopher, Fatḥullāh b. Ḥabībullāh Shīrāzī (d. 

1589), who had been poached from Iran on the advice of some of his Shirazi émigré students who 

had preceded him to Bijapur.493 Not long after ʿAlī returned from his Deccan mission to the 

Mughal court, in October 1581 Akbar appointed him as the governor (ṣadr) over the province of 

Bihar.494 In April/May 1582, Fatḥullāh arrived to Fatehpur Sikri after the death of his Deccan 

patron, and later that same year, he and Ḥakīm ʿAlī and team of reputable scholars began writing 

the History of a Thousand (Tārīkh-i alfī) in anticipation of the approaching Islamic millennium.495 

Akbar would again dispatch Ḥakīm ʿAlī as an emissary from late October until late December 

1585, this time to Yūsuf Shāh Chak (d. 1586), the penultimate ruler of independent Kashmīr.496  

                                                        

492 This embassy appears to have failed due to Ḥakīm ʿAlī’s arrival to Bijapur just prior to the ʿĀdilshāh’s 
death. Mīrzā Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Hiravī describes the exchange of gifts and courtiers between the 
ʿĀdilshāhīs and Mughals as the occasion for this visit, Khwāja Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad, Ṭabaqāt-i Akbarī. p. 
343. 
 
493 While most Mughal chroniclers mention that Ḥakīm ʿAlī primarily studied medicine and rational 
sciences under his uncle and Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī, it seems unlikely that he began taking knowledge from the 
latter only after he arrived to serve at the Mughal court during the final six years of his life. We may 
surmise that ʿAlī’s relationship with Fatḥullāh began earlier, either in Shiraz prior to his emigration to the 
Deccan, or during intermittent periods during Fatḥullāh’s tenure at Bijapur. al-Hasanī,  ʿAbd al-Ḥayy ibn 
Fakhr al-Dīn, Nuzhat al-khawāṭir wa-bahjat al-masāmiʿ wa-al-nawāẓir. vol. 5, p. 592.; Badā’ūnī says that 
Fatḥullāh arrived to Akbar’s court, in Rabīʿ al-thānī 990 or April/May 1582. See Abd Al-Qádir Bin-I 
Malúk Shah Al-Badáoni, The Muntakhab Al-Tawáríkh, ed. W. Nassau Lees and Munshi Ahmad Ali 
(Calcutta: College Press, 1865). p. 315.; On the authority of his son, Muḥammad Taqī Dihdār Shīrāzī (fl. 
1620s), his father Muḥammad Dihdār Shīrāzī (d. 1607) is said to have been responsible for convincing ʿAlī 
ʿĀdilshāh to recruit Fatḥullāh from Shiraz. The testament is recorded in the biographical dictionary Ṣubḥ-i 
ṣādiq of Muḥammad Ṣādiq Iṣfahānī, excerpted in, Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ms. Walker 120, ff. 218b-
219a.; The story is likely not a boast, as Fatḥullāh’s letter accepting the ʿĀdilshāh’s offer is also preserved. 
See, Futūḥī, Sharafnāmah: Makātibāt-i Dīvānī-Yi Iyālat-i Fārs u Lāristān Dar Dawrah-Yi Ṣafaviyyah. pp. 
247-249. 
494 Of note, Abū’l-Fażl records that governorship of Kālinjar was granted to Abū’l-Fayż Fayżī on the same 
day. Beveridge, The Akbar Nāma of Abu-l-Faẓl. p. 546. 
 
495 They were assigned the task along with Badā’ūnī, Ghiyāth al-Dīn ʿAlī Qazvīnī, Ḥakīm Hummām Gīlānī, 
Ibrāhīm Sirhindī, and Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Hiravī. Al-Badáoni, The Muntakhab Al-Tawáríkh. p. 315 
 
496 Contrary to the opinion of Ḥusayn Muttaqī who has opined that Ḥakīm ʿAlī was the likely father of 
Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Gīlānī, this historical episode places Ḥakīm ʿAlī in India and far from Gilan. The 
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Interspersed within this long trajectory of Mughal service, ʿAlī Gīlānī returned to the 

Deccan court at Ahmadnagar where his father had served years earlier. We know this because 

from 1591-1593, Akbar dispatched his favorite poet, Fayżī, to the court of Burhān Niẓāmshāh II 

(d. 1595) in an attempt to extract tribute.497 Most of Fayżī’s reports back to the Mughal capital 

include notices about prominent Safavid luminaries who might be poached by the Mughal court. 

On Fayżī’s list are Taqī al-Dīn Nassāba Shīrāzī (d. 1019/1610) and Ibrāhīm Hamadānī (d. 

1615)—two of the most renowned scholars in rational sciences in the wake of Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī’s 

death who were then teaching in the imperial camp of Shāh ʿAbbās I.498 Amid his digressive 

remarks, he writes, “It has been a year since Ḥakīm ʿAlī Gīlānī, the corpulent and hunched 

                                                        

 

narrative of Abū’l-Fażl considers ʿAlī’s embassy as a failure at persuading Yūsuf or any other member of 
that royal family to attend Akbar’s court and pay homage he camped nearby, justifying the ensuing 
conquest that would eventually bring Kashmīr definitively into the Mughal orbit. See, Beveridge, The 
Akbar Nāma of Abu-l-Faẓl. pp. 707, 714.; Ḥusayn Muttaqī, “Falak Nāma: Kitābshināsī Lāhījī Gīlānī,” 
Mīrāth-i Shahāb 15, no. 53/54 (2008 1387): 124–201. p. 125, n1.; Ḥakīm ʿAlī once again appears in 
Kashmīr in 1589 in the histories of both Abū’l-Fażl and Badā’ūnī during the final illness and death of 
Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī, whom he supposedly failed to treat properly. Abū’l-Fażl seems to suggest that it was 
Ḥakīm ʿAlī who was responsible for the death, while Badā’ūnī blames Fatḥullāh himself. His reputation of 
mistreating patients would be compounded some years later as Jahāngīr would also come to blame him for 
hastening the death of his father in 1605. Ibid. p. 848, 851-2 See Abdul-Qadir Ibn-i-Muluk Shah al-
Badaoni, A History of India Muntakhabu-t-Tawarikh, trans. George S. A. Ranking, vol. 2, 2 vols. (New 
Delhi: Atlantic Publishers & Distributors, 1990). p. 381.; Jahangir, The Jahangirnama: Memoirs of 
Jahangir, Emperor of India, trans. Wheeler Thackston (Washington DC: Smithsonian Freer Gallery of Art 
and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, 1999). p. 17. 
 
497 His reports sent back to the Mughal capital reveal that the Deccan Sultanates, even through the early 
1590s, remained more closely bound to Iran through the maritime traffic of merchants and scholars, and 
much Mughal knowledge about the events transpiring within Safavid Iran arrived from reports that came 
through the Deccan. One of Fayżī’s accounts indicates that the journey by sea from Hormuz to the port of 
Chaul on the Konkan coast took only 24 days. Fayżī, Inshā-yi Fayżī. p. 118.; For a helpful analysis of how 
these reports were received by Akbar, see Subrahmanyam, “An Infernal Triangle: The Contest between 
Mughals, Safavids and the Portuguese, 1590-1605,” 2012. 
 
498 Fayżī’s references to Nassāba in particular are supported by his assertion that he was the intellectual heir 
of Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī, the lost ‘gold standard’ of scholars whom Akbar was no doubt interested to replace. 
Fayżī, Inshā-yi Fayżī. pp. 133, 134. 
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intermediary, has come from Shiraz. Last year Jānī Beg of Thatta had sought him from Shiraz 

with forty toman, and now he is in Thatta.”499  

His description as “corpulent and hunched” leaves little doubt as to the authenticity of the 

report (fig. 12).500 While we are left without the reason for his presence at Ahmadnagar, Fayżī’s 

use of the term intermediary (vāsiṭī) suggests that his work for three rulers—Akbar, the 

Niẓāmshāh, and Jānī Beg—in a short period of time implies that he was not bound to any one 

sovereign in perpetuity.  

Consistent with the shifting fortunes of his father and his uncle, we should consider the 

continuous mobile circulation of the Gilani scholarly diaspora across South Asia and Iran more 

the cultural norm, rather than the exception. More central to the history of Mughal sovereignty, 

we should ask whether the imperial state sought to transpose its diplomatic project upon the 

already well-established commercial network of this Gilani family given its growing hunger for 

new territories at the turn of the 11th/17th century and the family’s entrenched presence in the 

Deccan’s trade emporia linking the coasts to their capital cities. This appears to be the correct 

interpretation, as even after Akbar and Ḥakīm ʿAlī’s deaths, Jahāngīr continued to rely upon his 

late physician’s son to undertake missions to the recently conquered city of Burhanpur, the 

capitol of the newest Mughal province at the threshold of the Deccan.501  

 

                                                        

499 Fayżī. pp. 142-143.; Jānī Beg (d. 1007/1599) was the last independent ruler of Sind who in 999/1591 
formed an alliance with the Mughal state to annex his kingdom, unlike the Chāks of Kashmir who were 
overthrown. 
 
500 Perhaps the only surviving portrait preserved by the British Royal Trust depicts ʿAlī Gīlānī adorned in 
white muslin leaning on a cane, noticeably more rotund than the other portraits in the same album. 
 
501 Jahangir, The Jahangirnama: Memoirs of Jahangir, Emperor of India. p. 94. 
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Figure 12. Portrait of Ḥakīm ʿAlī Gīlānī (1610-1620), RCIN 1005038.am, f. 39b. 

2.5.1  Ḥakīm ʿAlī Gīlānī’s Scholarly Nexus 

Beyond his diplomatic and medical duties undertaken for the Mughals and other regional 

states, Ḥakīm ʿAlī is remembered for his mastery of mathematics and rational sciences.502 The 

                                                        

502 He designed a subaqueous chamber as an amusement for Akbar in Lahore for the entertainment of his 
guests, as well as a similar structure in his own home in Agra, for which Jahāngīr increased his state office 
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Mughal historian, Badā’ūnī, also makes special mention of ʿAlī Gīlānī’s expertise in occult 

sciences. However, the archive has failed to preserve other areas of his intellectual output that did 

not immediately contribute to the field of medicine.503 

Despite his attested skill, ʿAlī Gīlānī’s quantity of scholarly works appears to have been 

fairly minimal. This has to do with his vast thirty-year undertaking producing a commentary on 

Ibn Sīnā’s Qānūn in medicine, which likely served as a popular teaching tool in medical circles 

across Mughal India and the Deccan for at least the next century.504 505 Many manuscript archives 

also contain copies of his tried and tested medical remedies, known as Mujarrabāt-i Ḥakīm 

                                                        

 

out of respect for his architectural talents. See Nawwāb Ṣamṣām-ud-Daula Shāh Nawāz Khān, Maāthir-Ul-
Umara, trans. H. Beveridge, 2nd ed., vol. 1, 2 vols. (Patna: Janaki Prakashan, 1979). p. 184.  
 
503 Efforts to expunge the memory of occult pursuits appear to be aided by sloppy philology and crude 
translations. See George Ranking’s translation of Badā’ūnī’s history, in which he remarks that ʿAlī Gīlānī 
was versed in “rare sciences” when occult sciences (ʿulūm-i gharība) is clearly intended. Subrahmanyam, 
“An Infernal Triangle: The Contest between Mughals, Safavids and the Portuguese, 1590-1605,” 2012. al-Badaoni, A 
History of India Muntakhabu-t-Tawarikh. p. 276. 
 
504 Known as the Sharḥ-i qānūn, most Iranian and Indian manuscript archives contain only individual 
volumes of this commentary. It is also frequently confused with the much later gloss (ḥāshiya) composed 
by ʿAlī b. Fażlullāh Fūmanī Gīlānī (d. 1080/1669-70) that he made on the much earlier commentary (again, 
sharḥ) by Shams al-Dīn Āmulī (d. 1352-3). Jaʿfar Subḥānī, Muʿjam Ṭabaqāt Al-Mutakallimīn: 
Yataḍammanu Tarjamat Rijālāt Al-ʿilm Wa Al-Fikr ʿabra Arbaʿat ʿashar Qarnan, vol. 4, 5 vols. (Qom: 
Mu’assasat al-Imām al-Ṣādiq, 1424). pp. 139-140. ; On Jahāngīr’s assessment of Ḥakīm ʿAlī’s and his 
commentary, see Jahangir, The Jahangirnama: Memoirs of Jahangir, Emperor of India. p. 101.; A.Z. 
Iskandar, A Catalogue of Arabic Manuscripts on Medicine and Science in the Wellcome Historical Medical 
Library (London: The Wellcome Historical Medical Library, 1967). p. 182. 
 
505 Not everyone in the Mughal court felt that Ḥakīm ʿAlī deserved respect for his scholarship. One 
tradition held that Mīr Abū’l-Qāsim Findariskī (d. 1640) had arrived to India with great reverence for Ibn 
Sīnā, only when meeting Ḥakīm ʿAlī and observing how he compiled his commentary did his respect 
dissipate as he understood that the great 11th century philosopher was weak of intellect, ill-behaved, and 
uncomprehending just like his commentator al-Mīrzā ʿAbdallāh Afandī Iṣfahānī, Riyāḍ Al-ʿulamā’ Wa-
Hiyāḍ Al-Fuḍalā’, ed. Aḥmad Ḥusaynī, vol. 3, 6 vols. (Qum: Maktabat Āyyatullāh al-Marʿashī al-ʿĀmma, 
1403). p. 384.  
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ʿAlī.506 While several medical works have been falsely attributed to him based on a similarity in 

names,507 his treatments frequently populate the margins of Indo-Persian manuscript codices, 

making it difficult to ascertain his entire medical corpus.508 Beyond his medical treatises, the only 

other work attributed to him appears to be his supra-commentary on the Sharḥ ḥikmat al-ʿayn of 

Ibn Mubārakshāh Bukhārī (d. approx. 1340), used to train students in the foundations of ḥikmat 

including metaphysics and physics.509 

                                                        

506 This source is also cited by the author of the Tuḥfāt al-ʿāshiqīn.; See Ḥakīm ʿAlī Gīlānī, Mujarrabāt-i 
Ḥakīm ʿAlī Gīlānī (Tehran: Muʿassasa-yi Muṭālaʿāt-i Tārīkh-i Pizishkī, Ṭibb-i Islāmī va Mukammal 
Dānishgāh-i ʿUlūm-i Pizishkī Tihrān, 1387). 
 
507 Unfortunately, the Iranian manuscript indices and databases are the culprit in this case of confusion with 
a similarly-named figure called “Ṣadr al-Dīn Alī b. Muḥammad.” No contemporaneous or subsequent 
historical account of his biography or works in manuscript form name him as such. The work known as al-
Shifā’ al-ʿājil authored as a supplement to Muḥammad b. Zakariyyā Rāzī’s Bur’ al-sāʿa (meaning, ‘cures 
that take one hour’) is authored by the physician calling himself “al-Mujīb ʿAlī al-madʿū bi’Ṣadr al-Dīn ibn 
Muḥammad al-ṭabīb.” Indian and British catalogues, like that of the Khudabakhsh Oriental Public Library 
in Patna or the Wellcome Institute in London, do not make this attribution, despite containing this work as 
well as Ḥakīm ʿAlī’s commentary on the Qānūn. Iskandar, A Catalogue of Arabic Manuscripts on 
Medicine and Science in the Wellcome Historical Medical Library. pp. 186-7.; We find a mention of the 
physician known as Ṣadr al-Dīn ʿAlī in Rūmlū’s mid-10th/16th century history in reference to another 
physician called Rukn al-Dīn Masʿūd Kāshī (originally Shīrāzī), who served the Safavid emperor and died 
in 946AH/1539-40. We may surmise that this physician known as Ṣadr al-Dīn ʿAlī would have been active 
in the late 9th/14th to early 10th/15th centuries, which would make the al-Shifā’ al-ʿājil mentioned above a 
much earlier work. This treatise does mention some electuaries common among Indian physicians, and 
elsewhere describes a substance found in Sind bearing the same color of the people of Sind. Such details 
suggest that the author had travelled to South Asia. See, Rūmlū, Aḥsan Al-Tawārīkh. p. 382.; A second 
similarly-named scholar was Ṣadr al-Dīn ʿAlī Rashtī Gīlānī who became the Shaykh al-islām of Rasht in 
the 12th/18th century. Muḥammad ʿAlī Āzād Kashmīrī, Nujūm Al-Samā’ Fī Tarājim Al-ʿulamā’, ed. Mīr 
Hāshim Muḥaddiṯ (Tehran: Sāzamān-i Tablīghāt-i Islāmī, 1382). pp. 242-243.; Finally, another candidate 
for this work may be the physician known as Ṣadr al-Dīn ʿAlī b. Muḥammad Tabrīzī (fl. early 11th/17th 
century), more famous for his Mīzān al-ṭabāʿī al-quṭbshāhī (see, Calcutta, Asiatic Society of Bengal, Ms. 
PSC 1551, ff. 275b-298a.).; A copy of al-Shifā’ al-ʿājil is contained in a majmūʿa of mixed medical 
contents copied in 1265/1848-9, see Tehran, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Ms. 6272/6, ff. 345b-366b.; On 
references to Indian physicians see this manuscript, f. 356a, f. 366a. 
 
508 For example, see his recipe for the maʿjūn-i suqanqūr, or, “skink potion,” used by kings to increase 
semen quantity for producing heirs. Dastūr-i sākht-i maʿjūn-i saqanqūr az buqrāṭ va favāyid-i ān, Tehran, 
Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. 9087/52, f. 110b. 
 
509 Although the attribution requires more research as it is made to the ‘confused’ Ṣadr al-Dīn ʿAlī. See, 
Muḥammad Muḥsin Āghā Buzurg al-Ṭihrānī, al-Dharīʿa ilá taṣānīf al-shīʿa, vol. 6, 25 vols. (Beirut: Dār 
al-Aḍuwa’, 1983). pp. 121-122. 
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Given his repute as a royal physician, Ḥakīm ʿAlī trained students among the Gilani 

diaspora in the shadow of the Mughal court at Lahore and Agra. His closest and most senior 

student appears to have been his own cousin who was also his brother in-law, Ḥakīm Abū’l-

Qāsim Gīlānī the son of Ḥakīm ul-Mulk Shams al-Dīn.510 As the nephew married his uncle’s 

daughter, we glimpse how the tightly knit diasporic community maintained family and blood ties 

in the Indian subcontinent while enjoying the privileges of Mughal courtly life (Chart 1).511 

Through Abū’l-Qāsim, we know that Ḥakīm ʿAlī Gīlānī’s medical practice relied on canonical 

medical texts read in the peripatetic tradition, tested prescriptions from other eminent physicians, 

his own personal investigations, as well as occult inquiries where those techniques broke down. 

One narrative transmitted through Abū’l-Qāsim concerns how Ḥakīm ʿAlī came to cure himself 

of the malarial quartan fever, form which he suffered for three years. Failing to find a cure, he 

performed an occult prayer to conjure the master of all physicians, Galen, who appeared in his 

dream and interrogated him about his neglect of medical simples in favor of compounds. Ḥakīm 

ʿAlī awoke and cured himself upon Galen’s instructions.512 

                                                        

510 He is probably not the same Abū’l-Qāsim Gīlānī (fl. 1619) recorded by Jahāngīr as having been blinded 
by Shāh ʿAbbās I of Iran and sent into exile in India. Jahangir, The Jahangirnama: Memoirs of Jahangir, 
Emperor of India. p. 293.; Similarly, Āghā Buzurg appears to be incorrect in his statement that Abū’l-
Qāsim perished in 995/1586-7, al-Ṭihrānī, Ṭabaqāt Aʿlām Al-Shīʿa, 2009. p. 186. 
 
511 This family is explained in the middle of his treatise on the benefits of the Halīlaj-i kābulī (Terminalia 
chebula), Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Gīlānī, Majmūʿa-yi sharīfa fī’l-ṭibb wa ghayrihi, London, Ahuan Islamic 
Art Ltd., f. 77a.; See also “Risāla dar khawāṣṣ-i halīlaj, in Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. 5138, fol. 260b.; 
Jahāngīr informs us that Ḥakīm Abū’l-Qāsim Gīlānī enjoyed the status of khānazād, meaning “son of the 
Mughal household.” It was a status bestowed upon non-blood relatives and implied their aristocratic 
upbringing and access to the life and customs of royalty. John F. Richards, The Mughal Empire (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1995).pp. 148-150.; See also Jahangir, The Jahangirnama: Memoirs of 
Jahangir, Emperor of India. pp. 161, 368. 
 
512 Majmūʿa-yi sharīfa fī’l-ṭibb, Ahuan Islamic Art, London, f. 77a. 
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From his esteemed office at the imperial court, ʿAlī Gīlānī’s home in Mughal Lahore 

came to serve other members of the Gilani diaspora as they left Safavid Iran and sought 

appointments India. This group of scholars included not only his cousin as well as his cousin’s 

son, Mīr Muḥammad Hāshim Gīlānī,513 but also members of Gilan’s other prominent medical 

family descended from Pīla Faqīh and Ṣadr al-Sharīʿa Gīlānī.  The latter’s grand-nephew, the 

physician-poet Muḥammad Ḥusayn “Faghfūr” Lāhījī (d. 1620), had studied medicine in Gilan 

during the twilight years of Khān Aḥmad Khān’s reign.514 Eventually, Faghfūr made his way to 

India and resided with ʿAlī Gīlānī at Agra where he entered the Mughal court of Jahāngīr and 

became a companion of the Mughal prince Parvīz at Burhanpur and Allahabad.515   

The immediate descendants of ʿAlī Gīlānī appear to have continued the family tradition 

in medicine and rational sciences. As mentioned above, we know that Jahāngīr relied upon an 

unnamed son to undertake delegations to the former capitol of the Fārūqī dynasty. Ownership 

notes included in an autograph copy of ʿAlī Gīlānī’s commentary on the Qānūn now held in 

Tehran indicate that one his sons— perhaps the same figure— studied his father’s medicine. The 

statement reads simply, “It has arrived to me by way of inheritance from my father, may God 

absolve him.” Proximate to this statement reads another note, “From the possessions of the, 

humble before God, Fakhr al-Zamān ibn Ḥakīm ʿAlī al-Jīlānī (Gīlānī), may He have mercy on 

                                                        

513 This figure appears to have been born and raised in the Gilani diasporic home in the Hijaz and only later 
came to India to study with Ḥakīm ʿAlī. See ʿAlī Furūḥī, “Pizishkān-i Gīlānī Darbār Salāṭīn-i Mughūlī-Yi 
Hindūstān,” Gīlān Nāmah 2 (1990 1369): 269–333. p. 304. 
 
514 For a time after leaving Gilan, he resorted to commercial interests in Azerbaijan and also served the king 
of Georgia before returning to Iran on his way to India.; Aḥmad Gulchīn Mʿānī, Kāravān-i Hind, vol. 2 
(Mashhad: Mu’assasa-yi Chāp va Intishārāt Āstān-i Quds Rażavī, 1369). p. 1028. 
 
515 Mullā ʿAbd al-Naby Fakhr al-Zamānī Qazvīnī, Taẕkira-yi maykhānah, ed. Aḥmad Gulchīn Mʿānī 
(Tehran: Iqbāl, 1340). pp. 487-8. 
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them both on the Day of Judgment” (fig. 13).516 While the name Fakhr al-Zamān does not appear 

in any known biographical sources, this figure may have mean the same son known as Ḥakīm 

ʿAbd al-Wahhāb who became infamous in 1030/1620 for attempting to swindle a group of 

sayyids in Lahore by alleging that his father had lent them a substantial sum of money before his 

death.517  

 
Figure 13. Ownership note from Fakhr al-Zamān, son of Ḥakīm ʿAlī Gīlānī, Kitāb sharḥ-i 

qānūn, p. 513. 

2.6 Conclusions 

 This chapter has shown how a distinct scholarly diaspora hailing from Gilan came 

to be involved in the religious and political negotiation of Muslim societies in the early-

modern Deccan and Mughal India. Going beyond earlier conversations about “Iranians 

                                                        

516 A final note on the same page reads: “I have been honored by coming into possession of this 
commentary in the capitol of Isfahan by way of legal purchase in in the year 1080[1669], and I am the 
servant, the preacher, […] the physician Muḥammad Ṣāliḥ.”  The manuscript has been published as a 
facsimile edition. See, Ḥakīm ʿAlī Gīlānī, Kitāb Sharḥ-i Qānūn (Tehran: Muʿassasa-yi Muṭālaʿāt-i Tārīkh-i 
Pizishkī, Ṭibb-i Islāmī va Mukammal Dānishgāh-i ’Ulūm-i Pizishkī Tihrān, 1390). p. 513. 
 
517 After official inspection, the claim against the sayyids was withdrawn and ʿAbd al-Wahhāb’s deceit was 
found out, resulting in the loss of his jāgīr and office. Shāh Nawāz Khān, Maāthir-Ul-Umara. p. 184. 
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abroad,” this chapter shows how a more nuanced experience within that émigré history 

helps unpack unique trends in a religious and intellectual culture that extended across 

wide swaths of the early-modern Persianate east. While this mobile history does not have 

a “center” as such, it manages to provincialize the long-championed capitals of Safavid 

Iran—Tabriz, Qazvin, and Isfahan—that do not demand a place in this story. 

 In each abode, members of this diaspora championed rational sciences, occult 

sciences, and modes of philosophical inquiry as their qualifications for obtaining state 

and religious offices. These areas of epistemology are generally not considered 

constitutive of Islamic intellectual practice in the academic study of Islam. Imagining an 

intellectual diaspora of exegetes or ḥadīth transmitters constituted in the same way 

appears impossible, as those Islamic sciences generally did not offer direct support for 

political power and societal management. As Rula Abisaab has delineated the diasporic 

history of Arab ʿĀmilī jurists and their impact upon Safavid Iran, the Gilani ḥakīms of 

Mughal India and the Deccan may be analogized as sharing in a similar transformation of 

these societies as they developed a scholarly culture that sought validation of their 

Imamic traditions with rational and meta-rational tools alongside experimental inquiry of 

various medical sciences. These intellectual trends will be discussed more in the 

following chapter as they pertain to the life and career of Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Gīlānī. 

We now turn to recover his biography from the sources that show his maintenance of the 

same political, commercial, and scholarly networks inherited from his diasporic 

forerunners in the Deccan.  
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Chapter 3: Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī, a Transnational Shīʿī Naturalist of the 
11th/17th Century 

The land of Gilan is a mass of wise people, 
    The celestial race of the earth is a striking luminary 
   Its water is a science that achieves perfection 
    And the dust of its soul is the throne of the domain 
   Like the sun or the moon, I am as famous 
      But I myself am far from my homeland 
 

       —Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī518 

3.1 Introduction 

In one of his personal scrapbooks, Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī transcribes a letter written 

by Shaykh Bahā’ al-Dīn al-ʿĀmilī to Qāżī Ibrāhīm Hamadānī, who had both taught him 

during his early years in Isfahan. Writing to his friend who had ventured off to Arabia, 

Shaykh Bahā’ī recounted a lesson that he learned from an inner conversation. 

I said, addressing myself: “The treasure of the universe is that which comes from 
the interior.” [My self] said: “From sound belief (īmān) arises the love of one’s 
homeland (vaṭan). But this homeland is not Egypt or Iraq or Syria. This homeland 
is a soul (jānī), which has no name, and homelands of this sort are entirely 
finished with whatever is in the world.519 
 

When Gīlānī transcribed this letter many years later, had it helped him reflect upon the 

places he lived serving different rulers and statesmen? Or could he easily dismiss it as 

simply an aporia by which men of high offices critiqued their claims to work on behalf of 

                                                        

518 Shajara-yi dānish, Ms. Majāmīʿa 39, f. 182a. 
 
519 Kitābatī kih Shaykh Bahā’ al-Dīn Muḥammad bi-Mīrzā Ibrāhīm navashtih, Staatsbibliothek, Berlin, Ms. 
Peterman 145, f. 6b. 
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God and religion? The latter seems more plausible, as Gīlānī’s own ‘inner homeland’ 

never seems to have compelled him to disavow travel and political service.  

Like others in the Gilani diaspora of South Asia, his expert training in medicine 

and other rationalist sciences allowed him to revolve through different courtly settings. 

For him, and the others, these intellectual pursuits were clearly a family affair. In their 

diasporic homes, they were able to help place newcomers among their ranks into courtly 

service and extend their professional networks across great territorial expanses. As one of 

Ḥakīm ʿAlī’s students largely absent from Mughal histories and biographical dictionaries, 

we must consider Gīlānī for sustaining this mobile diaspora well into the middle of the 

11th/17th century in South Asia, but more specifically, back to the familiar terrain of the 

Deccan where his predecessors had first served these regional states. Gīlānī’s biography 

helps us understand how the early-modern Deccan achieved greater visibility as an 

important stage for enacting certain modes of religious aspiration and Shīʿī devotion that 

grew out of the Safavid project, but which had been sustained by the Gilani diaspora that 

had already made it a familiar foreign home.  

While Gīlānī does not appear to have written a comprehensive bibliography of his 

own works or an autobiography that would settle confusion around his interpersonal 

connections, we know that his travels took him from Arabia, to Iran, Mughal India, and 

the Deccan. The silences of the archive make ascertaining precisely when he visited each 

site and for what purposes rather difficult. However, we may divide his life into four 

general periods: 
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I. The early period since his birth around 993/1585 and childhood in late Kārkiyā’ī 

Gilan. Whether he began his education locally or before relocating to Safavid 

Isfahan as early as 1000/1591-2 remains unclear. 

II. The period of his education, which may have lasted until 1023/1614 or as late as 

1040/1630,520 during which he claims to have spent time between Safavid Gilan, 

Shiraz, Hamadan, and Isfahan; the Ottoman-controlled Hijaz; Mughal Agra; and 

Quṭbshāhī Hyderabad, while the bulk of this period he likely spent in Isfahan and 

other sites in Persian Iraq close to his foremost scholarly influence, Muḥammad 

Bāqir Ḥusaynī Astarābādī known as “Mīr Dāmād” (d. 1630). Several of Gīlānī’s 

treatises indicate that he lived in Isfahan during 1020/1611, 1028/1618-9. His 

massive translation and commentary on the Nahj al-balāgha authored between 

1034/1624-1036/1627 may have been completed there as well.521  

III. The period of his early professional career in Mughal India beginning around 

1630 when Gīlānī served as a courtier to the powerful Mughal general, Zamāna 

Beg “Khān-i Khānān” Mahābat Khān (d. 1634) during his tenure as governor of 

Delhi and, perhaps, on other sojourns around Mughal north India to Benares and 

                                                        

520 Without offering a citation, M.Z.A. Shakeb’s brief biographical note on Gīlānī states that he “completed 
his education and received a degree in various branches of medicine and philosophy on 14th Shaʿban 
1023/9 September 1614” as a student of Bahā’ al-Dīn ʿĀmilī and Mīr Dāmād. Shakeb, Relations of 
Golkonda with Iran. p. 133.; Gīlānī’s apparently second emigration to India to initiate his professional 
career occurred around the time of Mīr Dāmād’s death on the way to Najaf in the entourage of Shāh Ṣafī. 
Gīlānī may have remained his “student” for the duration of his life.  
 
521 The year 1020/1611 is mentioned in a taxonomy of sciences authored for Mahābat Khān, see Shajara-yi 
dānish, Hyderabad, Ms. Majāmīʿ 39, f. 343b.; The year 1028/1618-9 is mentioned in an untitled treatise in 
Majmūʿa-yi Ḥakīm ul-Mulk, Hyderabad, Government Oriental Manuscripts Library and Research Institute 
Ms. Ṭibb-i Yunānī 306, p. 288. 
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other cities. He remained with Mahābat Khān during his mission as head of the 

Mughal army sent to the Deccan to destroy the Niẓāmshāhī Sultanate. While he 

was present for the Mughal siege of Dawlatabad in June 1632, he seems to have 

separated from his patron by the time of his death in 1044/1634.  

IV. His final period of professional service to the Quṭbshāhī Sultanate of Golkonda-

Hyderabad, which lasted from around 1044/1634 until his death sometime after 

1072/1662. During this period, he also served as Quṭbshāhī envoy (īlchī), which 

took him to Safavid Isfahan by way of Bandar ʿAbbās; Baghdad and the Shīʿī 

shrine cities of Arab Iraq under Ottoman control; Mughal Burhanpur; and likely 

ports on the Konkan coast controlled by ʿĀdilshāhī Bijapur and other cities of the 

Deccan, including the Quṭbshāhī port city of Bandar Masulipatnam on the 

Coromandel Coast. 

3.2  Family Origins 

As several of his later treatises indicate that Gīlānī had reached the age of sixty-

two years (hijrī) by 1055/1645, he appears to have been born in 993/1585.522 523  In the 

colophons of two copies of his commentary on the Nahj ul-balāgha, we are able to 

glimpse the names of his recent ancestors. The first version from Qom’s Gulpāyigānī 

Library was written in 1060/1659 by the hand of Gīlānī’s personal scribe, Muḥammad 
                                                        

522 One of the earliest mentions of Gīlānī’s career in western scholarship arrives in Cyril Elgood’s 1970 
Safavid Medical Practice, in which he reports Gīlānī’s birth date as 1585, although he does not reveal the 
source of this knowledge. Cyril Elgood, Safavid Medical Practice; or, The Practice of Medicine, Surgery 
and Gynaecology in Persia between 1500 A.D. and 1750 A.D. (London: Luzac, 1970). p. 81.  
 
523 See for instance, Ms. APOML Ṭibb-i Yūnānī 306, Majmūʿa-yi Ḥakīm ul-Mulk. p. 272. 
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ibn Ḥājjī Maḥmūd Lārī (fl. 1640s-1660s) (fig. 14). The second excerpt from the Malik 

Museum Library in Tehran has been ascribed to Gīlānī himself by its cataloguer, and it 

dates to the mid-11th/17th century (fig. 15):524  

 
Figure 14. From colophon of Kitābkhāna-yi Gulpayigānī Ms. 41663, transcribed by Lārī, p. 430.525 

 

 
Figure 15. From Colophon of Kitābkhāna-yi Malik Ms. 1343, transcribed by Gīlānī, p. 1291. 

 

                                                        

524 More contemporaneous samples of his script are required to verify this attribution. Nearly all that I have 
found appear to be what we might call his “casual” hand, which is far less elegant. Nevertheless, this may 
in fact be the original final copy of this commentary. 
 
525 Clearly the text reads “alá yadī” in the first version copied by Lārī just like the second version. While it 
continues onto a supra-colophon indicating that Lārī is the scribe, the second and possibly original version 
does not indicate its place or date of final transcription.  
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In each sample, his name is clearly given: Niẓām al-Dīn ibn ʿAlī ibn al-Ḥasan ibn 

Niẓām al-Dīn al-Murīdānī al-Lāhijānī (Lāhījānī) al-Jīlānī (Gīlānī).526 In addition to the 

names of the near ancestors, we have the nisba naming his ancestral village of Muridan, 

which to this day lies several kilometers south and east of the cities of Langarud and 

Lahijan in eastern Gilan. A mere five kilometers to the north and west lies the village of 

Malat, the original epicenter of power of the Kārkiyā’ī dynasty.   

Turning to the ancestors’ names, we are able to identify a likely candidate for his 

great-grandfather and his apparent namesake. The Haft iqlīm of Amīn Aḥmad Rāzī (c. 

1594) describes a person by this name as “one of the most eminent astrologers of reputed 

understanding.”527 His biography appears to have been sourced from the Ḥabīb al-siyar 

of Khwāndamīr, who writes that a Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Jīlānī/Gīlānī came from Gilan to 

study in late-Timurid Herat during the reign of Sulṭān Ḥusayn Bayqarā (r. 1469/70-

1506).528 Khwāndamīr identifies this figure as one of the most outstanding astrologers of 

the age, who also mastered geomancy (ʿilm-i raml) and applied astral divination (ṭāliʿ-i 

                                                        

526 His first name, Aḥmad, is also clearly added in by a later hand in the first version. Anwār al-faṣāḥa wa 
asrār al-barāʿa fī sharḥ Nahj ul-balāgha, Qom, Kitābkhānah-yi Āyatullāh al-ʿUẓmá Gulpāyigānī Ms. 
41663. p. 430. 
 
527 See Rāzī, Taẕkirah-Yi Haft Iqlīm. p. 1299.; The same figure is mentioned  in the 1869 biographical 
work, Taẕkirah-yi saʿīdiyya, Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. 16705, f. 77a. 
 
528 He was the last Timurid King outside of India, and his reign in Khurasan was noted for heavy 
investment in schools, shrines, and institutions of learning and the patronage of numerous poets. Sām 
Mīrzā, Tuḥfa-yi Sāmī, ed. Dastgirdī, Ḥasan Vaḥīd (Tehran: Maṭbaʿa-yi Armaghān, 1314). p. 11-12.; See 
also Chs. 1 and 6 in Maria Eva Subtelny, Timurids in Transition: Turko-Persian Politics and Acculturation 
in Medieval Iran (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2007). 
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mas’ala). At the time of Khwāndamīr’s writing (1524), the earlier Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī 

continued to reside in Herat writing in the fields of ḥikmat and astrology.529  

While a more substantive biography of this possible ancestor and his scholarly 

connections does not appear to be forthcoming from the archive, we should recall our 

earlier discussion in the last chapter about a treatise (‘Taḥqīqāt’) authored by Ṣadr al-Dīn 

Muḥammad Dashtakī to a person by the name of Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī, who very likely 

could have studied with him at Shiraz before venturing to Herat during its transition from 

Timurid to Safavid control. In Herat, Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad may have joined the circle of 

his co-regionalist, the similarly-named Niẓām al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Qādir Rūyānī Lāhījī (d. 

1519) who taught many of these same rationalist and occult sciences in one of Herat’s 

madrasas, and who is known to have sustained a scholastic relationship with the 

Kārkiyā’ī rulers of Gilan.530 

                                                        

529 The last book of the third volume of the Ḥabīb was completed January-February, 1524. Ghiyath al-Dīn 
Khwāndamīr, Habibu’s-Siyar, Tome Three: The Reign of the Mongol and the Turk, trans. Wheeler M. 
Thackston (Cambridge, Mass.: Dept. of Near Eastern Languages and Civilizations, Harvard Univ., 1994). 
p. 630.; See also Khwāndamīr, Rijāl-i Kitāb-i Ḥabīb Al-Siyar: Az Ḥamla-Yi Mughūl Tā Marg-i Shāh 
Ismaʻīl-i Avval. p. 267.; I am grateful to Philip Bockholt who shared a manuscript image with me from a 
very early copy of the Ḥabīb al-siyar, likely from the mid-1520s. The information relayed in Navā’ī’s Rijāl 
corresponds accurately with this folio. See Mashhad, Āstan-i Quds-i Rażavī Ms. 4103. f. 560a.  
 
530 Niẓām al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Qādir b. Ḥasan Rūyānī Lāhījī (844/1440-925/1519), his extant textual corpus 
closely parallels the work known to have occupied the other Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī, teaching at the 
Sulṭāniyya madrasa. A chronogram given for his death date confirming these as two separate individuals: 
“afsūs jināb Mīr ʿAbd al-Qādir” = 925AH/1519CE. Khwāndamīr, Rijāl-i Kitāb-i Ḥabīb Al-Siyar: Az 
Ḥamla-Yi Mughūl Tā Marg-i Shāh Ismaʻīl-i Avval. p. 207; see also Khwāndamīr, Habibu’s-Siyar, Tome 
Three. p. 527. Attributed to him are several works including the following: (1) Zīj-i mulakhkhaṣ-i mīrzā’ī, a 
condensed work of astronomical charts based on the Zīj-i sulṭānī (of Ulugh Beg, Qāḍīzāda Rūmī, Ghiyāth 
al-Dīn Jamshīd Kāshī, and ʿAlī Qūshjī), Zīj-i īlkhānī (of Naṣīr al-Dīn Ṭūsī), and Zīj-i āmulī. This work is 
dedicated to Sultan Mīrzā ʿAlī Kārkiyā. Kitābkhāna-yi Dānishkada-yi Ilāhiyāt va Maʿārif-i Islāmī 
Mashhad, Ms. 243, f. 1a (2) A work of geomancy called Miftāḥ mafātiḥ al-futūḥ (3) Tuḥfa-yi niẓāmiyya, A 
commentary on the Sī faṣl dar taqvīm on the production of calendars of Naṣīr al-Dīn Ṭūsī; (4) Tuḥfa-yi 
nuʿmāniyya, a work on the astrolabe; (5) Maʿrifat-i taqvīm, another apparent work on producing almanacs 
and calendars; (6) Rubʿ-i mujīb-i mukhtarʿ, another work on the astrolabe.; He is remembered as a 
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The grandfather, al-Ḥasan, unfortunately does not turn up a definite match in any 

sources. Badā’ūnī’s Mughal history includes the name of a Ḥakīm Ḥasan Gīlānī (d. 

1004/1595) who served at Akbar’s court, but his comments are brief, and he fails to 

mention the circumstances of his arrival into India or any family relations that he may 

have had with other scholars.531 It remains possible that this was the grandfather of our 

Gīlānī, but a firm determination cannot be presently made.532  

The colophons above do not give any other indication about the identity of the 

Gīlānī’s father, ʿAlī. Given the documented service of Ḥakīm ʿAlī in South Asia as envoy 

to the Chaks of Kashmir around the time of Gīlānī’s birth in Gilan, Ḥusayn Mutaqqī 

                                                        

 

mathematician and astronomer who studied with the eminent Samarqandī ʿAlī Qūshjī (1403-1474), who 
was the disciple of Ulugh Beg (d. 1449). He also appears to have maintained a strong professional 
connection to the dynasty ruling his homeland, which is revealed in his summary astronomical chart called 
Zīj-i mulakhkhaṣ-i mīrzā’ī, dedicated to the Kār Kiyā’ī ruler Sultan ʿAlī Mīrzā (r. 883/1478-910/1504-5), 
who reigned over Lahijan during the childhood exile of Shāh Ismāʿīl I. During his reign, the kingdom of 
Gīlān extended as far as Tehran, Qazvīn, Shahriyār, and to the district of Rayy. H. L. Rabino, “Rulers of 
Lahijan and Fuman, in Gilan, Persia,” The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and 
Ireland, 1918. p. 90.; See also Goto, Die südkaspischen Provinzen des Iran unter den Safawiden im 16. und 
17. Jahrhundert. p. 29.; His name is also included among a list of other eminent personalities who lived 
during the reign of Shāh Ismāʿīl I. See, Muḥammad Ibrāhīm b. Ismāʿīl, Tārīkh-i pādshāhān-i ʿajam, 
Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. 5698, f. 57a. 
 
531 He simply says that although he was well known, his knowledge did not match his fame. Badā’ūnī, 
Muntakhab Al-Tawārīkh. p. 335. 
 
532 On the death of this figure see al-Hasanī,  ʿAbd al-Ḥayy ibn Fakhr al-Dīn, Nuzhat al-khawāṭir wa-bahjat 
al-masāmiʿ wa-al-nawāẓir.  p. 521.; At least one treatise of a Ḥakīm Ḥasan Gīlānī called “The treatise on 
clarifying the antidote” remains extant, which very likely could have been authored by a member of this 
family, perhaps a sibling of our Gīlānī. The Imāmī Shīʿī persuasion of the author is obvious in his 
authorization of medical aphorisms from the traditions of Kulaynī, but since he references Mīr Dāmād as an 
authority, it remains highly unlikely that this author is the grandfather of our Gīlānī. Ḥasan Gīlānī, Risāla 
dar bayān-i pādzahr, Kitābkhāna-yi Millī Jumhūrī-yi Islāmī-yi Īrān, Tehran, Ms. 2769f/1, ff. 1a-12b.  
 



 

 269 

appears to be incorrect in designating him as the father.533 As also mentioned in Chapter 

2, the figure known as Zayn al-Dīn ʿAlī b. al-Ḥasan Gīlānī who studied jurisprudence in 

the Deccan in 1571 with Maḥmūd Lāhījī could also be a possible candidate, which would 

place his more immediate ancestors among the diaspora of South Asia as well. 

 In all of Gīlānī’s extant manuscripts, he remains almost entirely silent about his 

parentage aside from one brief anecdote, which arrives—rather curiously—on the 

authority of his mother. The statement occurs in a treatise on various defenses of 

poisonous animals, indicating that his father practiced medicine in the region of 

Daylaman at some unknown date.534 His mother claims that he treated the effects of 

snakebites with a mixture of garlic, fermented milk (dūgh), and saliva from the mouth of 

an incantationist (āb-i dahān-i āfsūngir).535 Taking account of the otherwise total silence 

about his father’s identity or medical career, we may surmise that he may have died when 

he was still a small child, perhaps during the tumultuous 1592 Safavid invasion of Gilan 

during the reign of Shāh ʿAbbās I when many officers of the Kārkiyā’ī state are said to 

have died by the sword.  

What little can be gleaned from Gīlānī’s own pen suggests that his ancestors 

likely trained in ḥikmat and medicine in the local scholastic circles supported by the 

Kārkiyā’ī dynasts as well as other regional centers in Iran. He intersperses transcriptions 

                                                        

533 Muttaqī, “Falak Nāma: Kitābshināsī Lāhījī Gīlānī.” p. 125n1. 
 
534 In those days, this referred to the mountainous region just to the south of the plains of Gilan, dividing it 
from the rest of Iran. Historically this was the domain of many communities of Ismāʿīlī Shīʿa.  
 
535 Patna, Khudabakhsh Oriental Public Library, Ms. HL 2641. f. 254b. 
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of the Khān’s correspondence into anthologies containing his own collected treatises, 

suggesting that his rule should be closely studied as a model of governance,536 while in 

other places, Gīlānī writes favorably about Khān’s sustained patronage and training of 

ḥakīms on par with that of the Safavid Shāh ʿAbbās I and ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh who 

financed and cultivated similar cadres of doctors, naturalist philosophers, and 

occultists.537 

3.4 Scholastic Pedigree 

In a short treatise on the history of eminent ḥakīms, Gīlānī concludes with a 

statement identifying the names of Muslim scholars under whom he claims to have 

studied, or with whom he established a peer relationship between the years 1000/1591-2 

and 1055/1645. While other known associates’ names are left out of this list, we may 

presume that it represents the most distinguished scholars of the day with whom Gīlānī 

wanted to be associated (fig. 16): 

In the time of Shah ʿAbbās II, emperor of Iran, who, just as in the time of 

Bahrāmgūr and Nūshīrvān,538 the emperor correctly ruled for training possessors of 

means and sound estimations. In Iran and other places were many scholars and ḥakīms 

                                                        

536 Several of these letters may be found scattered within the latter sections of the Shajara-yi dānish as well 
as the near-complete transcription found in Staatsbibliothek, Berlin, Ms. Peterman 145 ff. 77b-101b.  
 
537 Shajara-yi dānish, Ms. Majāmīʿa 39, f. 324a. 
 
538 Bahrāmgūr (r. 420-438) was the fifth Sassanian king of Iran. Known for his bravery and patronage, he is 
a central character in Firdawsī Ṭūsī’s Shāhnāmah and Niẓāmī’s Haft Paykar. Nūshirvān, or Anūshīrvān (r. 
531-579), was the king of Persia during Muḥammad’s early life and is remembered for his justice and 
wisdom. 
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and jurists like Mīr Muḥammad Bāqir Dāmād [d. 1041/1631] and Shaykh Bahā’ al-Dīn 

Muḥammad ʿĀmilī [d. 1030/1621], who conformed Greek ḥikmat (ḥikmat-i yunānī) to 

Yemeni ḥikmat (ḥikmat yamānī),539 and had many compositions, and in all 

sciences [they] were perfect masters. And there were also Mīrzā Ibrāhīm Hamadānī [d. 

1026/1617] and Mullā ʿAbdullāh Shūshtarī [d. 1021/1612] and my instructor (ustād) Qāżī 

Muʿizz al-Dīn Muḥammad Iṣfahānī [fl. 1020/1611-1035/1625-6],540 the brother of Qāżī 

Nūr Shāʿir, and Mullā Sulṭān-Ḥusayn [likely Khalīfa-Sulṭān Āmulī, d. 1064/1653] and 

Mīr Abū’l-Qāsim Findiriskī [d. 1050/1640] and many other scholars. In the same era in 

Shiraz, Shāh Taqī al-Dīn Muḥammad Nassāba [d.1019/1610] and Amīr Niẓām al-Dīn 

Aḥmad [b. Ibrāhīm Dashtakī, d. 1015/1606] who was the master of ḥukamā’ of the age. 

And his brother Mīr Naṣīr al-Dīn Ḥusayn [b. Ibrāhīm Dashtakī] was in Mecca and Mīrzā 

Muḥammad [Maʿṣum b. Amīr Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Dashtakī, d. 1032/1622-3] and 

Mullā Muḥammad Amīn Astarābādī [d. 1036/1626-7] were also in Mecca. And Ḥakīm 

ʿAlī Gīlānī [d. 1017/1609] and Qāżī Nūrullāh Shūshtarī [ex. 1019/1610] were in Agra, 

India. And Amīr Muḥammad Mu’min Astarābādī was in Hyderabad in the Deccan [d. 

1035/1625]. And this was from the year 1000 [1591-2] until the date of composition, 

which is the year 1050 [1645]. Such was the community of ḥakīms and scholars. The 

                                                        

539 In another copy of this text with minor variations preserved in the Salar Jung Museum Library, the term 
used here is ḥikmat yamānī, and in the Patna codex the term is ḥikmat-i īmānī.  
 
540 An extant ijāza indicates that a figure named Ḥasan ʿAlī, the son of Gīlānī’s claimed instructor, 
ʿAbdullāh Shūshtarī, obtained license to teach fiqh from Gīlānī’s other claimed instructor, Qāżī Muʿizz al-
Dīn Muḥammad Iṣfahānī, in 1035/1625-6. A preceding ijāza in the same collection issued to the same 
figure by yet another of Gīlānī’s instructors, Bahā al-Dīn ʿĀmilī, indicates that ʿAbdullāh Shūshtarī had 
already died by the time it was issued, in 1030/1621. See, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Ms. 4873, ff. 4a-5b. 
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author of this book met some and read works with them, and with some was a student 

(shāgird) and with others was a peer or companion (muṣāḥib va āshnā).541 

The dates of the list suggest that from an early age, perhaps as early as 1592, 

Gīlānī may have already moved out from Gilan to Isfahan and other Safavid cities of 

scholarly repute to begin his studies. Beyond his associations with the well-known 

doyens of the so-called ‘School of Isfahan,’ his list includes members of the later 

Dashtakī family of Shiraz including those who had intermarried with the Safavid royal 

household and settled in the Hijaz. The latter three names of the list—Ḥakīm Alī, 

Nūrullāh Shūshtarī, and Muḥammad Mu’min Astarābādī— and their known courtly sites 

of patronage at Agra and Hyderabad as well as their attested death dates might suggest 

that Gīlānī had ventured from Iran to India during his youth to acquire knowledge in 

medicine and other sciences long before he undertook a second emigration to initiate his 

professional career in Mughal India around 1630.   

His mention of Ḥakīm ʿAlī as the only co-regionalist in this list may suggest that 

he was the most renowned member of that scholarly diaspora around the turn of the 

11th/17th century.542 It appears as though he was his intellectual father in Galenic 

medicine as much as Mīr Dāmād held the same status for him in philosophy, 

                                                        

541 Ms. HL 2641, f. 311a.; A slightly different version of this pedigree is given in Salar Jung Museum 
Manuscript Library, Ms. Persian Ṭibb 286, fol. 60b. 
 
542 The Mughal historian, Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Hiravī (d. 1030/1621), includes a very brief biographical 
notice of a Ḥakīm Aḥmad Gīlānī who he writes “was the student of Ḥakīm ul-Mulk,” presumably Shams 
al-Dīn Gīlānī. As his history was composed in 1002/1593-4, this would have referred to yet another person 
with a similar name who had come to India prior to 1580. Khwāja Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad, Ṭabaqāt-i Akbarī. 
p. 483.  
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metaphysics, and other branches of ḥikmat.543 His medical compendia reveal the 

proximity of their relationship as they contain many recipes for potions and electuaries 

that were transcribed from autograph copies of Ḥakīm ʿAlī’s own works,544 however 

these may have been transmitted through intermediaries, like Ḥakīm ʿAlī’s brother-in-law 

and cousin, Ḥakīm Abū’l-Qāsim Gīlānī. 

 
Figure 16. Statement on Gīlānī’s intellectual pedigree, Salar Jung, Ms. Persian Ṭibb 286, f. 60b. 

                                                        

543 Gīlānī also studied medicine with Mīr Dāmād, as he transmits some of his curatives as well. See his 
recipe for making tablets from Zeodary, Ms. Ahuan Islamic, Majmūʿa Sharīfa, f. 62a. 
 
544 See for instance, Gīlānī, Ṭibb-i quṭbshāhī, Hyderabad, Salar Jung Museum Library, Ms. Persian Ṭibb 
286, f. 62a. 
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Within Ḥakīm ʿAlī’s medical circle, Gīlānī likely came into the company of the 

renowned Imāmī Shīʿī judge, Qāżī Nūrullāh Shūshtarī, who was a known associate of 

Ḥakīm ʿAlī as well as other members of the Gilani diaspora at the Mughal courts of 

Akbar and Jahāngīr.545 One of the judge’s sons, Sharīf Shūshtarī (d. 1020/1611), who was 

born in 992/1584 and would have been almost the same age as Gīlānī, studied in Safavid 

Iran with the same luminaries and may have also facilitated Gīlānī’s transition to Agra 

fairly soon before his father’s execution and his own untimely death only a year later.546 

                                                        

545 In addition to what follows, see the letter of Qāżī Nūrullāh Shūshtarī to Ḥakīm Ḥāẕiq Gīlānī, son of 
Ḥakīm Humām, included in Muḥammad Ḥakīm Hindī, Majmaʿ al-afkār nadir wa kamyāb, Ms. 14209, 
Tehran, Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, pp. 403-404.  
 
546 Nūrullāh Shūshtarī fell out of favor and was executed under circumstances that are not entirely clear. 
Towards the end of his career, Shūshtarī confided in Bahā’ al-Dīn ʿĀmilī in Iran that his station at the 
Mughal court grew precarious through the loss of patronage and what seems to have been neglect of Shīʿī 
scholars of rank in the latter years of Akbar’s reign. A.A. Rizvi quotes a letter completed by Shūshtarī in 
1603 in which he writes that the emperor had denied his permission to take leave for Khurasan and Iraq. 
“When the tyranny and oppressions against me began to mount and the sufferings and anguish stepped up I 
began to imagine India (Hind) was the same Hind (bint ʿUtba) who ate the liver of my great uncle Ḥamza 
(ibn Muṭṭalib).” Rizvi, A Socio-Intellectual History of the Isnāʿasharī Shīʿīs in India, 1986. p. 370.; His 
punishment likely stemmed from his dedication of several anti-Sunnī polemics, which unsettled the inter-
religious equipoise sought through the Mughal policy of ṣulḥ-i kull. Rajeev Kinra, who has expanded the 
discussion beyond the immediate bounds of the political parties represented at the Mughal court, has 
implicated the customs of speech, writing, and conviviality among the literate classes under this cultural 
policy. He writes, “the term ṣulḥ in Mughal parlance also connoted a sense of ‘hospitality’ or ‘civility’ 
toward all— whether Sunni or Shiʿa, Turk or Afghan, Muslim or non-Muslim, Indian or European—as 
long as they lived amicably within the Mughal imperial dominions and didn’t stir up trouble.” Kinra, 
Writing Self, Writing Empire: Chandar Bhan Brahman and the Cultural World of the Indo-Persian State 
Secretary. p. 17; On Nūrullāh Shūshtarī, see also Sajjad Rizvi, “Shīʿī Polemics at the Mughal Court: The 
Case of Qāẓī Nūrullāh Shūshtarī,” Studies in People’s History 4, no. 1 (2017): 53–67.; This biographical 
information arrives from the pen of another of the judge’s sons known as ʿAlā’ al-Mulk “Fāżil Khān” (d. 
1669), who writes that his older brother studied with Taqī al-Dīn Nassāba Shīrāzī, Ibrāhīm Hamadānī, 
Mullā ʿAbdullāh Shūshtarī, and Bahā’ al-Dīn ʿĀmilī. Qāḍī Nūrullāh Shūshtarī, al-Ṣawārim al-muhriqa, 
146-7.; In Mughal historiography, ʿAlā’ al-Mulk is remembered as a resourceful and eloquent litterateur 
whose “prose was more colorful than Spring,” who would go on to serve as a tutor in Bengal for 
Shāhjahān’s son, prince Shāh Shujāʿ (d. 1661).  Muḥammad Ṣāliḥ Kanbū Lāhūrī, ʿAmal-i Ṣāliḥ, Al-
Mawsūm Bih Shāhjahān Nāmah, ed. Ghulām Yazdānī, vol. 3, 3 vols. (Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal, 
1939).  p. 437. 
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3.5 A Gilani Student in Safavid Isfahan  

While many of Gīlānī’s treatises refer to the specific ideas of different luminaries 

under whom he studied, his associations in Iran during his first forty-five years of life are 

never entirely clarified. However, his manuscripts do contain several helpful anecdotes 

that illuminate the intellectual scene of Safavid Isfahan during his years in training to be a 

ḥakīm under his two most influential instructors, Bahā’ al-Dīn ʿĀmilī (d. 1621) and Mīr 

Dāmād (d. 1630).  

Back in the age of my youth while acquiring knowledge in different sciences 
during the reign of Shāh ʿAbbās I in Isfahan were a surprising number of ʿulamā, 
littérateurs, and people of fine character and wisdom (ahl-i ṭabʿ u dānish). Most 
of the time they attended to science and poetry (ʿilm u shiʿr) instead of attending 
to instruction (dars). In this regard, prior to the benefits of the of the lesson, 
precious goods from the treasury of thoughts were offered. One day according to 
the custom, I attended the lesson in the majlis of Shaykh Bahā’ al-Dīn 
Muḥammad [ʿĀmilī]. That day more littérateurs and poets were in attendance 
than usual. The refuge of shaykhs [ʿĀmilī] lacked the desire to teach the lesson, 
yet his honorable nature inclined more towards the health of relating the 
statements of eminent persons, advancing greatly in everything and every science, 
when the attendees—prior to pursuing the benefits of the lessons—related 
wondrous narratives from everyone about the [Safavid] royal council (majlis-i 
bihisht-ā’īn), which every seeker old and young among the audience greatly 
enjoyed, and which sank into the marrow of the wise ones of discriminating taste. 
Great stories and quality poetry were many, and chatter about them grew long 
when the Shaykh said: “In the day of Shāh Ṭahmāsb in Qazvin, a debate ensued 
among the poets and the ʿulamā, about which lines of poetry are better. Either this 
verse from Kātibī: 
 

After death, remove my coffin from the corner of the mosque, 
  Load this kindling to serve the fire temple of the Zoroastrians  
 

Or this verse from Qāżī Nūr [Iṣfahānī]: 
 

After death, the burial ground of the Zoroastrians offers much assistance, 
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May it not be that any Muslim should suffer by my side547 
 

Someone asked of our master, “What is your belief?” He responded, “‘Load this 
firewood to serve the fire temple of the Zoroastrians’ affects me greatly. I and 
another group were impressed by ‘May it not be that Muslims suffer by my side’ 
and ‘for the people are different sects among what they believe.’ This was in the 
year 1018/1609-10, and recorded in the year 1050/1640.548  
 
As is widely known, Shaykh Bahā’ī undertook courtly service for the Safavid 

state and instructed students in various religious subjects. Yet, Gīlānī devotes more 

attention to the cultivation of a coterie formed through intellectual exchange and aesthetic 

debate outside of those formal capacities. As historians generally treat historical Muslim 

intellectuals in isomorphic relation to the propositions for which they argued in formally 

religious disciplines, this depiction instead shows the resonances of elite cultural 

exchange beyond abstruse argumentation that strengthened the bonds of those 

communities.  

Other statements from the same work highlight Gīlānī’s pursuit of ḥikmat in his 

early years and his multiple attempts to reconcile it within the Muslim scriptural tradition. 

This struggle for epistemic reconciliation does not appear to impact other areas of 

Gīlānī’s textual corpus; nevertheless, we should take him at his word and presume that 

                                                        

547  Kātibī of Nishapur (d. 1434-5), “pas az murdan minhu tābūt-i man dar gūsha-yi masjid / bibar ān hīmih 
ra dar kār ātishgāh-i gabrān kun.” This first verse is also attributed to a ghazal of Amīr Khusraw Dihlavī. 
The second Persian verse appears to read “bi’guristān-i gabrān basyār yad az pas murdan / musilmānī 
mubād az pahlū-yi man dar ʿaẕāb aftad.” Gīlānī follows this with another Arabic bayt from Abū Firās al-
Hamadānī “wa li’l-nās fīmā yaʿshiqūna madhāhibu.” 
 
548 In, Gīlānī, “Baʿżī akhbār az vāqiʿ-i rūzgār,” in Shajara-yi dānish, Ms. Majāmīʿ 39, f. 398b.; A second 
copy of the same work is recorded in Staatsbibliothek, Berlin, Ms. Peterman 145, f. 31a. 
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his life of scholarship was in some ways a continual process of reconciling the antinomies 

presented by different subjects.   

In the same era and the same city mentioned, in service to the master, Mīr 
Muḥammad Bāqir Dāmād, I had been busy acquiring knowledge in the science of 
ḥikmat, as he repeatedly claimed, “I have made Greek ḥikmat conform and 
correspond to the ḥikmat of sound belief (ḥikmat-i īmānī).” I had always thought 
that something in ḥikmat appears to contradict the sharīʿa. Let me offer an 
example: Perchance, in the beginning of Ramadan when I began to recite the 
Qur’ān, I arrived upon the verse (2:31-32): “And God taught Adam the names, all 
of them. Then he showed them to the angels and said, ‘Inform me of the names of 
these if you are truthful.’ They said: ‘Exalted are you! We have no knowledge but 
what you taught us.’” I reflected upon it. I did not find that this corresponded to 
ḥikmat. What the ḥukamā believe is that regarding rational faculties (ʿuqūl), all of 
the perfections (kamālāt) cohere in the primordial nature (fiṭrat-i avvalī). They are 
neither acquired nor taught like in this eloquent, wise, and erudite statement from 
the divine speech, “We have no knowledge but what you taught us.” When I 
conveyed this to Mīrzā Ibrāhīm Hamadānī, he assigned me a section of a 
statement of [Ibn Sīnā’s] Shifā to read and I showed great interest, and I admired 
this. However, my mind’s succor did not arrive. I also related this to some other 
littérateurs and instructors, but I did not hear a sufficient answer. Until I related 
this to the wise master, the one who ripens ḥikmat, and the chef of the sciences 
[Mīr Dāmād]. He offered an axiom: pertaining to intellects, all of the contingent 
perfections cohere in the primordial nature, which requires the existence of 
abstractions for universal sciences—not the sciences of particulars— for they are 
free from corporeality. But the apperception of particulars is not possible for 
them. And twenty years later, I saw this answer in the exegesis of Nīsāpūrī (d. 
1328-9). After that, I contemplated the end of this verse, again I found opposing 
information, and I contest Nīsāpūrī according to the treatise Unmūẕaj [of Jalāl al-
Dīn Davānī (d. 1502)] …549 
 
This narrative highlights the pivotal struggle for many early-modern Muslim 

scholars investing their energies in different areas of epistemology. Clearly, there existed 

a diversity of opinions among the Safavid scholarly elite around the precise justifications 

for the reconciliation of ḥikmat with Muslim scripture and obligatory religious praxis. 

                                                        

549 Gīlānī, “Baʿżī akhbār az vāqiʿ-i rūzgār,” in Shajara-yi dānish, Ms. Majāmīʿ 39, f. 399a. 
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Gīlānī’s propensity to subject rational arguments to an evaluative process of deep 

cognitive reflection underscores the role of individual aesthetic taste and the immediate 

experience of concepts. As will be expanded upon in future chapters, this affective stance 

designates ḥikmat as something other than that which could be imparted merely through 

discursive means that so often are presumed to constitute religious scholarly practice. 

These narratives ultimately serve as points of reflection years later when they 

were transcribed by Gīlānī for his readers in Quṭbshāhī Hyderabad. While placing Gīlānī 

at the center of scholarly debate and practice, they likely informed the type of intellectual 

culture that Gīlānī envisioned himself recreating in his diasporic homes. 

3.6  At the Court of the Khān of Khāns  

 A generation later, after he moved out of Iran, Gīlānī’s appointment in Shāh 

Jahān’s India demonstrates how members of the Gilani diaspora entered into many of the 

same offices and courtly spaces as their fathers and instructors who did so a generation 

earlier during the reign of Akbar as we discussed in the previous chapter.  

Numerous treatises situate Gīlānī in the entourage of the Mughal general, 

Mahābat Khān, in Delhi around 1630, and indicate that he was a trusted member of his 

entourage with great access to him and his sons, going so far as to describe the 

inscriptions that they emblazoned on their rings.550 Clearly, he was their trusted and close 

confidant. His writings paint a vivid picture of poetic salons and assemblies in which 

                                                        

550 See, Gīlānī, “Baʿżī akhbār az vāqiʿ-i rūzgār,” in Shajara-yi dānish, Ms. Majāmīʿ 39,  f. 398b-399a.; See 
also Majmūʿa-yi Ḥakīm al-Mulk, Ms. Ṭibb-i Yūnānī 306, p. 276.  
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courtiers and boon companions debated intellectual questions for the general’s own 

entertainment, and Gīlānī likens these to the legendary assemblies convened a generation 

earlier by the Mughal emperor Akbar.551  His scattered musings describing the general’s 

entourage always include Gīlānī’s own role in these exchanges. During the general’s visit 

to the celebrated Chishtī shrine of Niẓām al-Dīn Awliyā (d. 1325) in Delhi, he writes 

about witnessing a performance of qawwali and standing up to recite his own 

contribution of verses composed by Amīr Khusraw Dihlavī.552 In other places, he writes 

of recruiting local talent around the vicinity of Delhi and nearby villages to help fill out 

the general’s majlis where debates ensued.  

I was with Mahābat Khān in the city of Delhi in the year 1040 [1630/1] when he 
would seek scholars of the city first and later those from a distant village to do 
some honor and present some issue and I would enjoin them to debate and dispute 
me in the issue. Usually—or rather— always, I would defeat them, and I would 
disgrace them horribly, and [the general] would be amused by this. Most of them 
worked in Arabic [subjects] and exegesis, and were from the literary classes, 
Sufis, mendicants, wayfarers, and the like. I would take many gifts from [the 
general] to them and likewise spend money to lengthen the banter and repartee, 
[and I did so] in this way for a period of two years. Then one day I remarked that 
chattering and the effort put into retorting and inquiring does not lead to truth or 
certainty or to sensible answers. But through the act of writing, truth appears and 
falseness falls away, for veracity protrudes while lies remain concealed. Then 
[Mahābat Khān] ordered me to write something so I wrote these suspicions and I 
displayed them before the majlis and asked them to write a response, but not a 
single person was able to write a sensible answer, so they stopped and fell silent 
and did not enter into debates.   
 
One time Mahābat Khān looked at the scholars gathered in the majlis and then he 
looked at me and asked me if the ʿulamā of India were more proficient in Arabic 
than the ʿulamā of Iran. I responded that [the Indians] read a lot but understand 

                                                        

551 Staatsbibliothek, Berlin, Ms. Peterman 145, f. 31a. 

552 Ibid.  
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little and do not learn what the Iranians learn. And this made him smile with 
surprise. So then one of them said, “Oh governor! This knowledge is an art 
belonging to the people of India.” Then the governor turned to face me and I said, 
“If that were correct, then the sciences would have originally appeared in Gauḍa 
and Bengal. So, the smartest people of India acquired most of them, including the 
cream of the crop, then the Iranian people came along and made little use of 
them!” Mahābat Khān laughed heartily, then I said to him, “Ask them if the 
ʿulamā and the exegetes and the [Iranian] compilers like Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, al-
Ghazālī, al-Zamakhsharī, al-Nīsābūrī, al-Muḥaqqiq al-Ṭūsī, al-Fārābī, Abū ʿAlī 
[Ibn] Sīnā, Bayḍāwī, al-Dawānī, and al-Taftazānī are from India, so they can tell 
you if the authors of religion come from India!” Then, the governor laughed, and 
the young and old ones of the majlis all laughed too!  

 
One day in the majlis I said, “The Imam [al-Mahdī] and Imam Fakhr [al-Dīn 
Rāzī] and Imam Ghazālī, each one of them knows more than Abū Bakr and 
ʿUmar and ʿUthmān by several degrees.” Then the ʿulamā of the majlis on 
hearing this speech became alarmed and raised their voices and plunged their 
fingers into their ears in disgust and denial and surprise. They all looked at me 
with unease. Then the governor said, “The truth of the ḥakīm is what surprises 
them, and what do you say in response? Say something.” [The Indians] said, “Our 
knowledge and our belief is from the opinion of the prophet of God [in] one time, 
and he is the most knowledgeable one of our age and the most knowledgeable one 
of the other ages, except for the greatest companions.” Then I said, “That means 
that Abū Jahl and his ilk in the opinion of the prophet are preferable over the 
twelfth imam and al-Ghazālī and others!” So, they stopped and the people of the 
majlis all laughed, and the Shīʿa and the Imāmiyya smirked with threatening 
denouncement, and they looked at me out of the corners of their eyes 
reproachfully. Then Mahābat Khān told them to look at the tips of the spears of 
his Rajput soldiers, and so they gazed and then looked at the ḥakīm!553 

 

These courtly vignettes showcase how Iranian scholars like Gīlānī were employed 

in Mughal India to aggrandize the cultural renown of officers of rank. Showcasing the 

narrator’s biases, Gīlānī depicts himself as a privileged outsider, able to walk a fine line 

between making professional overtures towards local scholars while never missing an 

opportunity to belittle the Indians for inferior learning in discursive sciences that, in his 

                                                        

553 Tehran, Kitābkhāna Malik, Ms. 1142, ff. 19a-20a. 
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estimation, could not reach the heights of epistemic certainty accessible to ḥakīms like 

himself. Similarly, his pronounced criticism of the Sunnī caliphs and celebration of 

Iranian-born Muslim scholars shows how he reveled in affronting the Sunnī Indian 

ʿulamā by publicly avowing Shīʿism while being shielded by the powerful governor and 

warlord at the head of the council. His final remark distinguishing “the Shīʿa and the 

Imāmiyya” may imply that other non-Imāmī Shīʿa were also among the wider 

entourage— perhaps military officers like Mahābat Khān who undertook cultic forms of 

devotion to the Imams irrespective of proscribed religious ordinances. 

In South Asian historiography, Mahābat Khān is generally overshadowed by his 

predecessor, the previous Khān of Khāns, ʿAbd al-Raḥīm (d. 1627) who cultivated a 

more renowned literary circle comprised of poets, ḥakīms, and various Iranian, Arab, and 

Indian scholars.554 Yet, reports about Mahābat Khān’s religious and cultural proclivities 

and circumstantial evidence surviving from his sons illuminates why Gīlānī would be a 

welcome member of his retinue that in many ways seems to have functioned much like 

that of his predecessor, ʿAbd al-Raḥīm. The historian, Shaykh Farīd Bhakkarī, informs us 

not only that Mahābat Khān preferred the company of Iranians, but that late in life he 

converted to Imāmī Shīʿism.555 While Mahābat Khān flouted the tenants of mainstream 

                                                        

554 Many of these scholars’ lives are recorded in the monumental work of Nahāvandī that we have used 
throughout this chapter. See, Nahāvandī, Māthir-i Raḥīmī.; See also C.R. Naik, ʿAbdu’r-Rahīm Khān-i-
Khānān and His Literary Circle (Ahmedabad: Gujarat University, 1966).; See also, Corinne Lefèvre, “The 
Court of ʿAbd-Ur-Raḥīm Ḵẖān-i Ḵẖānān as a Bridge Between Iranian and Indian Cultural Traditions,” in 
Culture and Circulation: Literature in Motion in Early Modern India, ed. Thomas de Bruijn and Allison 
Busch (Boston: Brill, 2014), 75–106. 
 
555 “gharīb navāzī mīkard… ṣuḥbat bā ahl-i īrān mī dāsht va mī guft īnhā khulāṣa-yi āfarīnash-i īzād 
dādār-i jahān āfarīnand,” Bhakkarī, Dhakhīrat Al-Khawānīn, 1961. p. 170. 
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piety and worship like prayer and fasting, he remained devoted to the ahl al-bayt. His 

rituals involved wearing the names of the twelve imams etched into valuable stones that 

he wore around his neck and sewn into a scarf that he wore on his head.556 This was no 

rare practice, as another well-known Turkic military émigré to South Asia, Sulṭān-Qulī 

Quṭb al-Mulk, is said to have carried a similar bandana bearing the names of the imams 

that he never failed to keep close to his person.557  

Bhakkrī and the biographer, Shāh Navāz Khān, both also mention that Mahābat 

Khān suffered from a certain infection (bahakandar) for a long period of time and failed 

to take any remedies for his condition at the end of his life due to an astrological omen 

portending his death.558 This circumstantial factor would explain the general’s intimate 

need for Gīlānī, principally if his sickness required the observation of an attending 

physician—or many physicians—well versed in reading terrestrial, planetary, and 

astrological signs portending health or illness. Gīlānī’s transcription of treatises from 

ancient Babylonian astrologers and more recent Muslim authorities confirms that his 

                                                        

 

 
556 Bhakkarī. p. 172. 
 
557 See, Ṣadr Jahān Ṭabasī, Sirāj al-īmān, Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. 10084/2. p. 99. 
 
558 Beveridge opines that the general suffered from an internal sort of leprosy or gangrene. Nawwāb 
Ṣamṣām-ud-Daula Shāh Nawāz Khān Aurangābādī, The Maā̱ṯhir-ul-Umarā: Being Biographies of the 
Muhammadan and Hindu Officers of the Timurid Sovereigns of India from 1500 to about 1780 A.D., ed. 
Baini Prashad, trans. H. Beveridge (Calcutta: The Asiatic Society, 1952). pp. 26-28.  
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medical practice was intimately bound up in interpreting how celestial forces affected 

corporeal health.559   

While Bhakkarī’s biography otherwise derides Mahābat Khān’s religious 

sensibilities and denigrates his attention to scholarly pursuits, the manuscript archive does 

not entirely concur with his assessment.560 At least one extant manuscript clearly 

attributed to the general consists of a Persian translation and commentary of an Arabic 

treatise on the principles of Sufism originally compiled in 1036/1626 by the son of a 

Shaṭṭārī Sufi shaykh of Akbarābād (Agra), Muḥammad al-Fīrūz al-Ṣūfī.561 The 

manuscript’s colophon concludes with a statement praising God, the prophet, and the ahl 

al-bayt, corroborating the Shīʿī persuasion of its translator and commentator.562 

While this solitary work may not be enough to resurrect his character as a man of 

learning or a patron of the literary arts, he clearly held a deep interest in both knowledge 

systems of Muslims and Indians concerning their medical expertise.563 The Khān must 

have instilled the same interest in his son, Amānallāh, known as “Khān Zamān” and 

“Khānzādah Khān Fīrūz Jang” (d. 1046). Khān Zamān authored medical works and 
                                                        

559 Gīlānī’s astrological majmūʿa now held at Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis in Tehran was transcribed in 
1629/1619. Ms. 17316 contains several treatises by the ʿAbbasid astrologer, Abū Maʿshar Balkhī, a treatise 
on letterism by Jalāl al-Dīn Dāvānī, and an astrological work attributed to the Babylonian Tangalū Shāh 
Bābulī al-Qūqānī relating the effects of ascendant celestial forces on those who are born under them. 
 
560 “dar bidāyit bih hīch dīn va maẕhab istiqāmat nadāsht… bih rūzih namāz muqīd nabūd va safākī u 
bībākī-yi u aẓhar min al-shams ast,” Bhakkarī. vol. 1. p. 25.; See also M. Athar Ali, “Mahābat Ḵẖān,” in 
Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition (Brill Online, 2012). 
 
561 Zamāna Beg Mahābat Khān, al-Maʿrifat ul-muḥayyira. Ms. Asiatic Society of Bengal, PSC 129, f. 2a.  
 
562 Mahābat Khān. al-Maʿrifat ul-muḥayyira, f. 203b. 
 
563 Bhakkarī, Dhakhīrat Al-Khawānīn, 1961. pp. 178-180. 
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patronized eminent physicians himself. A little-known text dedicated to Jahāngīr in 

1036/1626 just prior to the emperor’s death entitled The Mother of Cures (Umm al-ʿilāj) 

demonstrates his familiarity with curatives for common ailments (mainly dysentery) from 

the Muslim medical tradition including those ascribed to Hermes Trismegistus, the pre-

pre-Islamic sage Luqmān, and Alexander, as well as prophetic medical knowledge 

sourced from the work of the medieval Syrian scholar, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 

751/1350).564 Another of his pharmacological works dedicated to the emperor Shāh Jahān 

(dated with chronogram khatm=1040/1630) entitled Ganj bād āvurad ṣāḥibqirānī, 

includes instructions for alchemical formulae, the production of weapons, and occult 

tricks alongside more mundane medical knowledge.565  

This bibliographic evidence suggests that the entourage of Mahābat Khān and his 

son was one of the foremost sites for a skilled physician to gain visibility in the crowded 

intellectual market of 11th/17th century Mughal India. Gīlānī dedicated a treatise on the 

medicinal properties of the China root (Smilax china) to Khān Zamān, confirming that he 

                                                        

564 Umm al-ʿilāj, Ms. 37, Kitābkhāna Adabiyāt va ʿUlūm-i Insānī, Mashhad, Iran, ff. 59b-62b.; Also 
attributed to him is a large and rare copy of a medical lexicon entitled “The Four Elements of Wisdom” 
containing terminology from Arabic, Persian, Turkish, and Indian languages. Chahār anṣar-i dānish, 
Hyderabad, Salar Jung Museum Library, Ms. Persian Lughat 23, 647ff. 
 
565 An incomplete copy appearing to have been transcribed in the mid-18th century survives, Kitābkhāna-yi 
Majlis, Tehran, Ms. 15238/1, ff. 2b-34b.; A complete version dated to 1219/1804-5 is held at Kitābkhāna-yi 
Dānishkada-yi Ilāhiyāt, Tehran University, Ms. 187/7.; Khān Zamān, was also the recipient of a medical 
treatise dedicated to him by perhaps the foremost Mughal physician of the mid 11th/17th century, Nūr al-Dīn 
Muḥammad son of “ʿAyn al-Mulk” Shīrāzī, called the Balance of the Physicians (Qisṭās al-aṭṭibbā’). An 
extant copy of this work is held in the Āstān-i Quds Rażavī Manuscript Library in Mashhad dated to 17 
Dhū al-Qaʿda 1065/18 September 1655. Ms. 7675.; Shīrāzī’s other patrons included the emperor Shāh 
Jahān and the Mughal prince Darā Shikuh, for whom he composed the Alfāẓ al-adwiya (a pharmacological 
dictionary, 1038/1628-9) and the Ẕakhīra-yi Dārā Shikūhī. 
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too was as close a patron as Mahābat Khān.566 His other marginal musings about serving 

the younger Mughal noble give us a more complete picture of the incidence of his co-

regionalists from Gilan serving agents of Mughal imperium. Another ḥakīm called 

Muḥammad Ḥusayn Gīlānī had also served the same father and son Mughal military 

team, so we may surmise that Gīlānī was surrounded in this post with others from his 

homeland who had, no doubt, convinced their patrons that the Gilanis excelled at the 

practical philosophical, medical, and occult sciences that they required to rule 

effectively.567  

3.7  At the Khān’s War Camp  

 Gīlānī accompanied Mahābat Khān southward into the Deccan during his 

invasion of the ailing Niẓāmshāhī Sultanate. Events that transpired during the conquest of 

the fortress city of Dawlatabad (fig. 17) offer insight as to why Gīlānī fell out with his 

patron as well as another strong point of intersection with other members of the Gilani 

diaspora. 568 Among the attacking party led by Mahābat Khān, he had intimate access to 

                                                        

566 This treatise is unfortunately untitled, Shajara-yi dānish, ff. 388b-389b. 
 
567 This relationship is less clear. In the Berlin manuscript, we have numerous poems and musings of Gīlānī 
that speak of his personal disappointment in Mahābat Khān’s retinue, and several lines refer to him being 
tasked with teaching someone to read and him not being sufficiently paid for his services. Given that Khān 
Zamān was already authoring books around this time, he could mean a grandson of Mahābat Khān. Berlin, 
Staatsbibliothek, Ms. Peterman 145, f. 3a.; Muḥammad Ḥusayn Gīlānī remained with Khān Zamān even 
after his father’s death before forming an alliance with viziers at the ʿĀdilshāhī court of Bijapur. Shaykh 
Farīd Bhakkarī, Dhakhīrat Al-Khawānīn, ed. Syed Moinul Haq, vol. 2, 3 vols. (Karachi: Pakistan Historical 
Society, 1961). pp. 336-8. 
 
568 Other undated manuscript evidence indicates that Gīlānī spent some time in Burhanpur writing to his 
sons who then resided in Iran, which most likely occurred prior to or just after his adventure at Dawlatabad. 
A folio of Ibn Khātūn’s scrapbook contains two passages of written in an ornate muhmala (“undotted”) 
style that appear to be reminders for his sons about the proper way to ask for God’s thanks and to be 
successful in transacting good fortune for one’s piety. They are in Gīlānī’s own handwriting with a short 
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the general’s sons, Khān Zamān and Luhrāsp Khān, as well other members of their 

medical entourage.569 The brothers Ḥakīm Khūshḥāl and Ḥakīm Hāẕiq are also attested 

members of their retinue from the siege of Dawlatabad until Mahābat Khān’s death.570 

The pair were the sons of Ḥakīm “Humām” Gīlānī (d. 1004/1595)— the longest 

surviving son of ʿAbd al al-Razzāq Gīlānī, the ṣadr of Khān Aḥmad Khān discussed in 

the previous chapter. It appears that the general’s medical entourage was led by this 

contingent of second-generation Gilanis who grew up in India and may have helped 

employ their co-regionalist who had recently arrived from Iran.  

                                                        

 

explanatory note in the middle that reads “kalimāt muhmala chand kih dar Burhānpūr bih pasarān-i khud 
bi’Īrān navishtah.” Kitābkhāna Majlis, Jāmiʿ Ibn Khātūn, Ms. 5138 f. 161b. 
 
569 Rüdiger Arnzen is mistaken when he writes that Gīlānī resided in Dawlatābād in 1626 as one of its 
defenders when it was under the control of ʿAbd al-Raḥīm, the previous Khān-i Khānān, who Arnzen 
claims was attacked by Mahābat Khān. Rüdiger Arnzen, “Mapping Philosophy and Science in Safawid Iran 
and Mughal India: The Case of Niżāmaddīn Ahmad Gīlānī and Ms. Khudā Bakhsh 2641,” Mélanges de 
l’Université Saint-Joseph 56 (2004): 107–60. p. 114.; See, Eaton, A Social History of the Deccan, 1300-
1761, 2005. p. 123.; On the latter son of Mahābat Khān who would come to inherit the title of Khān-i 
Khānān from his father, see Catherine Glynn, “A Rājasthānī Princely Album: Rājput Patronage of Mughal-
Style Painting” 60, no. 2 (2000): 222–64. p. 257.; By this time, the city had traded hands several times 
already. The army of Akbar took it in 1010/1601, and the Abyssinian Niẓāmshāhī general, Malik Ambar, 
reconquered it before his death in 1626, when control fell to his son, Fātḥ Khān, who lost it to Gīlānī and 
Mahābat Khān. See ʿAbd al-Ḥusayn Navāʼī ʿAbd al-Bāqī Nahāvandī, Māthir-i Raḥīmī (Tehran: Anjuman-i 
Āthār va Mafākhir-i Farhangī, 1381). p. 17.  
 
570 Further manuscript evidence of Ḥāẕiq’s relationship to Mahābat Khān—or perhaps his son Khān 
Zamān—is attested in Muḥammad Ḥakīm Hindī’s Majmaʿ al-afkār nadir wa kamyāb, Kitābkhānah-yi 
Majlis, Ms. 14209, p. 676.; See Bhakkarī, Dhakhīrat Al-Khawānīn, 1961. p. 303.; See also Nahāvandī, 
Māthir-i Raḥīmī. p. 32. 
 



 

 287 

 
Figure 17. Siege of Dawlatābād 1633, depicted in the Pādshāhnāmah of ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd Lāhūrī, 

Royal Collection Trust (RCIN 1005025, 1656-7). f. 144a.571 

Some years later, Gīlānī’s comments about his role during the siege of 

Dawlatabad and what transpired in the wake of its conquest obliquely implicates these 

                                                        

571 The artist has clearly chosen to represent that an outer wall of the fort had been destroyed and overrun, 
suggesting that the narrative of a mine being dug underneath is the more popular version of events. 
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other ḥakīms. He begins by discussing a book that he had written in medicine that he had 

lost during those days: 

Neither did I complete it nor benefit from it initially. Rather, it was it among the 
birds of my disinterested thoughts and my limited vision scrutinizing ideas and 
plumbing the depths of foresight and neglecting sleep and persevering through 
wakefulness until dawn. Yet those pages were among those books torched by 
Khān-i Khānān Mahābat Khān in Dawlatabad. I swear he did not burn my books, 
but in meaning, he burned my body and the jewel of my heart. And this was 
retribution for the conquest of the Dawlatabad fortress. God conquered it by my 
effort and my spell. And when I took its keys and gave them to him, he did this to 
me. Due to the fact that the conquest had become well known in my name, 
because the princes and military men, one and all, spoke about this strange 
conquest and surprising devise in my name until I bragged one day in the council 
with inattention to my words that had he, the ruler of the time and the caliph of 
the age, Shāh Jahān, seen this fortress with his own eye, that he would have 
known that he could not conquer it by military force or compulsion. Rather the 
ḥakīm took it by an incantation (afsūn) and an artifice.  

 
Yet, [Mahābat Khān] did not live one more year after burning the books and the 
exegesis and the Qur’ān. For his life was ended by the actual metaphysical truth 
of the revelation (ṣāḥib umm al-kitāb wa Qur’ān mubīn). For a wise physician 
was dreaming of serving him only three nights before his death and saw the 
speech of glorious God fashioned into a large humanoid figure with iron teeth, 
that had killed him with an unerring lance. By God, this was among the most 
surprising dreams that I have witnessed about an infidel.  
 
Then I concluded with him and I determined to venture to Iraq to reunite with 
those companions who were separated from me, until I arrived to Bandar 
Machalīpatan,572 one of the ports of the Deccan. But I did not yet depart for the 
ship when the news arrived, which was that I [must wait] to venture to Iraq in 
another season. Then the perfect king, the just sultan, the most generous ruler and 
authority of the age, master of religion and justice and true belief, the sultan, son 
of the sultan, son of the sultan, khalīfa of security and safety, Sultan ʿAbdullāh 
Quṭbshāh—may God perpetuate his rule and his authority!— I may elaborate his 
mystery and his justice and his beauty—Seeking to attend to complete the urgent 
request and the emphasis in which the answer and statement of action does not 

                                                        

572 Masulipatnam or Machilipatnam, the most important port city of the Quṭbshāhīs, sits at the northern end 
of the delta formed by the Krishna River reaching the Bay of Bengal. See Subrahmanyam, “Persians, 
Pilgrims and Portuguese.” 
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benefit him, for I loved ḥikmat with my mind and my eye. Then I committed 
myself to traveling after two more days. I traversed the lands until I arrived at 
Hyderabad…573 
 
Competing accounts of the siege of Dawlatābād do not entirely confirm or 

contradict Gīlānī’s account. The historian Ibrahim Zubayrī writes that Mahābat Khān 

nearly quit the siege due to disagreements with demands made on him by Shāh Jahān, but 

close advisors undertook measures that devastated the Niẓāmshāhī army and opened the 

fortress, in part, through the recitation of magical invocations (muddaʿāhā-yi siḥrī).574 At 

least one of the chronograms composed by Bhakkarī to commemorate this conquest 

reads: “The demon-master was victorious” (dīvgīr fatḥ shud=1042/1632),575 perhaps 

alluding to the presence of occult forces aiding the general.576 In any event, we cannot 

excuse Gīlānī from having his hand in the matter. The anecdote and the spell offer insight 

into another poorly understood dimension of why ḥikmat was so widely patronized for 

effecting military success, ensuring dynastic protection, and extending the influence of 

human physical power into the supernatural realm, discussed more in Chapter 4.   

The culminating dream sequence foretelling the death of the Khān links Gīlānī to 

the other pair of ḥakīms of the Gilani diaspora mentioned above. Ḥakīm Khūshḥāl Gīlānī 

                                                        

573 Shajara-yi dānish, Ms. Majāmīʿ 39, ff. 32b-33a.  
 
574 Ibrāhīm Zubayrī, Tārīkh-i Bījāpūr: Musammā Bih Basātīn Al-Salāṭīn, ed. Ghulām Murtażā (Hyderabad, 
19??). p. 299. 
 
575 This chronogram plays upon the older name of Dawlatabad, which was ‘Devagiri’ (meaning literally, 
“The Hills of Gods”) and in Persian is spelled the same as dīvgīrī. 
 
576 Bhakkarī, Dhakhīrat Al-Khawānīn, 1961. p. 18.; On the other hand, Shāh Nawāz Khān informs us that a 
mine was dug underneath a portion of the fortress wall and detonated, which ultimately led the Mughals to 
victory. Shāh Nawāz Khān Aurangābādī, The Maā̱ṯhir-Ul-Umarā, 1952. pp. 22-23. 
 



 

 290 

served as the attending physician during Mahābat Khān’s final illness and observed the 

writing of his own last will and testament in which he asked his fiercely loyal Rajput 

soldiers to take his body back to Delhi for burial at the Qadmgāh in the name of Imām 

ʿAlī.577 In all likelihood, Ḥakīm Khūshḥāl was the very same physician “dreaming of 

serving him only three nights before his death” and whose dream Gīlānī interpreted as a 

punishment for the loss of his intellectual property. While his words imply that he had 

separated from service prior to general’s death, these ḥakīms would have corresponded 

even after Gīlānī entered into the service at Quṭbshāhī Hyderabad.  

3.8 Others Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad 

As we approach the courtly history of Quṭbshāhī Hyderabad, we must first 

confront the fact that what little information that has come to press about Gīlānī has 

confused his life and intellectual career with several other figures active in the same city 

at the same time and of almost the same name.578 The following remarks are offered to 

                                                        

577 Bhakkarī, Dhakhīrat Al-Khawānīn, 1961. pp. 164-5.; Commonly known today as the Dargāh qadam-i 
sharīf in the Paharganj section of Delhi, a mosque, maktab (school), and tomb complex were constructed in 
the late 14th century around an icon of the physical impression of the Prophet Muḥammad’s foot that was 
imported to India. During the 17th century, it was one of the primary sites of pilgrimage and spiritual power. 
See Anthony Welch, “The Shrine of the Holy Footprint in Delhi,” Muqarnas 14 (1997): 166–78. 
 
578 Some very minor biographical mistakes which hare the result of other flawed research are found in 
Arnzen, “Mapping Philosophy and Science in Safawid Iran and Mughal India: The Case of Niżāmaddīn 
Ahmad Gīlānī and Ms. Khudā Bakhsh 2641.”; Ḥusayn Muttaqī, “Falak Nāma: Kitābshināsī Lāhījī Gīlānī,” 
Mīrāth-i Shahāb 15, no. 53/54 (2008/1387): 124–201. Asad Q. Ahmed and Reza Pourjavady, “Islamic 
Theology in the Indian Subcontinent,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology, ed. Sabine 
Schmidtke, Oxford Handbooks Online (Oxford University Press, 2014).; See also Jaʿfar Subhānī et. al., 
Muʿjam ṭabaqāt al-mutakallimīn, Vol. 3 of 5, (Qom: Mu’assasa-yi Imām Ṣādiq, 1383): 390-1.; Āghā 
Buzurg al-Ṭihrānī, al-Darīʿa ilā taṣānīf al-shīʿa, vol. 5 of 25, (Beirut: Dār al-Aḍwā’, 1403-06). p. 21. 
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clarify the careers of these peers in order to disentangle our main object of study, while 

also shedding additional light on his known and possible associations.     

First, he is most frequently misconstrued with Mīrzā Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad 

(b.1027/1617-18, d. 1086/1674), takhallus “Niẓāmā,” born in the Arabian city of al-Ṭā’if 

to Muḥammad Maʿsūm Ḥusaynī Dashtakī Shīrāzī and the sister of the Safavid Shāh 

ʿAbbās I.579 He grew up in the Hijaz and Qatar, where he studied many subjects including 

ḥadīth and ḥikmat, and excelled in Arabic poetry. Through an early marital union in the 

Hijaz, the Mīrzā sired a son, who would become a renowned Arabic litterateur and 

scholar of Shīʿī traditions, Ṣadr al-Dīn ʿAlī, commonly known in his lifetime as 

“ʿAlīkhān,” and by many later authors as Ibn Maʿsūm Madanī (1052/1642-1119/1707).580 

As members of the Dashtakī family hailing from Shiraz, they were descendants of the 

eminent philosopher, Ṣadr al-Dīn Muḥammad Dashtakī discussed earlier.581 While in the 

Hijaz, the Mīrzā’s father, Muḥammad Maʿsūm, studied Shīʿī traditions with the noted 

                                                        

579 For an example of this confusion, see the editors’ introduction in, Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Ḥakīm al-Mulk 
Gīlānī, Du Risāla-Yi Falsafī-Yi Fārsī, ed. Āzādah Karbāsiyān and Muḥammad Karīmī Zinjān-i āṣl (Qum: 
Majmaʿ Ẕakhā’ir-i Islāmī, 2013). pp. 10-20.; Āzād Bilgrāmī seems mistaken when writes that the mother of 
Mīrzā Niẓām al-Dīn was the sister of Shāh ʿAbbās II (1632-1666; r. 1642-1666). The narrative of his 
tarjuma states that the sister feared seeing her brother upon returning to Iran and decided to settle in Mecca 
with Muḥammad Maʿsūm, who had initially been hired as her escort for the hajj! Quoted in Kashmīrī, 
Nujūm Al-Samā’ Fī Tarājim Al-ʿulamā’. p. 146; al-Muḥibbī, Khulāṣat Al-Āthar Fī Aʿyān Al-Qarn Al-Ḥādī 
ʿashar. p. 349; al-Muḥibbī bases his biography on that of Ibn Ibn Maʿsūm Madanī, ʿAlī Ṣadr al-Dīn al-
Madanī ibn Aḥmad Niẓām al-Dīn al-Ḥusaynī al-Ḥasanī Ibn Maʿṣūm, Sulāfat Al-ʿaṣr Fī Maḥāsin Al-
Shuʿarā Bi-Kulli Miṣr (Egypt: al-Khānjī al-Kutubī, 1324). p. 10.  
 
580 His taẕkira (Sulāfat al-ʿaṣr fī maḥāsin al-shuʿarā’ bi-kull miṣr) and travelogue (Salwat al-gharīb wa 
uswat al-arīb) elucidate this family’s scholastic and political relations between Arabia, Iran, and the 
Deccan. 
 
581 On this family, see Rizvi, Mullā Ṣadrā Shīrāzī His Life and Works and the Sources for Safavid 
Philosophy. p. 141.; See also Ahab Bdaiwi, “Shiʿi Defenders of Avicenna: An Intellectual History of the 
Dashtakī Philosophers of Shiraz,” Unpublished PhD dissertation (University of Exeter, 2014). 
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critic of uṣūlī jurisprudence and progenitor of the akhbārī critique, Muḥammad Amīn 

Astarābādī (d. 1623-27), with whom Gīlānī also claims to have studied.582 From this 

family connection, the Mīrzā and Ibn Maʿsūm should be considered conduits of ḥikmat 

and Shīʿī traditions into the Deccan alongside Gīlānī. Ibn Maʿsūm informs us that his 

father entered the subcontinent (al-diyār al-hindiyya) in 1055/1645 in response to Sultan 

ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh’s request for his guidance.583 Given Gīlānī’s avowed connections to 

the Mīrzā’s grandfather, father, and uncle, it is imaginable that he may have helped 

attract him to Hyderabad. As we observed in the first chapter how ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh 

had initially been raised in a household of émigré Dashtakī officers from Shiraz, they 

likely had a long-established connection through familial ties that the manuscripts do not 

disclose.  

For his skill and tact as a vizier, the Mīrzā would come to be compared to the 

famous Buyid administrator, Ṣāḥib ibn ʿAbbād (d. 995), and was rewarded with a royal 

marriage to one of ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh’s daughters.584 Had this union produced a son, it 

                                                        

582 E. Kholberg, “ASTARĀBĀDĪ, MOḤAMMAD AMĪN,” EIr. Online. 
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/astarabadi-molla-mohammad-amin-b  
 
583 Ibn Maʿṣūm, Sulāfat Al-ʿaṣr Fī Maḥāsin Al-Shuʿarā Bi-Kulli Miṣr. p. 10. 
 
584 The traveler and merchant, Jean-Baptiste Tavernier (1605-1689) describes how Mīrzā Niẓām al-Dīn 
came to the court of Golkonda, at first arriving as a mendicant and spending several months at the city’s 
gate refusing to explain his appearance. According to Tavernier, the Sultan sent his “senior physician,” who 
undoubtedly would have been Gīlānī in 1055/1645, “who spoke Arabic well, to ascertain from the Sheikh 
what he wanted, and the reason of his coming. The physician, and some nobles of the Court who also spoke 
to him, immediately saw that he was a man of intelligence, and took him to the King, who was much 
pleased with his appearance and his preliminary conversation. But at length the Sheikh having declared that 
he had come to marry the Princess, this proposition very much surprised the King, and was received by 
some of the Court as coming from a man who was not altogether in his senses. At first, they merely 
laughed, but when they had observed that he persisted in his demand, even threatening the country with a 
great calamity which would befall it if they did not give him the Princess in marriage, he was cast into 
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seems that he may have been a stronger candidate for inheriting control of the sultanate 

instead of Abū’l-Ḥasan. Upon the latter’s enthronement, the Mīrzā and his son were 

imprisoned. A late 11th/17th century portrait of the Mīrzā held in the British Museum 

informs what became of the once-favored statesman: “Eldest son in law to ye late King of 

Golconda poison’d by ye King.”585 586 Beyond the biography authored by Ibn Maʿṣūm, 

the Mīrzā’s intellectual career remains largely unmapped.587  Manuscript evidence attests 

that the works of his early and recent ancestors were read in Hyderabad soon before his 

emigration.588 

                                                        

 

prison, where he remained for a long time. The King, at length, considering that it would be better to send 
him back to his own country, made him embark at Masulipatam on one of the vessels which carry goods 
and pilgrims to Mocha, from whence they travel by land to Mecca. About two years afterwards the same 
Sheikh returned to Golconda, and managed so well on this occasion that he espoused the Princess and 
acquired great credit in the kingdom, which he now governs, and where he is all-powerful. It was he who 
prevented the King from yielding up the fortress of Golconda, where he had taken refuge when Aurangzeb 
and his son entered [Hyderabad]…” Jean Baptiste Tavernier, Travels in India, translated by V. Ball, Ll. D. 
Book I (London: Macmillan and Co., 1889): 161-162. 
 
585 British Museum, 1974, 06-17,0.2.26. 
 
586 Visitors to the Quṭbshāhī tomb complex in Hyderabad recognize an unfinished dome, commonly known 
as the mausoleum of Abū’l-Ḥasan that, instead, contains a large black basalt cenotaph inscribed with the 
name of Mīrzā Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad. While the final Quṭbshāhī ruler died a prisoner in Aurangzeb’s 
Dawlatabad after the overthrow of Golkonda in 1687, partisans of his adversary appear to have interred the 
Mīrzā in the unused burial place designated for his murderer. 
 
587 Ibn Maʿṣūm, Sulāfat Al-ʿaṣr Fī Maḥāsin Al-Shuʿarā Bi-Kulli Miṣr. pp. 10-22. 
 
588 Amīr Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Dashtakī Shīrāzī (d. 1015/1606), for whom he was named, and with whom 
Gīlānī claims to have studied, produced a work called Ifādāt-i Sayyid al-amjad Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad. 
Sections about religious infidelity (kufr) and the nature of the soul were included in the Khirqa al-ʿulamā’ 
(1053/1644) of Rūzbihān b. al-ʿImād Iṣfahānī that was authored as a consummate expose of the thought of 
the prominent scholars at the Quṭbshāhī court. See, Ibn ʿImād Ruzbihān Iṣfahānī, Khirqa-yi ʿulamā. 
Hyderabad, Salar Jung Museum Manuscript Library, Ms. Persian Kashkūl 4, pp. 121-128.; The French 
merchant, Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, writes that the Mīrzā “passionately loves all those who are proficient in 
mathematics, and he understands them fairly well; it is the reason why, although a Muhammadan, he 
favours all Christians who are learned in this science,” suggesting that the Mīrzā harbored rationalist 
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The second figure who has caused confusion, and about whom little is known, 

was a historian and scribe already named in previous chapters, Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn 

ʿAbdullāh Ṣāʿidī Shīrāzī (fl. 1626-1643). Crafting what stands as the most useful 

chronicle of the early years of the Quṭbshāhī court during Gīlānī’s early tenure, the 

Ḥadīqāt al-salāṭīn al-quṭbshāhī records the events of the reign of ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh 

from his birth until 1052/1643. For a number of years, he closely served as a scribe to the 

Iranian-born émigré of Arab stock, Ibn Khātūn ʿĀmilī, who had served the sultanate at 

various times as envoy to the Safavid state, the leader of the military (sar-i khayl), and 

eventually the Quṭbshāhī chief religious and state officer (pīshvā-yi salṭanat).589 In this 

latter capacity, he regularly organized a literary salon in which he commissioned the 

compilation and recitation of the works of historical poets, and in this context he came to 

know this other historian and litterateur.590 Despite the obvious difference in parentage 

                                                        

 

interests similar to his other family members and the other elite of the Quṭbshāhī court. Tavernier, Travels 
in India, 1889. p. 163. 
 
589 The Iranian émigré poet known as Ṭughrā-yi Mashhadī came to Mughal India in the latter part of 
Jahāngīr’s reign and also made his way to Hyderabad where he dedicated some of his poetry to the eminent 
personalities of the Quṭbshāhī court. His satirical poem, ‘The Necessary Five’ (Khamsa-yi żarūriyyah) 
explicitly names Ibn Khātūn as the Quṭbshāhī sar-i khayl. See, as Ṭughrā-yi Mashhadī, Kulliyyāt-i Ṭughrā, 
Tehran, Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. 3215. pp. 278-9. 
 
590 Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn ʿAbd Allāh Ṣāʿidī Shīrāzī, Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i Quṭbshāhī, ed. Bilgrami, Syed 
Ali Asgar (Hyderabad: Idārah-yi Adabīyāt-i Urdū, 1961): 237. ; See also the massive scrapbook of mixed 
contents commissioned by Ibn Khātūn held in Tehran, some of its treatises written by this Niẓām al-Dīn 
Aḥmad, Jāmiʿ Ibn Khātūn, Tehran: Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Ms. 5138, f. 281a. 
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between him and the Mīrzā, confusion abounds due to their similarity names and gives 

rise to their conflation.591   

A third and final peer of Gīlānī who deserves brief mention was another physician 

hailing from northern Iran, known as Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn Tāj al-Dīn ʿAlī Ghaffārī 

Māzandarānī (fl.1630s-60s?).592 This ḥakīm circulated through the same territories as 

Gīlānī and also served ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh. His massive scrapbook of collected notes 

and musings that is today held in Tehran mentions that in December-January 1638-9, he 

visited a set of villages that comprised his land grant (jāgīr) allocated to him by the sultan 

outside of Hyderabad.593 Māzandarānī’s attestation demonstrates that the cadre of 

professional physicians in the Quṭbshāhī court enjoyed many of the same financial 

benefits allocated through tax farming that supported other military officers and 

statesmen. We should therefore surmise that Gīlānī too enjoyed similar benefits as a 

landed officer.594 

                                                        

591 See, Subah Dayal, “Editor’s Introduction,” in Relations of Golkonda with Iran, 1518-1687 (Delhi: 
Primus Books, 2017), xv–xxxvi. 
 
592 His grandfather appears to have also been named Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Ghaffārī Māzandarānī, who 
translated al-Iḥtijāj of Shaykh Ṭabarsī from Arabic into Persian at the request of a local Marʿashī sayyid 
known as Jānbāz Khān. al-Ṭihrānī, Ṭabaqāt Aʿlām Al-Shīʿa, 2009. p. 15.  
 
593 Tehran, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Ms. 85624, f. 129a/p. 193. 
 
594 Although it is beyond the scope of present research, a secondary area outside of the city of 
Secunderabad— which lies just to the north and east of modern Hyderabad—also bears the name of 
‘Hakimpet,’ and may also designate an area where Gīlānī or one of his peer physicians held a land grant 
during the Quṭbshāhī era.  
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3.9 Amidst the Gilani Diaspora at Hyderabad  

When ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh’s talent scout found Gīlānī waiting in the Coromandel 

port city of Masulipatnam, his cash offer to lure him back to Hyderabad was likely 

accompanied by an assurance that he would enjoy familiar company in courtly life.595 At 

Hyderabad, he was surrounded by other members of the Gilani diaspora serving in high 

state offices. Gīlānī was bestowed with the laqab (agnomen) “Ḥakīm al-Mulk”  and 

appointed royal physician—a post which had previously been held by another physician 

trained in late Kārkiyā’ī Gilan, Ḥakīm Jibrīl Gīlānī.596 While there is no corroborating 

textual evidence, he may have also had a hand in overseeing instruction or other 

functions at the Dār al-shifā’ teaching hospital, which had been established in the last 

decade of the 16th century by Muḥammad-Qulī Quṭbshāh shortly after the inauguration of 

Hyderabad. During his tenure, it remained one of the primary sites of instruction in 

                                                        

595 Mīrzā Qāsim Khurāsānī, who had initially served as an officer for Jahāngīr and Shāh Jahān and shifted 
service to ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh, would go as far as Iran to attract talented figures to his court. He 
successfully attracted Gīlānī to Hyderabad with the sum of 500 gold hūn. Upon arrival, he was gifted 
another thousand hūn, as well as the house of the former statesman Ikhlāṣ Khān and an additional six 
thousand hūn in accordance with his rank. The pīshvā Ibn Khātūn ʿĀmilī outfitted Gīlānī with furnishings 
and other wares, and he quickly attended the majālis with other courtiers. Shīrāzī, Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i 
Quṭbshāhī. pp. 166-167.; This fact of active recruitment disputes the claim of Roy Fischel, that the Deccan 
courts ceased their active pursuit of Iranian scholars through patronage networks far earlier. See Fischel, 
“Society, Space, and the State in the Deccan Sultanates, 1565--1636.” p. 186. 
 
596 Ḥakīm Jibrīl had also served in the Mughal north before attending to the Quṭbshāhī court. He came into 
service of the Mughal general ʿAbd al-Raḥīm Khān-i Khānān before joining the court of Muḥammad Qulī 
Quṭbshāh, sometime before 1612. See ʿAbd al-Ḥusayn Navāʼī ʿAbd al-Bāqī Nahāvandī, Māthir-i Raḥīmī 
(Tehran: Anjuman-i Āthār va Mafākhir-i Farhangī, 1381). pp. 37-9.; Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn Ṣāʿdī 
Shīrāzī informs us that Ḥakīm Jibrīl had already died by the time Gīlānī arrived in Hyderabad. Shīrāzī, 
Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i Quṭbshāhī. p. 166. 
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medicine and other branches of rational as well as religious sciences.597 Another 

physician, a ḥakīm Ismāʿīl Gīlānī, who treated the grandees of the court in the company 

of other Indian physicians may have also been involved in its operation.598 

Whether Gīlānī taught medicine in that institution, circles within the royal court, 

or his own school at The Mountain of Light, his medical practice would have been seen 

as an overt public good and a necessary component of the state’s wider obligation to 

cultivate the institutions for promoting religious well-being. We should therefore not 

artificially separate Gīlānī’s medical and religious worldviews given that he stressed a 

direct relationship between medicine and religion for intertwined bodily and spiritual 

benefits. He had written extensively about corporeal health as a requirement for 

perfecting rational and practical faculties, for “issuing uprightness with regards to the 

intellectual, rational, and transmitted religious actions and functions (ifʿāl va iʿamāl-i 

fikriyya-yi ʿaqliyya va naqliyya), comprehending the necessary existent (wājib al-wujūd), 

and without which one could not embark on the path of knowing God (bih rāh-i maʿrifat-

i ḥaqq) and maintain preoccupation with religious worship (va mashghūlī bih ʿibādāt va 

                                                        

597 We have no attested textual evidence for who was in charge of this institution. Comments about the 
career of Mullā “Khalqī” Shūshtarī indicate that medicine and other rationalist sciences were transmitted 
there. Shīrāzī. p. 210.; A copy of ʿAllāma al-Ḥillī’s creedal treatise, Nahj al-ḥaqq wa kashf al-ṣidq, was 
transcribed there in 1039/1630. Tehran, Kitābkhānah-yi Markaz-i Iḥyā’ Mīrāṯ-i Islāmī, Ms. 2128.; Also 
Tehran University’s Central Library possesses a copy of Ibn Bābawayh Qummī’s work of Shīʿī traditions, 
Kitāb man la yaḥḍuruhu al-faqīh, Ms. 8512, transcribed at the same institution in 1062/1651, 
demonstrating that it was not purely an institution of philosophical and medical learning. 
 
598 He is recorded attempting to treat the fatal illness of a Mullā Muḥammad Taqī Tafrishī (d. 1040/1631), 
who had served as the military chief (sar-i khayl) for around two years. Shīrāzī.  p. 103. 
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khayrāt) and the adornment and polishing of one’s ethics (tazyīn u taḥsīn-i akhlāq).”599 

Similar to the dedications found in the works of ḥakīm Valī Gīlānī a two generations 

earlier in Golkonda and Ahmadnagar, Gīlānī had rationalized the maintenance of 

corporeal health and well-being as an essential component of his spiritual life.  

While Gīlānī served as chief physician, another possible relative named Ḥakīm 

ʿAbd al-Jabbār Gīlānī600 was appointed elocutionist (rawżih-khwānī) for the royal court’s 

official mourning ceremonies for the martyrdom of Imām Ḥusayn on ʿAshūra as well as 

to the office of chief chancellor (munshī al-mamālik). In 1050/1640, he was elevated to 

royal state secretary (manṣab rafīʿ al-qadr dabīrī), suggesting that there was not a hard 

and fast division between those classes of scholars trained in ḥikmat and belles-lettristic 

arts as they were employed across multiple sultanate offices.601 

ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh had also relied on another émigré called Qāżī ʿAṭā’llāh 

Gīlānī to serve as the resident ambassador (ḥājib-i muqīmī) at Bijapur. When news 

arrived of his death, an officer was dispatched to return his children to Hyderabad where 

they were entrusted to Gīlānī to raise as he had been named the executor (vaṣī) of his late 

                                                        

599 Gīlānī, Risāla dar paydāyish-i ʿilm-i ṭibb va taḥqīq dar mawżūʿ-yi ilhām va liẕẕat-i ʿaqlī, Ms. Tehran 
University 3223, p. 58. 
 
600 He is generally believed to be buried in the second of the “twin tombs” of the two ḥakīms at the 
Quṭbshāhī tomb complex next to Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Gīlānī. 
 
601 Apparently, he was given this first post because of his handsome face. The latter post he earned when 
another officer became incapacitated from illness.  Shīrāzī, Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i Quṭbshāhī. p. 167, 259, 
260. 
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colleague’s estate.602 Around this time, another émigré arrived from the ʿĀdilshāhī realm 

called Mīrzā Abū’l-Qāsim b. Mīrzā ʿAbbās Gīlānī, who was granted an office and is said 

to have produced many treatises in religious and rational sciences, especially ḥikmat, 

logic, and mathematics among the wider retinue of eminent scholars of the court.603 

3.9.1 Of Pure Gilani Stock 

We should consider that bonds of kinship that we are unable to discern from these 

fragmented archival sources likely held the Gilani diaspora at Hyderabad together in their 

diasporic home. Maintaining pure bloodlines within the diaspora would also not have 

been incongruous with popular natural philosophical knowledge of the day. Early-

modern environmental theories contended that different climes and their unique 

climatological influences including air, water, and sunlight, affected humoral equipoise 

necessary for sound thought and judgement. In the words of one 19th century Iranian 

geographer, each clime was designed according to divine wisdom (ḥikmat) and 

providential benefit (maṣlaḥat), and as each people from every land had been created 

according to a unique set of factors, contending otherwise was tantamount to expressing 

infidelity (jahl u kufr) according to the boundaries of religious knowledge and what has 

been established by the maters of gnostic insight (aṣḥāb-i ʿirfān).604 In this way, the rainy 

                                                        

602 Muʿizz al-Dīn Ardistānī, who we encountered in Chapter 1, was the officer sent for this task. Shīrāzī. 
pp. 224-5. 
 
603 Shīrāzī. pp. 228-9. 
 
604 See, “Dar āb u havā-yi valāyat-i Gīlān,” in Jung-i shiʿr va nathr, Tehran, Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. 
3978, p. 296-299. 
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climate of Gilan produced a very specific sort of people whose ontological makeup 

varied from populations in neighboring regions and posed specific challenges for the 

Gilani diaspora to reside and maintain corporeal health in other domains. 

Two of Gīlānī’s short treatises authored in South Asia reflect similar sentiments 

enforcing cohesion among members of his diaspora. First, a work entitled, “The Treatise 

Clarifying the Modality of Intercourse and Its Repugnance to Rationality” begins by 

praising the person who seeks knowledge and wisdom as means to contemplate the 

divine in order to denigrate sexual and corporeal desire as its categorical opposite. While 

Gīlānī paints a vivid picture heaping scorn upon white-bearded shaykhs and eminent 

kings engaging in sexual activity, he specifically chastises literate and educated wise men 

seeking relations with strange and uneducated Indian and Turkish women as yet more 

vile, no less than a cow sexually enjoying a donkey.605  While this treatise does not offer 

any context occasioning its production, the reader discerns Gīlānī’s enforcement of 

chastity upon elite men of rank. 

Second, his “Treatise Explaining the Acquisition of an Appropriate Partner for 

Marriage” more clearly argues for maintaining ethnic purity, not only between Iranians 

and Indians, but even among people from specific Iranian regions like Gilan, Fars, and 

Khorasan. He advises them to marry only co-regionalists and women from the same elite 

classes in order that their progeny remain mentally and physically sound. Accordingly, 

should an Iranian wed an Abyssinian in India, his child will be born into a state of 
                                                        

605 “Risālah dar bayān kayfiyat-i mubāshirat u qabḥ-i ʿaql-i ān,” Ms. Ahuan Islamic, Majmūʿa sharīfa. ff. 
99b-100b. 
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confusion (mutaḥayyur) due to the oppositional natures of air and water comprising the 

parents’ unique temperaments. Even if they produce a child in a noble land like Mecca, 

any child born to a parent living in a foreign land (gharīb-zādah) yields similar 

deficiencies of a bad essence and lack of character (bad ẕāt u bī jawhar). Gīlānī 

specifically cautions his reader against fraternizing with Indian and Abyssinian female 

servants (kanīzān), and offers a specific warning for young educated men from Iraq, Fars, 

and Gilan to avoid having relations with them while residing abroad (ghurbat).606 He 

justifies these ideas by referencing how the Ḥusaynid sayyids of Medina and the Bukhārī 

sayyids of India maintain pure bloodlines by marrying only within their respective 

communities, and he concludes by citing several traditions about Alexander and Plato 

indicating that these early-modern Persianate ḥakīms saw themselves following an older 

Hellenic tradition inter-marrying only other members of the elite.   

These sentiments help contextualize how ḥakīms among the diaspora enforced 

cultural mores relating to their self-preservation as a distinct class. While the chauvinism 

of a Gilani émigré abroad cannot be disentangled from cosmology and very definite rules 

governed by the natural environment, the biographies of many diasporic ḥakīms remain 

incomplete and their robust trans-regional kinship network does not entirely rule out local 

inter-marriage (see Chart 1). However, the presence of cousin-marriage in the family of 

Ḥakīm ʿAlī Gīlānī suggests that this was indeed put into practice and was not just a 

cultural ideal.  
                                                        

606  Risāla dar bayān taḥṣīl-i kafū dar tazvīj, Ms. Ahuan Islamic, Majmūʿa sharīfa, ff. 98a-99a.; See also in 
Shajara-yi dānish, Ms. Majāmīʿa 39, f. 218b. 
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3.10  Becoming Another Ḥakīm al-Mulk 

According to Gīlānī’s own medical lexicon, the locus determining health and 

preservation in the purview of the ṭabīb (physician) is the corporeal body and its 

volitional capacity according to the regulations of nature (ṭabīʿat), while the soul (nafs) 

and its inclination towards or deviance from equipoise occupies the healing regimens of 

the ḥakīm.607 In both capacities, during his early years of service at Hyderabad to the 

young ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh, Gīlānī accompanied him on a regular basis performing a 

variety of services relating to his physical and spiritual constitution. In 1049/1639 when 

the sultan set upon a months-long tour to survey the domains of his kingdom, Gīlānī 

accompanied him to every station along the touring route as one of his closest and most 

intimate escorts, attesting to his essential service.608  

In the peripatetic court, as in Hyderabad, Gīlānī’s responsibility for maintaining 

the sultan’s health was aided by a vast collection of medical knowledge accrued from his 

predecessors who supported other Persianate kings. His numerous collections highlight 

the accumulation of medical wisdom in circulation among the Gilani diaspora, from 

Ḥakīm ʿAlī, as well as from the late Ṣadr al-Sharīʿa Gīlānī and Yaḥyá ibn Aḥmad Ṭabīb 

who served at the early 10th/16th century Kārkiyā’ī court.609 His medical collections 

                                                        

607 “Fi bayān iṣtilāḥāt-i aṭibbā’” Salar Jung Museum Library, Hyderabad, Ms. Persian Ṭibb 286, f. 65b.  
 
608 He ventured alongside Ibn Khātūn ʿĀmilī, the pīshvā, and Muḥammad Saʿīd Ardistānī, the sar-i khayl 
(chief general). Their arrival to Masulipatnam was commemorated by the chronogram, bimachlī bandar 
āmad shāh shāhān=1049. Shīrāzī, Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i Quṭbshāhī. p. 249. 
 
609 See for instance, Shajara-yi dānish, Hyderabad, ff. 373b-374b.; See also Ahuan Islamic Art, London, ff. 
55b-62b. 
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feature curatives developed specifically for recent kings like Khān Aḥmad Khān of Gilan 

and the Safavid Shāhs Ṭahmāsb and ʿAbbās I, as well as earlier rulers like Sultan Yaʿqūb 

Āq Quyūnlū and Tamerlane, demonstrating that his was not a plebian sort of medical 

practice, but one specifically attuned towards healing and preserving sovereigns.610 For 

example, many of his remedies consist of aphrodisiacs and potions to increase sexual 

potency and female fertility for the production of heirs.611 Gīlānī admits to having tested 

many remedies upon himself and his friends, such as numerous curatives derived from 

the bezoar stone, forms of a popular opium and hashish compound (falūniyā), and other 

treatments involving the China root, which endured as a medicinal novelty since the 

10th/16th century when it was introduced into Persian medicine through Portuguese trade 

from the eastern Indian Ocean.612  

The clearest example of the elite orientation of his medical practice may be found 

in a work entitled “The Secrets of the Physicians, (Asrār al-aṭibbā) dedicated to 

ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh prior to 1052/1642-3. The first chapter concerns those medical 

simples and compounds that “eminent kings, princes, and the people of worldly affairs 

must possess at all times,” such as opium, castoreum (jund bīdastar), bezoar, mummy, 

                                                        

610 Ṭibb-i Quṭbshāhī, Hyderabad, Salar Jung Museum Library, Ms. Persian Ṭibb 286, f. 62a.; Shajara-yi 
dānish, Hyderabad, Ms. Majāmīʿ 39. ff. 373b-374a. 
 
611 See, Majmūʿa-yi sharīfa fī al-ṭibb, Ahuan Islamic Ltd, ff. 45b-46b. 
 
612 In 983/1575-6, Ḥakīm Fakhr al-Dīn Shīrāzī wrote that the China root was virtually unknown a century 
earlier. It was used to treat alopecia, elephantiasis, leprosy, smallpox, and a variety of other diseases. 
Avicenna, Al-Risāla Al-Sharīf Al-Mawsūm Wa Al-Mulaqqab Bi’Tuḥfat Al-ʿāshiqīn. p. 215. 
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and several popular theriacs (tariyāq).613 He includes these substances for their utility in 

numerous treatments, especially for the defense of vegetal and animal-derived poisons 

and boosting the strength of the innate heat (ḥarārat-i gharīzī), which was understood by 

Gīlānī and others in the Galenic tradition to be a sort of divine life-giving force that 

compelled bodies to act volitionally, which decreased over the course of organismic 

life.614 What is left unsaid in this short treatise concerns the patronage of such knowledge, 

which was essential for preserving the sovereign’s ability to rule from a position of 

rationality and humoral balanced reason.  

As one member in a much longer trajectory of elite medical service, Gīlānī sought 

to maintain the robust transregional network linking the Deccan to his native Gilan in 

order to nurture the talents of future ḥakīms who could rise to enjoy the same elite levels 

of patronage. His writings demonstrate much more than the mere importation of medical 

wisdom from the Gilani diaspora into the Deccan. His dedication of a codex containing 

many of their remedies as well as other short treatises on religious and philosophical 

topics demonstrates that he sought to support the training of ḥakīms hailing even from his 

tiny ancestral village after serving for many years across Iran and the Deccan (fig. 18). 

Sometime after turning seventy years old in 1063/1652-3, he dedicated The Noble 

                                                        

613 Majmūʿa-yi sharīfa fī al-ṭibb, Ahuan Islamic Ltd, f. 20a.; See also Tehran University, Ms. 1079/31. The 
Tehran University version was transcribed in 1052.  
 
614 Gīlānī defines it as “a divine heat, its issuance being of God’s favor (faḍl Allāh) and its care being for 
the ordering of structure and the body, which Plato called the divine fire (al-nār al-ilāhiyya), and what 
Galen refined, calling it celestial heat (al-ḥār al-samāwiyya), and what they mean as divine. And it is an 
agent for the body and it preserves it from heat and cold of foreign agents, and the rest of what harms it and 
alters it…”, “Risāla fi bayān al-ḥarāra al-gharīziyya wa inʿaqād al-minan,” in Shajara-yi dānish, 
Hyderabad, ff. 309b-310a.  
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Compendium in Medicine and Other Topics to “the eldest of the sons of Mullā ʿAbbās al-

Murīdānī” who may very well have been his own relative.615  

 
Figure 18. Dedicatory note of Majmūʿa sharīfa fī al-ṭibb wa ghayrihi to “the eldest of the sons of 

Mullā ʿAbbās al-Murīdānī,” in the handwriting of Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī, f. 1a. 

These sorts of connections, no doubt, helped Gīlānī to become famous in his 

homeland as he claims in the verses that began this chapter, and in posterity among the 

ranks of the most notable royal physicians of the Gilani diaspora in South Asia some 

years later. The 1852 Bombay lithograph of a work of aphrodisiacs and other medical 

treatments called The Lovers’ Gift (Tuḥfāt al-ʿāshiqīn) reads as a veritable hagiography 

of diasporic Gilani physicians active between Gilan, the Deccan, and Mughal India. 

Compiled sometime after Gīlānī’s career, it reproduces many of his remedies alongside 

those of Ḥakīm Valī, Ḥakīm ʿAlī, Ṣadr al-Sharīʿa, and a host of their peers active since 

the mid-10th/16th century.616 Its lithograph publication during the 19th century 

                                                        

615 Whereas many scholars from Gilan were called “Gīlānī” while residing across Iran and other countries, 
this dedication suggests that the recipient likely still resided in this village. I am thankful to Mr. David 
Sulzberger, Director of Ahuan Islamic Art Ltd. of London for providing me with a digital scan of this 
codex. Gīlānī writes in the introduction of the work that he had been practicing medicine from the age of 
twenty until the age of seventy, suggesting the date of composition. Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Gīlānī, Majmūʿa-
yi sharīfa fī’l-ṭibb wa ghayrihi, London, Ahuan Islamic Art Ltd., f. 1a, 2a. 
616 Many of these physicians are named in Chart 1 in the previous chapter.  
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demonstrates the endurance of the canonicity of their medical practice years after the fall 

of the Shīʿī states that brought them into the Deccan and bequeathed their heritage to later 

generations of Indian physicians who, during the colonial revival of the so-called ‘Yūnānī 

medical tradition,’ articulated a distinctly Muslim intellectual culture through these 

unique corpora of medical remedies.617    

3.11 An Ambassador in Horses and Pearls 

After less than a decade of service as the chief physician, Gīlānī was reassigned as 

the Quṭbshāhī ambassador (īlchī) to the Safavid court of Shāh Ṣafī (r. 1629-42) and, after 

his death, to the court of Shāh ʿAbbās II (r. 1642-66). As he departed from Hyderabad to 

make this journey, one of his sons— likely Ghiyāth al-Dīn Muḥammad— was recalled 

from Iran to take his father’s place in the royal majlis and oversee his estate (as a local 

ward, or ‘kadkhudā’).618 Gīlānī’s transcriptions of official orders and licenses from the 

Quṭbshāhī and Safavid courts during those years confirm that this ḥakīm had operated in 

the manner of his predecessors among the Gilani diaspora who engaged in commercial 

                                                        

 

 
617 Yūnānī meaning ‘Greek’ began to be applied to traditional Muslim Galenic medicine in South Asia 
beginning only during the late 12th/18th century, and after the establishment of the British Raj was it 
understood as a politically-charged oppositional tradition to modern western medicine. It is an anachronism 
to apply it to any pre-colonial Persian medical sources such as those considered in this dissertation. For a 
general overview of Yūnānī, see, Fabrizio Speziale, “Linguistic Strategies of De-Islamization and Colonial 
Science: Indo-Muslim Physicians and the Yunani Denomination,” IIAS Newsletter 37 (June 2005): 18. 
 
618 The historical statement about his arrival to Hyderabad leaves him unnamed, yet very likely he was this 
same son, named in the colophon as the copyist of a manuscript completed at Hyderabad, 3rd of Jumādī II 
1054/7th of August 1644. The work in question is the Sharḥ-i hidāyat al-ḥikma of ʿAlī b. Muḥammad 
Jurjānī (d. 1413), Tehran, Kitābkhāna-yi Madrasa-yi ʿĀliyā Sipahsālār, Ms. 8121/2, f. 167a.; See Shīrāzī, 
Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i Quṭbshāhī. p. 272. 
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activity to acquire desirable commodities to import into the Deccan. This business not 

only happened alongside official diplomatic duties, but appears to have constituted a 

major purpose for the Quṭbshāhī diplomatic mission to represent this Indian Ocean 

trading power.  

After surveying the Quṭbshāhī domains with the Safavid ambassador to 

Golkonda, Gīlānī returned with him to Iran where he had an audience with Shāh Ṣafī in 

1051/1641.619 Around this time, the emperor issued two decrees (ḥukm) in December 

1641 or January 1642 (Ramaḍān 1051). The first commanded that Gīlānī was to effect 

purchase of three of four ʿaqd of pearls on behalf of the “eminent king of the Deccan.” 

The second order commanded that before Gīlānī made his return voyage, he must be 

welcomed into a party performing pilgrimage to the Shīʿī shrine cities (ʿatabāt) of Iraq, 

which at that time lay under Ottoman control and necessitated an official permission 

(muʿāf) for passage across the Safavid frontier.620 

Before Gīlānī completed the return journey home to the Deccan, however, the 

Safavid emperor died and his son was enthroned as ʿAbbās II. Gīlānī appears to have 

                                                        

619 The Safavid chronicler, Muḥammad ibn Maʿṣūm b. Khwājagī Iṣfahānī (who appended the history of 
Iskandar Beg Munshī) describes an emissary of the Quṭbshāhīs called “Ḥakīm Niẓām al-Dīn Maḥmūd” 
who in 1051/1641 returned to the Safavid court of Shāh Ṣafī accompanying Imām Qulī Beg, who had been 
serving as the Safavid ambassador in the Deccan. Relying on the published history, one can easily 
understand the name Maḥmūd mistakenly read from a manuscript source and re-copied in place for  
Aḥmad. Iskandar Munshī, Ẕayl-i tārīkh-i ʿālam-ārā-yi ʻAbbāsī, ta’līf-i Iskandar Beg Turkmān shahīr bih 
Munshī va Muḥammad Yūsuf-i muʼarrikh (Teheran: Chāpkhānah-yi Islāmīyah, 1939).p. 250.; Gīlānī’s own 
documentation can be found in Berlin, Ms. Peterman 145, fols. 10b, 62a. 
 
620 ʿAqd being a counting unit for strings of pearls; the precise number being unclear. The regions of 
Mesopotamia fell under firm Ottoman control after the 1639 Treaty of Zuhāb. Each ḥukm mentioned here 
may be found in Staatsbibliothek, Ms. Peterman 145. f. 62a. 
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been ordered by the Safavid grand vizier, the eunuch Sārū Taqī (m. 1645), to venture to 

the city of Kashan in order to perform the necessary pageantry of an ambassador paying 

his respects to the newly enthroned emperor.621 Forlorn about the delay, it was perhaps 

then that Gīlānī composed the verse: 

Whenever India comes to my mind’s vision,   
this city of Baghdad seems my prison!622 
 

As news between Iran and the Deccan travelled slowly, Gīlānī continued his 

commercial activities for the Quṭbshāh under the favor of the new Safavid court. In 

August-September 1642, the governors of the provinces of Fars and Persian Iraq were 

commanded to facilitate Gīlānī’s purchase of a hundred head of horses to be taken to the 

port of Bandar ʿAbbas on the southern coast, where the officer overseeing the port 

granted leniency in paying tithes.623  Orders sent by ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh and officers 

working on behalf of the Safavid emperor confirm that Gīlānī’s commercial endeavors 

continued at least through 1644 and again in 1648 in this manner, exporting horses to the 

Deccan and purchasing fine Iranian fabrics as a gift to the Safavid court (pīshkash) and to 

                                                        

621 The letter in question is transcribed without naming its author, who refers to his own empowerment by 
the emperor to undertake the affairs of the state on his behalf. There is no other logical candidate than the 
eunuch grand vizier himself as he is said to have worked in consort with the queen mother to effect a safe 
transition of power during this time because the new emperor was only a child. Majmūʿa-yi Ḥakīm al-Mulk, 
Hyderabad, APOML, Ms. Ṭibb-i Yūnānī 306, pp. 266-7.  
 
622 “zi’bahr-i ānkih Hind āmad marrā yād / shudih zindān-i man īn shahr-i Baghdād!” Staatsbibliothek, 
Ms. Peterman 145. f. 8a. 

 
623 Staatsbibliothek, Ms. Peterman 145, f. 62a. 
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suit the personal tastes of the Quṭbshāh.624 Among these transcriptions, another one of his 

sons named Bahā’ al-Dīn Muḥammad is mentioned as his assistant in these commercial 

endeavors, ferrying horses between Isfahan and the Iranian port.  

Before returning to Hyderabad in 1055/1645-6, Gīlānī was permitted by the 

Safavid emperor to construct a bridge along the route to his ancestral home of Gilan. As 

revealed by the following verses, it seems that this was meant as an effort by the state to 

mend ties with the local population that had historically resisted imperial control: 

In vow to the Great Jam-like ʿAbdullāh  
The King-descended Solomon of the Deccan  

That sun of knowledge, the Ḥakīm al-Mulk  
Who became illuminated by facing the eye of insight, 

For possessing traces of graciousness upon his face, 
 He was honored by fulfilling the office of ambassador. 
That trustworthy figure gushed towards Iran 
 With felicity behind him and fortune before him.  
By the noblest decree he was tasked with the excellent office 
 To kiss the foot of the honored King of Iran. 
 From the architect treading both near and far,  

Many a damaged heart was healed  
In vow to the state of ʿAbbās the Second 
 Who is the lamp of the assembly of the Lord of Conjunction, 
That sea of beneficence approved  
  Out of clemency for the route to Gilan. 
This hemstitch is fitting for the date: 
 The bridge is beneficent, the Ḥakīm al-Mulk is the envoy (1055=1645)625 

                                                        

624 Here is also included a letter from the Quṭbshāh to Ḥusayn Beg, officer of tithe controlling imports and 
exports at Bandar ʿAbbas dated Shawwal 1058/Oct-Nov 1648. The letter reminds that an earlier sale of 
goods amounting to five thousand hūn had been exempted from his collection, and requests that all future 
annual exports of Gīlānī to the Deccan would similarly be exempt. Staatsbibliothek, Ms. Peterman 145, ff. 
10a-10b, 62a.  

 
625 The verses are attributed to a Mīr Muḥammad Jaʿfar Abū al-Ṣalāḥ Ḥusaynī Ardistānī: bi-ʿahd-i Shāh 
ʿAbdullāh / Jam jāh Sulaymān-i Dakkan ān shāh ibn shāh/ Ḥakīm ul-Mulk ān khurshīd-i dānish/ kih shud 
rushan zi-rūyash chashm-i bīnish /bi-rukh chūn dāsht āṯār-i nijābat/ musharraf shud bi-tashrīf-i ḥijābat 
/ravān shud sūyi Īrān ān vafākīsh/ saʿādat dar pay-u iqbāl dar pīsh /shud ān ʿālījināb āz ḥukm-i ashraf/ bi-
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This type of domestic political labor might appear anomalous for anyone other 

than a member of a mobile scholarly and administrative class such as those found in the 

Gilani diaspora. Just as Ḥakīm ʿAlī floated across regional borders to undertake projects 

for different sovereigns, Gīlānī did as well, no doubt while investing this political capital 

for the immediate benefit of his family and heirs.  

While Gīlānī remained in Iran for much of the 1640s lobbying for Safavid 

support, his presence became a bone of contention on the regional level. The Quṭbshāhī 

general, Muḥammad Saʿīd Ardistānī dispatched a letter sometime around 1645 to the new 

Safavid grand vizier, ʿAlā al-Dīn “Khalīfa-Sulṭān” Āmulī (d. 1654), indicating that the 

Mughals were angry that Gīlānī was negotiating with the Safavids as an independent 

agent long after the Quṭbshāhīs agreed to the Mughals’ imposition of tributary status 

upon them. In reaction to the ḥakīm’s political overtures, the Mughals blockaded 

Quṭbshāhī ports, preventing any ships moving between the Deccan and Iran.626 No doubt, 

this only led to the redoubling of Quṭbshāhī efforts to conquer profitable lands in the 

southern Karnatak.  

                                                        

 

pābūs shāh-i Īrān musharraf/ zi-miʿmār kafash nazdīk u az dūr/basā dillhā-yi vīrān gasht maʿmūr/ bi-ʿahd-
i dawlat ʿAbbās-i ṯānī/ chirāgh-i maḥfal-i ṣāḥibqirānī/ balī farmūd ān daryā-yi iḥsān/ zi-rūyi makrumat dar 
rāh-i Gīlān/ shud īn miṣraʿ bi’tārīkhash munāsib/ pul khayr Ḥakīm ul-Mulk ḥājib (1055), Hyderabad, 
APOML, Shajara-yi dānish, Ms. Majāmī ʿ 39. f. 423.; These verses are also produced by Raḥat ʿAzmī, 
ʿAllāmah Ibn-i Khātūn (Hyderabad: Bāb ul-ʿilm Sūsā’īṭī, 1992). p. 123. 

 
626 The dating of this letter is not entirely clear. Since Khalīfa-Sulṭān became grand vizier upon the murder 
of Sārū Taqī in 1645, it would seem that the date would have to be later but before that minister’s death 
around 1653. See ʿAbd al-ʿAlī Tabrīzī, Munshā’t nāẓir al-mamālik al-sulṭānī, London, British Library, Ms. 
Add. 6600, f. 71a. 
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3.12 A Cartographer of the Sciences 

Amidst his commercial and diplomatic activity, Gīlānī did manage to return to the 

Deccan by 1055/1645-6. Over the next two years in Hyderabad, he undertook a furious 

amount of scholarly activity, producing what would be his largest body of extant 

literature after his commentary on the Nahj al-balāgha. Included in this category are the 

treatises contained in his extant encyclopedic collections known as The Tree of 

Knowledge (Shajara-yi dānish), the Collection of the Royal Physician (Majmūʿa-yi 

Ḥakīm al-Mulk), and several medical encyclopedias.627 In this same era, he completed 

two other works that may have recently been lost— an encyclopedia with a 

chronogrammatic title, Leaves of Knowledge for the Descendants of Insight (Awrāq-i 

dānish āl-i bīnash = 1057/1647), and a literary anthology entitled Wisdom and Speech 

(Khirad u sukhan).628 The contents of the extant codices indicate that these titles were 

probably different versions of  Gīlānī’s wider encyclopedic work.  

The extant introduction to his Leaves of Knowledge for the Descendants of Insight 

reveals that it was a survey of ninety-nine sciences to correspond to the ninety-nine 

names of God.629 While encyclopedic literature in the Deccan has not been studied—let 

alone of Persianate Muslim societies more generally—recent advances in other contexts 

                                                        

627 Hyderabad, holds both Shajara-yi dānish (Ms. Majāmīʿ 39) and Majmūʿa-yi Ḥakīm al-Mulk, Ms. Ṭibb-i 
Yūnānī 306. See also Salar Jung Museum Library’s Ṭibb-i quṭbshāhī, Ms. Persian Ṭibb 286. 
 
628 My contacts with the owners of the private library in Lahore where these two works were recently kept 
suggest that they may have been lost or misplaced. See,  Aḥmad Munzawī, Fihrist-i Mushtarak-i 
Nuskhahā-yi Khaṭṭī-yi Fārsī-yi Pākistān, vol. 7, 14 vols. (Islamabad: Iran-Pakistan Institute of Persian 
Studies, 1986). p. 868. 
 
629 See, Majmūʿa-yi Ḥakīm al-Mulk, Ms. Ṭibb-i Yūnānī 306, pp. 172-178. 
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provide a useful model for approaching these tomes.630 Thinking through an explosion of 

encyclopedic activity in early-8th/14th century Mamluk Egypt, Elias Muhanna has written 

that “encyclopaedic texts represent a useful laboratory within which to test a variety of 

interpretive hermeneutics because they embody, to an overwhelming degree, many of the 

qualities and discursive modes of this period’s literature.”631 Daston and Galison offer 

similar sentiments in their approach to studying modern scientific atlases, which were 

always produced with a specific community of scholars in mind sharing the same 

“epistemic ideals” that may be shown to evolve within a well-defined scholarly 

community.632 Finally, and most pertinent to the material at hand is Gerhard Endress’ 

study of the Safavid tradition of co-mingling rational sciences with the sciences 

predicated upon the inherited religious tradition embodied within “ein-Band-

Bibliotheken,” or, ‘mono-volume libraries’ that highlight the interdisciplinarity of Iran’s 

early-modern elite scholarship. This scholarly posture was necessary, he asserts, given 

that ‘philosophy’ as a particular and unique epistemic arena was reformulated within the 

religious state as a “Paradigma eines universalen Führungsanspruchs,” or, ‘a paradigm of 

a universal claim to leadership.’633 As the subsidiary practical branches of physics, 

                                                        

630 One recent and helpful corrective in the Persianate case appears from Melvin-Koushki, Matthew 
Melvin-Koushki, “Powers of One: The Mathematicalization of the Occult Sciences in the High Persianate 
Tradition,” Intellectual History of the Islamicate World 5, no. 1 (2017): 127–99. 
 
631 Elias I. Muhanna, “Encyclopaedism in the Mamluk Period: The Composition of Shihāb Al-Dīn Al-
Nuwayrī’s (d. 1333) Nihāyat Al-Arab Fī Funūn Al-Adab” (PhD Dissertation, Harvard University, 2012). p. 
37.  
 
632 Daston and Galison, Objectivity. pp. 34-38. 
 
633 See especially pp. 11, 29 in Endress, “Philosophische ein-Band-Bibliotheken aus Isfahan.” 
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metaphysics, and ethics related to one another in forming a holistic scholarly curriculum, 

Persian encyclopedic tomes reflected the reality of knowledge aspiring to make universal 

claims about natural operations and the political management of the human domain. In 

total, we must not simply reduce the totality of Gīlānī’s encyclopedic work to its 

summary parts, as that would lose sight of the inherently political project of making 

available natural, literary, religious knowledge to a community of colleagues ensconced 

within a highly public arena of political service.  

In his writings, Gīlānī is very intentionally aware of his readership. He composed 

Leaves of Knowledge for other “intellectuals of fine wisdom and scholars of equitable 

character,” (hūshmandān-i ṣāf-dānish u dānishmandān-i inṣāf manish) revealing that his 

project was directed to those seeking out knowledge to enhance their internal ethical 

status. The “ninety-nine beautiful names” of his scientific compendium were intended to 

be read in the mornings and evenings, confirming that he understood this to be a sort of 

epistemic-ontological tool. Through philosophical, scientific, and literary scholarship, 

Gīlānī could directly facilitate divine contemplation, which had always ever been the 

ultimate goal of Muslim Neoplatonists seeking a means to render their souls apart from 

what bound them to corporeal and earthly pursuits.634  

Despite lacking access to that particular collection at present, we may presume 

that it reflected similar energies motivating his wider encyclopedic efforts. Across all that 
                                                        

 

 
634 Majmūʿa-yi Ḥakīm al-Mulk, Ms. Ṭibb-i Yūnānī 306, 176. 
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were produced around this period as well as several other anthologies transcribed in the 

succeeding years, Gīlānī devotes almost no attention to jurisprudence (fiqh) or positive 

law (furūʿ al-fiqh) aside from listing these subjects and their authorities alongside other 

sciences in some treatises surveying various branches of epistemology.635 This powerful 

silence in his encyclopedic activity suggests that legal sciences were not the main driving 

force uniting his intended intellectual community of ḥakīms. Moreover, it stands as a 

stark reminder that expertise in law and legal sciences did not qualify him to achieve elite 

political offices in the Deccan, which valued another sort of political expertise developed 

as an art. 

However, this is not at all a claim about how Gīlānī was unfamiliar with 

jurisprudence. On the contrary, he states that he had studied it deeply, but was disturbed 

by its inability to arrive at epistemic certainty (yaqīn).636 Beyond his philosophical 

celebration of rationality and homage to the Shīʿī Imams permitting human agency 

circumscribed within an onto-theology, his own writings do not offer any indication as to 

which way he felt about the validity or impermissibility of specifically jurisprudential 

rationalism. Did he agree with other Shīʿī traditionists who held that “substantive legal 

maxims based on rational precepts… could be unwieldy and arbitrary weapons in the 

hands of power-maximizing or willful judges… to insert human discretion into divine 

law, which would compromise the ideal of divine legislative supremacy that all Muslims 

                                                        

635 Such as the unnamed Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, Ms. Peterman 145.  
 
636 See, al-Khiṭāb ilá al-mujtāhidīn, Tehran, Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Ms. 1142/6, ff. 14b-15a. 
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held up as paramount”?637 Without a firm answer at present, we cannot definitively 

classify him with the emerging uṣūlī juridical mainstream of Safavid Iran, such as may 

have been eschewed by his master, Bahā’ al-Dīn ʿĀmilī.638 We similarly cannot place 

him in the camp of their traditionist critics who drew inspiration from the Hijaz-based 

progenitor of the akhbārī movement— Muḥammad Amīn Astarābādī (d. 1626-7), the 

author of The Medinan Benefits (al-Fawā’id al-madaniyya), with whom Gīlānī also 

claims to have studied.639 

Either way, Gīlānī’s jurisprudential rationalism-defending contemporaries appear 

to have considered him an authority granting validity to their side. Sayyid Nūr al-Dīn ʿAlī 

Musavī al-ʿĀmilī (d. 1068/1658) authored the first uṣūlī salvo rejecting the critique of 

Muḥammad Amīn Astarābādī in a work called The Meccan Witnesses (al-Shawāhid al-

makkiyya), which he dedicated to ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh.640 al-ʿĀmilī claims to have 

                                                        

637 The ‘rationalist’ and ‘traditionist’ camps of Shīʿī jurisprudence of the early-modern era extended an 
older debate about the role of interpreting the statements of the Shīʿī Imams that arose even while they 
were living before the 4th/10th century and the beginning of the major occultation of Imām Mahdī. See,  
Intisar A. Rabb, Doubt in Islamic Law (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015). pp. 262-3, and 263-
268. 
 
638 He is generally considered an uṣūlī as exemplified by his legal compendium, Jāmiʿ al-ʿabbāsī, which 
was completed by his students after his death.  
 
639 Gīlānī’s voluminous commentary on the Nahj al-balāgha and gloss on Mīr Dāmād’s commentary on 
another popular work of Shīʿī traditions certainly enjoy thorough rational interpretation, which do not 
appear to suggest that he followed an akhbārī path. See, Gīlānī, Ḥawāshī alá ḥall al-mushkilāt aḥādīth man 
la yaḥḍuruhu al-faqīh, Hyderabad, Salar Jung Museum Library, Ms. Arabic Ḥadīth Imāmiyya 38.; For a 
recent and thorough reconsideration of whether Astarābādī should be considered a jurist at all, see Rula 
Jurdi Abisaab, “Was Muḥammad Amīn Al-Astarabādī (d. 1036/1626-7) a Mujtahid?,” Shii Studies Review 
2, no. 1–2 (2018): 38–61. 
 
640 Most biographical reference works largely consider this jurist to have been a resident of Mecca for the 
duration of his career, but his dedication of The Meccan Witnesses to ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh and connection 
to Gīlānī would suggest that he resided in Hyderabad. His son, also a jurist, is also known to have lived and 
died in Hyderabad. His full name is Sayyid Nūr al-Dīn ʿAlī b. Nūr al-Dīn ʿAlī b. al-Ḥusayn b. Abī al-Ḥasan 
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showed this work to Gīlānī, who he says praised it as a superior exposition of the inherent 

faults in Astarabādī’s well-known work. Gīlānī apparently urged him to produce a 

summary version of this critique, which is today held at Tehran University. In the 

introduction to that work, al-ʿĀmilī describes Gīlānī as “the support of majesty of the 

most noble, and the instructor of the great leaders— I mean by this— the commentator on 

the Nahj al-balāgha … the philosopher of the ḥukamā, the engineer, the Plato of the 

physicians and the gnostics… the vizier of Sultan ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh.”641  

This is a powerful statement. What he means is that by the late 1640s or early 

1650s, Gīlānī had secured the highest religious office of the Quṭbshāhī state. From this 

position, he inspired other reputable scholars to produce scholarly works, just as he had 

done himself for many years as a seeker of patronage. What is entirely absent from al-

ʿĀmilī’s praise is any recognition of Gīlānī’s talents as a jurisprudent that would qualify 

him for his office or occasion his authority to solicit his intellectual labor. It would seem, 

then, that the universalist wisdom of the ḥakīm from Gilan, sanctioned by expertise in 

Shīʿī tradition, stood in a higher ontological level for attending to the administrative 

                                                        

 

Musavī al-ʿĀmilī al-Jubaʿī. See Muḥammad b. al-Ḥassan al-Ḥurr al-ʿĀmilī, Amal Al-Āmal, ed. al-Sayyid 
Aḥmad al-Ḥusaynī, vol. 1, 2 vols. (Baghdad: Maktabat al-Andalus, 1965). pp. 124-6.; See also the editor’s 
introduction Muḥammad Amīn al-Astarābādī and Sayyid Nūr al-Dīn al-Jubbaʿī al-ʿĀmilī, Al-Fawāʼid Al-
Madaniyya Li-Muḥammad Amīn Al-Astarābādī Wa-Bi-Ḏaylihi Al-Shawāhid Al-Makkiyya Li-Nūr-Ad-Dīn 
Al-Mūsawī Al-ʿĀmilī, ed. Raḥmatullāh al-Raḥmatī al-Urakī (Qum: Muʼassasat al-Nashr al-Islāmī, 2005). 
pp. 16-19.; The dedication of The Meccan Witnesses may be seen clearly in London, London, British 
Library, Ms. IO Islamic 1258, f. 2b. 
 
641 The precise date of this work is unknown, however it likely was authored during the last decade of al-
ʿĀmilī’s life. al-Dalā’il al-Quṭbiyya fī radd al-fawā’id al-madaniyya, Tehran University, Ms. Ḥikmat 83, 
ff. 1b-2a. 
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affairs of the sultanate. Expertise in any particular mode of jurisprudence had not seemed 

to matter in his qualifications for this office.  

3.13 The Pīshvā-yi Salṭanat 

Already by 1648, Gīlānī appears to have begun undertaking this new line of work 

as the chief religious and state officer.642 At that time, the Quṭbshāhī and ʿĀdilshāhī 

armies had been drawn into open conflict over their mutual interest in conquering the 

Karnatak to feed their depleted coffers to pay imposed Mughal tribute. Gīlānī’s 

negotiating skills managed to settle their dispute, and a peace accord contracted by the 

two states was memorialized by the chronogram, “The peace is beneficent, O Ḥakīm!” 

(1058=1648) and lauded in verse by the Quṭbshāhī chief panegyrist, Mīr Muḥammad 

Kāẓim “Karīm” Astarābādī. His verses also reveal Gīlānī’s new status: 

The war between the Quṭbshāh and the ʿĀdilshāh 
 Begun by the directive of the celestial copula  
Raged until both were struck and their blood ran 
 Adorning each opponent, when the eyelashes 
Of the Leader of the ishrāqīs, the Ḥakīm al-Mulk 

Overwhelmed the parties with peace  
 He granted rapprochement to the fire and the water 
  O blessed science and ḥikmat of Greece! 
 The water and the place and the peace, are clear 
  The Quṭbshāh was the water, the other the fire 
 How well suited was he, who the king favored,  

The world’s pīshvā and its creation,   
This Aristotle of the age— if you had existed 

  Before now in the era of bygone dominion 
 Alongside Alexander and Dārā643 

                                                        

642 Bahā’ al-Dīn Muḥammad Gīlānī obtained permission to depart the Safavid realm Shawwāl 1058/ 
October 1648. Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, Ms. Peterman 145, f. 10b. 
643 Dārā here refers to Darius III—according to Firdawsī’s Shāhnāmah, Alexander assumed rule after his 
half-brother and predecessor was murdered. 
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  You would not find on the earth a more famous name 
 The ḥakīm’s peace was issued, 
  Between the two young kings…644 
 
Karīm’s verses give no doubt as to Gīlānī’s involvement in the affair, attributing 

his political success to his mastery of ḥikmat and training in Hellenic rational sciences 

that balanced the temperaments of both kings metaphorized as two of the prime elements. 

Lauding him as the “pīshvā of the world” indicates that he assumed the office of chief 

religious officer (pīshvā-yi sulṭanat) at Hyderabad after his return from Iran.  

Around this time, the previous pīshvā, Ibn Khātūn ʿĀmilī, is known to have been 

demoted and had his responsibilities reassigned. Some of these duties were assumed by 

the general, Muḥammad Saʿīd Ardistānī, who became “Mīr Jumla” (state plenipotentiary, 

jumlat al-malālik).645 Losing status, Ibn Khātūn departed for the hajj, but perished aboard 

a ship in the Red Sea while making the return journey during 1059/1649.646 While many 

historians have discussed the rise of Ardistānī as a veritable independent ruler mining 

diamonds, contracting overseas trade, and forming alliances with Portuguese and Dutch 

outposts in the ever-growing Quṭbshāhī provinces of the Karnatak, nothing has been 

recorded about the assumption of the religious affairs of state in the wake of Ibn Khātūn’s 

death. A letter authored by Ardistānī celebrating his victorious siege of the fortress of 
                                                        

644 The chronogram reads “al-ṣulḥ khayrun yā ḥakīm.” I have only translated half of a longer poem. See, 
Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, Ms. Peterman 145, f. 48a. 
 
645 Sarkar, The Life of Mir Jumla, the General of Aurangzeb. p. 9. 
 
646 His letter suggests that a wave or storm struck the ship severely damaging it, but leaving it able to 
complete the journey back to Masulipatnam. ʿAbd al-ʿAlī Tabrīzī, Munshā’t nāẓir al-mamālik al-sulṭānī, ff. 
69a-69b.; His death is also recorded in Isfandiyār, Dabistān-i Maz̲āhib. p. 214.; His full name was 
Muḥammad b. ʿAlī b. Khātūn al-ʿĀmilī al-ʿAynāthī, see al-Ḥurr al-ʿĀmilī, Amal Al-Āmal. p. 169. 
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Chingalpattan (Chengalpattu) on the Tamil coast won in part from esoteric preparations 

(tavajjuhāt-i bāṭinī) associated with Gīlānī specifically addresses the ḥakīm as the pīshvā, 

which confirms his assumption of that highest of offices during the very late 1640s or 

early 1650s.647 

3.14  The Leader of the Ishrāqīs 

While we are unable to determine precisely when Gīlānī began his tenure in that 

office, other praise poetry celebrating the completion of his palace built atop of the 

Mountain of Light north of Golkonda fortress suggests that he was still considered the 

pīshvā at least through 1064/1653-4.648 We are unfortunately left without textual 

documentation regarding his official activities for the state during those years, but he 

likely adjudicated religious issues relating to public piety, the organization of festivals, 

and other political affairs relating to local administrators as well as the sultanate’s 

neighbors.   

                                                        

647 ʿAbd al-ʿAlī Tabrīzī, Munshā’t nāẓir al-mamālik al-sulṭānī, ff. 69b-70a. 
 
648 He is called pīshvā and “the world’s pīshvā” (pīshvā-yi jahān) by at least four poets including Sālik 
Yazdī and three others calling themselves “Dāʿī,” “Shīʿī,” and “Ḥakīm Nūrā’ Gīlānī.” Although there is the 
possibility that this title was used metaphorically, its ubiquity suggests that it refers to his duties and title 
that existed alongside his notoriety as Ḥakīm al-Mulk, which, at that time, may still have been his official 
rank in addition to his laqab or sobriquet. When Gīlānī was in Iran, another ḥakīm by the name of Karīm 
al-Dīn Yazdī was sent to Hyderabad to replace him in his absence.  We do not know if he bore the same tile 
as Gīlānī, however. Sālik offers us the chronogram for the completion of the palace, “The Mountain of 
Light has been made new” (“Jabal al-nūr karda-yi ḥādiṯ”= 1064/1653-4), See Shajara-yi dānish, Ms. 
Majāmīʿ 39, ff. 423a, 425a, 429b, 430b.; On Ḥakīm Karīm al-Dīn Yazdī see, Shīrāzī, Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i 
Quṭbshāhī. pp. 313-314.; Sālik is the only one of these poets who has a corroborated biography, see Mīrzā 
Muḥammad Ṭāhir Naṣrābādī Iṣfahānī, Taẕkirah-Yi Naṣrābādī (Tehran: Chāpkhānah-yi Armaghān, 1317). 
pp. 329-330. 
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We are left with many other references, however, to his continued scholarly 

practice teaching at the madrasa complex at the Mountain of Light, which further 

clarifies his avowed reputation— in the words of Karīm—as “the leader of the ishrāqīs.” 

His panegyrists lauded his dual-pedigree in peripatetic and ishrāqī philosophy and 

penchant for teaching the foundational works of Ibn Sīnā (specifically the Ishārāt in 

philosophy and the Qānūn in medicine) and the works of Shihāb al-Dīn Suhravardī.649 At 

his mountaintop home, Gīlānī was renowned for convening philosophical salons in which 

issues were debated by local ʿulamā and judges, for whom he also composed summary 

treatises in physics and metaphysics.650  

As described in the introduction, Gīlānī had made this retreat and its surrounding 

gardens into a pious endowment (waqf) to support an intentional community, vaguely 

referred to as gnostics (ʿārif).651 In another letter composed at an undefined date, Gīlānī 

refers to the endowed property supporting a “brotherhood” (ikhwān), who he writes “are 

like his own children.”652 This community of adherents comprised a community of 

émigré Iranians, some who considered themselves Muslims, as well as others who 

                                                        

649 See for instance the verses attributed to the poet known as “Shīʿī” that also mention his teaching a 
combination of peripatetic and ishrāqī philosophy. Shajara-yi dānish, Ms. Majāmīʿa 39, f. 430b. 
 
650 An undated letter sent to Mīr Jaʿfar, the Friday prayer-leader and son of the former pīshvā, Mīr 
Muḥammad Mu’min Astarābādī (d. 1625), indicates that Gīlānī, here referred to as “Ḥakīm Ṣāḥib,” held a 
salon that was attended by the chief judge and other eminent persons. Tabrīzī, Munshā’t nāẓir al-mamālik 
al-sulṭānī, Ms. Add. 6600, f. 104a.; See Gīlānī’s dedication of the treatise relating to the phases of night 
and day and the earth’s solar relation, Taḍīlāt, Tehran, Kitābkhāna-yi Madrasa ʿĀlī Shahīd Mutahharī 
Sipahsālār, Ms. 2919/30. f. 142a. 
 
651 Shajara-yi dānish, Ms. Majāmīʿa 39, fol. 433a-433b. 
 
652 Shajara-yi dānish, Ms. Majāmīʿa 39, f. 406a. 
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probably did not. We are able to observe the other community named by the poet writing 

under the nom de plume “Shīʿī” who extols Gīlānī’s command over three different 

religious communities:  

He won over the Muslims prostrating towards the mosque and the minbar  
He won over the expression to renounce the idol in the cells of the monks 
In the Deccan today, he won over the favor of the Yazdān653 
 
These references to Muslims, Indians, and Yazdān indicate his wide appeal. 

“Yazdān,” in this context, refers to the community of Iranians who emigrated from Iran 

to India during the late 10th/16th century following their enigmatic master known as Āẕar 

Kayvān (d. 1027/1618).654 A veritable new religious movement of the 10th/16th century 

that emerged during a period of pre-millennial tension, his followers promulgated a 

scripture known as the Dasātīr, written in a recondite and completely de-Arabicized form 

of Persian that they ascribed to a supposedly ancient sage called ‘Sāsān the Fifth.’655 

Often misconstrued as mainstream or heterodox Zoroastrians, the followers of Āẕar 
                                                        

653 Shajara-yi dānish, Ms. Majāmīʿa 39, f. 425b. 
 
654 The exact date of the migration is unknown, but likely did not occur before 1570. For an overview of 
this community and their impact, see Daniel J. Sheffield, “The Language of Heaven in Safavid Iran: Speech 
and Cosmology in the Thought of Āẕar Kayvān and His Followers,” in No Tapping around Philology: A 
Festschrift in Honor of Wheeler McIntosh Thackston Jr.’s 70th Birthday, ed. Alireza Korangy and Daniel J. 
Sheffield (Harrassowitz Verlag, 2014), 161–83.; See also “Chapter 3: The Prophet of Prophets in the 
Mixing of Cultures: Zarathustra, the Āzar Kayvān School, and the Boundaries of Zoroastrian Orthodoxy,” 
in Daniel J. Sheffield, “In the Path of the Prophet: Medieval and Early Modern Narratives of the Life of 
Zarathustra in Islamic Iran and Western India” (PhD Dissertation, Harvard University, 2012). pp. 84-113.; 
See also, Aditya Behl, “Pages from the Book of Religions, Encountering Difference in Mughal India,” in 
Forms of Knowledge in Early Modern Asia: Explorations in the Intellectual History of India and Tibet, 
1500-1800, ed. Sheldon Pollock (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 221–39.; See also Takeshi 
Aoki, “The Role of Āzar Kayvān in Zoroastrian and Islamic Mysticism,” in K. R. Cama Oriental Institute 
Third International Congress Proceedings (Bombay: K.R. Cama Oriental Institute, 2000), 259–77. 
 
655 He is considered the last of five generations all named Sāsān descended from Dārā of the Shāhnāmah. 
See, Sheffield, “The Language of Heaven in Safavid Iran: Speech and Cosmology in the Thought of Āẕar 
Kayvān and His Followers.” p. 161n3. 
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Kayvān intersected with many elites of the Mughal state, culling favor especially from 

among the courtiers of Akbar.656 In the wake of their leader’s death in the early 11th/17th 

century, his followers based around the city of Patna in north India ventured to other 

places like Kashmir as well as the Deccan.  

It was there that the author of the highly influential Persian work on comparative 

religions, the Dabistān-i maẕāhib, resided for a time and integrated into courtly life 

among the elite of the Quṭbshāhī state. Mīrzā Ẕū’l-Faqār Āẕar Sāsānī, better known by 

his sobriquet ‘Mawbad’/ ‘Mubad’ (meaning ‘priest’) or ‘Mubad Shāh,’ came to 

Hyderabad by 1055/1645, and spent much of the next decade in the Quṭbshāhī domains, 

including towns of the countryside of Telangana and on the Andhra coast where he edited 

his comprehensive study on religions.657 His main purpose for arriving to Hyderabad is 

never stated, although we know from his own pen that he formed a personal bond with 

the Quṭbshāhī pīshvā, Ibn Khātūn ʿĀmilī. His massive manuscript anthology—so 

essential to our analysis of Quṭbshāhī origins in Chapter 1—contains what seems to be 

the only extant holograph of Mubad, consisting of several letters written in de-Arabicized 

Persian. The transcription concludes the ultimate section of the massive codex, clearly 

                                                        

656 Primarily this included Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī, Abū’l-Fażl ʿAllāmī, and the poet Fayżī discussed earlier.  
 
657 The recent publication of the earliest extant version of the Dabistān dated to 1060/1650 demonstrates 
that this text was amended over the 1650s. See Mirza Zulfaqar Āzar Sasani, Dabestān-i Mazāheb, 
Facsimile of Manuscript 1060A.H./1650A.D., ed. Dr. Karim Najafi Barzegar (New Delhi: Indo-Iran 
Encyclopedia, Iran Culture House, 2010).; He arrived to Hyderabad at the same time as Sarmad, the Jewish 
convert and companion of Dārā Shikoh who appears throughout the Dabistān’s chapter on Judaism, see 
Isfandiyār, Dabistān-i Maz̲āhib. p. 215.; Although he also appears to have departed from Quṭbshāhī 
domains during this period as well, see M. Athar Ali, “Pursuing an Elusive Seeker of Universal Truth – the 
Identity and Environment of the Author of the Dabistān–i Mazāhib,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 9, 
no. 3 (1999): 365–73. 
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dated to September 9, 1647 (Shawwāl 9, 1057), only two years before the death of Ibn 

Khātūn and around the time that Gīlānī appears to have assumed his old office (fig. 19). 

Other letters from the middle decades of the 11th/17th century demonstrate that 

several Quṭbshāhī nobles embraced Mubad’s baroque and supposedly-ancient style of de-

Arabicized Persian as much as they embraced him as a trusted insider in their 

community. One letter states that businessmen in Hyderabad used his sworn testimony as 

equal to that of two competent Muslim witnesses to validate their contracts.658 The extant 

introduction and dedication of a previously unknown epistolographic treatise authored by 

Mubad entitled ‘The Daughter of the Kayānīs’ (‘Kayānī dukht’) dedicated to ʿAbdullāh 

Quṭbshāh confirms that he circulated within the highest corridors of Quṭbshāhī society.659 

 

                                                        

658 The letter in question appears to be written by Tabrīzī himself and is addressed to Mīr Jafar, the son of 
the late pīshvā Mīr Mu’min Astarābādī, regarding sureties and other contracts. See, ʿAbd al-ʿAlī Tabrīzī, 
Munshā’t nāẓir al-mamālik al-sulṭānī, ff. 103b-104a.; for other letters, see ff. 100b-101a, 115a, 116a-117a. 
 
659 The introduction of Kayānī dukht is transcribed into Tehran, Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Ms. 2327. pp. 788-
790.; Kayāniān were a mythic dynasty said to rule over Iran before the Achaemenids. See Prods Oktor 
Skjærvø, “KAYĀNIĀN,” in Encyclopaedia Iranica (Online, n.d.), 
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/kayanian-parent.  
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Figure 19. Colophon in the hand of “Mubad Shāh” dating to 1057/1647 in Quṭbshāhī Hyderabad, 

Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis Ms. 5138 f. 568a. 

Although the contours of Mubad’s wider oeuvre lay beyond the scope of this 

dissertation, his sect’s infatuation with the works of Suhravardī and later ishrāqī 

philosophers appear to be what ingratiated him to Gīlānī. Drawing on Platonic and 

Zoroastrian imagery, Suhravardī was lionized as the 6th/12th century Muslim reviver of 

universal wisdom proclaimed by ancient Persian sages. The texts ascribed to followers of 

Āẕar Kayvān are replete with references to Suhravardī’s magnum opus, the Ḥikmat al-

ishrāq, as well as his ‘Intimations’ (Talwīḥāt), and the occult prayers of his ‘Litanies and 

Sanctifications’ (Kitāb al-wāridāt wa al-taqdīsāt).660 Members of his sect also closely 

studied the commentary of the Ḥikmat al-ishrāq by Quṭb al-Dīn Shīrāzī (d. 1311). An 

                                                        

660 Aoki, “The Role of Āzar Kayvān in Zoroastrian and Islamic Mysticism.” p. 273.; Daniel Sheffield of 
Princeton University has informed me that many sections of the Dasātīr are verbatim translation from the 
Litanies and Sanctifications. On that work, see John Walbridge, “The Devotional and Occult Works of 
Suhrawardī the Illuminationist,” Ishraq 2 (2011): 80–97.; See also Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi, “Contested 
Memories of Pre-Islamic Iran,” The Medieval History Journal 2, no. 2 (1999): 245–75. pp. 261-62. 
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unstudied manuscript of that text held at the National Library of Calcutta contains several 

supplementary folios written by a member or members of Āẕar Kayvān’s sect. 

Transcribed in February/March 1654 (Rabīʿ II 1064), when Mubad was active in the 

Deccan, they contain several of Suhravardī’s Arabic prayers called ‘Glorifications’ 

(‘Tamjīdāt’) as well as five treatises on logic, natural philosophy, and metaphysics 

written entirely in de-Arabicized Persian. These treatises—ascribed to fictitious and 

heretofore completely unknown “sages” of ancient Persia, including “Āẕar Sāsān Dīhīm 

Bakhsh,” “Dādyār,” and “Mushkīn Bānū,”— corroborate this sect’s extreme fixation on 

producing mythohistorical Iranian origins far outside of the Muslim tradition to authorize 

universal forms of knowledge.661 Further research will show that these treatises simply 

repackage widely read ishrāqī philosophy into the cipher of “pure Persian.” 

While Gīlānī’s treatises remain silent about Mubad or any other followers of Āẕar 

Kayvān at Hyderabad directly, Mubad’s collection of poetry makes numerous references 

to Gīlānī as we observe in the three following translations. First, in comparison to another 

unnamed scholar, Gīlānī is celebrated:  

To every forgiver: a pretension is the guide to forgiveness,  
Yet there is none for the scholar who everywhere is alleged, 

Do not vainly claim that existence is forgiven,     
 For the manifestation of God’s absolution is our own Ḥakīm al-Mulk 662 

                                                        

661 Miscellaneous Prayers attributed to Shahāb al-Dīn Suhravardī, Kolkata, National Library, Ms. Ar. 320, 
ff. 252b-255a.; These treatises are ascribed to Āẕar Sāsān Dīhīm Bakhsh known as Sāsān II, Dādyār, 
Mushkīn Bānū (the wife of ‘Dastān Sām’), and Isfandiyār. f. 255b-272b. These are also completed with a 
glossary of terms in logic from the pure Persian idiom. Shams-ul-ʿUlamā’ M. Hidāyat Ḥusain Ḵẖān 
Bahādur, Catalogue Raisonné of the Bûhâr Library, Volume II: Arabic Manuscripts (Calcutta: Calcutta 
Imperial Library, 1923). pp. 346-49. 
 
662 Dīvān-i Mawbid, Khudabakhsh Oriental Public Library, Patna, Ms. HL 3747, f. 31a. 
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Elsewhere, Mubad lauds Gīlānī’s compound at the Mountain of Light: 
 
The Mountain of Light adorned the world, 
 It assisted the mountain Qāf when it lost its strength  
That which was disclosed to Moses on Ṭūr 663 
 Was the speech of God that came from this foothill, 
From the presence of the ḥakīm of Moses’ rank, 
 Ṭūr hunted us out from the Deccan 
From what throne appeared the star of Aṭlas? 
 The Mountain of Light became the millstone  
O Mubad! From the emanation of Alexander’s rank 
 Came the lord over Dārā’s crown and throne 664 
   
Finally, upon that mountain, we see Gīlānī, in all of his synthetic philosophical 

glory, lauded for reaching beyond the boundaries of his own religious community to 

associate with an unnamed Christian figure: 

Vicegerent Ḥakīm al-Mulk! You are a collection of knowledge 
 You are the Socrates of artists and the Hippocrates of discerners,  
The Idrīs of the Earth, the instructor of Jupiter, the firmament of the temple 
 In ḥikmat you have Jāmāsp’s power to spin gold 
You are a victorious proof in the order of the peripatetics 
 And the instructor of Shahāb al-Dīn in the path of the clear-sighted, 
The seal of the star of illumination in Plato’s eye 
 You are the ascension of Aristotle in the tradition of the peripatetics 
In the divine law, you seek the spirit of the Aṭlas star 
 In persevering the craft of his name, you resemble the stoicism of the law 
Only his mind and his soul are unseen in amidst his wisdom 
 You are the cultivation of strength and of the Bukharans 
In comprehension of the text of the macrocosm, from him 
 You turned the obvious white hand into the interiorized blood of Jesus 
Moses’ trait, by which he turned the Torah into ḥadīth 
 His Mountain of Light became Ṭūr, by truth you are manifest  
The pharaoh grew angry for the believer granted security for the Muslim’s greed  

                                                        

663 Qāf is a mythical mountain range said to encircle the horizons of the entire earth, and Ṭūr meaning the 
Arabic name for Sinai, where Moses witnessed revelation. 
 
664 Dīvān-i Mawbid, Ms. HL 3747, f. 37b. 
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 In the form of his oneness, you are the light of Egypt 
The follower of the Trinity, you were three: His mind, body, and spirit 
 Yet you obliged orbiting the leader of the Christian religion  
For the health of Islam, this proof became a royal decree 
 For he is the leader of belief, you are the gift from above … 
He is both Adam’s cleric and Ahriman’s guide 
 In man’s ḥikmat, you are the leader of munificence upon the fixed earth 
From Abraham’s love, the pomegranate flower’s ornament became its fire 
 You are a companion for Mubad in your journey through the desert 665 
  
The poem’s turgid language and recourse to construct oppositions, 

interiorizations, and inversions of standard religious tropes appears to implicate Gīlānī as 

a participant in the substratum of religious universalism touted by Mubad. Gīlānī’s 

mastery of rational sciences and proclivity for ishrāqī gnostic techniques of meta-rational 

disclosure make his association with the Christian figure possible because, as Mubad 

understands it, they are searching for the same universal truth fragmented across their 

own deficient religious traditions.  

While the trail of Mubad grows cold after the mid-1650s, we have no knowledge 

of his final days in Hyderabad or anywhere else based on present archival knowledge. 

Whether Gīlānī concurred with Mubad’s depictions of him in these poems is also a 

question left unanswered. What we should understand is that Gīlānī’s career instructing at 

the Mountain of Light impacted a much broader swath of Hyderabad’s religious 

landscape than simply the avowed Imāmī Shīʿa. We do not know whether “the 

brotherhood” on that mountain overlapped with other religious groups, Indians, Sunnīs, 

or even other Sufis such as the orders that claim management of the Hakimpet complex 

                                                        

665 Dīvān-i Mawbid, Ms. HL 3747, ff. 85a-85b. 
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today. While Quṭbshāhī Hyderabad during the reign of ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh remained a 

popular destination for various Sufis who had traditionally been seen as advocating 

similar metaphysical principles on par with the ishrāqī philosophers, we may opine that 

they too were present in Gīlānī’s capacious circle of instruction that does not appear to 

have been known as an institution devoted to instructing in Imāmī Shīʿī jurisprudence or 

traditions, as was the standard of the day among the madrasas in Safavid Iran.666  

3.15 The King-Saver and the King-Maker 

During what appears to be the final decade of Gīlānī’s life, he assumes a central 

role in two episodes relating to the existential identity and veritable survival of the 

Quṭbshāhī Sultanate. In 1066/1655, ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh lost the support of his Mīr 

Jumla, Muḥammad Saʿīd Ardistānī. Attempting to outmaneuver him within his own 

court, the sultan had the general’s son arrested and his properties confiscated. Perturbed, 

the general turned to the north and solicited an alliance through the Mughal prince 

Awrangzeb who accorded to grant him an office for his nominal allegiance and gift of the 

eastern Karnatak should he assist in devastating the Quṭbshāhī heartlands. With an 

agreement in place, Awrangzeb and the Mīr Jumla invaded and plundered Hyderabad and 

                                                        

666 A popular perspective holds that ishrāqīs and Sufis both engaged in acts of self-purification to 
understand the divine. Yet while the Sufis were bound to follow the ordinances of religious law (sharīʿa), 
the ishrāqīs were not.  For instance, see this reflected in the 953/1547 theological work completed at 
Jamshīd Quṭbshāh’s Golkonda, Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad Khwājagī Shīrāzī, Sharḥ-i Fuṣūl-i Naṣīriyya, ed. 
Khadījah Muqaddaszādah (Tehran: Kitābkhānah, Mūzih va Markaz-i Asnād-i Majlis-i Shūrā-yi Islāmī, 
1390). p. 49.   
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chased the Quṭbshāh and his top brass into the impenetrable fortress of Golkonda, where 

a long siege ensued.667   

Amidst these difficult times, Gīlānī turned to the one source that he knew he 

might find help to weather the storm. He wrote to Shāh ʿAbbās II, stating that for two or 

three years, Hyderabad had been completely lost to the enemies of the Twelve Imams, 

and Golkonda remained the last bastion of hope for their shared religion. In the humblest 

of terms that he could muster to sing the praises of the Safavid monarch, Gīlānī humbly 

requested that the village of his birth be made into a fiefdom for his financial favor 

(suyūrghāl), so that he might continue to do good works of religious import. Lacking any 

precious jewels that he could send, he hoped that his obsequious petition sent through an 

intermediary would count as sufficient tribute (pīshkash).668  Whether this gesture paid 

off remains unclear. However, the Mughal historian, Kanbū Lāhūrī, relates that amidst 

the siege of Golkonda, it was Gīlānī who eventually emerged with two chests full of gold 

and precious jewels along with fine horses and elephants to assuage the Mughals and 

serve as a willing captive during the negotiations for a convened Mughal withdrawal and 

return of Hyderabad.669 Gīlānī’s efforts appear to have paid off, but not without an 

                                                        

667 These events are detailed in  Jadunath Sarkar, History of Aurangzeb, 2nd ed., vol. I & II (Calcutta: S.C. 
Sarkar & Sons Ltd., 1925).p. 188-227.; See also Sarkar, The Life of Mir Jumla, the General of Aurangzeb. 
p. 80. 
 
668 London, British Library, Ms. Add. 6600, 60a-61b. 
 
669 Lāhūrī, ʿAmal-i Ṣāliḥ, Al-Mawsūm Bih Shāhjahān Nāmah. p. 224.; Jaʿfar Subḥānī contends that Gīlānī 
was deputized as an emissary to Mughal Delhi in 1066/1655. This appears to be a mistake, as Gīlānī is 
never mentioned leaving the Deccan during these negotiations.  Jaʿfar Subḥānī, Muʿjam Ṭabaqāt Al-
Mutakallimīn: Yataḍammanu Tarjamat Rijālāt Al-ʿilm Wa Al-Fikr ʿabra Arbaʿat ʿashar Qarnan, vol. 3, 5 
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agreement that ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh should wed one of his daughters to Muḥammad-

Sulṭān (d. 1676), son of Awrangzeb, who was set to inherit dominion over the Quṭbshāhī 

state upon the death of the ruler.  

While that prince pre-deceased his father-in-law nullifying the accord, Gīlānī had 

a hand in designating ʿAbdullāh’s actual heir and successor. Praise poetry indicates that it 

was Gīlānī who threw his support behind Abū’l-Ḥasan to marry another daughter of 

ʿAbdullāh. Abū’l-Ḥasan—a third-generation descendant of Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh—has been 

described as having lived as a mendicant in service to the living saint, Shāh Rājū Qattāl, a 

direct descendant of the Chishtī master, Muḥammad Gīsūdarāz, at his lodge in 

southwestern Hyderabad.670  On the marriage deed from February 1662 (Rajab 1072), the 

grandees of the Quṭbshāhī court are listed as witnesses to the marriage contract with 

Gīlānī’s name appearing first and ostensibly in the highest rank among them.671 Other 

letters dispatched by officers from the neighboring ʿĀdilshāhī state confirm Gīlānī’s 

                                                        

 

vols. (Qom: Mu’assasat al-Imām al-Ṣādiq, 1424). pp. 390-1.; This mistake is widely perpetuated, see 
Ahmed and Pourjavady, “Islamic Theology in the Indian Subcontinent.” 
 
670 Shakeb like many others, puts the responsibility of this designation on Shāh Rājū who had gained great 
popularity in Hyderabad. This does not appear accurate based on the other concurrent documentation. 
Shakeb, “The Role of the Sufis in the Changing Society of the Deccan, 1500-1700.” pp. 374-5. 
 
671  The list includes Mīrzā Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad (Dashtakī Shīrāzī), Sar-i khayl Mīr Muẓaffar, Dabīr al-
mulk Mullā ʿAbd al-Ṣamad, and the chief judge ʿAbd al-Nabī al-Najafī. ʿAbd al-ʿAlī Tabrīzī, Munshā’t 
nāẓir al-mamālik al-sulṭānī, ff. 45b-47a. 
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orchestration of the transfer of dynastic power and depict it as an opportunity to renew 

their mutual bonds and interests.672  

This evidence contradicts the alternative and much more popular narrative touted 

by modern scholars who have read much later 19th century Nizamate-era Persian histories 

and earlier accounts related by European adventurers, claiming that this marriage alliance 

was instead concocted by Rājū Qattāl as a strategic triumph of the Chishtī Sufi order and 

its majority Sunnī following over the affairs of the outwardly Shīʿī state.673  What 

qualified Abū’l-Ḥasan to become the successful suitor and eventual sultan appears to be 

his definite Quṭbshāhī lineage, which the marriage deed celebrates in the presence of the 

known Shīʿī courtiers and officers hailing from Iran, Arabia, and Arab Iraq. 

3.16 A Testament to a Diasporic Life 

While Gīlānī likely died during the early to mid-1660s, he left behind a trail of 

investments in capital, political institutions, and a thriving scholarly network extending 

from Gilan to Isfahan to Hyderabad and likely many other places in between. Late in life, 

he issued a set of letters declaring his public repentance (tawbanāmah) and designating 

what was to happen with his properties and debts after his death.  

The executor of his estate was named as none other than the sultan, ʿAbdullāh 

Quṭbshāh, who had retained his services for close to three decades. His letter announces 

                                                        

672 ʿAbd al-ʿAlī Tabrīzī, Munshā’t nāẓir al-mamālik al-sulṭānī, ff. 154b-156a. 
 
673 For example, see Naqvi, Muslim Religious Institutions and Their Role Under the Qutb Shahs. pp. 129-
130.; Naqvi relies on Muṣavī, Tārīkh-i Gulzār-i Āṣafiya. p. 46; Shāh Rājū Qattāl’s name is entirely absent 
from the deed of the wedding, cited above.  
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that his male, female, and eunuch slaves that he owned in the Deccan were to be 

manumitted just as he had already done for those whom he had owned in Iran. His 

properties in the Deccan were to revert into the endowment (waqf) to complete the well-

known buildings and benevolent work projects at the Mountain of Light, including the 

mosque and madrasa, and to support members of the ahl al-bayt and elderly manumitted 

slaves. The letter indicates that he retained his estates in Iran for his heirs, and he 

designated that his property in Gilan should remain for the use of his brother’s family and 

his own children who continued to reside there.674 The letter further indicates that at the 

time of writing, two of his sons lived locally in Hyderabad, who may have been the very 

same Ghiyāth al-Dīn Muḥammad and Bahā’ al-Dīn Muḥammad mentioned earlier in the 

other documents.675  

Beyond this statement, couplets of several unknown poets from Gilan writing 

under the pennames of “Ḥakīm Nūrā Gīlānī” and “Lā Adrī” adorning the margins of 

many of Gīlānī’s autograph treatises suggest that a much broader and more culturally 

diverse diasporic community from Gilan resided in Hyderabad beyond what the 

                                                        

674 Shajara-yi dānish, Hyderabad, APOML, Ms. Majāmīʿa 39, f. 406a. 
 
675 To settle Gīlānī’s affairs, he further names another figure, Alī-Qulī Beg, to inspect claims on his estate, 
and writes that he should be assisted in his task by a figure named Khwāja Fażlāllāh, who resided at the 
home of one of his sons. As mentioned earlier “Khwāja” could connote the name of a merchant, however in 
this instance it likely refers to the title of a eunuch servant. This letter in question states that Khwāja 
Fażlāllāh was also known as “the diamond” (al-ilmās). It was the practice in Persianate societies to bestow 
manumitted slaves from Abyssinia and eastern Africa with names of precious jewels, as the Niẓāmshāhī 
general-turned-regent, Malik Ambar, was named for the precious ambergris (ʿanbar). This assistant’s 
ethnic or racial background is not mentioned, although the French Huguenot merchant and diarist, Jean-
Baptiste Tavernier, writes that during one of his trade missions to Hyderabad, he encountered the 
Quṭbshāhī chief physician who was accompanied by a eunuch secretary who recorded their transactions. . 
Tavernier, Travels in India, 1889. pp. xx, 305.  
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manuscripts willingly disclose. This fact, of the continuing transregional scholarly 

connection between Gilan and the Deccan, remains visible as well through other 

manuscript codices containing individual treatises transcribed at both Gilan and 

Hyderabad, late into the 11th/17th century after the apogee of Gīlānī’s career.676 

3.17 Conclusions 

This chapter demonstrates that Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Gīlānī attained the highest 

position of religious and temporal power in Quṭbshāhī Hyderabad while also circulating 

through other elite courts of Safavid Iran, Mughal India, and the Deccan during the 

11th/17th century. Despite this notoriety in his own day, he has been rendered almost 

completely invisible next to other Muslim intellectuals like Mullā Ṣadrā Shīrāzī (d. 1640) 

who never held the same offices or formed alliances in as many countries during his own 

lifetime. Given Gīlānī’s wide circulation, we should assert that his universalist-leaning 

mode of religious and philosophical inquiry was palatable to communities across these 

three broad geographies. If they could share in patronizing the same individual, then 

perhaps their political or ethnic differences should be tempered in retelling other stories 

from Islamic early-modernity. These were territories and societies united in the pursuit of 

divine knowledge and efficacious political power, attainable though practicing and 

theorizing ḥikmat. 

                                                        

676 Another largely unknown émigré, Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad b. Qāsim Astarābādī Gīlānī, composed a 
codex of diverse treatises in Shīʿī law, traditions, and philosophy in Gilan and Hyderabad. See, 
Kitābkhānah-yi Majlis, Tehran, Ms. 3150. 
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Moving forward to interrogate Gīlānī’s thought and the works of his 

contemporaries in the Deccan, we should bear in mind the many roles that he performed 

as a ḥakīm, which continually supersede the boundaries of our modern categories of 

‘physician’ or ‘philosopher.’ As medicine has been shown to have been understood in 

political terms, subsequent chapters will show how natural philosophy and occult 

sciences were similarly politically embedded. Through these epistemic lenses, we will 

continue to unpack the role of the ḥakīm in early-modern Shīʿism as an agent of political 

and religious power intertwined.  
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Part III: Shīʿī Naturalism 
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Chapter 4: Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī’s Naturalist Hermeneutics    

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

In Hyderabad’s Oriental Manuscripts Library and Research Institute, Niẓām al-

Dīn Gīlānī’s largest extant encyclopedic work, The Leaves of Knowledge, sits on a shelf 

where insect larvae are consuming it from the inside out. Opening its front cover reveals 

a flyleaf that has clearly not prevented the heavy worming that will soon render it beyond 

repair. What the bugs have yet to obliterate, however, are numerous statements, musings, 

and marginalia scrawled by Gīlānī into these initial pages that suggest a frenetic mind 

working in what most would identify as different registers of thought (fig. 20). In one 

corner, the excerpted opening statement of Suhravardī’s Ḥikmat al-ishrāq sits next to a 

ḥadīth from ʿAbdullāh b. Jaʿfar about the inheritance of the Imamate through the 

Ḥusaynid lineage. Across the page, statements from Ibn Sīnā on physical volition and 

Noah’s invocations to God lay next to Gīlānī’s own musings on the powers of opium, a 

conversation he had with his own soul, and a prayer transmitted on the authority of the 

fourth Shīʿī Imam, Zayn al-ʿĀbidīn. Collectively, these gnomic statements signify the 

authorial sources in which the universal wisdom of ḥikmat conveyed through the 

traditions of the Hellenic, Biblical, and Muslim pasts staged Shīʿī early-modernity. 

The preceding two chapters have shown how career ḥakīms like Gīlānī revolved 

throughout the courts of South Asia, challenging our many common assumptions about 
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the habitations of intellectual Shīʿism. Although he studied in Iran’s madrasas and 

institutionally supported a school of his own design, the bulk of his writings suggest that 

the royal court remained the primary arena in which he sought to make the world 

intelligible to an elite audience aspiring to know and act according to universal principles. 

The practical necessity to excel in a wide variety of philosophical, natural, and occult 

scientific subjects outweighed the import of other tools, like legal reasoning, which 

mattered a great deal more outside of the courtly arena and in more homogeneous 

religious contexts. Despite this orientation, Gīlānī’s universalist concerns remained 

circumscribed within Shīʿī traditions—including ḥadīth and akhbār— that we recognize 

as quintessentially religious.  

While these universalist concerns are reflected in the flyleaves of his 

encyclopedia, they are also reflected in Gīlānī’s largest and most widely known work, 

The Lights of Linguistic Purity and the Secrets of Ingenuity in the Commentary on the 

Path of Eloquence (Anwār al-faṣāḥā wa asrār al-barāʿa fī sharḥ nahj al-balāgha). This 

stands as the most foundational text undergirding his wider worldview in which these 

diverse aspects of ḥikmat intersect as divinely ordained sciences. At over twelve-hundred 

pages, it also appears to have been his most labor-intensive piece of scholarship. While 

this commentary was likely the one major artifact of Gīlānī’s intellectual career that 

circulated primarily outside of a courtly setting, his frequent references to it inside of his 

many shorter philosophical, medical, and naturalist treatises indicate that it was never far 

from his mind. Given this endurance and ubiquity, we cannot conveniently 

compartmentalize his life in such a way that it exists within a formally ‘religious’ arena, 
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having nothing to do with the perambulations of his philosophical life or medical work. 

In this way, he was much more than a dabbler in literary interpretation, but was rather 

more akin to other early-modern European scientific humanists who also explored 

naturalism and universal philosophy through the literary arts.677  

As I show below, early-modern commentaries on Shīʿī traditions, such as 

Gīlānī’s, had a great deal to say about the venture of ḥikmat. While an intellectual 

community moving more firmly to philosophize in accordance with the many statements 

of the Shīʿī Imams might seem to suggest an inward turn and an epistemological closure 

of sorts, Gīlānī’s hermeneutic maneuvers show just the opposite. In this chapter, I argue 

that a ‘turn toward tradition’ afforded Gīlānī with many opportunities for the poetic re-

imagination of Shīʿī early-modernity. Armed with a liberal interpretive toolkit, 

commenting upon Shīʿī traditions did not sacrifice vast territories of philosophical 

inquiry to a sort of scriptural literalism. Shīʿī scholars instead continued to pose complex 

questions that required them to merge the epistemological and ontological foundations of 

religion, natural philosophy, and metaphysics into a common speculative venture. In 

doing so, they may be seen to occasion an uptick in Shīʿī intellectuals’ conversations with 

a more cosmopolitan intellectual heritage as ‘Platonic Orientalists.’  

We begin this chapter some general remarks about the ubiquity and circulation of 

works of Shīʿī traditions in Iran and the Deccan, a few contextualizing thoughts about 

Gīlānī’s commentary practices, and a quick survey of the historical realities that 

                                                        

677 Anthony Grafton, Defenders of the Text : The Traditions of Scholarship in an Age of Science, 1450-1800 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991). p. 5. 
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compelled early-modern scholars to collect and re-authorize corpora of Shīʿī traditions. 

We then survey the works of two of Gīlānī’s more immediate sources of authority who 

informed his own approach to the statements and reports of the Imams—Ibn Abī Jumhūr 

Aḥsā’ī (d. after 1501) and his own instructor, Mīr Dāmād (d. 1631). Finally, we examine 

several different examples of Gīlānī’s philosophically-rooted commentaries on Shīʿī 

traditions from his commentary on the Nahj al-balāgha and other similar works that 

showcase not only how he understood the venture of ḥikmat to help Muslim scholars 

understand the sources of their religion, but to constitute religious practice itself. This 

discussion of the largely theoretical basis of Shīʿī naturalism helps us stage our analysis 

of Gīlānī’s more embodied and empirical naturalism as a mode of religious practice in the 

next chapter.  
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Figure 20.  Original Flyleaves of Gīlānī’s ‘Leaves of Knowledge,’ Hyderabad, OMLRI, ff. 1b-2a. 

 

4.2 The Circulation of Shīʿī traditions  

At least thirteen complete and partial copies of his commentary exist in 

manuscript form today in private and state libraries and archives associated with religious 

institutions in Iran, Iraq, and Yemen, with virtually no modern studies having been 

undertaken on any.678 At least one of these copies was transcribed in Quṭbshāhī 

Hyderabad by Gīlānī’s personal scribe, Muḥammad b. Maḥmūd Lārī, in 1060/1650, 

                                                        

678 The one exception being a very cursory study by an Iranian graduate student, Masoumeh Zare, “An 
Introduction to Manuscript of ‘Anwar Al-Fasaha Wa Asrar Al-Bara’ah Fi Sharh Nahj Al-Balagha’ By 
Nizam Al-Din Gilani (11th Century A.H./17th Century A.D.),” WALIA Journal 31, no. 3 (2015): 97–104. 
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which he completed in the physical company of Gīlānī.679 The existence of another 

autograph copy of this work in the private library of a Hādawī-Zaydī scholar, Sayyid 

Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-ʿAẓīm al-Hādī (b. 1952?) hailing from the town of Dahyan in 

northern Yemen further suggests that the text enjoyed a readership outside of Gīlānī’s 

immediate religious community of Iranian Imāmī Shīʿa (fig. 21).680 We may surmise that 

the commentary circulated fairly widely, from South Asia to the Red Sea, between 

different nodes of the transnational network of the Gilani diaspora outlined in the 

previous two chapters. 

                                                        

679 We may suppose that there were other copies circulating in South Asia during his lifetime. The copy 
produced in Hyderabad is incomplete. It is today held in Kitābkhāna-yi Āyyatullāh Gulpāyigānī in Qom, 
Ms. 4/34/6634. For the others, see Muttaqī, “Falak Nāma: Kitābshināsī Lāhījī Gīlānī.” 
 
680 The manuscript is Maktabat Sayyid Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-ʿAẓīm al-Hādī, Dahyan, Yemen, Ms. 398. 
How this copy came to be owned by a family of Zaydī scholars requires further analysis. The ownership 
notes on the flyleaf suggest that it is a very old copy. While what purports to be an autograph statement at 
the beginning of the work does not appear to be in Gīlānī’s known handwriting, the actual commentary 
appears congruent with later samples of his handwriting from Hyderabad, and I therefore believe that it 
must have been made by him. Such is the claim made by its different owners as well, who wrote on the 
flyleaf. I must thank Hasan Farhang Ansari at the Institute of Advanced Study at Princeton University for 
sharing a digital copy of this manuscript with me.; For a record of this manuscript, see ʿAbd al-Salām 
ʿAbbas al-Wajīh, Maṣādir Al-Turāth Fī Al-Maktabāt Al-Khāṣṣa Fī Al-Yaman, vol. 1, 2 vols. (Amman: 
Mu’assasat al-Imām Zayd ibn ʿAlī al-Thaqāfiyya, 2002). p. 512.; On the Hādawī-Zaydīs, see Isam 
Muhammad Abduh Ghanem, “The Development of the Hādawī Doctrine, the Neo-Rationalists of the Zaydī 
School Since 1948, and the Current Role of ’Ilm Al-Kalām (Or Scholasticism) in Yemeni Courts: Part I,” 
Arab Law Quarterly 3, no. 4 (1988): 329–44.; Considering the Hādawī-Zaydī maintenance of theological 
rationalism of the Muʿtazilī school, Gīlānī’s philosophical-heavy commentary on the Nahj al-balāgha might 
not seem all that incongruous. On this tradition, see, Gregor Schwarb, “Muʿtazilism in a 20th Century 
Zaydī Qurʾān Commentary,” Arabica 59 (2012): 371–402.; A brief list of library’s manuscripts was 
published fairly recently in Iran. However, this text in question is not listed among them. See, Aḥmad al-
Ḥusaynī al-Ishkavarī, Makhṭūṭāt Maktabat ʿAbd Al-ʿAẓīm Al-Hādī (Qom: Majmaʿ al-Ẕakhāʾir al-
Islāmiyya, 2003).; See also, Sabine Schmidtke, “Preserving, Studying, and Democratizing Access to the 
World Heritage of Islamic Manuscripts: The Zaydī Tradition,” Chroniques Du Manuscrit Au Yémen 23, 
no. 4 (2017): 103–66. p. 144. 
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Figure 21. Baʿdiyya of Gīlānī’s commentary in his own handwriting, Maktabat Sayyid 

Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-ʿAẓīm al-Hādī, Dahyan, Yemen, Ms. 398, p. 14. 

From the time of the Nahj al-balāgha’s composition in the 5th/11th century by al-

Sharīf al-Raḍī (d. 1016) until its reception in the high Safavid era, this body of 

statements, sermons, and letters attributed to ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib had circulated alongside 

other corpora of traditions that codified Imāmī Shīʿī theology, justified the very 

institution of the Imamate, and served as an authorial basis upon which the artifice of 

Shīʿī jurisprudential reasoning could erect a framework for positive law.681 On the other 

hand, the text was also approached by its many Sunnī Muslim readers in isolation of 

other bodies of Shīʿī traditions. The Sunnī camp, in turn, valued the text’s many lessons 

                                                        

681 While the Nahj al-balāgha is not cited with the same authority as the so-called ‘Four Books’ of 
canonical Shīʿī traditions for the purposes of deriving law, it contextualizes the life and context of many 
individual traditions traceable to the first Imam, ʿAlī. These four other collections include the Kitāb al-kāfī 
fī ʿilm al-dīn of Muḥammad b. Yaʿqūb al-Kulaynī (d. 329/941); Kitāb man lā yaḥḍuruhu al-faqīh, of Ibn 
Bābawayh al-Qummī (d. 380/991); Muḥammad Jaʿfar b. Ḥasan al-Ṭūsī’s (d. 460/1067) Tahdhīb al-aḥkām 
fī sharḥ al-muqniʿa and al-Istibṣār fīmā ikhtalafa min al-akhbār. These four collections, while influential in 
the earlier period, received canonical status as the quintessentially authoritative works of Shīʿī traditions in 
the early-modern era. 
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on piety, virtue, charity, and other ethical norms as a testament to the Prophetic mantle 

institutionalized in the caliphate.682   

These religious readings of the text stand in addition to its widely celebrated 

literary value as a hallmark of the rhetorical ingenuity of prestige Arabic prose, which has 

come to dominate many contemporary studies of the text that supersede the explicitly 

devotional context of its production and circulation.683 684 Within the literary imagination 

of medieval and early-modern Muslims, these sermons and letters were cited with as 

much authority as other rhyming verses also attributed to the first Imam. In their royal 

library, the Quṭbshāhī kings preserved a codex of the collected Arabic poetry ascribed to 

Imam ʿAlī. This particular work also bears an intra-lineal Persian translation, similar to 

that found in Gīlānī’s commentary on the Nahj al-balāgha, suggesting that it was kept in 

order to facilitate greater access to the wisdom of the original Arabic verses. The seals of 

Ibrāhīm, Muḥamad-Qulī, and Muḥammad Quṭbshāh embossing its flyleaf attest to its 

enduring value in Golkonda and Hyderabad from the mid-10th/16th to the early 11th/17th 

centuries during a time when these kings developed a more overt Shīʿī devotional culture 

                                                        

682 Tahera Qutbuddin, “Piety and Virtue in Early Islam: Two Sermons by Imam Ali,” in Self-
Transcendence and Virtue: Perspectives from Philosophy, Psychology, and Theology, ed. Jennifer A. Frey 
and Candace Vogler (Routledge, 2019), 125–53. 
 
683 Syed Mohammad Waris Hassan, “A Critical Study of Nahj Al-Balāgha” (PhD Dissertation, University 
of Edinburgh, 1979). pp. 166-190.; See also Tehseen Thaver, “Ambiguity, Hermeneutics, and the 
Formation of Shiʿi Identity in Al-Sharif Al-Radi’s (d. 1015CE) Qur’an Commentary” (The University of 
North Carolina-Chapel Hill, 2013). pp. 6-7. 
 
684 The literary heritage has also made the text a perennially popular pedagogical tool for modern university 
scholars in secular university settings who share in the text’s broad interpretive heritage that today extends 
far beyond its tradition of Shīʿī commentators Ḥannā al-Fākhūry, Al-Jāmiʿ Fī Tārīkh Al-Adab Al-ʿarabī: 
Al-Adab Al-Qadīm (Beirut, Lebanon: Dār al-Jīl, 1986).pp. 340-357. 
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centered in their courts (fig. 22). Other reports from this same era indicate that 

participants in the Quṭbshāhī royal salons (majālis) frequently invoked the statements of 

Imam ʿAlī and quoted from the Nahj al-balāgha in particular as a proof text in order to 

dispute a variety of subjects. These debates were not restricted to the literary style of 

Imam ʿAlī’s sermons, however, but often centered on metaphysical as well as natural 

philosophical discussions. One such debate arrives to us from the pen of Ibn ʿImād 

Rūzbihān Iṣfahānī (fl. 1620-1630s), one of Gīlānī’s émigré confidantes who had arrived 

in Hyderabad from Iran during the reign of Muḥammad Quṭbshāh and served as both 

pīshvā as well as the sar-i khayl at various points in time.685 The debate in particular 

centered on the nature of the soul and was settled against the authority of statements 

within the Nahj al-balāgha as read from a commentary produced by the Sunnī Muʿtāzilī 

theologian, Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd.686 If there was any lingering ambivalence about the wider 

epistemological arena in which Ibn ʿImād envisioned this debate making its impact felt, 

all his reader had to consider was where exactly he included the discussion within his 

massive encyclopedic survey of branches of knowledge theorized and practiced by his 

Imāmī Shīʿī contemporaries: the fifth volume on ḥikmat. 

                                                        

685 Three letters that they exchange to one another are preserved in British Library, London, Ms. IO Islamic 
2678, f. 121b.; Gīlānī also shares some verses of Rūzbihān that he enjoyed in one of his anthologies, 
Staatsbibliothek, Berlin, Ms. Peterman 145, f. 3a. 
 
686 His large six-volume ‘kashkūl’ of different subjects called The Scholars’ Initiatory Cloak (Khirqa al-
ʿulamā’) appears to have been composed in 1036/1626, with a revision made in 1052/1642-3. In the earlier 
(rough) copy of this work, he titles the fifth volume as “the covenant of the believers” (ʿaqd al-mu’minīn). 
Both copies of this work are held in the Salar Jung Museum Manuscript Library, Hyderabad, Ms. Persian 
Kashkūl 3 and 4. The discussion on the soul may be found in Ms. Persian Kashkūl 3, p. 455. 
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Figure 22. Seals of three Quṭbshāhī kings on the Dīvān of Imām ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib (c. 918/1512), 

Hyderabad, Salar Jung Museum Library, ff. 1a-1b. 

 

In the hands of Gīlānī, the Nahj al-balāgha and other Shīʿī traditions formed an 

ideological blueprint for the grand venture of authorizing the universal tools of ḥikmat 

that had long circulated in mythic traditions inherited from other pre-Islamic monotheist 

and pagan sages. As they were read by ḥakīms, philosophers, and Muslim naturalists 

alongside these other mythic sources drawing on Hellenic, Babylonian, and ancient 

Iranian pasts that were enfolded into the cultural matrix of Shīʿī early-modernity, we 

must understand that in between Safavid Iran and the Deccan, this interpretive 

community of elite scholars read the Nahj al-balāgha and its complementary traditions 
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irenicly. As a cipher, they encoded a universal order that could harmonize the seeming 

antinomies of exoteric religious command, universally sanctioned rationalism, and meta-

rational gnosticism that formed their complete intellectual culture. On a more immediate 

level, the eloquent statements of Imam ʿAlī helped ḥakīms like Gīlānī to theorize and 

refine certain aspects of the Peripatetic and ishrāqī schools of Islamic philosophy that had 

dominated the Persianate heartlands during these centuries.687 As a translator and a 

commentator, therefore, Gīlānī stands out as a prominent but not solitary voice among a 

trans-national elite who increasingly viewed ḥikmat and Shīʿī traditions as two sides of 

the same ontological coin.  

As the subsequent chapters further clarify, Shīʿī traditions resonated far beyond 

the abstract dimension of thought to inform felt behaviors, ways of seeing the world, and 

actions by which this elite negotiated religious and political sovereignty in a fluid cultural 

context. This chapter therefore provides us with a theoretical basis for the various 

contexts of ‘applied’ Shīʿī naturalism.  

4.3 The ‘game’ of interpretation 

Before approaching the current of early-modern Shīʿī commentary, we should 

bear in mind as a methodological consideration that Gīlānī’s act of interpreting the Nahj 

al-balāgha was not, per se, an attempt to dominate a ‘true’ version of revealed wisdom as 

                                                        

687 By “interpretive community” I follow Stanley Fish and Edward Said who have contended that texts and 
readers remain incomplete without a full consideration of both. If Fish may be supposed to be correct when 
he says “interpretation is the only game in town,” then we must not examine mythic texts across space-time 
as if they were read centuries later in precisely the same ways as their authors intended in earlier eras.  
Edward W. Said, “Opponents, Audiences, Constituencies, and Community,” Critical Inquiry; Chicago 9, 
no. 1 (Fall 1982): 1–26. pp. 8-9.; Stanley Eugene Fish, Is There a Text in This Class?: The Authority of 
Interpretive Communities (Harvard University Press, 1980). pp. 355-6. 
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he and his brethren of commentators would have it. For our purposes, rather, we must 

approach his commentary as a sign of his participation in a sort of ‘game’ predicated 

upon interpretation as a practice that, if successfully fulfilled, legitimated his claims to 

authority within a wider community of peers also engaging in similar interpretive games. 

Considering interpretation as something that could be ‘won’ by following the 

idiosyncratic rules and constraints that were laid down by previous exegetes and 

commentators, we understand a bit more about the broader social imaginary of late-

medieval and early-modern Muslim scholarly communities in which so very many 

commentaries of popular religious and scientific texts emerged, time and again, that 

frequently traversed many of the same intellectual territories, but did not at first blush 

appear to innovate as loudly or with as much originality as we might expect from ‘new’ 

scholarship.688 Indeed, as its own literary genre, the Muslim scholarly tradition of the 

commentary (e.g. sharḥ, ḥāshiyya) has increasingly come to be presented as the sine qua 

non of so-called “post-classical” Islamic scholarship,689 suggesting that late-medieval and 

early-modern authors were invested in signaling to one another that they had mastered a 
                                                        

688 An older generation of orientalist scholars frequently used the very existence of the commentary 
tradition to denigrate the intellectual culture of late-medieval and early-modern Islam as periods of 
intellectual ‘decadence’ and ‘decline.’  For example, see ; On a rare exception to this view among 
orientalist scholars as well as some of the reasons why the exegetical and commentary traditions were so 
maligned in modern scholarship, see Bruce Fudge, “Qurʾānic Exegesis in Medieval Islam and Modern 
Orientalism,” Die Welt Des Islams 46, no. 2 (2006): 115–47.; Finally, some recent attention to a 
commentary’s “creativity” may be another newer way of maintaining this focus on impact and rupture with 
previous tradition that re-inscribes the same attitudes of classical historicism that rendered many 
commentaries insignificant, see L. W. C. (Eric) Van Lit, “Commentary and Commentary Tradition. The 
Basic Terms for Understanding Islamic Intellectual History,” MIDÉO. Mélanges de l’Institut Dominicain 
d’études Orientales, no. 32 (2017): 3–26. p. 18. 
 
689 Asad Q. Ahmed and Margaret Larkin, “The Ḥāshiya and Islamic Intellectual History,” Oriens 41, no. 
3/4 (2013): 213–16. 
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collective accumulation of knowledge about a specific text or set of ideas and felt 

compelled to add to an on-going conversation.  

As Stanley Fish declared that “continuity in the practice of literary criticism is 

assured not despite but because of the absence of a text that is independent of 

interpretation,” we understand that, as phenomenological exercises predicated upon 

encounters, interpretations are very real poetic events in which ‘true’ meanings are not 

made known, but actual worlds are created.690 We can observe this very practice 

occurring even in the contemporaneous context of the 17th century Muslim east, as many 

scholars shifted their understanding of the reading practice known as “taḥqīq” from a 

purely abstract rational demonstration of knowledge according to the principles of formal 

logic to a new mode of “direct mystical authentication” inspired or otherwise guided by 

what they considered to be divine experience.691 We must therefore recognize that 

interpretive communities could use these poetic events to either rededicate or erect new 

cosmologies, mythologies, and other relationships to the phenomenal world.  

                                                        

690 His more complete idea reads as follows: “It is because one can neither disrupt the game nor get away 
from it that there is never a rupture in the practice of literary criticism. Changes are always produced and 
perceived within the rules of the game, that is, within its stipulations as to what counts as a successful 
performance, what claims can be made, what procedures will validate or disconfirm them […] Continuity 
in the practice of literary criticism is assured not despite but because of the absence of a text that is 
independent of interpretation.” Fish, Is There a Text in This Class?: The Authority of Interpretive 
Communities. p. 358. 
 
691 El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History in the Seventeenth Century. pp. 235-7.; see also Khaled El-
Rouayheb, “Opening the Gate of Verification: The Forgotten Arab-Islamic Florescence of the 17th 
Century,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 38, no. 2 (2006): 263–81. 
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4.4 Approaching Shīʿī Tradition in the 11th/17th century 

What, then, was the interpretive community in which Gīlānī saw himself? How 

were the ‘games’ of interpretation played in the 1620s when he sat down to begin writing 

his commentary? As we saw in the previous chapter how the jurist Nūr al-Dīn al-ʿĀmilī 

announced Gīlānī as a political, philosophical, and religious authority in light of the 

notoriety of his commentary, we should presume that the wider interpretive community 

of scholars who recognized Gīlānī’s achievement would have included other 

commentators invested in plumbing the depths of Shīʿī traditions just as he had done, as 

well as other sorts of scholars who specialized in ancillary religious sciences that 

depended upon the cultivation of a robust and trustworthy corpus of Imamic traditions to 

meet the exigencies of their early-modern present. Theoretically, this category could be 

extended to include nearly all elements of Safavid Iranian society and their counterparts 

in the Deccan involved in the rapid development of a new elite religious culture in need 

of proof texts to justify a host of intellectual and political endeavors.  

As Rasūl Jaʿfariyān has shown, the establishment of the Safavid regime 

compelled Iranian intellectuals—as agents of imperium—to seek out ‘authentic’ ancient 

Shīʿī texts from other sites around the Arabic Middle East that could help them theorize 

and sanction the new ideology of the state predicated upon their claim to rule on behalf of 

the hidden Twelfth Imam.692 This process resulted in the (re-)discovery of ‘new’ Imamic 

traditions that proved beneficial for an elite invested in renegotiating the social and 

                                                        

692 On this, see Jaʿfariyān, “The Immigrant Manuscripts: A Study of the Migration of Shīʿī Works From 
Arab Regions to Iran in the Early Safavid Era.” 
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political arrangement with their Twelfth Imam such that, as his self-declared agents, they 

could exert temporal authority on his behalf. 

While this novel political and social reality explains an important impulse behind 

the intense efforts to assemble all known corpora of Imamic reports, it must be 

considered alongside the emergence of the newly formidable current of Shīʿī legal 

reasoning taking shape during the 11th/17th century that also fueled this intellectual turn 

towards Shīʿī traditions. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the Hijaz-based Iranian 

critic of jurisprudential rationalism, Muḥammad Amīn Astarābādī, sought to erect a new 

legal current predicated upon a complete reliance on authorized traditions in place of the 

inherently flawed uṣūlī practice of independent legal reasoning, or ijtihād. In a sense, he 

wanted to quarantine the tools developed by Sunnī scholastic communities that had been 

borrowed and put to use by prominent Imāmī jurists like ʿAllāma al-Ḥillī (d. 1325). 

Through the artifice of juristic analogy (qiyās) the Sunnīs had sought to determine the 

reason (ʿilla) occasioning a particular legal ruling in order to recognize it in new contexts 

and thus extend the remit of the law. Astarābādī viewed this as tantamount to claiming to 

know the inherent logic of divine law in the same manner as God, which is impossible 

and therefore heretical.693 Furthermore, according to him, the tools of Sunnī 

jurisprudence confused religious matters affirmed with absolute certainty (qaṭʿ) that 

constituted real knowledge (ʿilm) with others that remained open to contestation (ẓann) 

that could not be granted the same authoritative weight in religious matters. Given that 
                                                        

693 Robert Gleave, Scripturalist Islam: The History and Doctrines of the Akhbārī Shīʿī School (Boston: 
Brill, 2007). p. 67, n21. 
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these tools had been developed by scholars who rejected the authenticity of many ḥadīth 

and narrators favored by Shīʿī authorities and, moreover, failed to account for the 

authority of the reports made by the Imams, in the eyes of Astarābādī, their methods 

amounted to the construction of an arena in which human error could run rampant 

throughout a dizzying amount of religious life, worship, and thought that would doom the 

community into following false precepts. Contra the uṣūlīs, their akhbārī critics favored 

an engagement with the literal reports of the Imams that required no mediation of human 

reason that could introduce profound error.  

While we need not take the full plunge into the methodology by which the 

akhbārī scholars commented upon traditions, what is important for our purposes is to 

acknowledge that many viewed the very act of commentary as a stand-in for the artifice 

of jurisprudence itself.694 Within this turn towards tradition taking shape over the course 

of the 11th/17th century, Safavid scholars increasingly performed the compilation, 

translation, and commentary of corpora of Shīʿī traditions with new fervor. While not all 

later Safavid scholars working in the field of ḥadīth criticism and commentary can be 

classified as part of the akhbārī movement tout court, the stupendous encyclopedic effort 

behind Muḥammad Bāqir Majlisī’s Seas of Light as well as many other commentaries 

undertaken by the likes of his father, Muḥammad Taqī Majlisī (d. 1660), Mullā Ṣadrā 

Shīrāzī (d. 1640), Fayż Kāshānī (d. 1680) al-Ḥurr al-ʿĀmilī (d. 1693), and others cannot 

be considered to have been performed in isolation of this new orientation.  

                                                        

694 More detailed comments on his positive legal theory can be seen in Gleave. pp. 89-99. 
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It must also be pointed out that perhaps due to the ‘low authoritative threshold’ by 

which many scholars judged the authenticity of reports in this era, and in part due to the 

totalizing demands that this cultural embrace made upon both quotidian and intellectual 

life,695 this cultural turn allowed many non-canonical and unreliable (“weak”) reports to 

gain new audiences among non-specialist and scholarly circles alike. One of the more 

notorious narrators of suspect reports, Mufaḍḍal b. ʿUmar al-Juʿfī (d. before 790), has 

been long held responsible for transmitting a great many specious statements from the 

Imams by those engaged in the science of corroborating the authenticity of transmitters of 

ḥadīth (ʿilm al-rijāl). His statements have been seen as fuel for the theologies of various 

extremist Shīʿī communities pejoratively known as ‘the exaggerators’ (ghulāt, derived 

from ‘exaggeration’ or ghuluww) who advocated for an understanding of the Shīʿī Imams 

as veritable demigods endowed with supernatural faculties.696 After it came to be 

translated from its original Arabic in the city of Qom in 1075/1665 by a little-known 

émigré from Central Asia, a popular collection of his statements simply known as 

Ḥadīth-i Mufażżal circulated widely in Persianate scholarly circles.697 This instance of 

translation does not appear to have been a watershed moment, however, given that earlier 

authors relied upon the traditions of Mufaḍḍal to authorize different claims, in Arabic as 

well as Persian. 
                                                        

695 Ata Anzali, “Safavid Shiʿism, the Eclipse of Sufism and the Emergence of ʿIrfān” (PhD Dissertation, 
Rice University, 2012). p. 68.; Anzali, “Mysticism” in Iran. p. 115. 
 
696 Mushegh Asatryan, “MOFAŻŻAL Al-JOʿFI,” in Encyclopaedia Iranica (Online, 2012), 
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/mofazzal-al-jofi. 
 
697 His name has been recorded as either ‘Fakhr al-Dīn Mā Warā’ al-Nahrī’ or ‘Turkistānī.’ See, Raza 
Library, Rampur, Ms. Persian 249. 
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We must approach Gīlānī’s writings on the Nahj al-balāgha sharing in this wider 

cultural milieu enfolding many other Iranian Shīʿī scholars, including those who never 

seem to have fully articulated their precise views on the ongoing uṣūlī-akhbārī legal 

dispute or weighed in on the permissible citation of non-canonical Shīʿī traditions. 

Gīlānī’s writings are rather emblematic of this ambivalence, as he too does not appear to 

have advanced a clear position on juridical authority and his writings also shared in the 

re-circulation of overtly non-canonical Shīʿī traditions, given that some of his treatises 

explicitly draw upon the authority of Mufaḍḍal himself.698 

4.5  The Community of Commentators 

Gazing into the past, the two most central members of Gīlānī’s interpretive 

community include the Arabic commentators who lived in Arab Iraq around four 

centuries earlier. These were the Muʿtāzilī Sunnī mentioned earlier, ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd Ibn 

Abī al-Ḥadīd (d. 656/1258), and the Imāmī Shīʿī, Kamāl al-Dīn Maytham al-Baḥrānī (d. 

1300). Their own commentaries on the Nahj al-balāgha formed the basis upon which 

Gīlānī’s commentary was erected, given that he expresses a great motivation to clarify 

some of their points of disagreement and offer new contributions to their shared 

interpretive history of this text. Gīlānī also read and responded to another earlier 

commentary undertaken by the Imāmī Shīʿī Quṭb al-Dīn al-Rāwandī (d. 573/1177), 

                                                        

698 See for instance within his treatise “Maqāmāt-i niẓāmī,” in Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Tehran, Ms. 1142, f. 
106b.  
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although his mention by Gīlānī occurs to a somewhat lesser extent than these other two 

authorities.699  

Similarly, Gīlānī’s own success in vernacularizing the eloquent Arabic of ʿAlī 

into his own more familiar Persian through an intra-lineal translation (fig. 23) also stood 

within a much longer tradition of its own. While the earliest attempt to do so had been 

undertaken not terribly long after the text’s original composition in Arabic at least as 

early as the 5th/11th and 6th/12th centuries,700 other Iranian authors had produced new 

translations during the first Safavid century, such as The Warning for the Incautious and 

the Memento of the Gnostics (Tanbīh al-ghāfilīn wa tadhkirat al-ʿārifīn) of Fatḥullāh 

Kāshānī (d. 1571), and ʿAlī b. Ḥasan al-Zawwarah’s The Garden of the Reverent (Rawḍat 

al-abrār, c. 1549). The latter text, like Gīlānī’s commentary, had also made its way to the 

Deccan and was transcribed in Hyderabad for Sultan Muḥammad Quṭbshāh’s royal 

library in 1618.701  

In terms of style, Gīlānī’s commentary should be considered within the more 

recent trend of early-modern Shīʿī scholars who developed their perspicacity in ḥikmat in 

order that they may better understand the statements of the Prophet and the Shīʿī Imams, 

which in turn were understood to occasion these speculative tools as part of a broader 

divinization of the sciences. For this class of reader, an arsenal of purely linguistic 
                                                        

699 On this work, see Hassan, “A Critical Study of Nahj Al-Balāgha.” pp. 60-61. 
 
700 Likely the earliest translation was made by ʿAzīzullāh Juvaynī. See, Muḥammad ibn al-Ḥusayn Sharīf 
al-Raḍī, Kitāb-i Nahj Al-Balāgha Bā Tarjuma-Yi Fārsī Qarn-i Panjum va Shishum, trans. ʿAzīzullāh 
Juvaynī, 2nd ed., 2 vols. (Tehran: Dānishgāh-i Ṭihrān, 1998). 
 
701 Sayyid Asar Abbas Rizvi, “Shiʿite Religious Literature in the Deccan,” Rivista Degli Studi Orientali 64, 
no. 1/2 (1990): 17–35. pp. 20-1. 
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analyses simply would not suffice to enjoy the extension of the prophetic revelation and 

unlock the potential for multiple meaning-making worlds within their statements.   

 

 
Figure 23. Excerpt showing Gīlānī’s intra-lineal Persian translation (in red), Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, 

Ms. 1343, p. 614 

4.5.1 Reading the Shīʿī tradition with Ibn Abī Jumhūr al-Aḥsā’ī 

The uptick in philosophy servicing the Shīʿī hermeneutic tradition must be 

considered to have increased in earnest in the wake of the ecumenical approach of Ibn 

Abī Jumhūr al-Aḥsā’ī (d. after 1501). As a theologian and philosopher active in the 

Middle East and late Timurid Iran, he spent the better part of his intellectual career in 

Khorasan while attempting to reconcile certain principles of the Muʿtāzilī and Ashʿarī 

schools of theology through a reliance upon the works of Sufi metaphysicians like Ibn 
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ʿArabī (d. 1240) and Ḥaydar Āmulī (d. 1385).702 As an Imāmī Shīʿī with strong 

inclinations towards peripatetic and ishrāqī philosophy as well as Sufism, his eclectic 

thought was widely read during the Safavid era and even found a home in the Deccan not 

long after his death. His magnum opus that sought to unite these diverse currents of 

thought, The Polisher of the Salvaged Mirror of Theology, the Two Philosophies, and 

Sufism (Mujlī mirāt al-munjī fī al-kalām wa al-ḥikmatayn wa al-taṣawwuf), was read at 

least as early as the reign of Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh as attested by an autograph copy dedicated 

to him that had been transcribed locally in 964/1557 by the chancery officer, Muḥammad 

Qāsim Ṭabasī, who we encountered in the first chapter.703  

Although Ibn Abī Jumhūr’s work styled itself as an eclectic synthesis of theology, 

philosophy, and Sufism, its frequent reliance on the Nahj al-balāgha and the earlier 

commentaries made by Maytham al-Baḥrānī and Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd demonstrate the 

centrality of ʿAlid tradition not only to sanction religious sciences but all rational 

sciences as well.704 His central claim of epistemology held that the Prophet had perfectly 

taught all branches of knowledge to ʿAlī—indeed a common refrain echoed throughout 

this era by many Sufis who also asserted their claims to gnostic insight through the ʿAlid 

                                                        

702 Sabine Schmidtke, “Ibn Abī Jumhūr Al-Aḥsā’ī (d. after 1491) and His Kitāb Mujlī Mir’āt Al-Munjī,” in 
Oxford Handbook of Islamic Philosophy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 397–414. 
 
703 This copy was completed in the Quṭbshāhī domains at a city or land called Tīnak or Tīnag (?), perhaps 
simply being a truncated name for Telangana. This copy is today preserved in the Āyyatullāh Marʿashī 
Najafī Library in Qom, Ms. 8183. As one of the earliest authoritative copies of this work, it was used to 
produce the modern version published in Beirut. See, al-Shaykh Muḥammad bin ʿAlī Ibn Abī Jumhūr al-
Aḥsā’ī, Mujlī Mirāt Al-Munjī Fī Al-Kalām Wa Al-Ḥikmatayn Wa Al-Taṣawwuf, ed. Riżā Yaḥyápūrfārmad, 
vol. 5, 5 vols. (Beirut: Jamaʿiyya Ibn Abī Jumhūr al-Aḥsā’ī l’iḥyā al-Turāth, 2013). p. 1811, nMR. 
 
704 Ibn Abī Jumhūr al-Aḥsā’ī. pp. 697-8, 945-6, 1357. 
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chain of transmission.705 However, this rather stupendous claim harmonizes to a certain 

extent with the historical record of Shīʿī communities developing intricate religious 

sciences only after the historical Imamate had run its course. We may consider this a sort 

of ‘amplification’ of many longstanding ideas. 

Due to the longevity of the lineage of living and accessible Imams until the 

beginning of the major occultation (al-ghayba al-kubrá, c. 329/941) with the complete 

absence of Imam al-Mahdī, Imāmī Shīʿī communities could rely upon a living source of 

authority to authorize correct religious knowledge and practice. It was only after the 

beginning of the period of his complete absence that the imperative arose in earnest to 

develop new rational and discursive tools by which legal and theological matters could be 

concluded, which corresponds to a very late period of intellectual development in these 

areas when compared to the early Sunnī scholarly communities that had invested their 

efforts in developing religious sciences much earlier.706 Nevertheless, with their advent 

within Imāmī circles, the collected reports of the Imams conveniently offered an arena in 

which they could imagine the authentic origins of their sciences taking shape. While this 

extended to speculative theology and law, it also included the very venture of compiling 

and interrogating corpora of ḥadīth and other reports. The seeming circularity of this is 

made evident in Gīlānī’s own writings when he ascribes the foundations of the science of 

ḥadīth criticism and its corresponding typology of various categories of traditions to the 

                                                        

705 The silsila al-dhahabiyya mentioned in Chapter 1. 
 
706 Devin J. Stewart, Islamic Legal Orthodoxy: Twelver Shiite Responses to the Sunni Legal System 
(University of Utah Press, 2007). pp. 12-14. 
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statements of Imam ʿAlī in the Nahj al-balāgha itself.707 But even beyond the Imāmī 

community, other epistemic tools like the artifice of Arabic grammar had long been 

memorialized as having been the handiwork of ʿAlī and his close associates for the 

betterment of the Muslim community,708 so his central authority within a wide array of 

epistemic practices was not strictly a consequence of reading early Muslim history 

through a sectarian lens. By the high Timurid era of the late 9th/15th century when Ibn Abī 

Jumhūr was writing, Shīʿī intellectuals had grown adept at refining this hagiography that 

had existed for centuries to suit the tastes of a new universalist dispensation. However, by 

the 11th/17th century, they had come to re-deploy it as fuel for a much broader ideological 

project to guide the fortunes of a cadre of professional intellectuals who were supported 

by a state system that heavily invested in their patronage. 

 This central point of Imam ʿAlī’s complete and perfect insight into all forms of 

knowledge makes the thought of Ibn Abī Jumhūr relevant to the task at hand of 

understanding how Gīlānī’s orientation towards the Shīʿī traditions thrives off of an 

ongoing cultural and religious turn towards the Imam as the axis mundi. To make his 

claim, he cites popular Shīʿī reports to affirm that ʿAlī had been given a majority of 

philosophical sciences (al-ʿulūm al-ḥikmiyya), which also implied his own reception and 

perfection of the intellectual abilities and temperaments of earlier biblical figures 

accepted into the Muslim prophetic pantheon, like Moses and Luqman, as the wider 

                                                        

707 See his Majmūʿa-yi Ḥakīm al-Mulk, Ms. Ṭibb-i Yūnānī 306, pp. 257-9. 
 
708 Ali Bahramian, Azartash Azarnoosh, and Daryoush Mohammad Poor, “Abū Al-Aswad Al-Duʾalī,” in 
Encyclopaedia Islamica, ed. Wilfred Madelung and Farhad Daftary (Online: Brill Online, 2008). 
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prophetic mission was understood to culminate in the institution of the Imamate that 

would endure until the parousia.709 The varieties of divinely disclosed sciences (al-ʿulūm 

al-ladūniyya) had been transmitted by the first Imam to his descendants as well as a small 

coterie of his companions who did their part in bestowing this privileged knowledge to 

the early Sufi community as well, accounting for their favor (fażl) of the ʿAlid lineage 

discussed in Chapter 1.710 Ibn Abī Jumhūr posits that the realm of exoteric knowledge 

manifest in formal disciplines evolved from this gnostic basis, such that all rational 

sciences (al-ʿulūm al-ʿaqliyya) as well as religious sciences of divine command (al-ʿulūm 

al-sharʿiyya) are therefore also attributable to the same privilege of Imam ʿAlī as an 

epistemological fulcrum between the prophets and the rest of humanity.711  

This grand intellectual orientation does not, however, inherently deny the vestiges 

of pre-Islamic and non-Biblical intellectual influences within this chain of ʿAlid 

transmission. Throughout his masterpiece, Ibn Abī Jumhūr maintains that many of the 

teachings of Galen, Pythagoras, Plato, and Hermes Trismegistus continued to resonate 

within the Shīʿī tradition and the communities who had inherited their knowledge as well 

as those of earlier Greek, Persian, and Babylonian metaphysicians and natural 

philosophers.712 Indeed, the very demigod of Hermes who had long been celebrated in 

                                                        

709 Ibn Abī Jumhūr al-Aḥsā’ī, Mujlī Mirāt Al-Munjī Fī Al-Kalām Wa Al-Ḥikmatayn Wa Al-Taṣawwuf. pp. 
1254-5. 
 
710 Ibn Abī Jumhūr al-Aḥsā’ī. pp. 1245-6. 
 
711 Ibn Abī Jumhūr al-Aḥsā’ī. pp. 1245-55. 
 
712 Ibn Abī Jumhūr al-Aḥsā’ī. pp. 1102, 1578-9. 
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both Arabic and Persianate Muslim intellectual circles for his mastery of ḥikmat and 

divinely disclosed knowledge of foundational sciences appears to have directly informed 

how Ibn Abī Jumhūr articulated the universalizing powers of the Shīʿī Imams. In his 

words, they embodied the qualities of scholarly disputation (al-baḥth) and theosis (al-

ta’alluh), which had long been championed as hallmarks of the Hermetic ideal among 

circles of Ismāʿīlī Shīʿa and Muslim philosophers since at least the 3rd/9th and 4th/10th 

centuries.713 More central, also, for those emerging from the ishrāqī tradition was the 

Neoplatonic and Hermetic proof that the sciences had been divinized. By way of spiritual 

askesis (tajarrud al-nafs), which other lesser ḥukamā’ had also successfully achieved, 

their perfect mastery had been corroborated by the hagiographic reports about these 

ancient sages, which operated in Ibn Abī Jumhūr’s early-modern context in a way not 

unlike the traditions and reports of the Imams.714  

Ibn Abī Jumhūr maintained that multiple unseen realms exist apart from the 

physical earth, conforming to the ishrāqī theory of the ʿālam al-mithāl, or the mundus 

imaginalis. The infinities of its perfect archetypes correspond to all possible beautiful and 

repulsive forms, which had been affirmed in the writings of Hermes, Empedocles, and 

Pythagoras.  

It is incumbent that the wayfarers upon [spiritual journeys] and the virtuous ones 
among them have departed from [the world] to the jurisdiction of the Illuminating 
Lights, for some of the oracles and sorcerers and the masters of spiritual sciences 

                                                        

713 Kevin Van Bladel, The Arabic Hermes: From Pagan Sage to Prophet of Science (Oxford University 
Press, 2009). pp. 164-81, 229-30. 
 
714 Ibn Abī Jumhūr al-Aḥsā’ī, Mujlī Mirāt Al-Munjī Fī Al-Kalām Wa Al-Ḥikmatayn Wa Al-Taṣawwuf. p. 
1768.; See also the following chapter on Mīr Dāmād’s corporeal liberation.  
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have witnessed these realms. So, the belief in them is incumbent upon you, but do 
not dare to deny them! For within the vestiges of prophecy and the Imamic reports 
(al-akhbār al-imāmiyya), and the divine books, there is much that signifies this. 
Perhaps through inquiry into and study of [these sources], you may happen upon 
what had appeared to [the oracles, sorcerers, and masters of spiritual sciences]. 
However, it shall only conform to the exoteric meaning of their statements and 
not to their true intentions.715 
 
Ḥikmat, then, remained central to understanding the statements made by Imam 

ʿAlī and his descendants that found their way into the authorized collections, including 

the Nahj al-balāgha. As we see in the following example, Ibn Abī Jumhūr cites one of 

ʿAlī’s sermons discussing the pure incomprehensibility of God in order to occasion a 

long discussion responding to the question about whether and how ḥakīms may 

comprehend the operations of physical bodies and metaphysical principles from a 

position of imperfect and limited access. He first begins by defining the inability of the 

regular human to know the true realities of the world, which seems to echo the original 

sentiment of the sermon and its earlier reception in the commentary tradition:  

I say: Know that the best of men falls short in comprehending the veil of the 
physical world (al-ʿālam al-jismānī) and the mutual quality of its suitable parts 
and position, and what is among each one of those parts and its members, [from 
its] wisdom and benefits. Then, how may one comprehend the spiritual world (al-
ʿālam al-rūḥānī) and what subsists in it from the wisdom and benefits and the 
quality suitable for its parts? 
 
Then I say: The ḥukamā’ who are the most virtuous of creation are, most of them, 
[yet] unable to comprehend the reality of [creation’s] soul and the details of the 
situations of its body, and all the benefits of each one of its limbs appropriate for 
their circumstance and organization, and what is perceptible and mobile in each 
one of those members from corporeal strength, and procreative strength, and 
naturalism (ṭabīʿiyya), and the spread of its effects in the entire body, and the 
preservation of genera and individuals among it. Indeed, those who comprehend 

                                                        

715 Ibn Abī Jumhūr al-Aḥsā’ī. pp. 193-5. 
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anything in it are scarce. If someone’s apposite understanding about his own soul 
and body is inaccessible, then how can that which is in the physical and spiritual 
worlds be understood? For most of it, we are unable to pursue the truth of its 
existence, surpassing the comprehension of the realities of all existents (al-
mawjūdāt) and what are among them from the graces of wisdom, the details of 
creation, and the wonders of the vestiges of divine custody. 
 
Proving what we have related is indicated by the leader of the ḥakīms (ra’īs al-
ḥukamā’), and the master of the saints, and the axis of the virtuous, the Amīr al-
mu’minīn, ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib, from what he related in a sermon of his in the Nahj 
al-balāgha within his statement: 

 
That—which we observe from your creation, and which renders us 
awestruck by your power, and what we describe from the awesomeness of 
your ability from what you conceal from us, and curtail our faculties of 
insight, and render our unaided minds inadequate to take in, and 
interpose between us the veils of invisibility—is greatest. Then, whoever 
devotes his heart and commissions his mind to learn how you put in order 
your throne, and how you sowed your creation, and how you suspended 
your heavens in the atmosphere, and how you inundated the dust of your 
earth with water, his hand returns weary, his mind overwhelmed, his ear 
bewildered, and his ideas perplexed! 
 

So, if it was like that in the speech of the vicegerent of God— the Witness of the 
Keys of the Invisible, and the Dawn of the Realities of Things Disclosed by 
Divine Insight and Illuminated Discovery—then how shall it be for us? We, the 
weak, the feeble-minded, the short-sighted. For we are extremely distant from 
[Imam ʿAlī], and are at the utmost extremity of debility from the instruction [of 
which we received] only a small portion. Yet, despite this handicap and this 
evident shortcoming in character and extant enfeeblement of the soul, we evoke a 
standard (anmūdhaj) from the existent wisdom (al-ḥikma al-mawjūda) in the 
physical world suitable for [comprehending] its existence and its organization. Let 
it be the guide by which the clairvoyant one perceives the grandness of creation 
and the excellence of ingenuity proving the dignity of the Creator, even if what 
we have not comprehended from the existents is greater than what we have been 
made to comprehend!716 

 

By invoking ʿAlī as not only the commander of the faithful, but as the ra’īs al-

ḥukamā, or the “leader of the ḥakīms,” he intimates that the statements in the Nahj al-
                                                        

716 Ibn Abī Jumhūr al-Aḥsā’ī. pp. 544-6. 
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balāgha have already been demarcated as authoritative within philosophical circles and 

are subject to such analysis. In this way, Ibn Abī Jumhūr can inflect a much broader 

project that is not necessarily reflected within the earlier commentary tradition dominated 

by more literary-inclined exegetes and theologians. In fact, his interpretation of this 

sermon departs appreciably from the commentary offered by the Muʿtāzilī, Ibn Abī al-

Ḥadīd, who instead uses it as an occasion to chastise those who have followed 

philosophers who insist upon a rational basis for the ordering of the universe. In his 

reading, attempts at measuring God’s complete and perfect power imply attempts to 

estimate the inestimable.717 Therefore, Ibn Abī Jumhūr’s analysis signifies a shift within 

his interpretive community by looking past the rationalist’s approach to interpretation as 

constituting an inherent conflict. This reading, also, seems to depart in much the same 

way from the general theme of the sermon itself as it appears within the Nahj al-balāgha 

in order to admonish those who attempt comprehend divine knowledge. Where others see 

an obstacle, Ibn Abī Jumhūr sees an invitation.   

Ibn Abī Jumhūr then proceeds to erect a Neoplatonic cosmology with ishrāqī 

undertones, recalling the divine spirit animating the material world through celestial 

intellects that drive the sublunary sphere in which plant, animal, and human life evolve 

and cohere by virtue of their animating souls that are all connected back through a great 

                                                        

717 ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd, Sharḥ Nahj Al-Balāgha, ed. Muḥammad Ibrāhīm, vol. 5, 10 vols. 
(Baghdad: Dār al-kitāb al-ʿarabī, 2007). pp. 146-149. 
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chain to the first intellect and the prime mover.718 While the physical bodies of compound 

entities (murakkabāt), prime elements (ʿanāṣir), and celestial beings (aflāk) make up this 

dimension of the corporeal world, it and the corresponding animating drives of the 

spiritual world both exist in an ontologically inferior position to what he calls the 

“rational luminous dimension” (al-ʿālam al-ʿaqlī al-nūrī), which amounts to the realm of 

Platonic forms in which the original realities of archetypes made of light abide and from 

which every type of physical body emerges. The realm is itself not understood from pure 

ratiocination, but something accessible only to two types of elites: “And all the Lords of 

Divine Command and the Perfect Masters of the Brethren of Abstraction (ikhwān al-

tajrīd) affirm its existence and vouchsafe its endurance, not by way of proofs and 

convictions, rather they confirm it by instances of observation and divine unveiling 

(mushāhidāt wa mukāshafāt).”719 The sort of philosopher that Ibn Abī Jumhūr envisions 

is clearly unlike the scholastic peripatetics of the Aristotelian tradition. Instead, he stands 

on near or equal footing with prophets who intellect the cosmos by way of what most 

would recognize as meta-rational experiences in which their spirits are denuded from 

their bodies to the extent that they may access the supra-rational and supra-material realm 

of divine consciousness. As the custodians of universal knowledge, then, the Shīʿī 

Imamate constituted an entry point for accessing the metaphysical operations of the 

world, by which the habit of divine order could be comprehended.  

                                                        

718 Ibn Abī Jumhūr al-Aḥsā’ī, Mujlī Mirāt Al-Munjī Fī Al-Kalām Wa Al-Ḥikmatayn Wa Al-Taṣawwuf. p. 
550. 
 
719 Ibn Abī Jumhūr al-Aḥsā’ī. p. 551. 
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Despite the overtly naturalist gloss of ʿAlī’s sermon, Ibn Abī Jumhūr understands 

the role of the Imam to disclose knowledge but also to preserve the conditions for 

acquiring it. In this sense, the Imamate offers ethical and political guidance for the 

regulation and harmony of human society fitting with the natural regulation of the world. 

It implicates the philosophical project of coming to know the world’s divine animation 

through natural processes as an overtly ethical and political exercise.  

Returning to the hermetic ideal invoked earlier, Ibn Abī Jumhūr theorizes the 

Imam as an ethical and political leader because of his embodiment of scholarly 

disputation and theosis. While other types of humans may succeed in one or the other 

aspect, or be embarking upon either path, only the twin master of intense devotion to both 

may be bestowed with the successorship (khilāfa) of the prophet.720 The one who 

succeeds in divinization has the power to acquire knowledge from God and from the 

divine intellects without need of actual thought (fikr). Instead, he may extend himself to 

unite on the level of the soul to conjoin with the divine and experience it through 

illuminative presencing (ḥuḍūr ishrāqī), because he has perfected his soul in such a way 

that he may discard the cloak of the corporeal body and the physical nature of the self 

that normally inhibits this mode of cosmic connection.721 In this sense, the Imam is the 

locus of obedience and leadership as a political guide, because he has perfected the 

                                                        

720 Moreover, the scholars or “masters of verification” (ahl al-taḥqīq) cannot be designated with this status 
because they are engaged in the constant debating of the masses and non-specialists who have false ideas 
about religion. Therefore, they are unable to reach the purpose of successorship. Ibn Abī Jumhūr al-Aḥsā’ī. 
pp. 1103-4. 
 
721 Ibn Abī Jumhūr al-Aḥsā’ī. p. 1104. 
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requisite qualities that are also shared by the prophets in reaching this stage. Clearly, this 

theorization of the Imam heavily echoes the Sufi trope of the ‘perfect man’ (insān kāmil) 

made popular in the Iranian heartlands through Ḥaydar Āmulī’s popularization of the 

thought of the Andalusian mystic, Ibn ʿArabī.722 

In Ibn Abī Jumhūr’s eyes, the political leadership of the Imam is both a real as 

well as a theoretical fact. It is theoretical in the sense that it is a “politics deferred,” 

meaning that it is the anticipated order that will be established in the wake of the Imam’s 

return, which Ibn Abī Jumhūr calls an “age of luminous radiance” in which justice, order, 

and praiseworthy ethics will be enjoined to society through both “knowledge and action” 

(al-ʿilm wa al-ʿamal).723  In another sense, this politics is also very real and categorical 

for all eras. This ‘reality’ encompasses the Imam’s ability to operate on a metaphysical 

plane behind the threshold of corporeal existence and constitutes what Ibn Abī Jumhūr 

terms ‘Great Leadership’ (al-ri’āsa al-kubrá), which he possesses even if he has been 

forgotten or cast into obscurity,724 as is the condition of their community after the early 

3rd/9th century with the occultation of Imam al-Mahdī. As the divine concern for the 

world has ensured that there is an Imam existing in every era to vouchsafe the diffusion 

                                                        

722 On this connection, see Hermann Landolt, “Ḥaydar-i Āmulī et Les Deux Mi’rājs,” Studia Islamica, no. 
91 (2000): 91–106. 
 
723 I echo the use of this phrase by Sajjad Rizvi, who has theorized Shīʿī political theology according to 
schemes of establishing order where no order is expected. See his Sajjad Rizvi, “Authority in Absence? 
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of divine knowledge, even in times of his palpable absence, he still exists as a locus for 

realizing lost potential and can be made discoverable by God’s direction. 

It is also in this sense that Ibn Abī Jumhūr designates the Imam as the protector of 

the divine law (ṣāḥib al-nāmūs al-ilāhī). This sort of law does not traffic in commands 

and regulations about specific sorts of actions, but rather it establishes a meta-

correspondence between the natural order of the world and the Aristotelian traditions that 

insist upon the ethical management of the household, the city, and the state as varieties of 

this wider and more encompassing divine politics. Within it, the perfectly ordered cosmos 

is reflected in the immanent human domain. Ibn Abī Jumhūr excerpts the ideal king 

(malik) from the Hellenic ethical tradition and transposes the prophet and the Imam onto 

this ideal, reworking very little in the way of his role of leadership.   

But our intention with the term ‘king’ is not the one who has armies, lands, steeds, 
officers, wealth, and arms. Rather it is what is realized in dominion in reality and 
politics (ḥaqīqa wa siyāsa) even if he lacks any sort of power or might. If the 
power of order is not in the hand of the prophet, or the Imam, and not the virtuous 
king—who is [the Imam’s] deputy—and [instead] politics resides in the hand of 
others, then it shall be the most oppressive of eras, inhibiting comforts, disturbing 
pleasures, ruining countries, destroying subjects, spreading iniquity and 
oppression, and collapsing the system. So, the world in every era needs a virtuous 
king to preserve the laws (nawāmīs) that undergird the sharīʿa so that the people 
of the world may perfect their souls and preserve the manner according to its most 
perfect form.725 
 
Claiming that one may be a sovereign ‘king’ in reality and politics, within the 

natural domain and the human domain, is a statement of an ontological fact. And in this 

light, as the more senior partner in the structure of sovereignty, the Imam is made 

                                                        

725  Ibn Abī Jumhūr al-Aḥsā’ī. p. 1117. 
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analogous to the Platonic universal ruler (mudabbir al-ʿālam), and the Aristotelian civic 

leader (insān al-madīna) who transposes the principle of justice as the source of universal 

unity onto both the natural and human domains that are balanced with Divine Law.726 As 

statements from the Nahj al-balāgha and other ʿAlid traditions accept the divine balance 

of the cosmos,727 the political order must also be established as a rational balance of 

practical need and necessity without undue excess.  

While this latter political reading of the Imamate does not depart radically with 

the earlier Shīʿī tradition, it completes the circle of order in which the Imam’s role must 

be understood and reflects the holistic reading in which ʿAlid tradition was interpreted to 

respond to both aspects of philosophical questions of a natural and a practical order. 

Moving forward in history, however, this unity of the human and natural domains proved 

essential for Imāmī Shīʿī intellectuals to more vociferously argue for universalizing 

projects in which ‘religion,’ ‘science,’ and ‘politics’ became fused into one assemblage of 

divine knowledge encoded in Shīʿī traditions.  

4.5.2 Reading Shīʿī tradition with Mīr Dāmād 

In many ways, Ibn Abī Jumhūr’s approach to the traditions of the Shīʿī Imams 

prefigures that of another significant ishrāqī philosopher who lived around a century 

later—Gīlānī’s own master, Mīr Dāmād. While his philosophical writings heavily 

                                                        

726 Around a century and a half later, we find precisely the same correspondence between the Imam, the 
king (malik), the Platonic mudabbir al-ʿālam, and the Aristotelian insān al-madīna in the synthetic 
discourse of Bahrām b. Farhād, an enigmatic disciple of the quasi-Zoroastrian prophet Āẕar Kayvān (d. 
1619), Bahrām Ibn Farhād, Shāristān-i Chahār Chaman (Bombay: Maṭbaʿ-i Muẓaffarī, 1909). pp. 280-281. 
 
727 E.g. Ibn Abī Jumhūr al-Aḥsā’ī, Mujlī Mirāt Al-Munjī Fī Al-Kalām Wa Al-Ḥikmatayn Wa Al-Taṣawwuf. 
pp. 1120-1121, n1. 
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outweigh his literary output in more formally mainstream religious sciences, his 

production of a systematic commentary and primer for one of the most canonical corpora 

of Shīʿī reports—The Sufficient Knowledge of the Religion (al-Kāfī fī ʿilm al-dīn) of 

Muḥammad b. Yaʿqūb al-Kulaynī (d. 329/941)—stands as a devotional and philosophical 

turning point in the early-modern Shīʿī intellectual world. This work directly inspired 

other commentaries on corpora of ḥadīth and akhbār written by his own students and 

later heirs among the Safavid clerical elite. Indeed, Gīlānī’s masterpiece cites Mīr 

Dāmād’s commentary, which we should therefore consider to be a direct and immediate 

inspiration for his orientation towards Shīʿī tradition.728 

Mīr Dāmād sought to produce what he understood to be an introduction to this 

seminal collection of statements and its science of compilation, which he entitled The 

Celestial Percolations (al-Rawāshiḥ al-samāwiyya),729 as well as a gloss (taʿlīqa) 

considering only the reports (mutūn) of Kulaynī’s collection, divorced from their chains 

of transmission (isnād/asānīd). Reading the introduction to the Percolations immediately 

divulges that his shared ishrāqī philosophical heritage shaped his decision to produce the 

work, which bears no shortage of rhetorical flare metaphorizing the glowing, blazing, and 

shining lights of divine knowledge contained in these traditions that fuel a similarly broad 

                                                        

728 E.g., Kitābkhāna-yi Āyyatullāh Gulpāyigānī, Qom, Ms. 4/34/6634, p. 308.  
 
729 Muḥammad  Bāqir al-Ḥusaynī al-Astarābādī Mīr Dāmād, Al-Rawāshiḥ Al-Samāwiyya, ed. Ghulām-
Ḥusayn Qayṣariyya-hā and Niʿmatullāh al-Jalīlī (Qom: Dār al-Ḥadīth, 2001).;  Muḥammad Bāqir al-
Ḥusaynī al-Mīr Dāmād, Taʿlīqa ʿalá Kitāb Al-Kāfī, ed. al-Sayyid Mahdī al-Rajā’ī (Qom: Maṭbaʿa al-
Khayyām, 1982).; On these works, see Mīr Dāmād, Al-Rawāshiḥ Al-Samāwiyya. p. 134, 168. 
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repertoire of exoterically religious, interiorly gnostic, or otherwise propositional 

philosophical knowledge about time, space, and creation.730  

The most evident testament to Mīr Dāmād’s philosophical orientation towards al-

Kāfī occurs in the first section, which offers its reader a nearly line by line explanation of 

the introduction (khuṭba) of Kulaynī’s corpus of traditions. While Mīr Dāmād tenders the 

lexical meanings of terms, he more thoroughly inclines towards offering longer 

philosophical discussions to embed each as they reflect broader theories of Muslim 

metaphysics and knowledge acquisition according to the peripatetic and ishrāqī 

traditions. By beginning his commentary in this manner on statements that refer to God’s 

unity, his reader becomes quickly accustomed to thinking of a body of Shīʿī traditions as 

doing a great bit more work than orienting him within a theological current or community 

sharing a corroborated body of sources for deriving legal ordinances. Rather, he begins to 

think through the traditions as a cipher of philosophical principles encoded a different 

way, and the tools of ḥikmat stand as the keys by which these principles are made 

intelligible.   

As we see in an early tradition rejecting denials of God’s unity narrated on the 

authority of Imam Riżā, Mīr Dāmād uses the occasion to work through various forms of 

material and necessary efficient causation as taught from the book of metaphysics in the 

Shifā’ of Ibn Sīnā.731 Another line of the tradition produces the statement that God must 

                                                        

730 Mīr Dāmād, Al-Rawāshiḥ Al-Samāwiyya. pp. 21-7 
 
731 Mīr Dāmād. p. 37. 
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be “known by another sort of dream,” to occasion a discussion of the essential role of 

cause in human contemplation. God has no cause, so his true essence cannot logically be 

contemplated by human cognition which attends to the causal chains of existents. Instead, 

he may only be known to the extent that the subject interacts and comes to him by way of 

his own unique and finite understanding of his ontology, which is predicate to his 

relationship with God. This occasions his reference to the ishrāqī principle of knowledge 

by way of divine presence (al-mushāhida al-ḥuḍūriyya) similar to what we saw in the 

earlier work of Ibn Abī Jumhūr, which Mīr Dāmād also defines as the “custom of the 

accomplished gnostics among the prophets and saints.”732 Other passages continue in this 

vein to impart complex as well as more foundational lessons from Aristotelian 

philosophy.  

[The statement] “He is described by no kind of form” is an indication of the 
negation of definition (al-ḥadd) pertaining to Him, since definition is for a thing 
that has form that corresponds to its essence, and all that is described by definition 
must totally be composed of matter, compound of genus and essential difference. 
But God, exalted, is pure reality, his existence is the source of his essence without 
need of matter. Therefore, no definition applies to Him, like there is no rational 
proof (burhān) of Him.733  
 
As the commentary on the introduction to al-Kāfī surveys a variety of essential 

principles of God’s unity and the divine relationship to the world in this way, it 

culminates in a statement about the nature of the office of prophecy and their legatees 

that offers insight into how Mīr Dāmād understands the ḥakīm as similarly endowed with 

                                                        

732 Mīr Dāmād. p. 44. 
 
733 Mīr Dāmād. p. 44. 
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an ability to understand and access true metaphysical principles of the world within the 

same scheme in which prophets operate. “As the master had said: Truly God created the 

prophets according to the institution of prophecy, for they are not but prophets. And He 

created the legatees according to the institution of inheritance (al-waṣiya). For they are 

not but legatees.”734 According to Mīr Dāmād, the institution of prophecy demands three 

criteria. First, the prophet must be free from need of instruction, but rather have a pure 

essence able to intuitively grasp rational principles from the divine spirit on each and 

every matter. Second, he must be firmly attached to the divine in a way that he hears the 

speech of God and beholds angels assuming human form. Third, his soul must be able to 

command the divine into a productive and actionable manner, such that he may control 

the material realm and the souls of other bodies in order to produce miracles.735  Prophets 

therefore poses the highest quality of abilities in terms of wisdom (ḥikma) and gnosticism 

(ʿirfān). On this same scheme, Mīr Dāmād emplots the legatee (waṣī) and the successor 

(khalīfa)—categories which each apply to the rightfully designated Imams— having 

middling amounts of wisdom and gnostic insight, with the least reserved for the sort of 

soul that hasn’t the power to connect between the realm of the unseen (ʿālam al-ghayb) 

and the phenomenal world (ʿālam al-shahāda). 

Here lies the crux of the ontological standing of the ḥakīm on the same path as the 

prophet and his heir vouchsafing the prophetic mission in the Imamate. The ability to 

reach past the phenomenal world stands in direct proportion to one’s ability to transcend 
                                                        

734 Mīr Dāmād. p. 60. 
 
735 Mīr Dāmād. p. 62. 
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the corporeal reality of the flesh and refuse the body entirely (rafḍ al-badan). In this way, 

we may enjoin our spirits to illuminated rational essences, “seek illumination from the 

flashes of their light,” and learn the forms of their sciences. As he says, “The person who 

has not acquired the talent of stripping off the body is not counted among the ḥukamā’ 

until he controls the body as it is unto him like a shirt that he wears sometimes and 

discards other times.”736 While the ḥakīm has as his goal the communion with pure 

rational essences, this is not unlike the way in which prophets receive revelation from the 

divine intellect. The work being done here is a great bit more than simply articulating a 

dogmatic stance on the designation of prophets, rather it is about establishing a 

correspondence between the ultimate and pure principles of philosophical virtue and 

divine mission, which in turn, divinizes the productive knowledge of ḥakīms and their 

sciences. 

In total, the most virtuous person is he who seeks to acquire the essential 
components of ethics and faculties, which are the peaks of the practical virtues 
and their fonts, which have perfected his soul by his theoretical faculty of reason 
(ʿaql) benefitted by action (ʿamal), having itself become a rational domain 
conforming to the realms of existence, as if it and the organization of existence 
and the established domain are a totality of two identical copies undifferentiated 
by any greater or lesser degree. 737 
 
While the prophet is the perfect embodiment of these qualities, the closest rational 

embodiment in succession is again the Imam who approaches the threshold of divine 

worship, for he exists as the locus in which existence is ordered according to the rational 

                                                        

736 Mīr Dāmād. p. 62. 
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divine spirit.738 Mīr Dāmād maps the Imam onto the office theorized in the peripatetic 

tradition as the “human divine” (rabb insānī) or the “vigilant ruler” (sulṭān sāhira) 

intimating the quintessentially political role that he plays in safeguarding the domain.  

Other passages echo Mīr Dāmād’s overwhelmingly philosophical project of 

scriptural interpretation. In one of his latter chapters explicating the difference between 

the Qur’ān, divine ḥadīth (the ḥadīth al-qudsī), and prophetic traditions, he affirms that 

all three comprise legitimate forms of revelation, which appear to produce certain 

qualities on their audience beyond the exoteric communication of religious dogma.  

But the secret of the matter is the purified, refined human soul. Had it not 
exceeded the source of perfection through divine powers—by cleansing its 
essence and its inclination towards attractive exquisite things orienting them 
toward the baser nature, and the fervor of its union with lofty matters engaging 
itself with the truths of rational principles (ḥaqā’iq al-maʿqūlāt) and forms of 
existents (ṣuwwar al-kā’ināt), recently existing, long past, yet to come, or present 
at hand—so as to be enlightened by their luminous qualities, and become 
imprinted with what are within them, like a mirror disclosing the direction of the 
sun which has overwhelmed it, then whatever is possible for the variety befalls it 
in bursts or something approaching bursts. Just as there is nothing that spares the 
area that perspires and overflows [with moisture], neither is there anything to 
conceal the treasure-trove of light and divine mercy. Rather, the inhibition is 
[that] the receptive ones are being attracted to the realm of nature (al-ʿālam al-
ṭabīʿa) and indulging in [its] concerns instead of the domain of reason (al-ʿālam 
al-ʿaql). Had the flowing [light] risen from the direction of the attended 
Illuminator, then the imaginative faculty (al-quwwa al-mutakhayyala) would then 
be made obedient to the rational faculty, adhering to it in the act of embarking 
upon the divine ascension. Then, they shall be such that they are represented by 
rendered intellects (al-ʿuqūl al-mujarrada)—especially the holy spirit—in human 
form and [represented by] the ghosts of individuals inquiring [of one another] and 
listening to unspoiled versified speech, just as the animating faculty controls with 
regards to that which the prime elements command in matter (hayūlá) [and] the 
body obeying the soul. Thus, they shall act without restriction in what they are 
charged. So, consequently like he who sleeps and he who proceeds about his 
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business in futility [in a way] that overpowers his own senses, though his sleep 
and immersion being destroyed, he may yet witness wondrous forms and hear 
strange melodies that are neither purely non-existent nor found in the external 
world. Rather, they are encountered within the imaginative faculty and its 
common sense, not delivered by way of external senses (al-ḥawāss al-ẓāhira); 
rather from the internal (al-bāṭin) and from another realm. So therefore, the 
individual aspires to divinization (al-muta’allih al-mutaqaddis) if he possesses a 
soul of serene essence, firm in its union to the divine realm…739 
 
While other sections of the commentary approach the traditions of the Imams in 

order to explicate correct religious habitus around more mundane issues, Mīr Dāmād here 

concludes with a sense of how he envisions the individual experience of witnessing and 

experiencing divine revelation. Indeed, this is not a pedestrian sort of wrote knowledge 

acquisition on an exoteric discursive level, but one reserved for a well-trained elite as 

implied in the earlier section of al-Kāfī’s introduction about those who train their souls to 

escape the finitude of corporeality. As in the case of Ibn Abī Jumhūr, this also arises 

through a presencing of the spirit through training and refinement to the extent that the 

body is cast aside and its attending interests in temporal affairs—what Mīr Dāmād 

considers the natural world— must be bracketed off.  

Therein we begin to understand how the narrative that we cautioned against 

following in this dissertation’s Introduction took shape. What many have presumed to be 

the inherently apolitical basis of Mīr Dāmād’s gnosticism receives support from his 

apparent criticism of the natural world and the human body that stand as obstacles to 

communing on a pure and unadulterated plane in which rationality rules all. While we 

have more to say about Mīr Dāmād’s pursuit of spiritual askesis in the following chapter, 

                                                        

739 Mīr Dāmād. pp. 292-3. 
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we must remind ourselves that the ideal of Mīr Dāmād’s completely liberated rational 

intellect was not itself a way of living religiously or philosophically, but rather a fact of 

spiritual potential and possibility. Although he claimed to access this realm of the divine 

spirit, he did not live in it. He trained Gīlānī and other students, and he remained a feature 

of the Safavid imperial court throughout his professional life where he made curatives for 

Shāh ʿAbbās and advised on the elimination of his political opponents.   

We should understand that his ideals were productive for the Shīʿī elite precisely 

because they were congruent with the existing political order, not in spite of it. If and 

when otherworldly spiritual and political perfection was invoked and theorized within the 

foundational institutions of the Shīʿī community, this was done in order to affirm the 

modalities by which the state and the clerical elite cultivated forms of knowledge and 

justified the universalizing remit of their religious tradition. In this sense, the pursuit of 

ḥikmat was never about a denial of the political realm or the political body as 

insignificant, but it was an attempt to emboss a perfect divine politics onto an imperfect 

human order. Or as Mīr Dāmād himself says, “conforming to the realms of existence, as 

if it and the organization of existence and the established domain are a totality of two 

identical copies undifferentiated by any greater or lesser degree.” Central to this process 

of achieving perfect correspondence was ḥikmat, which was sanctioned by Shīʿī 

traditions. 

4.6 Gīlānī’s Commentary on the Nahj al-balāgha 

Having outlined the broad contours of the early-modern scholarly current in 

which Shīʿī traditions were increasingly read in order to affirm universalizing philosophy, 
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we may approach Gīlānī’s commentary on the Nahj al-balāgha from a more intimate 

stance to try and understand how its early-modern readership would have understood its 

currency and function according to many of the same standards set by Ibn Abī Jumhūr 

and Mīr Dāmād. Although we may read his commentary to suit a variety of religious, 

literary, and aesthetic projects, in this particular context it extends the effort of Safavid 

elites to apply the mission of the Imams to a universal constellation of rational, natural, 

and occult sciences.  

4.6.1 Composition 

How Gīlānī came to write his commentary on the Nahj al-balāḡa itself is worthy 

of consideration in order to grasp the community of religious authorities in which Gīlānī 

claimed membership. While the previous chapter briefly mentioned his authorship of this 

work between 1034/1624-1036/1627, the text itself reveals very few definite facts about 

these conditions including where Gīlānī lived and among what community he 

interacted.740 He writes in the colophon that he had separated from all of his associates 

and companions in Iran and traveled from land to land, seemingly as a wayfarer for an 

unknown period of time. If these journeys were undertaken just prior to his composition 

as he says, they may have been performed around the time of the death of one of his 

masters, Bahā’ al-Dīn ʿĀmilī (d. 1621), who had himself traveled extensively throughout 

                                                        

740 Gīlānī says in the introduction that he labored on the commentary—“diving into these seas”— for two 
years and one month. Maktabat Sayyid Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-ʿAẓīm al-Hādī, Dahyan, Yemen, Ms. 398. p. 
15. 
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the Middle East, Arabia, and Syria when he, like Gīlānī, was about thirty years old, and 

who had made these journeys known to his students.741  

Although Gīlānī never discloses what events, if any, compelled him to set off 

from Safavid Isfahan, it was not uncommon for scholars of rank to travel in order to 

seclude themselves for long periods of time for reflection and scholarly productivity. His 

contemporary, Mullā Ṣadrā Shīrāzī, had done precisely the same. After the death of his 

father in 1601, he sought seclusion (khalvat) in a small village called Kahak outside the 

city of Qom to live and write his main works in philosophy.742  While Gīlānī does not 

reveal precisely where these journeys took him, he might have spent some time in Arabia 

as he poetically laments “separating from friends” and “attending the ‘House of 

Sorrows’” (mufāraqat al-khullān wa mulāzamat bayt al-aḥzān), which was the name of a 

popular site venerated by Shīʿī pilgrims in the city of Medina.743 The community that 

Gīlānī seems to have joined there, which he calls “the companions of love” (aṣḥāb al-

widād) is left similarly vague, but he may have intended a community of devotees 

attending to the shrines of the ahl al-bayt. It is during this period of his life that he may 

have also fallen in with the community of Iranian émigrés living in the Hijaz including 

Muḥammad Amīn Astarābādī and other members of the Dashtakī family who he claims 

                                                        

741 Muḥammad Kāẓim Raḥmatī, “Sāl-i Shumār-i Zindagī va Ta’līfāt-i Shaykh Bahā’ī,” Fiqh va Ḥuqūq 1, 
no. 2 (2016): 245–63. 
 
742 Rizvi, Mullā Ṣadrā Shīrāzī His Life and Works and the Sources for Safavid Philosophy. p. 14. 
 
743  Part of the great Jannat al-Baqīʿ cemetery before its destruction in 1924, it is said to have been the place 
where the prophet’s daughter, Fāṭima, mourned the death of her father. Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Tehran, Ms. 
1343, p. 1291.; Kitābkhāna-yi Āyyatullāh Gulpāyigānī in Qom, Ms. 4/34/6634, p. 430. 
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to have encountered there, as mentioned briefly in Chapter 3. Whoever they were, 

Gīlānī’s time spent among them was cut abruptly short due to some other unnamed 

calamities. It was after his separation from them that he then sought to apply his efforts in 

summarizing and refining the earlier commentaries on the Nahj al-balāgha produced by 

Maytham al-Baḥrānī and Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd.744 

How did he feel compelled to undertake this task? Gīlānī tells us that he began his 

commentary after he performed the supererogatory prayer of istikhāra to seek a certain 

unspecified outcome, but he had received permission (rukhṣa) directly from Imam ʿAlī 

himself, who appeared to him in a vision (rūyā).745 While this may sound like a truly 

miraculous event, the appearance of the Imams, prophets, and other long deceased 

scholars in visions was actually quite common.746  

In the early-modern era, many popular works of scholarship were actually 

claimed to have been either directed or foreordained by an unassailable figure appearing 

in a dream. Similar to what we saw in Chapter 2 about Galen appearing to Ḥakīm ʿAlī 

and teaching him a useful medical remedy, a story had circulated that Muḥammad Amīn 

Astarābādī only felt compelled to write his critical legal expose, the Medinan Benefits, 

after experiencing a dream in Mecca in which he encountered the prematurely executed 

                                                        

744 Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Tehran, Ms. 1343, p. 1291. 
 
745 Anwār al-faṣāḥa, Ms. 4/34/6634, p. 431. 
 
746 And commonly acknowledged. See, I. Goldziher, “The Appearance of the Prophet in Dreams,” Journal 
of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland 44, no. 2 (1912): 503–6. 
 



 

 380 

jurist, al-Shahīd al-Thānī, who deputized him for the task.747 Even Gīlānī’s own 

instructor, Qāżī Muʿizz al-Dīn Muḥammad Iṣfahānī, had also related that during the days 

of Shāh ʿAbbās I, he had encountered one of the Imams in a dream who told him to 

compose a text and call it The Plowman’s Key (Miftāḥ al-falāḥ). When he awoke, he 

surveyed his colleagues who had not heard of any such work. However, upon his return 

to Isfahan from the imperial provinces, Gīlānī’s other instructor, Shaykh Bahā’ al-Dīn al-

ʿĀmilī, disclosed to the judge that he had in fact just completed a collection of devotions 

by that very name, however he had not told a single living soul about it.748  

While these episodes not only affirmed the possibility of intellectual exchanges 

between the living and the dead through the realm of the unseen, they produced very 

powerful narratives of authorization that rendered their scholarly products immune to 

disparagement. They show us, further, that while Gīlānī’s own claim would not have 

been viewed as extraordinary because it conformed to a shared literary imagination, his 

very responsibility of authorship was also not located within a coherent liberal 

subjectivity.749 By distributing the responsibility of authorship across multiple agents, 

                                                        

747 It is related that he was his grandfather through his mother’s side, but this is disputed. al-Astarābādī and 
al-Jubbaʿī al-ʿĀmilī, Al-Fawāʼid Al-Madaniyya Li-Muḥammad Amīn Al-Astarābādī Wa-Bi-Ḏaylihi Al-
Shawāhid Al-Makkiyya Li-Nūr-Ad-Dīn Al-Mūsawī Al-ʿĀmilī. p. 19. 
 
748 Shaykh Bahā’ al-Dīn al-ʿĀmilī, Miftāḥ Al-Falāḥ, ed. Ḥasanzādah Āmulī, trans. ʿAlī b. Ṭayfūr Bisṭāmī 
(Tehran: Intishārāt-i Ḥikmat, 1987). pp. k-l. 
 
749 Echoing Amira Mittermaier’s assessment of dream narratives in contemporary Egyptian society as 
attempts to come to terms with both being and being acted upon, they force us “to think and write away 
from the prevailing emphasis on individual agency and intentionality without effacing the believer’s role in 
seeking religious experiences. Amira Mittermaier, “Dreams from Elsewhere: Muslim Subjectivities beyond 
the Trope of Self-Cultivation,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 18, no. 2 (2012): 247–65. p. 
253. 
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Gīlānī more easily thwarts potential accusations of his seeking notoriety or other rewards 

for his work. His added caveat that he wrote the entire commentary from beginning to 

end in a state of bodily (ẓāhir) ritual purity affirms that in response to his vision, he saw 

this commentary as an obligatory devotional act, despite his other qualification that his 

interior state (bāṭin) may have been lascivious, greedy, and inclined towards the 

accumulation of wealth and other sorts pleasures at the same time.750 It is then no wonder 

why Gīlānī concludes his commentary by declaring the Nahj al-balāgha as a veritable 

“second Qur’ān,” as it functioned for him and his community as a direct extension of 

revelation and not merely as a body of eloquent prose.   

4.6.2 Audience 

Despite being a Shīʿī commentator on an ostensibly Shīʿī text, certain aspects 

suggest that Gīlānī intended that his commentary fall into the hands of multiple semi-

distinct readerships. Our first indicator is language. Despite the fact that his commentary 

includes a complete Persian translation of the Nahj al-balāgha to benefit non-Arabists, 

this clearly was his minor effort. The lengthy commentary remains in Arabic suggesting 

that his major intention was to establish his authority in unlocking the text’s ambiguous 

and inner meanings, which remains within the purview of the scholarly elite. On this 

point, he employs proof texts from the likes of Ḥātim al-Ṭā’yy (d. 578), al-Jāḥiẓ (d. 868), 

al-Ḥarīrī (d. 1122), and other influential classical Arab litterateurs. For an Iranian who 

composed his own poetry and recirculated that of his many associates in his other 

                                                        

750 Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Tehran, Ms. 1343, p. 1293. 
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writings, this is further evidence that Gīlānī probably did not mean for this work to 

circulate within all other segments of his scholarly community. This fact, again, would 

confirm that the performance of a commentary would serve as a grand qualification—not 

unlike a doctoral dissertation— to ingratiate him to an intentional peer community who 

he refers to somewhat obliquely as the “brethren of reality and askesis” (ikhwān al-

ḥaqīqa wa al-tajrīd).751  

Given the heavy influence of Mīr Dāmād upon Gīlānī, we should probably gloss 

this title with more of an ishrāqī than a Sufi valence. Although Gīlānī does draw upon the 

authority of long-deceased Sufis masters like Junayd al-Baghādī (d. 910) and Sahl al-

Tustarī (d. 896) who had become widely celebrated as ethical exemplars for various 

social virtues and piety, he does not appear to make any appeals to the doyens of any Sufi 

orders presently active within his known homelands.752 This suggests that Gīlānī may 

have looked favorably upon various ethical and intellectual aspects of Sufi piety, but it 

does not implicate him as a ‘card carrying member’ of any particular Sufi order. The 

facility with which Gīlānī makes these appeals to Sufi mendicancy, however, does 

suggest that he was not writing from within the more conservative Safavid fold that 

emerged during the mid-11th/17th century reacting against various forms of popular 

                                                        

751 Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Tehran, Ms. 1343. p. 3. 
 
752 E.g. see, p. 302. Kitābkhāna-yi Āyyatullāh Gulpāyigānī, Qom, Ms. 4/34/6634. p. 302.; In his other 
writings, he also excerpts the poetry of the Persian Sufi master, Khwāja ʿAbdullāh Anṣārī (d.1088), who had 
been celebrated similarly for his extreme piety. However, he does not seem to make appeals to any more 
recent masters of the Naqshbandī, Niʿmatullāhī, Chishtī, Shaṭṭārī, Qādirī orders etc. active in Arabia, Iran, 
or the Deccan. 
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Sufism.753 The beginning of that transformation, which has been mapped rather 

accurately to the middle decade of that century, had not yet come to pass. 

Even within his commentary, Gīlānī seems to take a dig against the sort of Sufi 

renunciant practice that we should already presume would mesh well with his courtly life 

in a categorically way. When he does speak of asceticism in his own practiced, it must be 

purely to access the realm of pure rationality to know something, but it is not to dwell 

within it as we see here.  

On Imam ʿAlī’s statement: “To your eye, the greatness of the Creator dwarfs what 
he has created.” I say: The perfect gnostic (al-ʿārif al-kāmil) has probably 
understood this to mean that he who knows God’s greatness and majesty in His 
grandeur beholds all creation analogically to Him as a small and insignificant 
thing to the utmost extent of obsequiousness. Although it is possible, and he is in 
need, he yet lacks entitlement to existence [within] God’s security through His 
divine effluence, favor, and kindness. So, with regards to His greatness, he is 
completely worthless, and no thing is pure. Then the gnostic has known that there 
is no divine estimation for creation and no relationship between it and the Creator 
in any respect. Thus, it is said of some gnostics that someone is an ascetic (zāhid). 
Then He asks of him, “In what?” And it is said, “In the world.” Then He shall say, 
“The world does not weigh upon God, as the wing of a mosquito, so how is the 
ascetic considered at all? For asceticism must be within a thing, but to me the 
world is nothing.” Thus, God’s speech is conveyed to address the public who 
restrict their minds. For creation is a thing to them of their own rank. Although in 
the estimation of the gnostic there is no relationship between the creation and the 
Creator, had not the phenomenal realm beheld within the world been of God’s 
concern and at the same time in the extremity of humbleness according to true 
perfection […] then perhaps it may be verified that the phenomenal realm relates 
to the rational domain as a drop of water relates to the ocean, or something even 
less than that. For if the seven heavens and earths relate to the divine footstool 
likewise, and the footstool relates to the throne like it, and the throne relates to the 

                                                        

753 He also cites some examples from the Abū Muslimnāmah, which was a series of important historical and 
popular literary narratives that circled within many Sufi circles celebrating the revolutionary hero of Iran 
who led the ʿAbbāsid revolution to topple the corrupt Umayyad Caliphate. Kitābkhāna-yi Āyyatullāh 
Gulpāyigānī, Qom, Ms. 4/34/6634. p. 296.; On the significance of the Abū Muslimnāma in Safavid 
religious culture, see Babayan, Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs: Cultural Landscapes of Early Modern 
Iran. pp. 121-160. 
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domain of the divine intellects and souls less than that, although these are finite, 
but the realms of order, power, and divinity (ʿālam al-malakūt wa al-jabrūt wa 
ʿālam al-ilāhiyya) are infinite. So, where does the finite exist in relationship to the 
infinite?754 
 
His interpretation of human physical ontology completely overwhelms the logic 

behind the initial question about whether ascetic practice conveys any real import for 

piety. We should infer that Gīlānī remains very much attached to the physical world as a 

social fact but, even more so, also within metaphysical grounds. This passage further 

demonstrated the lengths to which Gīlānī would venture within the purview of ḥikmat to 

substantiate his positions on moral choices.   

Turning to the logosphere of Gīlānī’s intended readership, both of Gīlānī’s 

autograph copies of the commentary begin with an extensive introduction explaining 

literary theories that corroborate his mastery of Arabic and prove his qualification to 

undertake the commentary.755 Certain aspects of this introduction suggest that Gīlānī 

remained mindful of yet another sort of readership. He divides it into four ‘paths’ 

(manāhij) formed around modes of lexical indication (dalālāt), the aesthetics of rhetorical 

embellishment (muḥassināt al-badīʿ), oration (khaṭāba), with a fourth path devoted to the 

Imamate (imāma).756 Why would a commentary on the ostensible ideological basis of the 

Imamate require this sort of disclaimer in its introduction? Here Gīlānī recounts the 

                                                        

754 Kitābkhāna-yi Āyatullāh Gulpāyigānī, Qom, Ms. 4/34/6634. p. 334. 
 
755 Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Tehran, Ms. 1343, pp. 1-50.; Maktabat Sayyid Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-ʿAẓīm al-
Hādī, Dahyan, Yemen, Ms. 398, pp. 16-58. 
 
756 Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Tehran, Ms. 1343, pp. 36-50. 
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commonly shared foundational principles of the Imamate as a divine favor (luṭf) 

instituted as a general role of communal leadership (riyāsa), ʿAlī’s designation by 

Muḥammad, and analyses of his infallibility (ʿiṣma) and guardianship (vilāyat). He then 

previews the universal scope of the Imamate by briefly offering a summation of Sunnī, 

Shīʿī, and Sufi communities who in turn relied upon historical narrators of traditions 

closely bound to ʿAlī and the ahl al-bayt, including scholarly communities but also other 

social classes like military combatants, which previews the universalizing project that he 

is putting together.757  But this section’s central and heavy reliance on traditions to prove 

ʿAlī’s designation sourced from canonical Sunnī ḥadīth collections suggests that Gīlānī 

wanted to address an explicitly non-Imāmī Shīʿī readership. The rhetorical value of these 

statements indicate that he considered his commentary as part of the wider polemical 

project of the Safavid elite to destabilize non-Shīʿī religiosities, such as the largely Sunnī 

communities controlling the Hijaz where Gīlānī may have been writing.  

Within this same introductory section explaining definitions of the Imamate, 

Gīlānī also produces a proof that is at once seemingly part of this project as it is attributed 

to the Sunnī theologian and jurist, Abū Ḥāmid Ghazālī (d. 1111). However, it emerges 

from that scholar’s pseudepigraphal legacy, as an occultophilic gnostic who may have 

embraced Shīʿism later in life. This alternate depiction that circulated widely after 

Ghazālī’s death allowed Shīʿī authorities to appropriate his widely celebrated ethical and 

                                                        

757 Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Tehran, Ms. 1343, p. 43. 
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scholastic legacy and reorient it towards a fulfillment of Shīʿī aspirations.758 Specifically, 

Gīlānī sources traditions about the episode of Muḥammad’s designation of ʿAlī as his 

successor on the day of Ghadīr Khumm from  pseudo- Ghazālī’s The Secret of the Two 

Worlds (Sirr al-ʿālamayn),759 which Gīlānī frequently references in his wider corpus as 

an essential book that no ḥakīm may do without due to the divine secrets that exist 

“beneath” the text that only a small number of experts have been able to decipher.760 

Working through these traditions and others narrated from the mainstream Sunnī ḥadīth 

collections of Ṣaḥīḥ Bukhārī and the Musnad Aḥmad Ibn Ḥanbal should confirm that 

Gīlānī was writing within an Imāmī Shīʿī interpretive community engaged in the game of 

subverting the standard religious hagiography of the Sunnīs for their own communal 

benefit, while perhaps intending to gall their neighbors in the process. 

4.6.3 Divine Speech: Uttering Obstacles and Opposites  

In his commentary as well as his other writings in which he interprets Shīʿī 

traditions, Gīlānī employs an aporetic framework to consider the ontology of divine 

language extending between different dimensions. The essence of the aporia within his 

method has two aspects. First, despite the venture of interpretation and commentary—

                                                        

758 We can consider the Imāmī re-reading of Ghazālī’s Iḥyā’ ʿulūm al-dīn as another example of this 
contested legacy undertaken by explicit appropriation. See Ebrahim Moosa, Ghazālī & The Poetics of 
Imagination (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 2005).  pp. 12-13. 
 
759 The full title being, The Secret of the Two Worlds and the Discovery of What Exists in the Two Abodes 
(Sirr al-ʿālamayn wa kashf mā fī al-dārayn). This work circulated widely, including the Deccan, as it was 
recorded within the code of Ibn Khātūn ʿĀmilī discussed in the first chapter.  See, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis. 
Ms. 5138. ff. 489b-483b. 
 
760 Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Tehran, p. 43-44. 
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which we would understand as attempts ‘to rationalize and understand divine speech’— 

the scriptural tradition explicitly warns its audience against precisely this.761 God must 

remain wise, powerful, and omniscient in ways completely unlike our own 

understandings of these terms, and we are better off not attempting to figure out how. But 

as no Muslim commentators see themselves intentionally disobeying scriptural 

commands by interpreting texts, they have approached such warnings as invitations or 

challenges, similar to how we saw Ibn Abī Jumhūr invert the statement of Imam ʿAlī 

earlier. 

The second component of the aporia is to try and understand the ways in which 

divine speech reveals and conceals, affirms and denies, and produces a variety of 

oppositional claims. On the one hand, the multiple apparent forms of divine speech 

appear to contradict certain notions articulated in other parts of revelation. On the other 

hand, these are, it must be understood, manifestations of a more ontologically pure divine 

language that subsumes its many forms, reconciling them within a pure divine essence 

that we may only accept if we rationally affirm the meta-rationality of the divine.762 

Harkening back to this chapter’s claim that interpretation is a sort of communal 

game, what better way to make one’s mark than to challenge the proclaimed unsolvability 

                                                        

761 Such as Qur’ān 5:101—“O you who believed, do not ask about things which, if they are shown to you, 
will distress you!” 
 
762 This idea of aporia I have accepted and modified to an extent to suit Gīlānī’s hermeneutic approach to 
Shīʿī traditions from what Sajjad Rizvi has written about in the context of Mullā Ṣadrā Shīrāzī’s approach 
to the metaphysical principle of ‘modulation of being’ or tashkīk al-wujūd, which he writes is an 
“essentially aporetic idea because it entails concepts of affirmation and scalar gradation, modulation and 
negation” on the level of being. Rizvi, Mullā Ṣadrā and Metaphysics: Modulation of Being. pp. 27-8. 
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of a forbidden sacral language puzzle? In this sense, Gīlānī’s approach to divine speech is 

at once disobedient as well as strategic, like a detective solving a problem with an 

unconventional toolkit. This brings us to another point about the scale of divine language 

or the dimensions in which it exists. While divine speech may be articulated within 

scriptural sources, these are not the only ways in which humans experience the intimacy 

of God’s words. What is even meant by ‘words’ also presumes the ontological fact of the 

world’s existence born of the Qur’ānic logos: “Be! And it is.”763 In this way, Gīlānī’s 

heavily natural philosophical framework for understanding Shīʿī traditions privileges the 

theophany of God’s divine attributes as evidentiary proof to be used all the same as if it 

were another form of linguistic symbol. All existents, phenomena, and being itself are 

iterations of this divine speech. Such as we see in the invocation of one of his shorter 

natural philosophical treatises On the Properties of Elements, Conditions of humans, and 

animals (Risāla dar khavvāṣ anṣar u ḥāl-i insān u ḥayvān): 

In the name of God, the Compassionate and the Merciful! Inestimable thanks and 
gratitude for the Creator. The ornament of fundament, which the lowest earth was 
made existent from the basis of oppositional elements. And the roof of the 
heavens is adorned with the beautiful forms of the sun and the moon and 
decorative celestial bodies, and the plane of the earth is attached to varieties of 
flowers and plants and multicolored blossoms and buds, species of strange and 
wondrous trees and fruits. Everything is altered by the existence of the divine 
essence and the perfection of divine attributes and His sovereign omnipotence, 
(hastī-yi ẕāt u kamāl-i ṣifāt u salṭanat-i qudrat-i khud). […] All things were 

                                                        

763 Qur’ān, 2:117; 3:47, 49, 59; 6:73; 16:40; 19:35; 36:82; 40:68.; Gīlānī had also read the treatise of Mīr 
Dāmād on the Shīʿī notion of bada’— the concept that God seems to change his mind in order to make 
room for the contingencies of history—which posits this firm command of God’s connoting both an 
ontological bringing-into existence of the world, as well as its command according to divine law. See, 
Muḥammad  Bāqir al-Ḥusaynī al-Astarābādī Mīr Dāmād, Nibrās Al-Ḍiyā Wa-Taswāʼ Al-Sawāʼ Fī Sharḥ 
Bāb Al-Badāʼ Wa-Ithbāt Jadwá Al-Duʿāʼ, ed. Ḥāmid Nājī Iṣfahānī and ʿAlī b. Jamshīd Nūrī (Qom: ʿUlūm 
va maʿārif-i Islamī (Hijrat), 1995). pp. 77-80. 
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created from the wonders of the Creator’s might according to principles of 
opposites (uṣūl-i ażdād) and the human of estimable rank is more noble than 
varieties of animals, which means the greater existent is the world. According to 
these principles, the existent (mawjūd) is everywhere except when annihilation or 
non-existence persists in divine wisdom (ḥikmat). And other ephemeral elements 
like flowers and plants and blossoms and fruit and trees are indicators of this.764  
 
Viewing natural phenomena and divine speech as equal manifestations of God’s 

more perfect wisdom relies upon the principle of coincidentia oppositorum, what Gīlānī 

calls uṣūl-i ażdād. Apropos members of the Eranos circle who have heavily relied upon 

the inherently dialectical nature of coincidentia oppositorum to theorize religious 

mysticism as a process of interiorizing and subverting exoteric religious discourse, in the 

words of Steven Wasserstrom “it appears also as the retrospective point when reason 

inscrutably eulogizes itself.”765 Gīlānī and other early-modern Shīʿī gnostics may not 

have seen it that way. In their eyes, the rule of opposites patterned the world according to 

a rational divine order conforming to balance, harmony, and the aesthetics of form that 

rejected totalizing excesses. Because the phenomenal world was circumscribed by an 

ontotheology, human reason must have a threshold by its very designation as human.  

We can observe how Gīlānī addresses the twin aporia about the limits of human 

cognition and the reconciliation of ontic opposites in his commentary on one of the 

traditions narrated on the authority of the fourth Shīʿī Imam, Zayn al-ʿĀbidīn: 

                                                        

764 Nizām al-Dīn Aḥmad Gīlānī, Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Tehran, Ms. 1142, f. 61b. 
 
765 Steven M. Wasserstrom, Religion after Religion: Gershom Scholem, Mircea Eliade, and Henry Corbin 
at Eranos (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999). p. 82.; The concept has also been considered a 
cover for the seeming antinomies of Sufi “ecstatic utterances” (shaṭḥiyyāt). See, Carl W. Ernst, Words of 
Ecstasy in Sufism (SUNY Press, 1985). pp. 139-144. 
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“God does as He wills and rules as He intends, He is not questioned about his 
actions. Nevertheless, they still ask.”766 
 
The truth is that God knows by eternal knowledge who believes and who does not 
believe, and he dispatches the prophets from [their] origin even if it was in a 
general way, however they were specified in their response as God lectured the 
prophet You are only a warner for those who fear [judgement].767 Like the 
appearance of the sun is generally visible, it is only so for the people of sound 
vision, but not for the blind. The prophet proceeded from Him, and the 
transmission [of prophets] has a general sort of benefit. The proof is in God’s 
statement: If we had destroyed them with a punishment [before him], they would 
have said, ‘Our Lord, why did you not send to us a messenger?768 For he had 
created every object according to the goodness and perfection of the Creator’s 
creativity. The existence of existent multitudes of different innumerable genera, 
species, and individuals are all from the perfections of the totality of the Creator, 
even the differences in peoples and religions. As well, according to this path, so 
that it becomes clear, each one of them by comparison to the other is either 
beautiful or vile, since the things are discerned by their opposites.  
 
So, for each truth is a falsehood, and for each falsehood, a truth. Like there is for 
every Pharaoh, a Moses. And there is for Muḥammad, an Abū Jahl. So, truth and 
falsehood and the opposites are so [only] externally, but not within the speech of 
divine command (lisān al-sharʿ). In reality, the act of creation with regards to the 
Creator and [with regards to] creation is like water and fire, and falsehood and 
truth, or all opposites, which are all true. For heat and cold and dryness and 
wetness and the four seasons with regards to existing things are in a web of time 
comprised of days and nights, months and years. And with regards to abstractions 
and things existing in time with relation to God, there are no original differences. 
Rather, all are One. For all existents in relation to Him are in a single existent 
station (manzila mawjūd wāḥid). And all of the eras, months, years, and days are 
in a single station. And all possibilities and limits are in a single place and limit. 
Rather, the beginning and the end and the creator and created thing are all one, as 
the act of distinction (al-imtiyāz) requires plurality (takthīr). Since He is perfect in 
the rank of creation, thus the act of distinction requires unity (al-ittiḥād). And it is 

                                                        

766 The tradition appears to be related from the authority of Jābir b. ʿAbdullāh (d. 697) from Imam Zayn al-
ʿĀbidīn ʿAlī b. al-Ḥusayn. See, Muḥammad Bāqir ibn Muḥammad Taqī Majlisī, Biḥār Al-Anwār Al-Jāmiʿa 
Li’durar Akhbār Al-Aʼimmah Al-Aṭhār, ed. Maḥmūd Duryāb Najafī and Jalāl al-Dīn ʿAlī Ṣaghīr, vol. 26, 
110 vols. (Beirut, Lebanon: Mu’assasat al-aʿlamī li’l-maṭbūʿāt, 2008).  p. 246.  
 
767 Qur’ān, 79:45. 
 
768 Qur’ān, 20:134. 
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perfect with regards to the truth, for He is the Beginning and End, the Exterior 
and the Interior, and in everything He is omniscient. For I am astonished that the 
perfect Creator and the Crafter of Truth ordered gardens and adorned them with 
different types of colors of trees and flowers and fruits, and the world is an 
assembler such that nothing strays from the things conceived [in it] and in it are 
all of what anyone seeks and desires.769  
 

The veracity of the divine speech according with God’s unity of perfect wisdom is 

proven precisely because natural phenomena, which are also theophanic manifestations 

of this wisdom, reflect differentiation according to its governing principle of coincidentia 

oppositorum. Although we might be tempted to make the conceptual jump from this 

statement to the conclusion that Gīlānī advocates a type of ‘pantheistic mystical 

monism’— a la the tradition of waḥdat al-wujūd that was theorized by readers of the 

Andalusian mystic, Ibn ʿArabī— this would be a gross overstatement. Instead, given 

Gīlānī’s rather firm attachment to Avicennan physics and ishrāqī metaphysics in his 

larger body of writings as well as his infatuation with diverse phenomena writ large, his 

ontology more overtly relies upon variance and plurality of material substance within the 

world.770  This unity of wisdom, language, and phenomena will help us better understand 

why Gīlānī makes specific interpretive choices within his commentary on the Nahj al-

balāgha, and this in turn will foreground his approach to interpreting the natural world in 

Chapter 5 in accordance with Shīʿī traditions. 

                                                        

769 Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Ms. 1142, 93b-94b. 
 
770 Sajjad Rizvi identifies this stance in the philosophy of Mullā Ṣadrā Shīrāzī as a stance of “compromise” 
between the philosophical heritage that he is beholden to as well as the mystical revision wrought by the 
Sufis of the early-modern era. Sajjad H. Rizvi, “Mysticism and Philosophy: Ibn ‘Arabī and Mullā Ṣadrā,” 
in The Cambridge Companion to Arabic Philosophy, ed. Peter Adamson (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005), 224–46. See his p. 227. 
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4.6.4 Divine Sciences  

Like Ibn Abī Jumhūr, Gīlānī views the speech of the Imams as a component of 

divine politics. In many sections of the Nahj al-balāgha dealing with the maintenance of 

the early Muslim community, his commentary reproduces common themes of ʿAlī’s 

social virtues very similar to the earlier commentary tradition. For our purposes in 

authorizing Shīʿī naturalism in this body of texts, we understand ʿAlī’s speech to also 

encode the more comprehensive ‘divine politics’ that orders the physicality of the world. 

In this sense, the sciences authorized within the text help its readers come to know more 

about a perfect political order that is both a theoretical possibility of scholarly inquiry and 

theosis, as well as a fact of existence itself.  

Explicating al-Sharīf al-Raḍī’s own introduction to the Nahj al-balāgha, Gīlānī 

emplots the eloquence of Imam ʿAlī within the logic of fulfillment of the role of the 

Imamate as a tool of God for the guidance of the community. Therefore, God’s eternal 

speech mirrors divine wisdom and knowledge (al-ḥikma wa athar al-ʿilm al-ilāhī), as 

Gīlānī describes them both as seas without a shore that enjoy no end or beginning. The 

key to grasping at the heart of divine wisdom lingering and encoded within the text 

compiled by al-Sharīf al-Raḍī is therefore also the human intellect and engagement with 

knowledge (ʿilm) “which breathes the scent of prophetic speech” as it stands in closest 

proximity to it.771 From this understanding, Gīlānī comprehends an inherently rational 

basis of universal order and rejects the notions put forth by other Muslim theologians that 

                                                        

771 Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Tehran, Ms. 1343, p. 62. 
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the divine may operate in an arbitrary manner. In this way, Gīlānī’s general claim that 

unlocking the Nahj al-balāgha as it exists as a cipher for divine wisdom makes sense 

only through the divine sciences of ḥikmat. This point is made most clear at the beginning 

of his commentary of Imam Alī’s first full sermon on the origination of the heavens and 

the earth and the creation of man. 

Know that this sermon comprises noble investigations, great purposes, exacting 
details, fine remarks, and covert signals (ishārāt khafiyya). No one may follow 
them except whoever has a great fortune of rational sciences from physics and 
metaphysics (ʿulūm al-ʿaqliyya min al-ḥikmat al-tabīʿiyya aw al-ilāhiyya). And 
we [shall] mention some of them by God’s grace to the extent possible after 
clarifying the language and condition of the words transmitted by the Qur’ān and 
ḥadīth and various books from the masters of Arabic if so required. Then, we will 
relate a summary of the meanings and adhere to this method in the rest of the 
sermons, God willing!772 
 
Ḥikmat assumes a higher ontological position to philological and linguistic 

analyses of the text, reflecting the precedence of Gīlānī’s qualification as a ḥakīm to 

undertake its interpretation. Although much of his commentary actually remains within 

the linguistic fold and does not depart that radically from those of his predecessors, when 

he levels a critique against the earlier commentators, it tends to arrive from his more 

superior application of the rational sciences of ḥikmat as we see from a lengthy 

commentary of several lines from the same initial sermon.773 The ensuing debate centers 

                                                        

772 Maktabat Sayyid Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-ʿAẓīm al-Hādī, Dahyan, Yemen, Ms. 398, p. 81. 
 
773 The five statements clearly involve Gīlānī quoting different authorities, but without clearly signaling 
when he is quoting and when he is offering his own commentary within these sections. I have chosen to 
render these translations as they are found in his commentary without guessing at which words, exactly, 
belong to him and which belong to the authorities that he is quoting except where this is completely clear to 
this reader. I feel that they are still, nevertheless, intelligible this way. 
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on God’s creation of the world, and in which order he created its atmosphere and its 

water. The commentary centers on Imam ʿAlī’s sermon,  

“Then God desired to split open the atmosphere and cleave the winds”… 
[continuing] his statement until “and the water poured from above the air”:  
 
What [Imam ʿAlī] was referring to in the previous statement is relating the 
creation of the world to God’s power in the manner of summary. And this speech 
indicates the modality of creation and manifestation, and in the substances of the 
earth and what is suitable [for it], indicating His preference and explanation and 
His manner of creation. There are several statements [on this].  

 
The first—The commentator [Maytham al-Baḥrānī] said: “What is understood 
from his speech is that God initially created, before water, a strong gust of wind 
blowing swiftly. Then, He created water as a confluence, according to extent and 
volition. Therefore, the water is bounded, controlled, and runs through [the air]. 
And he made that wind [as if it were] its ocean to protect it from all of its 
neighbors, commanding its preservation in its source, controlling, and each one 
keeping the other away. He made it adhere to the other so that no other body 
could come between them. So, the water ascended above the wind, and its space 
spread out, preventing the vacuum and the empty space underneath it, spreading 
widely, uncovered. And that wind was preserved by God’s power, as mentioned. 
In [His] goodness, God created another wind in order to make the water into 
waves and push it, so it directed it and attached itself to it, meaning that it sent it a 
specific amount according to the requirement of divine wisdom (al-ḥikma al-
bāligha) and the perfect common good (al-maṣlaḥa al-kāmila al-ʿāmma) that He 
desired by its compulsion. However, it did not emit itself independently.   

 
The second, what has been related by [Imam] al-Bāqir: The prophet Muḥammad 
said in a verse that when God desired to create the sky, he ordered the winds to 
move between the seas until they increased and emerged out of those waves. And 
the increase was like smoke. So, He created the sky from it. Like God’s statement, 
Then He directed Himself to heaven while it was smoke,774 he understood the 
creation of the skies from the same smoke from that [statement], but he did not 
understand [it to mean] the antecedent creation of the wind over the water. Instead 
he almost understood the opposite. So, it requires adaptation (taṭbīq). 

 

                                                        

774 Qur’ān, 41:11. 
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Here we must intervene to consider where the statement related on the authority 

of the fifth Shīʿī Imam leaves us with Gīlānī’s call for ‘adaptation.’ The term taṭbīq arises 

in Arabic literary theories of rhetorical ornament (badīʿ) to mean ‘antithesis,’ or the vivid 

use of language to construct forms of opposing contrast.775 In this instance, however, it 

signifies a practice within the Muslim commentary tradition for using a statement, like a 

Qur’ānic verse or a ḥadīth, to open up worlds of meaning. In certain contexts, it has been 

rejected as a tool for inherently privileging the biases of individual exegetes and 

commentators—particularly those who wielded philosophical or mystical approaches to 

scripture. We find such criticism in the exegetical masterpiece of the modern Iranian 

exegete and philosopher, ʿAllāma Muḥammad Ḥusayn Ṭabāṭabā’ī (d. 1981). His The 

Balance in Interpreting the Qur’ān (al-Mīzān fī tafsīr al-Qur’ān) offered what he 

understood to be a completely value-free exegesis, in which the Qur’ān itself 

authoritatively guided its reader toward meaning, which in Ṭabāṭabā’ī’s mind constituted 

the quintessence of tafsīr. Taṭbīq, on the other hand, justified a host of different 

interpretive projects that could conceivably be superimposed upon any sort of urtext.   

There are two ways of explaining a verse. One may ask: ‘What does the Qur’an 
say?’ Or one may ask: ‘How can this verse be explained so as to fit my belief?’ 
The difference between the two approaches is quite clear. The former forgets 
every preconceived idea and goes wherever the Qur’an leads him. The latter has 
already decided what to believe and cuts the Qur’anic verses to fit that body; such 
an exegesis is no exegesis at all.776   

                                                        

775 See, Geert Jan van Gelder, “Badīʿ,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE, ed. Kate Fleet et al. (Online: 
Brill Online, 2009).  
 
776 Muḥammad Ḥusayn Ṭabāṭabā’ī, Al-Mīzān Fī Tafsīr Al-Qur’ān, vol. 1 (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Aʿlamī li’l-
Maṭbūʿāt, 1997). p. 7.; Translated and quoted in,  Amin Ehteshami and Sajjad Rizvi, “Beyond the Letter: 
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Ṭabāṭabā’ī’s exegesis necessarily approaches the Qur’ān and other sacred texts 

not as libris occultus, but as scriptures that have accessible and apparent meanings found 

within holistic linguistic analyses without recourse to grand theories of metaphysics, 

gnostic privilege, or rational philosophy. While on the one hand, this stance presumes 

that readers may stand in a neutral zone of time and space outside of the scholastic traps 

that warp apparent meaning into ideological fuel, it remains blind to the epistemological 

ideals of objectivity and political neutrality which are themselves constituted forms of 

‘adaptation’ or taṭbīq.777 

With this understanding in mind, we return to Gīlānī’s analysis in which he begins 

the ‘adaptation’ of new contexts to suit what is meant by Imam ʿAlī’s sermon about the 

creation of the earth’s water and its atmosphere. 

The Third: What was related in the beginning scripture of the Torah, that God 
created a noble essence. According to one narrative, it was a green emerald. He 
beheld it with a gaze of attraction, and its many parts persisted [the attraction], 
until they became water. Then, from the water arose steam, like smoke, and from 
it He created the skies. And on the surface of the water appeared foam, which he 
used to create the earth. Then he formed it into mountains, and in another 
narrative, he created Mecca from the foam. Then, he spread it out and extended it, 
and for that reason Mecca is called ‘Umm al-Qurá’ [meaning, the ‘Mother of 
Settlements’]. 

 

                                                        

 

Explanation (Tafsīr) versus Adaptation (Taṭbīq) in Ṭabāṭabā’ī’s Al-Mīzān,” in The Spirit and the Letter 
Approaches to the Esoteric Interpretation of the Qur’an, ed. Annabel Keeler and Sajjad Rizvi (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2016), 443–70. pp. 452-3. 
 
777 As Ehteshami and Rizvi correctly assert, Ehteshami and Rizvi, “Beyond the Letter: Explanation (Tafsīr) 
versus Adaptation (Taṭbīq) in Ṭabāṭabā’ī’s Al-Mīzān.” p. 462.  
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The fourth— what is transmitted from Thales of Miletus, from among the most 
famous ḥukamā’ : First, He created the element that possesses all the forms of the 
existents in total. And He named it the first creation. And it is related from him 
that this means water. And from it, all types of elements from the sky and earth 
and what is in between the two. And it was the cause of everything [made] 
compound from the physical elements. Then it was related from the praiseworthy 
water was made the earth. And from the vacuum was made the air. And from its 
clarity, fire arose from the smoke, and the sky from the steam. And it was said 
that he took that [knowledge] from the Torah. 
 
The fifth— what was found in the book of the ḥakīm Apollonius [of Tyana], 
which he named The Compiler of the Causes of Things (al-Jamiʿ li’ʿillal al-
ashiyā’). He had said that the Creator was posterior (qabl), but he wanted to make 
creation, so he said, “May it be so!” And it was as he desired by his word. So, the 
beginning of creation was the obedient word of God, which yielded movement. 
Then he said afterward that the first thing that happened after the speech of God 
was action,778 so action lead to movement, and movement lead to heat. Then when 
the heat ceased, serenity arose in its absence. So, the serenity led to coldness. 
Then he mentioned after that the natures of the four prime elements. Whatever 
was from those two powers—I mean, the hot and the cold—and he said that 
because of the heat arose flexibility and from coldness came rigidity. And there 
were four single strengths that were created from mixtures of the four natures. 
And these modalities existed from their uncompounded (ghayr murakkaba) souls. 
So, from the mixture of the heat and the dryness yielded fire. And from wetness 
and coldness yielded water. And from heat and wetness arose air. And from the 
admixture of coldness and dryness yielded the earth. Then he said that the heat 
agitated a layer of the water, and the earth shook [loose] the fine water from its 
shifting around and it arose from the [ensuing] heat. So, it became fine steam and 
tender air. But it first was smoke proceeding from the lowest water and combined 
with air, and its [quality of] fineness within it caused it to ascend, and it reached 
the limit of its ascent according to its ability of lightness and refinement. From the 
abundance of coldness arose the highest heavenly body, which is the planet 
Venus. Then the fire agitated the water also, and smoke arose from it. It is the 
least refined from what first ascended. Thus, the planet Venus had not been 
overtaken out of a paucity of fineness from what preceded it. So, the planet Saturn 
arose from it. And so forth were heavenly bodies made. 

 
I say: This speech indicates, although Apollonius did not affirm the eighth planet 
or the ninth, and he relied upon the movement of the day and the night to reach 

                                                        

778 The translation is based on the Tehran version of the text. In the Yemeni version, instead of action (al-
faʿl) Gīlānī writes “reason” (al-ʿaql). See, Maktabat Sayyid Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-ʿAẓīm al-Hādī, Dahyan, 
Yemen, Ms. 398, p. 97. 
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the planet Venus. As is the school of some, some of them have not affirmed the 
ninth [planet]. Yet, they have relied upon the movement of the day and night to 
reach to the eighth. However, whoever affirms [this] to reach the ninth, which is 
the [argument] that Apollonius related, he has been led astray! For [all of] these 
statements indicate that the water was the origin from which was created the skies 
and the lands and everything that is in between them. So, it was created before 
both. And [on the other hand, regarding Imam ʿAlī’s] statement, even if it pointed 
towards its original event, it is apparent what is understood from his statement 
according to what had been understood by the commentator Ibn Maytham [al-
Baḥrānī] indicated the creation of the air antecedent to the water.  

 
I say: It is clear what is understood from [Imam ʿAlī’s] speech indicates that the 
rupture of the space of the atmosphere and its unveiling is posterior to the flowing 
of the water. It does not indicate the creation of the air before the creation of the 
water, like the commentator [Ibn Maytham al-Baḥrānī] had understood. So, at the 
same time, these statements correspond to the speech of [Imam ʿAlī], contrary to 
what the commentator had understood.779 
 
By adapting the sermon of Imam ʿAlī to other Biblical and Hellenic authorities of 

the creation story, we understand that Gīlānī’s intellectual universalism is not attempting 

to make claims about esoteric dimensions of Shīʿī traditions that must simply be 

‘interiorized’ in order to conform to an originary moment in the exoteric revelation of 

Muhammad. Similar to how his own introduction relied heavily upon the canonical Sunnī 

ḥadīth corpora to justify the office of the Imamate, his intended readership has already 

accepted the authority of the Torah, along with the works of Thales of Miletus and 

Apollonius of Tyana as evident sources of metaphysical and naturalist truth that require 

no justificatory qualification.780 In many ways, this is because he is directly building 

                                                        

779 Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Tehran, Ms. 1343, pp. 92-94.; Maktabat Sayyid Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-ʿAẓīm al-
Hādī, Dahyan, Yemen, Ms. 398, pp. 96-98. 
 
780 In order to situate his biography of Thales and to explain the foundational ideas that he contributed to 
Hellenic philosophy about the earth’s creation, Gīlānī’s likely colleague and co-regionalist, Quṭb al-Dīn 
Lāhījī, produces a lengthy tradition narrated on the authority of Imam al-Bāqir and Imam ʿAlī that appear 
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upon the earlier tradition of the so-called ‘School of Shiraz’ that had made the writings of 

Hellenic ḥakīms germane to their discussions of metaphysics on par with later Muslim 

authorities.781 For Gīlānī to push this trend forward beyond the arguable limits of 

‘philosophy’ to speak more directly to Shīʿī traditions signifies the culmination of the 

Imams inhabiting the universal position in which they speak to issues far and above the 

strictly ‘religious.’ Except Gīlānī is not undertaking a polemical subversion of earlier 

scriptures and Hellenic philosophy to make them support oppositional Shīʿī or even 

inherently Muslim ideas. Instead, he reads them as legitimate authorities over a portion of 

the same divine wisdom that was not exclusive to the Shīʿī tradition, but, certainly was 

articulated most eloquently and perfectly within it.  

4.7 Gīlānī’s Platonic Orientalism  

We should consider the broad constellation of other sources in the rational 

sciences accessed by Gīlānī that helped him unlock the universal wisdom of the Shīʿī 

traditions. These were not the result of a pure Hellenophilism, but represented a much 

broader antiquarian posture towards the Babylonian and ancient Egyptian scientific pasts 

as well. Gīlānī’s documented training in Safavid Isfahan shows that he spent a great deal 

                                                        

 

to adapt the same principles. See, Quṭb al-Dīn Muḥammad b. ʿAlī al-Ishkavarī al-Daylamī al-Lāhījī, 
Maḥbūb Al-Qulūb, ed. Ibrāhīm Dībājī (Tehran: Mīrāṯ-i Maktūb, 1999). pp. 348-352.  
 
781 See for instance Shams al-Dīn Khafrī (d. 1535) who also draws upon Thales and Anaximenes of 
Miletus, Empedocles, and Plotinus directly in his commentary upon God’s unity and divine attributes (al-
Risāla fī ithbāt wājib al-wujūd bi’l-dhāt wa ṣifātihi), Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad Khafrī, Sitt Risā’il Fī Ithbāt 
Wājib Al-Wujūd Bi’l-Dhāt Wa Fī Al-Ilāhiyyāt, ed. Firūzah Sāʿatchiyān (Tehran: Kitābkhānah, Mūzih va 
Markaz-i Asnād-i Majlis-i Shūrā-yi Islāmī, 2012). pp. 102-113. 
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of time studying natural and mathematical sciences attributed to a variety of these even 

more ancient authorities, who had mapped out some of the rational sciences that the 

Greeks were claimed to have inherited only some time later. About six years before 

Gīlānī set out to complete his commentary on the Nahj al-balāgha, he had compiled a 

codex containing various treatises relating to astronomy (ʿilm al-hay’a), the production of 

calendars, and the science of letters. The volume stands as a testament to the synthetic 

intellectual culture of Safavid Isfahan where ḥakīms had increasingly read between the 

works of classical Muslim natural philosophers and their later more “Neopythagorean-

ized” heirs who sought to measure nature with increasing mathematical precision. In this 

fold, Gīlānī demonstrates to us that he was a student of both approaches to the field of 

astrology, reading the thought of recent and ancient Muslim philosophers, from the 

Aristotelian-leaning Jalāl al-Dīn Davānī (d. 1501) and Abū Maʿshar al-Balkhī (d. 886),782 

as well as the legendary astrologer known as ‘Tanglūshāh the Babylonian.’783  

This scholarly interest in enigmatic Babylonian sages who excelled in a variety 

astrological and other occult sciences typifies the endurance of ‘Platonic Orientalism’ in 

                                                        

782 On the earlier astrologer, see Saif Liana, The Arabic Influences on Early Modern Occult Philosophy 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015). pp. 9-26.; On the later Davānī, see Melvin-Koushki, “Powers of 
One: The Mathematicalization of the Occult Sciences in the High Persianate Tradition.” Especially pp. 
163-5. 
 
783 The Majlis Library in Tehran contains a codex of mixed contents transcribed by Gīlānī when he was 
likely completing his studies in Safavid Isfahan in 1029/1618. They include different writings about 
astrology, making calendars, application of the astrolabe, and the science of letters (ʿilm-i ḥurūf) from the 
above-named authorities. Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Tehran, Ms. 17316.; The infamous Persian lexicon, the 
Burhān-i qāṭiʿ, completed in Quṭbshāhī Hyderabad in 1653 reports that Tanglūshāh had been sometimes 
known as a Babylonian and other times as a Greek. Muḥammad Ḥusayn b. Khalaf “Burhān” Tabrīzī, 
Boorhani Qatiu, a Dictionary of the Persian Language explained in Persian, ed. Thomas Roebuck 
(Calcutta: Pereira, 1818). p. 252. 
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Gīlānī’s writings. As considered by John Walbridge, Platonists and Neopythagorean 

philosophers had always elevated the wisdom of yet more ancient ‘eastern’ civilizations 

to mythologize their philosophies. Naturally, as Muslims translated their works and 

understood themselves continuing the same intellectual projects, they too formed 

antiquarian cultural attachments to these same mythic sources of scientific and 

philosophical authority.784 Although they were not actually participating in the 

rehabilitation of the wisdom taught in the academies of ancient Babylon or Egypt, their 

appeals to a more authentic cultural ‘other’ helped them articulate intellectual projects as 

acts of recovering the buried treasures of the past.  

Nowhere is this more apparent than the varying legends of Hermes Trismegistus, 

so central to all ishrāqī philosophical discourses on the transmission of Platonic 

wisdom.785 Gīlānī’s preference for the ‘Egyptian Hermes al-Harāmisa’ arrives to him in 

the writings of al-Kindī (d. 873), Abū Maʿshar al-Balkhī, al-Shahristānī (d. 1153), and 

other Muslim philosophers who shared in these Orientalizing sentiments.786 As the master 

of tripartite philosophical, political, and prophetic wisdom (ḥikmat, ḥukūmat, nubuvvat), 

Hermes stood in the historical imagination of Muslim Neoplatonists at apogee of success 

in ḥikmat.  Gīlānī could hardly have done without Hermes given his claimed legendary 

ties to Pythagoras, the pre-Socratics, and other masters serving in the time of King 

                                                        

784 John Walbridge, The Wisdom of the Mystic East: Suhrawardi and Platonic Orientalism (Albany, NY: 
State University of New York Press, 2001). pp. 5-13. 
 
785 Walbridge. pp. 20-4. 
 
786 Gīlānī summarizes a variety of the Hermetic legends in his Faṣl fī dhikr man kāna bi’miṣr min al-
ḥukamā’ fī al-dahr al-awwal, Staatsbibliothek, Berlin, Ms. Peterman 145, f. 71a. 
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Solomon. All aspects of his philosophical posture had inclined towards a version of 

Hermeticism in some way. In Gīlānī’s imaginary, the Hermetic legends that he read about 

treasures hidden in temples buried at the foot of the Egyptian pyramids revealed new 

sciences recorded in divine languages. He did not have to extrapolate too much in 

ordered to approach the Shīʿī traditions as a similar cipher for the same divine sciences of 

ḥikmat. Given the overt echoes of Hermeticism in Ibn Abī Jumhūr’s theorizations of the 

Shīʿī Imam as embodying theosis and scientific disputation in his The Polisher of the 

Salvaged Mirror that Gīlānī read and cited in his own work, and given Gīlānī’s frequent 

celebrations of Khān Aḥmad Khān of Gilan and Shāh ʿAbbās I of Iran as fulfilling two of 

the three tenants of Hermetic power through their kingship and training of ḥakīms in their 

courts, it is then not at all surprising that the narrative tropes of Naoplatonized-

Hermeticism helped Gīlānī emplot the wisdom of the Shīʿī Imams as also aspiring to 

make universally valid claims. 

4.8 Imam ʿAlī as Master Magician  

In this way, Gīlānī’s commentary on the Nahj al-balāgha and his reading of 

Hermetic literature offers another important parallel concerning the sanction of various 

immensely important occult sciences that thrived within Shīʿī communities in the early-

modern era. In addition to astrology, Hermes was said to have brought forth alchemy 

(kīmīyā), magic (siḥr), the science of celestial spirits (ʿilm al-rūḥāniyyāt), talismans (al-

ṭilismāt), the science of external forces (al-barānī), and, more generally, access to the 

secrets of nature (asrār al-ṭabīʿa) as these occult sciences had generally been considered 
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by Muslims to be branches of applied natural science (ṭabīʿiyyāt), which we return to in 

more detail in Chapter 6.787 

Across the wider corpus of Gīlānī’s works, he authorizes a variety of formally 

occult sciences by way of a very short and specific statement made by Imam ʿAlī having 

to do with the licitness of certain types of magic, charms, and other rituals for corporeal 

protection.  

[And Imam ʿAlī] said the evil eye (al-ʿayn) is true, incantations (al-ruqan) are 
true, and magic (al-siḥr) is true, and Qur’ānic prognostication (al-fāl) is true, but 
omens (al-ṭiyara) are not true, and contagion (al-ʿadwá) is not true. However, 
fumigation (al-ṭiyub) purifies the home, and performing ablution (al-ghusl) is a 
valid protection from the evil eye, and riding mounted (al-rukūb) is a valid 
protection, and visually beholding greenery is a protection for the home.788  
 
The commentary on this statement then proceeds through a discussion of a variety 

of traditions and other stories of early Biblical figures who have encountered charms, 

magic, and disease. Although this statement Imam does not appear to offer a categorical 

support for all types of occult sciences, Gīlānī however adapts this permission to suit a 

much wider variety of occult and theurgic practices in his wider corpus of treatises.  

His Summary of The Book of Hippocrates’ Remedies with Some Necessary 

Additions (Mukhtaṣar-i kitāb-i muʿālajāt-i Ibuqrāṭ bā iżāfa-yi baʿżī żarūriyāt) begins 

                                                        

787 This is an approximate translation for ‘rūḥāniyyāt.’ See,  M. Chodkiewicz et al., “Rūḥāniyya,” in 
Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, (Online: Brill Online, 2012).; Staatsbibliothek, Berlin, Ms. 
Peterman 145, f. 71a. 
 
788  Gīlānī’s interlineal Persian translation of this statement is more descriptive than the Arabic of Imam 
ʿAlī. Gīlānī, Anwār al-faṣāḥa, Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Tehran, Ms. 1343. pp.1282-1285.; Kitābkhāna-yi 
Āyyatullāh Gulpāyigānī, Qom, Ms. 4/34/6634. pp. 423-5.; Gīlānī also tells his reader, at the very end of his 
commentary on this statement, that Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd had written an entirely separate treatise on the 
commentary of this statement exceeding twenty pages in length. See also, ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd, 
Sharḥ Nahj Al-Balāgha, ed. Muḥammad Ibrāhīm, vol. 10, 10 vols. (Baghdad: Dār al-kitāb al-ʿarabī, 2007). 
pp. 206-213. 
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with sections regarding the sorts of knowledge deemed necessary for medical practice. 

Early on, he shows us that knowledge of celestial bodies animating life within the sub-

lunar sphere is of utmost importance, antecedent even to knowledge about God’s unity, 

which we would might expect should initiate the text of a pious author. Afterwards, he 

proceeds to demonstrate the ways in which divinatory prayers and talismans defend 

against the malignant effects of certain astral formations. Common with other 

Neoplatonic currents of Muslim theurgic practice, Gīlānī also recommends wearing 

certain colors on different days of the week to harness the beneficent powers of different 

planets.789 Here, these practices are justified through reference to the same section in the 

Nahj al-balāgha mentioned above concerning magic and divination.  

In his more quotidian practice as a physician, Gīlānī’s writings about necessary 

treatments for illnesses demonstrate the role of various forms of occult knowledge to 

produce the health and well-being of his patients. However, strictly adhering to Imam 

ʿAlī’s list of permitted practices leaves out far too many other beneficial operations. We 

may conclude that while the traditions of the Imams guided and justified this aspect of 

Gīlānī’s Shīʿī naturalism, it did not demand an isomorphic correspondence between the 

literal word and his pursuit of other occult sciences that produced similarly beneficial 

results. For this reason, we cannot conclude that a closer adherence to Shīʿī traditions in 

the philosophical fold of early-modern ḥikmat necessarily corresponded to a narrowing in 

the number of sanctioned fields of scientific inquiry.  

                                                        

789  Gīlānī. Shajara-yi dānish. ff. 35a-35b.; Similar practices have also been described by Azfar Moin as 
common in the court of the Mughal emperor, Humāyūn. See Moin, The Millennial Sovereign. pp. 121-122. 
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4.9 Shīʿī Traditions and Scientific Verification  

 Even Gīlānī’s contemporaries who had applied themselves to learn these 

branches of ḥikmat seemed to doubly corroborate the elite distinction of their religious 

community as Imāmī Shīʿa. Their examples highlight an inflection of universal wisdom 

confirmed by specific sorts of exact sciences or ‘rational sciences’ (ʿulūm al-ʿaqliyya) 

that Gīlānī emphasized in the introduction to his commentary.  

One example arrives in another of Gīlānī’s shorter and separate commentary 

works on Shīʿī traditions, which is his gloss of Mīr Dāmād’s commentary on some issues 

presented in Ibn Bābawayh Qummī’s (d. 991) collection of traditions relating to proper 

acts of Muslim worship, The Book for Whoever is Without a Jurist (Kitāb man lā 

yaḥḍuruhu al-faqīh). Occurring towards the end of Gīlānī’s gloss, the statement under 

discussion concerns the measurement of a day and a night into two twelve-hour periods, 

which had posed a central concern for enforcers of the religious law since the classical 

era. 

And on that subject, what has been narrated from the masters among our 
scholars—may God be pleased with them—from what has been related by 
Mawlānā Abū ʿAbdullāh [Imam Jaʿfar] al-Ṣādiq about the metropolitan Christian 
bishop who asked his father [Imam] al-Bāqir about a number of recondite 
subjects, among them was the question of the hour that is neither among the hours 
of the night or the day. “What is it?” [al-Bāqir] said that “It is the hour that begins 
with the ascent of dawn until the ascent of the sun. For [the bishop] had confused 
that from his wares in pursuing the sciences. The inferior religion had been 
acquainted with claiming that this matter had not been settled with any 
terminology, and it had not initially occurred to them, perhaps from mixing up the 
wares of sagaciousness. “For your benefit, let me teach this: the meridian (al-
miriya).” This term has neither been narrated among the books of the great 
scholars of astronomy (ʿulamā’ al-hay’a) from the ḥukamā’ of India, nor had the 
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master, Abū’l-Rayḥān al-Bīrūnī [(d. 1050)], [related it either] in the Qānūn of 
Masʿūdī.790 [Imam al-Bāqir] related that the Brahmins of India held the opinion 
[about] the time between the ascent of the sun and the beginning of dawn, and 
likewise, [the period] between the setting of the sun and twilight does not count 
towards night or day. Rather, that time is of the shared period between the two. 
And the eminent [ʿAbd al-ʿAlī] al-Bīrjandī [(d. 1528)]  reported that in the Sharḥ 
al-zīj al-jadīd and in the Sharḥ al-tadhkira.791 Then what is [related] in most of 
our narrations about our infallible Imams—God’s blessings upon them—and what 
is related in the works of the companions—may God be pleased with them—
together is that the period of time of dawn until the ascent of the sun from the 
time of day is counted from this time, and likewise the period of the descent of the 
sun until the disappearance of the redness from the east, then that position of its 
descent into the western horizon is a legal day (al-nahār al-sharʿī) with regards to 
the subjects of prayer and fasting and other [legal] subjects. From the beginning 
of dawn until the disappearance of the eastern redness— this is what is considered 
and relied upon by the divine masters (asāṭīn al-ilāhī) and mathematicians from 
the Greek philosophers, and by Tieresias [of Thebes]792 of the people who coined 
the term in the Book of Maskara (Kitāb al-masākir). The determination for the 
beginning of the day is according to the appearance of the daylight and the 
disappearance of the fixed planets, and its completion is with the disappearance of 
the daylight and the engagement of the stars. ʿAllāma [Quṭb al-Dīn] al-Shīrāzī [(d. 
1311)], the Axis of Acquisition and Investigation, the commentator of the Ḥikmat 
al-ishrāq and the Kulliyyāt al-qānūn793 related in his [astronomical] books, 
Nihāyat al-idrāk, Tuḥfa al-saʿdiyya, and al-Ikhtiyārāt al-muẓaffariyya, the 
beginning of night in legal terminology according to the scholars of religion: the 
sun exceeding the western horizon where the eastern redness disappears and the 
darkness can be clearly seen in the easterly direction. And no one has related that 
except for the Imāmī sect (madhhab) or the masters of judicial astrology (aṣḥāb 
ʿilm al-aḥkām) from the astronomers…794 
 

                                                        

790 The full title being al-Qānūn al-Masʿūdī fī al-hay’a wa al-nujūm, c. 421/1030. 
 
791 The former being the Sharḥ al-zīj al-sulṭānī of Ulugh Beg of Samarkand, the latter being the 
commentary on al-Tadhkira fī ilm al-hay’a of Naṣīr al-Dīn Ṭūsī (d. 1274). 
 
792 The ancient mythic sage who, according to Pliny the Elder, developed the practice of augury.  See Pliny 
the Elder, Pliny the Elder: The Natural History Book VII (with Book VIII 1-34), ed. Tyler T. Travillian 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2015). p. 228. 
 
793 Being the Ḥikmat al-ishrāq of Suhravardī and the Qānūn in medicine of Ibn Sīnā. 
 
794 Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Gīlānī, Ḥawāshī alá ḥall mushkilāt daqā’iq aḥādīth kitāb man lā yaḥḍuruhu al-
faqīh, Hyderabad, Salar Jung Museum Manuscript Library, Ms. Ḥadīth Imāmiyya 38, pp. 34-35. 
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Gīlānī affirms the legendary knowledge of Imam al-Bāqir through reading the 

works of prominent early-modern Muslim astronomers while echoing the foundational 

Hellenic scientific lineage in which they understood themselves to be working. In this 

way, the Imams’ knowledge can easily be seen not only to be ‘adapted’ in order to affirm 

principles within the exact sciences with relative accuracy, but it remains entirely within 

the purview of the Imāmī Shīʿī scholastic community to test, validate, and defend as 

legitimated on both rational (ʿaqlī) and traditional (naqlī) bases. 

Gīlānī employs some of the same principles in another Arabic treatise that he 

dedicated to the ʿulamā of the city of Hyderabad in response to their request for answers 

to specific questions. As Gīlānī viewed the task to be more of a corrective to some of 

their wrong assumptions about temporal creation, time, and the relationships between 

physical bodies, for this reason he entitled it “The Things that Straighten Someone Out” 

(al-Taʿḍīlāt).795 We see in this instance that Gīlānī does not accept at face value the literal 

or apparent meanings of what the Shīʿī traditions say about scientific matters. Once 

again, we may use this as evidence against considering tradition-based Shīʿī naturalism 

the same as another form of Shīʿī literalism as we observe rational negotiation and critical 

interpretation of the Imam’s statements. 

It is hoped that the brotherhood looks at it in detail and with great effort after 
repeated testing within the expected places... It was narrated that a man from the 
people of Israel [i.e., a Jew] had inquired of our Mawlānā and Imam, Alī b. Mūsá 
al-Riḍā, who had said, “Is the day created before, or the night?” And [the Imam] 
had related that to the caliph, al-Mā’mūn. Then Faḍl b. Sahl had asked al-Riḍā to 

                                                        

795 al-Taʿḍīlāt, Kitābkhāna-yi Madrasa-yi Murtażā Muṭahharī (Sipahsālār), Tehran, Ms. 18/2919, ff. 142a-
142b. 
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answer his question, so he said: “O Faḍl, from the Qur’ān, reckon the account!” 
Then he said, “O Faḍl, I had been taught that the world follows the constellations 
and the planets according to their positions in rank, so that signifies the existence 
of the sun in mingling with the ascendant formation. So, the day is created before 
the night as in God’s statement It is not allowable for the sun to reach to the 
moon, nor does the night overtake the day.796 Thus, the day is antecedent. 
 
I say: However, in this place there are some doubts. The first is that there is no 
meaning to the question about the night and the day coming first. For if whoever 
imagines the orb of the earth and learned the reality of night and day knows that 
some of the lands experience night and some experience day, and this relationship 
is preserved in all eras and times also. If the world is an expression about the 
phenomenal realm (ʿālam al-maḥsūs), then the planets and stars and 
constellations, all of them are within it. Then how may the ascendant astral 
formation be envisioned? Then, it is not farfetched that his intention by ‘the earth’ 
is a specific volume of the earth, then the real ascendant astral formation is not 
what is envisioned except after its coming into existence… 
 
Gīlānī’s response to the ʿulamā of the city of Hyderabad continues through a 

broad discussion of material creation, causality, and many advanced applied theories of 

Avicennan natural philosophy. While he returns to the reference the report that was 

transmitted on the authority of the eighth Imam, ʿAlī al-Riḍā, he does so only to anchor 

the topics of discussion without letting the facts conveyed within the Imam’s statement to 

negate any theories of this school of natural philosophy. Once again, this treatise 

demonstrates how Gīlānī’s brand of Shīʿī naturalism signifies a merging of philosophical 

theology more closely with the traditions of the Imams without sacrificing the critical 

interpretive tools afforded by either discursive tradition that had existed more 

independently from one another as separate parts of the curriculum prior to the early-

modern era.  

                                                        

796 Qur’ān 36:40. 
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4.10 Conclusions 

This chapter has approached Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī’s interpretation of Shīʿī 

traditions within the emerging early-modern current of Imāmī Shīʿī scholarship that 

increasingly viewed the traditions of the Imams as encoding information about more than 

just correct codes of worship and social conduct. Their ethical and moral examples, as 

well as those from Imam ʿAlī contained in the Nahj al-balāgha are only one dimension of 

their value. In the hands of ḥakīms, these traditions helped them to rework principles of 

Peripatetic natural philosophy, ishrāqī metaphysics, and they opened up other speculative 

questions within the exact sciences and emboldened their reliance upon a wider array of 

occult sciences and technologies for personal and corporeal defense. These applications, 

in turn, placed early-modern ḥakīms within the same discursive spaces as their mythic 

Hellenic, Egyptian, and Babylonian predecessors authorizing these very subjects. This 

attests to an inherent cultural dialogue going on within early-modern Shīʿī naturalism that 

may be treated as somewhat of a ballast working against overdetermined narratives that 

only recognize legalism, bigotry, and Islamic textual austerity within these scholarly 

circles. 

Although this ‘turn towards Shīʿī traditions’ has been implicated in other projects 

that made jurisprudence and religious devotion more conservative in some geographies, 

in Gīlānī’s orbit, these conservative turns had yet to overcome the creative energy 

inspired by interpreting traditions to suit a variety of naturalist investigations. In this way, 

Shīʿī naturalism forged between Safavid Iran and the Deccan can be seen to have 

flourished and forged very much within these canonical sources of the community’s 
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religious imagination. It is then no surprise that Gīlānī’s other professional service as a 

courtly ḥakīm involved the production of other treatises like his survey of beneficial 

medicinal plants culled specifically from the traditions of Kulaynī’s al-Kāfī,797 as Shīʿī 

naturalism sought out other arenas in which to realize the divine wisdom encoded within 

the statements of the Imams without foregoing the wide latitude afforded by adapting 

these statements to suit diverse contexts. In this way, devotion to the Imams came to 

implicate the ways in which investigative Muslim subjects experienced the natural world. 

This is where we turn to next.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                        

797 Salar Jung Museum Manuscript Library, Hyderabad, Majmūʿa-yi Ibrāhīmī, Ms. Persian Kashkūl 37, ff. 
43b-49b. 
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Chapter 5: Speculative Naturalism and Indo-Persian Sovereignty  

Life lurks in the interstices of each living cell, and 
in the interstices of the brain. 
 

  —Alfred North Whitehead798 

Among the most bewildering of the wondrous ḥadīth 
and the most astonishing of strange anecdotes: it 
had been narrated that Imam al-Bāqir had one 
night gazed long and hard into the heavens, and so 
he contemplated until he was struck with awe. One 
of his attending companions who was also one of 
his most beloved intimates asked him why he had 
been staring so much, fixated on the sky. He said: 
“I am gazing into what lays beyond this dome. 
There are forty-nine or eighty other domes, and 
within the interstices of each dome are multitudes of 
creations among them, just like within this one. But 
they are not aware of any other domes also, like the 
creations within ours. They think that all the world 
is restricted to it.” I declare: This is among the 
most marvelous of wonders. 
 

  —Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī799 

5.1 Introduction 

In the middle decades of the 10th/16th century, a letter had arrived to the Quṭbshāhī 

court at Golkonda from the neighboring Sultan of Bijapur. A vicious rumor had spread 

throughout the land, driving the young ruler, ʿAlī ʿĀdilshāh (r. 1550-1580) into a state of 

                                                        

798 A. N. Whitehead, Process and Reality: An Essay in Cosmology (New York: Free Press, 1978). pp. 105-
6.; Quoted in, Didier Debaise, “The Living and Its Environments: Stengers Reading Whitehead,” Process 
Studies 37, no. 2 (2008): 127–39. p. 127. 
 
799 Malik, Ms. 1142, ff. 110a-110b. 
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fury. As he set to compose his reply, Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh employed his trusted scribe and 

munshī, Muḥammad Qāsim Ṭabasī, who in turn preserved the response for us. Writing 

that the Quṭbshāh could not possibly be involved in the local slander, he wrote “this 

friend [of yours] had for some days unveiling thoughts for the love of nature and the 

disclosure of its verdant interior, so he had been enveloped in the wilderness to hunt and 

fish.”800 To shore up his local relations with the other noted Shīʿī king of the Deccan, the 

Quṭbshāh ordered his scribe’s trusted confidante to prepare a fitting gift for the court at 

Bijapur. In another letter, he directed Ṣadr Jahān Ṭabasī to deliver two animal handlers 

with several fetters of prized falcons, cages of partridges, and hounds for gazelle hunting. 

Such gifts would have been cherished by any king, but especially one of Turkic 

extraction (turk-niẕād), who, like himself, had a love of surveying the land, hunting, and 

sightseeing (tamāshā’ī), as he writes, “one of the signs of friendship and intimacy is to 

make as a gift what nature so desires […] the moment of the heart’s exuberance and the 

instant of the mind’s comprehension of the world and what exists within it, without any 

pretense, shall make equal [friends].”801  

How did the Quṭbshāh know with such clarity that his excuse of naturalist 

infatuation and his gift to aid the ʿĀdilshāh’s own communion with nature would settle 

his mind? What might otherwise be dismissed as the leisurely predilections of elites 

                                                        

800 “īn muḥibb chand rūzī bi’jihat-i inshirāḥ-i khāṭir-i muḥibbat-i ṭabīʿat u inbisāṭ-i ṭabīʿat bāṭiniyyat 
ghunān ʿazīmat bi’jānib dāsht va ṣaḥārī bi’qaṣd shikār bāzī u baḥrī tāftah-būd.” BL, Ms. IO Islamic 18, f. 
130a. 
 
801 BL, Ms. IO Islamic, f. 134b. 
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actually speaks to a common orientation of all Indo-Persian rulers. They were trained 

according to common codes of conduct and education that idealized sovereign power 

through a sustained engagement with surveying, understanding, and ultimately finding 

meaning within the natural realm. Given how we saw in the last chapter that the ideal 

vision of ḥikmat to understand existence in toto implied the perfection of the ḥakīm 

through the epistemic and ontic refinement of his spirit, the royal patrons of these ḥakīms 

likewise sought the same perfection of their sovereignty through the patronage of these 

intellectuals who endowed their courts with the perfect knowledge of the natural world. 

In this sense, it was no coincidence that Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh designated Ṣadr Jahān Ṭabasī 

as the intermediary to handle the exchange with the ʿĀdilshāh. Despite being a poet, a 

Sufi, and a judge, he had also demonstrated his adept skill as a naturalist through his 

authorship of two treatises mapping zoological and atmospheric phenomena for the king 

and for his late father, Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk.802  

Not unlike Latin Christendom where the arcana naturae, arcana Dei, and arcana 

imperii signified areas of speculation open only to the sanctioned elite, by mastering the 

same subjects for Indo-Persian kings and military commanders, ḥakīms actively sculpted 

                                                        

802 Ṣadr Jahān Ṭabasī’s untitled Persian treatise on atmospheric phenomena (kā’ināt-i jaw) was completed 
Shawwāl 10, 949/January 17, 1543, several months before Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk was assassinated. The 
dedication quite clearly states that the author intended it to be received in the context of the royal court. 
Raza Library, Rampur, Ms. Persian 1156/1, ff. 1a-13a.; His other work, ‘The Book of Hunting’ (Kitāb al-
ṣaydiyya), appears to have been authored in 1575 in response to a request from Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh to 
distinguish more precisely the laws of the hunt of Imāmī Shīʿī fiqh from the Sunnī legal schools. The names 
of various animals and their descriptions are provided in Arabic, Persian, Turkish, and Dakkanī Urdu, 
indicating the text’s broad intended readership that goes well beyond the purely legal determinations of its 
earlier sections. It has recently been published in a facsimile edition. Ḥusayn b. Rūḥullāh Ḥusaynī Ṭabasī, 
Ṣaydiyya: Risāla Dar Bāb-i Shikār Wa Masāʾil-i Fiqhī-i Ān, ed. Riżā Zanganih (Qom: Mīrāṯ-i Maktūb, 
2013). 
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their courts as sites in which their tripartite sovereignty was imbricated.803 To know the 

natural world as it was governed and ordered rationally by a first mover, a Necessary 

Existent, or a Godhead, was to know how divine politics shaped fate and providence 

(qaḍā’ and qadar), which no temporal ruler could ignore.804 In this light, the literary 

tropes of historical and religious heroes used to metaphorize the sovereignty of Indo-

Persian kings is also revealing. Sovereigns and their ḥakīms endowed with divine 

sciences became the heroic and prophetic figures of the past. We see this discursive 

feature used during the 1640s in the tropological imagination of the historian, Ṣāʿidī 

Shīrāzī, who memorialized Sultan Muḥammad Quṭbshāh as a veritable King Solomon 

and his son, ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh, as a reconstituted Alexander.805  These literary 

metaphors would not have been entirely immune from the views of Indians serving in 

                                                        

803 Recalling the tripartite Hermetic ideal of embodying ḥikmat, ḥukūmat, and nubuvvat discussed in the 
previous chapter, we may substitute theosis for the latter given that no Indo-Persian ruler would promote 
prophetic status; however, unifying God-like status (tashabbuh bi’l-bāri’) and perfecting disputation 
(baḥth) were seen as hallmarks of ontological perfection.; On the case of Latin Christendom, see  Carlo 
Ginzburg, “High and Low: The Theme of Forbidden Knowledge in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 
Centuries,” Past and Present 11 (1976): 28–41. 
 
804 On Latin debates of governing in accordance with divine natural order, see Giorgio Agamben, The 
Kingdom and the Glory: For a Theological Genealogy of Economy and Government, trans. Lorenzo Chiesa 
(Chicago: Stanford University Press, 2011). pp. 127-39. 
 
805 Shīrāzī, Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i Quṭbshāhī.; On the centrality of the Solomon legend to elite Safavid 
discourse on kingship, see Mitchell, The Practice of Politics in Safavid Iran. pp. 120-37.; On the 
significance of the Alexander legends, see Owen Cornwall, “Alexander and the Persian Cosmopolis, 1000-
1500” (PhD Dissertation, Columbia University, 2016)., see also, Ulrich Marzolph, “The Creative Reception 
of the Alexander Romance in Iran,” in Foundational Texts of World Literature, ed. Dominique Jullien 
(New York: Peter Lang, 2011), 69–83. 
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Indo-Persian courts, where some of the Deccan Sultans had been celebrated by these 

communities as reincarnations of their own past rulers.806   

Designating Indo-Persian kings as pre-Islamic heroes had also affected the way in 

which elite ḥakīms were understood to enter into service as capable appendages of their 

courts to make the world known and, therefore, controllable. As a dramatic retelling of 

mythic sovereignty, Ṣāʿidī Shīrāzī’s tropological designation of Gīlānī as the ‘Luqmān of 

the Age’807 also fit neatly into this broader cast of characters for helping his patrons to 

realize their dominion though naturalist inquiry. His counterpart, Muḥammad Saʿīd 

Ardistānī who served as leader of the military and state plenipotentiary, was similarly 

metaphorized as Aristotle or Buzurgmehr, given his own notoriety in excelling in the 

practical sciences in service of the state.808 Even as Gīlānī’s own agnomen of ḥakīm al-

mulk had been applied in contemporaneous literature of this era to Alexander in light of 

his mythical wisdom, we should entertain the ontological depth that it, as a political 

marker, conveyed to the communities in which Gīlānī circulated: more so than merely 

distinguishing him as a ‘royal physician’ at the Quṭbshāhī court, ‘the sovereign ḥakīm’ 

                                                        

806 It is unclear if this was actually an idea that was held in cosmological terms or if it was merely rhetorical 
flair used in the same way as the metaphor. Anooshahr has focused on this celebration of the goodness of 
ʿAlī ʿĀdilshāh I, and also located this practice in the Mughal context within the History of a Millennium 
(Tārīkh-i alfī) written in honor of Akbar. He claims that in the Mughal context, it was not simply meant in a 
metaphoric way, but actually constituted a fundamental component of Mughal ideology. Anooshahr, 
“Shirazi Scholars and the Political Culture of the Sixteenth-Century Indo-Persian World.” See especially 
pp. 342, 345-7. 
 
807 Shīrāzī, Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i Quṭbshāhī. p. 271.; Luqmān remains one of the least researched prophetic 
figures in terms of how his legends colored later identifications of prophetic sanction of naturalist inquiry.  
The Qur’ān, 31:12- 13, mentions his ḥikma received from God and his role as an instructor of his son. 
 
808 Shīrāzī. pp. 297.  
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seems more appropriate given the overtly political significance of his natural sciences 

when deployed on behalf the state.809  

In this chapter, I analyze the naturalism of Gīlānī and his peer ḥakīms as 

constitutive of their overt political service. First, I show how it formed a core component 

of the intellectual life of the Persianate courtly arenas in which these ḥakīms circulated. 

While the seemingly-higher and purer first principles of metaphysics and physics stood as 

the consequent lessons of their many naturalist debates, these cannot be presumed to 

render the study of nature as only weighty in disembodied terms, congruent with an 

austere and purely transcendent understanding of Islam.810 In direct challenge of the idea 

that Shīʿī gnosticism ignored or denied the significance of the political and natural 

domains as the scholars mentioned in this dissertation’s Introduction would have it, I 

show how Gīlānī’s naturalist writings specifically re-inscribe the importance of the 

investigating subject’s cultivated sensorium and how they divulge meaningful intimacies 

with phenomenal ‘others’ as they were experienced in all of their brute and corruptible 

physicality, which mattered to Gīlānī as a ḥakīm, as a Shīʿī Muslim subject, and as a 

political officer counseling his sovereign. This was itself a political stance of its own for 

bringing the naturalist observer and his community into closer ontological contact with 

                                                        

809 Buzurgmehr being the legendary political vizier of Sassanian Iran. See, al-Ishkavarī al-Daylamī al-
Lāhījī, Maḥbūb Al-Qulūb. p. 292. 
 
810 An old orientalist trope predicated upon the Muslim preference for purely disembodied, transcendent, 
and immaterial spirit has led some scholars to claim that nature as a coherent entity had generally been 
maligned or ignored by Muslim scholars as conveying anything other than utilitarian value. For instance, 
see Fayṣal ʿAwn, Fikrat Al-Ṭabīʿa Fī Al-Falsafa Al-Islāmiyya (Cairo: Maktabat al-ḥuriyya al-ḥadītha, 
1980). p. 8. 
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the natural world that reflected the ontological truth of the religious tradition that had 

arrived by way of the Imams and other prophets as we read about in the last chapter.  

But for Gīlānī, natural philosophy was not simply a mathematical or propositional 

exercise to affirm truths about the world. His overtly speculative practice intended to 

cultivate and perfect the soul. As a reader of Alfred North Whitehead, Didier Debaise has 

defined speculative philosophy as “the intensification of an experience to its maximal 

point.”  

Importance is given. It belongs to all existence in so far as importance embodies a 
particular perspective on the universe that is expressed in each of the elements of 
the cosmological dimensions it inherits. The ways of feeling, of connecting, of 
grasping, and the importance that these assume, are constitutive of nature itself. It 
is not that there are primary qualities and secondary qualities on the other; rather, 
there are the specific articulations of each existent that are the affirmations of 
what matters here and now. But even if importance is everywhere, it is 
nevertheless up to us to intensify it, to give to importance all the dimensions that 
it requires. In a word, to establish its value. Even if this question has been posed 
in terms of a historical event, it is clearly not limited to the realm of history and its 
legacies, as it concerns our contemporary experience and the possibilities that 
animate it. This is an inherently moral activity whose maxim could be “Whether 
we destroy, or whether we preserve, our action is moral if we have thereby safe-
guarded the importance of experience so far as it depends on that concrete 
instance in the world’s history.”811 
 
Speculative philosophy demands that inquiry be put to use in terms of servicing 

life, not merely describing phenomena that have no relationship to their observers. This 

perspective locates the subject’s interest and investment in forming attachments to 
                                                        

811 Didier Debaise, Nature as Event: The Lure of the Possible, trans. Michael Halewood (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 2017). pp. 77, 86.; While Whitehead famously sought to surpass the distinction 
between essence and accident that all classical philosophy had posited of phenomena, this would be foreign 
to Gīlānī’s understanding of metaphysics that he had come to know in the peripatetic tradition. 
Nevertheless, I see this Whiteheadian stance towards nature to offer the most explanatory power to situate 
Gīlānī as engaged in an ontological re-reading of his subjectivity. On the process of bifurcation see, 
Debaise. pp. 3-38.  
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phenomena across the interstices of the world that may otherwise suggest their isolated 

individuation. Therefore, practicing speculative philosophy implies a search for meaning 

in the world, not in the guise of an objective and detached modern scientist, but as a 

partisan with a vested stake in that inquiry to produce meaning for the subject. As 

Debaise contends to live as a society in the natural world means to “not simply passively 

[be] affected by what happens in their environment; they actively reach out to be 

affected.”812 Speculative naturalism also conveyed the attachment of subjects within their 

societies and other broader social units, challenging the notion that it is a purely personal 

or private affair.   

In this regard, Sajjad Rizvi and Jonardon Ganeri’s readings of the late Pierre 

Hadot contribute to this discussion in considering the venture of speculative philosophy a 

mode of being, or being-in-the-world, as well as an ontological exercise of finding one’s 

self and creating a world worth knowing for a community.813 Viewing Hadot’s stance on 

philosophy as a practice also means that its very nature was dialogic as it shaped the 

worldviews of others within a tradition with vested practical interests in the outcomes of 

these inquiries.814 As a courtier, teacher, ḥakīm, and as a public and a political persona, 

                                                        

812 Debaise, Nature as Event: The Lure of the Possible. p. 73. 
 
813 See, Sajjad H. Rizvi, “Philosophy as a Way of Life in the World of Islam: Applying Hadot to the Study 
of Mullā Ṣadrā Shīrāzī (d. 1635),” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 75, no. 1 (2012): 
33–45.;  Jonardon Ganeri, “Philosophy as a Way of Life: Spiritual Exercises from the Buddha to Tagore,” 
in Philosophy as a Way of Life: Ancients and Moderns: Essays in Honor of Pierre Hadot, ed. Michael 
Chase, Stephen R. L. Clark, and Michael McGhee (John Wiley & Sons, Ltd., 2013), 116–31. 
 
814 Sajjad Rizvi gives great attention to the communal aspect of philosophical inquiry, which cannot be 
overstated.  pp. Rizvi, “Philosophy as a Way of Life in the World of Islam: Applying Hadot to the Study of 
Mullā Ṣadrā Shīrāzī (d. 1635).” 39-40.  
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Gīlānī’s naturalist writings were received by a broader readership who sought to know 

for themselves the world in which Gīlānī lived because they shared that world. 

Within his natural philosophical treatises, we see this overtly affective posture 

towards natural phenomena as well as a clear communal consciousness for molding a 

community of like-minded peers. Akin to what Hadot terms the “Orphic attitude,” we can 

place Gīlānī within the stance that views that “nature is both a spectacle that fascinates 

us, even if it terrifies us, and a process that surrounds us. The Orphic attitude” that 

respects the ontological value of nature “seeks to preserve a living perception of nature” 

and not a purely mechanical universe devoid of meaning.815 It is also that sense of the 

‘living perception’ that matters so much to Gīlānī who viewed naturalist inquiry as a 

process that re-inscribed the Muslim subject within an enchanted ecological matrix of 

reflection and discovery. Therefore, to read Gīlānī’s naturalism from the perspective of a 

modern, disaffected, and bounded liberal subject would make little sense. As we see in 

his rhetorical ploys, naturalist inquiry was a process of becoming-affected at the level of 

the soul and speculating about the manifold possibilities of being in the world—not 

outside of it or beyond it in an apolitical, renunciant, or austere sense. Gīlānī’s reliance on 

thaumazein— or philosophical awe— belies this deep appreciation for these encounters, 

                                                        

 

 
815 Pierre Hadot, The Veil of Isis, An Essay on the History of the Idea of Nature, trans. Michael Chase 
(Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2006). 98. 
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and the speculative theorizations of nature re-inscribe his religious subjectivity as 

worldly, enchanted, and open ended creative processes.  

While we find Gīlānī writing within the Avicennan tradition in physics, the 

ishrāqī tradition in metaphysics, and the Galenic tradition in medicine, Shīʿī traditions of 

authentic and inauthentic provenance continued to orient his naturalism and shape the 

ways in which he interpreted phenomena within an onto-theology disclosed by the 

Imams. This fact suggests that we entwine his speculative philosophical and religious 

theorizations as part of a single coherent worldview that cannot be unpacked for the sake 

of convenience for separate conversations on ‘religion’ or ‘science.’ In this respect, the 

natural philosophy of Gīlānī and his peer ḥakīms echoes its early-modern European 

counterpart in the words of Andrew Cunningham, “that over and above any other 

defining feature which marks natural philosophy off from modern science [...] natural 

philosophy was about God and about God’s universe.”816 It is the overtly religious 

context that we must bear in mind while approaching Gīlānī’s thought, as the History of 

Philosophy or History of Science may lose sight of this signification or intentionally 

overlook his natural philosophy as worthy of any label other than theology.817  

                                                        

816 Andrew Cunningham, “How the ‘Principia’ Got Its Name: Or, Taking Natural Philosophy Seriously,” 
History of Science XXIX (1991): 377–92. Quoted on p. 381. 
 
817 Dimitri Gutas advances this sentiment that philosophical skepticism— the idea that we cannot know 
anything in its reality—a must be equated with theology, which is therefore inimical to science. It adheres 
to an overtly western and modern view of empirical science that does not appear to make room for modes 
of natural philosophy that remain shaped by a dialectic relationship with theological principles. Dimitri 
Gutas, “Certainty, Doubt, Error: Comments on the Epistemological Foundations of Medieval Arabic 
Science,” Early Science and Medicine 7, no. 3 (2002): 276–88. See, p. 284.  
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To understand Gīlānī’s representation of a wider cultural current of elite Shīʿī 

naturalists helping to negotiate the sovereignty of Indo-Persian courts, we begin by 

examining descriptions of several courtly exchanges centering on naturalist inquiry. 

These vignettes from Mughal Lahore, Niẓāmshāhī Ahmadnagar, and Quṭbshāhī 

Hyderabad show us that all sovereigns were involved in debating courtiers about the 

nature of the soul, anatomical features, or habits of angels and the jinn. In most of these 

debates, Muslim scripture and Shīʿī traditions guided their contours while their 

participants blended the religious tradition with teachings of natural philosophy and 

metaphysics freely. The unstudied manuscript sources of Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī (d. 997/1589) 

in particular show how natural philosophy was used to explicate important theological 

and cosmological principles in order to make the Imāmī Shīʿī positions on these issues 

ultimately more defensible in a plural religious context. As some of these exchanges 

involved interpreting and speculating upon canonical Shīʿī traditions within a rationalist 

lens, we understand how the commentary tradition that we discussed in the last chapter 

also would have mattered within these overtly political spaces for facilitating this 

speculative inquiry that remained a cornerstone of Indo-Persian politics. 

5.2 Ḥakīms in service to Indo-Persian Sovereigns 

Despite the overwhelming historical and textual evidence that Indo-Persian 

sovereigns were thoroughly trained under educational systems that privileged the 

teachings of Persianate ḥakīms like Gīlānī, historians have tended to devote more 

attention to consider the literary, military, or otherwise aesthetic worlds in which their 

elite personas were cultivated. In some ways, the art historian, Ebba Koch, comes closest 
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to consider the essential function of philosophical naturalism as part of the habitus of 

Indo-Persian sovereignty in her consideration of its aesthetic representations in the 

Mughal context. In northern India, the “keen observation of the natural world became a 

feature of the dynastic personality” inherited by the early Mughal emperors of the 

10th/16th century and into the early part of the 11th/17th century.818 Since the life of their 

dynastic founder, Babur (r. 1526-30), whose autobiography drips with descriptions of the 

flora, fauna, and topography of north India, Mughal emperors were known to carry on 

experiments at their courts and grant patronage to other naturalists of different stripes to 

conduct such studies. Koch observes this naturalism culminating within the political life 

of Babur’s great-grandson, the emperor Jahāngīr (r. 1605-26), who was particularly 

noteworthy for recording his studies in his autobiography. These included performing 

tests upon mountain-dwelling sheep, using chemicals to set bones, timing the putrefaction 

of meat in different cities, as well as other anatomical inquiries.819 We should consider 

that the aesthetic “personality” neither fell out of the sky, nor was it a genetic 

predisposition of the Timurid household. Rather, it arose within a scholarly culture 

predicated upon training political elites in the foundations of early-modern Persianate 

ḥikmat.  

This training, at least, did not cease with Jahāngīr. In the mid-11th/17th century, 

Mughal princes were still trained by adept émigré ḥakīms, many of whom were Shīʿa 

                                                        

818 Ebba Koch, “Jahangir as Francis Bacon’s Ideal of the King as an Observer and Investigator of Nature,” 
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain & Ireland 19, no. 3 (2009): 293–338. Quoted, p. 294.  
 
819 See for instance, Jahangir, The Jahangirnama: Memoirs of Jahangir, Emperor of India. p. xxiv. 
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Muslims, for at least several generations more. Even the supposed arch-Sunnī religious 

literalist, Awrangzeb, had trained with a member of the Gilani diaspora in north India 

discussed in Chapter 2.820 We see this sort of elite training reflected as well in a highly 

decorated treatise held in the Salar Jung Museum Library of Hyderabad. The work details 

responses to several questions posed about the principles of ḥikmat completed by the 

Mughal prince Shāh Shujāʿ (1616-1661?) at the age of seventeen, which gives us insight 

into the types of works that Indo-Persian elites were made to study (fig. 24) from among 

ethics, metaphysics, and physics. The treatise appears to be his ‘homework’ made during 

his training under an instructor, Shāh Beg Kābūlī, who the prince describes as “the 

knower of things as they are” (dānā’ī-yi ashiyā’ kamā hiyya) and “the source of the 

infinite sciences” (mabdā’-yi ʿulūm nāmtanāhī), clearly alluding to Kābūlī’s status as a 

ḥakīm.821 Entertaining principles of the soul, categories of form, and ‘things in 

themselves,’ the treatise offers a glimpse into the educational world of Indo-Persian 

princes where the theoretical knowledge of ḥakīms directly conformed to the exigencies 

of political power in order to help them govern in accordance with the natural order.822  

Nor was this phenomenon of training political elites in ḥikmat at all exclusive to 

the domains of Mughal north India as the autobiographical account of ʿAbd al-Wāḥid 
                                                        

820 This was Ḥakīm Muḥammad Hāshim Gīlānī, the grandson of Akbar’s Ḥakīm al-Mulk, Shams al-Dīn 
Gīlānī. While from a Shīʿī family with definite Zaydī Shīʿī ties, we do not know his exact religious identity. 
Āzmūdah, Gīlāniyān dar diyār-i Hind. p. 201. 
 821 The work was completed on the 14th day of Ṣafar, 1043/ August 20, 1633. Hyderabad, Salar Jung 
Museum Manuscript Library, Hyderabad, Ms. Persian Falsafa 11, pp. 3, 35. 
  
822 The short work indicates that he had read Jalāl al-Dīn Davānī’s commentary on the Tajrīd al-ʿitiqād of 
Naṣīr al-Dīn Ṭūsī as well as the Kitāb-i ḥikmat ʿalā’ī (known as the Dānishnāmah-yi ʿalā’ī) of Ibn Sīnā, 
and the Nasirian Ethics, or Akhlāq al-naṣīriyya also of Naṣīr al-Dīn Ṭūsī. 
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Shūshtarī demonstrated. As we saw in Chapter 2, during the mid-10th/16th century, the 

Imāmī Shīʿī scholar had studied peripatetic philosophy and medicine with the most 

renowned ḥakīms of Gilan while they had also held official offices for the Kārkiyā’ī state 

based in Lahijan. As the political clout of a new ṣadr displaced another, Shūshtarī’s 

educational ties shifted between masters. Later in life, when he earned a post of his own 

to teach in the Safavid court at Qazvin, his career remained oriented around these same 

subjects that he had sought out in Gilan. However, when he was replaced in his post in 

the imperial court,823 he underwent both a physical and an epistemic displacement of 

sorts. From this world of ḥikmat in service to kings, he retreated to spend the latter years 

of his life in Mashhad. In the religiously important but politically provincial shrine town, 

jurisprudence and ḥadīth formed a more central part of his intellectual life, as if to signify 

the distance he had moved away from political power and its basis in rationalism and 

naturalism.824 Although Shūshtarī experienced this shift in education and personal fortune 

around six decades before the Mughal prince was educated in the same subjects that 

himself had taught, these examples show us the broad intellectual and cultural stability of 

the foundational sources of ḥikmat being used to train political elites across the entire 

Persianate ecumene in nominally Shīʿī and nominally Sunnī contexts, in Iran and India 

                                                        

823 He was the tutor to Ḥaydar Mīrzā b. Shāh Ṭahmāsb and was replaced by Mīr Muḥammad Mu’min 
Astarābādī (d. 1625) who would later seek a career in exile in Golkonda and Hyderabad. He is discussed in 
more detail in the next chapter. 
 
824 Marʿashī, Firdaws Dar Tārīkh-i Shūshtar va Barkhī Az Mashāhīr-i Ān. p. 61. 
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alike. These were, after all, the very same corridors in which Gīlānī traveled and freely 

practiced his intellectual trade. 

As in Mughal India and Safavid Iran, adept ḥakīms were understood to be 

indispensable to educate, train, and advise sovereigns in the Deccan. As we ended 

Chapter 1 with Sultan ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh seeking a talented ḥakīm from the Safavid 

court with his Dashtakī Shīrāzī sayyida aunt acting as intermediary, we understand that 

this want spoke to an enduring existential requirement of his general political power.825 

When Gīlānī too departed from the Deccan in the 1640s to serve as the official envoy to 

the Safavids, his own replacement—a ḥakīm called Kamāl al-Dīn Yazdī— was carefully 

selected and dispatched with haste to Hyderabad so that ʿAbdullāh would not be left 

imperiled during Gīlānī’s absence.826 We even observe the same need from the powerful 

Quṭbshāhī Mīr Jumla, Muḥamamd Saʿīd Ardistānī, during the 1630s and 1640s when he 

competed with the ʿĀdilshāhī army led by the Abyssinian ʿAbd al-Wahhāb Khān, as they 

two sultanates carved up the territories of the Karnatak. During this time when his 

regional rival had been based out of Kandanavolu (Kurnool) at the southern edge of 

Telangana, the Mīr Jumla dispatched a letter requesting that a ḥakīm be sent to him “who 

is an expert in the wisdom of candor, a gnostic in the secrets of companionship, and who 

is also known among his peers for understanding the pulse of speech of refined people 

                                                        

825 Falsafī, Makātibāt-i Sulṭān ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh. pp. 70-2. 
 
826 Muḥammad Ṣāliḥ, Majmūʿa-yi makātīb-i mukhtalifa, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Tehran, Ms. 2247, ff. 202b-
204b.; Shīrāzī, Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i Quṭbshāhī. pp. 313, 314. 
 



 

 426 

and comprehending the temperament of the era.”827 In their role as counselors, 

naturalists, and political agents, ḥakīms were clearly indispensable to imperial, sub-

imperial, and military rulers alike who required their capacious skillsets in order to ensure 

the resolve of their power.  

 

 
Figure 24. Introduction of Risāla dar ḥikmat of the Mughal prince, Shāh Shujāʿ pp. 2, 3. 

5.3 Courts of Naturalist Insight  

In the following sections, we turn to examine the depiction of Indo-Persian 

sovereigns and their courtiers debating naturalist subjects that show us how the religious 

tradition entered into courtly debates about natural philosophy. In Jahāngīr’s Lahore, 

                                                        

827 The British Library, London, Ms. Add. 6600, f. 71b.; ʿAbd al-Wahhāb Khān is said to have conquered 
Kurnool around 1030/1621 and controlled it for around two decades. Zubayrī, Tārīkh-i Bījāpūr. p. 273. 
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Muḥammad Quṭbshāh’s Hyderabad, and Murtażá Niẓāmshāh I’s Ahmadnagar, we see 

how these debates performed the function of mythologizing the sovereignty of these 

rulers in unique ways. While the Mughal emperor is depicted by his hagiographer as a 

living divine correcting the missteps of rationalists who lack his gnostic insight, the 

Quṭbshāh nimbly enunciates principles of natural philosophy in order to dispute the 

exaggerated claims of his court grandees. Finally, in the last subsection, we see how an 

intimate literary encounter between a ḥakīm from Shiraz and the Niẓāmshāhī sultan 

formed the basis in which sanctioned Muslim cosmology was made intelligible and 

defensible. These discussions help us orient the world in which Gīlānī speculated about 

the natural world, where we turn to in the latter half of this chapter and thematically 

analyze the different constituent components of his speculative naturalism. 

5.3.1  Gnostic Insight at the Mughal Court  

In the last chapter, we saw how the early-modern archetype of the Shīʿī Imam 

wedding Neoplatonic and Aristotelian political ideals drew upon a union of scholarly 

disputation and theosis through a perfection of the same qualities that ḥakīms also sought 

to emulate in thought and deed. Through this union, we understood how Shīʿī early-

modernity in many ways sought an alignment between the aspirational ideals of political 

rulers and those that were increasingly understood to qualify the paragons of religious 

insight—the Imams. We might conjecture that this ideal paradigm of political aspiration 

could entice a regime at least to theorize about moving beyond the messiness of ruling 

according to the exoteric proscriptions of religious law, subject to overlapping 

jurisdictions and sources of interpretive authority and favor a more pure and 
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unadulterated form of political order reflected in the principles of divinely disclosed 

wisdom that had been much theorized in this era. 

In the Mughal context especially, it seems that this political aspiration went 

beyond the level of theory given that at least two of their emperors had sought to enact a 

sort of divine politics in practice within their courts. Their politics erected a gnostic 

solution to the competing spheres of Islamic law (sharīʿa), the dharma of the Indians, the 

royal edicts and decrees of the court (farmāns, żawābiṭ), and even the local customs 

negotiated at the village level that colored Mughal society as internally politically 

diverse, if not entirely chaotic. It is in large part for this reason that Corinne Lefèvre has 

considered the messianic culmination of Akbar’s politics within the 1579 declaration 

(maẓhar) that delegated to him interpretive legal supremacy in excess of the 

jurisprudential authority of Muslim scholars.828 But, even more germane to the subject of 

rationalism, naturalism, and gnostic insight of the sovereign, she also considers 

Jahāngīr’s imperial persona a more nuanced culmination of supra-rational discernment in 

his claims to verify legal, religious, as well as philosophical principles through his 

applied rationalism and empirical research.829  

As told through the work, ‘The Salons of World-Conquest’ (Majālis-i jahāngīrī, c. 

1608-11), an important and recently re-discovered text, Jahāngīr appears as the sort of 

                                                        

828 Corinne Lefèvre, “Beyond Diversity: Mughal Legal Ideology and Politics,” in Law and Diversity, 
Premodern Europe and India in Comparison (13th-18th Centuries), ed. Gijs Kruijtzer and Thomas Ertl 
(Boston: de Gruyter, 2017), 116–41. 
 
829 Lefèvre, “Messianism, Rationalism, and Inter-Asian Connections: The Majalis-i Jahangiri (1608-1611) 
and the Socio-Intellectual History of the Mughal ʿulama.” 
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perfect ruler that Persianate ḥakīms like Gīlānī had idealized in their writings. These 

vignettes capture the union of rationalism and meta-rational gnosticism within the person 

of the sovereign inside the overtly political context of the intellectual salons convened 

within his court. Its author, ʿAbd al-Saṭṭār Lāhūrī, had recorded several years’ worth of 

these meetings convened by the young emperor and his coterie of religious authorities 

and interlocutors culled from the émigré Iranian scholarly community, which means that 

in many ways the salons represented the competing religious factions of Muslim South 

Asia who could be placated by Jahāngīr’s sovereign insight. It is also important to point 

out that these debates took place not long after Jahāngīr had also commissioned one of 

his courtiers named Maqṣūd ʿAlī Tabrīzī to translate from Arabic into Persian the famous 

History of Sages (Tārīkh al-ḥukamā’) by Shahrazūrī (fl. 1288), which had stood as one 

of, if not the major source of information about the lives and achievements of pre-Islamic 

ḥakīms. Given that Tabrīzī’s introduction to that work affirms that Jahāngīr had intended 

it to facilitate his courtiers’ study of these biographies, we may opine that he wanted to 

cultivate a circle of similarly well accomplished rationalist and gnostic adepts within his 

private salons akin to the Socratics, Platonists, Peripatetics, and Illuminationist (ishrāqīs) 

of the past discussed by Shahrazūrī.830 

As a continuation of the divine imperial mantle delegated to Jahāngīr from his 

father, Akbar, Lefèvre understands that the literary construction of Jahāngīr as a 

sovereign and a clairvoyant speaks to specific “universal ambitions” to master perfect 
                                                        

830 The commission was made in 1011/1602-3. See translator’s introduction in, Shahrazūrī, Nuzhat Al-
Arwāḥ Wa Rawḍat Al-Afrāḥ. pp. 1-3. 
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divinized knowledge and “to promote reason as a new universal law and his own person 

as its chief apostle.”831  She writes of the Majālis-i jahāngīrī, “The messianic pretensions 

of the monarch whom [the author] described as a ‘manifestation of divine secrets’ 

(maẓhar-i asrār-i ilāhī) unfold in the text through the narration of Jahangir’s oneiric 

encounters with heavenly figures, the miracles he performed thanks to his capacities as a 

seer and, most importantly for the present purpose, the discussions he conducted with a 

wide range of scholars, from Brahmans and Muslim ʿulama to Jesuit padres and Jewish 

savants.”832  Also included within this assortment of attendees were several little-known 

Iranian émigré scholars from Shiraz, at least two of whom had studied with Taqī al-Dīn 

Nassāba Shīrāzī (mentioned in Chapter 3 as one of Gīlānī’s instructors) as well as the 

student of the celebrated ḥakīm, Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī.833 Despite the author’s clear attempts 

to make them represent the sort of hegemonic rationalism current in this era that had been 

associated with the wider community of Shīʿī scholars emerging out from Shiraz, 

Jahāngīr continued to best them in his salons by drawing upon his own exclusive meta-

rational mode of gnostic insight to answer questions of natural philosophy, metaphysics, 

and other aspects of various religious traditions. We see this reflected in the very 

language of the author used to describe Jahāngīr’s superior demonstration in one such 

exchange: 

                                                        

831 Lefèvre, “Messianism, Rationalism, and Inter-Asian Connections: The Majalis-i Jahangiri (1608-1611) 
and the Socio-Intellectual History of the Mughal ʿulama.” p. 319, 333. 
 
832 Lefèvre. p. 319. 
 
833 Lefèvre. pp. 327-333. 
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[I]t was explained that God had created Adam without a beard. The emperor of 
verification (pādshāh-i taḥqīq) inquired of a friend in blessed language: “What is 
the secret in this that God created Adam without a beard, yet his offspring were 
given beards?” [His courtier,] Khān Aʿżam, in response to this [question] grew 
reflective and said: “This amount I know, having beards was brought about 
among his offspring, within only one womb or two.834 However, I don’t know the 
secret there is in this! The emperor of illuminated soul (pādshāh-i rawshan-i jān) 
intuitively said: “Because God wanted to bring Adam to heaven, for this reason he 
created him without a beard. But his offspring had the order shared by me and 
you, which is that after having purified [our] sins, the path to heaven opens up. 
However, opening a paradise for Adam and his exile from it was affirmed.” By 
God! That which the competent among the esteemed community had not 
considered after many long thoughts, this Divine Selection [i.e. the emperor] in 
the hour of inspiration—without drawing that headache-causing idea (fikr)—
attained it in the most handsome manner.835 
 
As an ‘emperor of verification,’ Jahāngīr straddles the domain of the ḥakīms who 

produced rational proofs to verify philosophical postulates. But by intuitively arriving at 

the correct answer about God’s decisions such that the very act of physical thought itself 

is rendered not only unnecessary but as a mere nuisance, we can see how a divinized king 

existed at least within the literary realm in such a way that his physical and overtly 

human qualities could be superseded. 

Recalling that the internal branches of Persianate ḥikmat posited politics (siyāsat) 

as an applied branch of universally valid rational ethics (akhlāq), we understand its 

achievement of balance or equipoise (iʿtidāl) sought to contain and manage the internal 

competing constitutions, or factions, of a body politic. In this tradition, the descriptions of 

Jahāngīr’s courtly salons are important for two reasons. First, they continue to recognize 

                                                        

834 What he means is not entirely clear, the intention may be “one or two generations” after Adam.  
 
835 ʿAbd al-Saṭṭār Lāhūrī, Majālis-i Jahāngīrī, ed. ʿĀrif Nawshāhī and Muʿīn Niẓāmī (Tehran: Mīrāṯ-i 
Maktūb, 2006). p. 45. 
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the dissonant religious populations in Mughal India as political factions in need of 

balance and higher guidance. Second, because they illuminate a culturally conditioned 

limit beyond which rationalist inquiry may not tread— that is, the exclusive powers of 

the gnostic philosopher-king— these salons underscore a higher-order of politics at play 

within the Mughal arena that is not purely rational. Even if ḥikmat was taught and 

debated by Indo-Persian sovereigns according to its standard rationalist formulae of the 

Hellenic tradition, it was still seen as circumscribed within and exceeded by the gnostic 

insights of some political elites who had become divinized as a cultural fact within the 

mythos created by ideologues working within their politically charged courtly arenas.  

While Lefèvre, like Koch, leaves us with the general impression that Jahāngīr 

stands out as a political exception within the Indo-Persian arena for his naturalist habits, 

the sources from the Deccan continue to show that this orientation of Indo-Persian courts 

was not exclusive to the Timurid household. Turning to the south, we see that in the 

Quṭbshāhī and Niẓāmshāhī contexts, Deccan sultans orchestrated similar intellectual 

salons in which they debated naturalist questions with the Iranian émigré ḥakīms in ways 

that drew more overtly upon their unique religious orientation as Shīʿī kings. We now 

explore several examples from that context as well as the important contributions of 

Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī to this paradigm of elite naturalist inquiry.  

5.3.2 Naturalist Inquiry at the Quṭbshāhī Court 

Not long after the salons of Jahāngīr were recorded, Sultan Muḥammad Quṭbshāh 

(r. 1612-26) began his tenure as king in the relatively new city of Hyderabad. Despite his 

young age and short rule, extant courtly vignettes paint him as equally invested in 
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interrogating naturalist questions, not unlike Jahāngīr. The Nizamate-era historian, Mīr 

ʿĀlam, transmitted several descriptions of these intellectual salons for a more modern 

readership several centuries later. While he does not intimate that the Quṭbshāh had 

delved more deeply into the gnostic depths of divinely disclosed knowledge in order to 

challenge his courtiers and make them live according to pure rationality, his presentation 

as an adept interrogator of natural principles places him more squarely within the 

community of ḥakīms with whom he is clearly drawn into an exchange.  

The holy essence of that royal locus of paradise comprised rational and religious 
sciences (ʿulūm-i ʿaqlī u naqlī) and by nature (ṭabʿ) graced the limit of 
intelligence. Just as they have related: one day in the royal majlis, a group of 
ʿulamā’ and learned dignitaries (fużalā’) were in attendance. One of the esteemed 
people introduced one of the attendees of the majlis [who he described] as the 
peak of preserving the faculties of comprehension (fahm) and memory (ḥifẓ). This 
intimate [of his] encompassed the highest rank in both qualities. The king ordered 
an investigation into the purview of the height of comprehension and memory. 
The aforementioned dignitary said that because comprehension is an expression 
made about the rapidity of debate (surʿat-i intiqāsh), the intellectual forms in the 
mind and the apperception of sciences are dependent upon the status in which 
temperament of the mind, which is the locus of perceptive faculties, is moist 
(raṭb). And memory is an expression about the slow departure of imprinted forms, 
which must be within the dry mind (yubūsatī),836 where memorized sciences do 
not rapidly cease by way of that dryness that is the modality [of their endurance]. 
Because of that [capacity of] accepting and terminating form it is sound, and 
moisture (ruṭūbat) is its modality, which facilitates that capacity of accepting and 
terminating of [epistemic] forms. 
 
The king declared this consideration of necessity for the intermingling of 
comprehension and [mental] preservation bogus. The esteem of the 
aforementioned noble had not been demonstrated, because the locus of 
comprehension is a part of the brain and the locus of memory is another, and 
through the conflict of the engagement of the two oppositional places—meaning, 
humidity and dryness— in one place is impossible. The necessary proof has not 

                                                        

836 Every time the word ‘dryness’ is intended by Mīr ʿĀlam, the scribe who had made the lithograph had 
written ‘payvastī,’ meaning ‘linkage’ or ‘attachment,’ which does not make sense given the context. 
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arrived. Still, most of it is such that seeking control of humidity or dryness, one of 
the two parts contaminates the other. For this reason, comprehension and memory 
are not integrated. And rarely for the strength of each one of the two related 
parts—meaning the locus of comprehension or the locus of memory—the 
modality of either does not pervade the other, and it cannot be doubled [in this 
way].  
 
Then, the king asked what the reason is that children possess a greater capacity of 
memory than the elderly. The condition is that the humidity of the brain of 
children is greater than the elderly. Another eminent person said that Shaykh Abū 
ʿAlī b. [Sīnā] in The Healing (Shifā) had said, “the gathering of thoughts, 
unexpanded wings, and a paucity of worldly actions have complete effect on 
action.” And he explained that the reason for the strength of children’s memory is 
that their minds have not been occupied by worldly matters. 
 
Again, the king asked another question: What is the reason that people love to 
sleep on their right side? The aforementioned noble demonstrated that Qāżī 
ʿAyyāḍ [b. Mūsa (d. 1149)] in The Book of Healing by the Recognition of the 
Laws of The Chosen One837 had related that because the heart is on the left, if one 
sleeps on the right, he shall lean upon the heart, and he shall dream that he is 
drowning. But if he sleeps on the right, his heart shall dangle, and this is the 
reason for the rapidity of his waking. Someone else related that in the seventh 
volume of [the ‘The Meadow of Purity’ (Rawḍat al-ṣafā’)] of Mīr Khwānd (d. 
1498), the Khotanese never seat their friends on the right-hand side, rather they 
offer them a place on the left.  The reason is this: the heart is on the left. But on 
whatever they are sitting, they move it closer. And approximating this is that 
which Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd in the Commentary on the Nahj al-balāgha said, the 
reason for the intelligence of short people is this: Their heart is closer to the brain. 
If it is said that it is necessary that this meaning is a general meaning, its condition 
is like how some tall people are at the extremity of intelligence and short people 
are at the extremity of stupidity. I say, some tall people have the most inferior of 
big bodies, and the greatest of bodies are the short. But, the proximity of the heart 
to the brain is considered to be ‘a little vizier.’ And on the other hand, short 
people are those who, despite the distance of the heart from the brain, have no 
sagacity.838 
 

                                                        

837 Here the text simply reads Shifā, the full title being: Kitāb al-shifā bi-taʿrīf ḥuqūq al-Muṣṭafá. 
 
838 Mīr ʿĀlam, Ḥadīqat Al-ʿālam. pp. 286-88. 
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In light of these exchanges, the previously-discussed Mughal context pertaining to 

the salons of Jahāngīr appear somewhat hyperbolic given how his supra-rational persona 

brought to bear upon the debates around naturalist questions. But what is important is to 

understand that the same host of questions preoccupied Indo-Persian sovereigns as a 

demonstration of their political power. While Mīr ʿĀlam unfortunately remains silent 

about the source of his reports, the Quṭbshāhī sultan is depicted by the author as more 

adept than his courtier in understanding fundamental principles of natural philosophy 

concerning the prime elements as well as the substantiality of matter and relating these to 

the off-hand claims of a person’s character. This disparity in intellectual prowess between 

the king and the courtier would readily have been understood by the early-modern reader 

of this exchange as a way of Muḥammad Quṭbshāh regulating his court from a firm basis 

in rationality and aptitude in natural philosophical reasoning, which allowed him to stand 

above the competing factions and upstart dignitaries in attendance who had fallen short of 

this ideal. Where Jahāngīr replaces naturalist rationality with gnostic insight, Muḥammad 

Quṭbshāh stands as the culmination of those rationalist abilities.  

We notice, furthermore, how these natural philosophical subjects require no 

qualification or preamble from either party in the debate, indicating how germane they 

were to the common vocabulary of elites interrogating the world, and how common it 

was in practice to slip between the teachings of Ibn Sīnā, Imam ʿAlī, or other historical 

authorities in this context to gather requisite proof about the nature of human bodies. As a 

fitting end to the debate, invoking the most popular commentary on the Nahj al-balāgha 

brings the naturalist discussion full circle to the canonical sources of sanctioned Shīʿī 
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knowledge. As we also saw in the last chapter how this same commentary had been read 

in the court of Muḥammad Quṭbshāh to debate the principles of the soul in another 

natural philosophical context, we understand that Shīʿī naturalism appears most at home 

in the royal salons of the kings of the Deccan Sultanates where free inquiry and 

interrogation of rational, naturalist, and metaphysical subjects was directly shaped by the 

traditions that had been studied in these same political and cultural spaces. 

Turning to another site in the Deccan—the nearby Niẓāmshāhī court at 

Ahmadnagar in the late 10th/16th century—we are able to see this significance of training 

political elites in the basic principles of natural philosophy and metaphysics so that they 

may understand and more correctly follow the theological teachings that were coming to 

be sanctioned by the émigré Imāmī Shīʿī elite arriving from Iran. This was doubly 

important in the plural religious context of the Deccan, where natural philosophy stood as 

a tool of defending Shīʿī theology from alternative dogmatic formulae. 

5.3.3 Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī Instructs the Niẓāmshāh 

If the elite Iranian émigré ḥakīms to South Asia during the 10th/16th century could 

be ranked in terms of their influence upon the scholastic and political fortunes of these 

Indo-Persian states, none rank higher than Fatḥullāh b. Ḥabībullāh Ḥusaynī Shīrāzī (d. 

997/1589). He had directed his scholarly influence upon two emperors: Muḥammad 

Khudābandah in Safavid Iran and Akbar in Mughal India. In between these periods of 

service, he had an important interlude in the Deccan where he served the Sultan of 
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Bijapur, the aforementioned ʿAlī ʿĀdilshāh I.839  Given his direct scholarly influence on 

at least one of Gīlānī’s claimed instructors, ḥakīm ʿAlī Gīlānī, and many other Shīʿī 

politicos active across South Asia— including many who had also begun their studies 

with him in Safavid Shiraz before making their own way to the subcontinent— his 

example of responding to Indo-Persian sovereigns around questions of religion with 

answers firmly rooted in the principles of Persianate ḥikmat should be taken as the gold 

standard for how elite ḥakīms defended religious dogma in this era.840 Given that we also 

see how Fatḥullāh’s debates in natural philosophy and metaphysics drew very 

intentionally upon Shīʿī ḥadīth, we should also treat his thought as a point of departure 

from which later scholars like Gīlānī developed projects of reading Shīʿī traditions in a 

more overt and explicit way to guide naturalist inquiry. Despite all of Fatḥullāh’s attested 

                                                        

839 Before his emigration from Shiraz to Bijapur, he had served Muḥammad Khudābandah during the era 
that he had served as the Safavid provincial governor of Shiraz between 1572/3-1578 just before ascending 
to the Safavid throne. Mitchell, The Practice of Politics in Safavid Iran. pp. 160-1.; This relationship is 
proven by an extant letter written by Muḥammad Khudābandah to Fatḥullāh after he ascended the throne 
and after its recipient shifted his service to Akbar who bestowed upon him the title of ‘ʿażad al-dawla,’ or, 
the ‘arm of the state,’ which is mentioned in this letter, which pleads for Fatḥullāh to return to Safavid 
service. See Abū’l-Qāsim Ḥaydar Beg Īvūghlī, Jāmiʿa al-murāsalāt, British Library, London, Ms. 7688, 
160a-b. 
 
840 We have multiple attested reports that it was Muḥammad Dihdār Shīrāzī (d. 1016/1607), the grandson of 
Shams al-Dīn Khafrī mentioned in Chapter 1, who was responsible for convincing Sultan ʿAlī ʿĀdilshāh I 
to poach Fatḥullāh from Shiraz. Mʿānī, Kāravān-i Hind, 1369. p. 985.; This association appears to be 
transmitted on the authority of Muḥammad’s son, Muḥammad Taqī Dihdār Shīrāzī who resided in Mughal 
India in the early 11th/17th century and associated with the encyclopedist, Muḥammad Ṣādiq b. Muḥammad 
Ṣāliḥ Ṣādiqī Iṣfahānī, who recorded a biographical report on Muḥammad Dihdār based on the testament of 
his son in his work, Shāhid-i Ṣādiq. The excerpted biography may be found in Bodleian Library, Oxford, 
Ms. Walker 120, f. 218b-219a. 
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influence in historical and biographical literature, his extant writings remain exceedingly 

rare and are completely unstudied.841  

5.3.3.1  Background of Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī’s Treatise 

One of Fatḥullāh’s works that appears to have enjoyed a healthy circulation 

recorded the answers to specific questions that had been posed to him by “one of the 

kings of the Deccan.” Even decades after his death, members of the Zoroastrian-leaning 

sect who followed Āẕar Kayvān—the so-called Yazdānīs, discussed briefly in Chapter 

3—continued to read and comment upon some of Fatḥullāh’s responses from this text 

that they had referred to as ‘The Settling of Some Issues’ (Ḥall-i musā’il).842  At least two 

copies of the treatise remain extant. One complete copy held in the Raza Library in 

Rampur, appears to have been transcribed in Quṭbshāhī Hyderabad sometime during the 

11th/17th century. Another incomplete copy now held in the library of the Dargah Aliyah 

Chishtiyah, in Ahmedabad, Gujarat, had once belonged to the Mughal emperor, 

                                                        

841 Sajjad H. Rizvi, “Mir Damad in India: Islamic Philosophical Traditions and the Problem of Creation,” 
The Journal of the American Oriental Society 131, no. 1 (2011): 9–23. See pp. 10-11, n8. 
 
842 They did this because of the shared intellectual heritage of Shiraz, where Āẕar Kayvān had studied with 
Fatḥullāh before emigrating to India himself. See, Ibn Farhād, Shāristān-i Chahār Chaman. p. 346.; 
Without citing their source, Ahmed and Pourjavady have recorded an alternate title for this work as being 
As’ila al-sulṭāniyya, which they incorrectly claim was in response to the questions of Murtażá Niẓāmshāh 
II, who actually ruled around the turn of the 10th/16th to 11th/17th centuries, Asad Q. Ahmed and Reza 
Pourjavady, “Theology in the Indian Subcontinent,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 606–24. p. 608; see Briggs, History of the Rise of the Mahomedan 
Power in India, till the Year A.D. 1612, Translated from the Original Persian of Mahomed Kasim Ferishta, 
1829. pp. 314-320. 
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Awrangzeb.843 Clearly, the legacy of Fatḥullāh continued to shape both Deccan and 

Mughal intellectual circles in the century after his death, and beyond.844 

While the name of the king to whom Fatḥullāh responds is not directly mentioned 

in the text, it does not seem to have been either of his South Asian ʿĀdilshāhī or Mughal 

patrons, but the nearby ruler Murtażá Niẓāmshāh I (r. 1565-88) of Ahmadnagar. We can 

infer this because the unnamed king, who poses various questions to Fatḥullāh, makes 

frequent reference to an even earlier work by a “Mullā Khwājagī,” which was also known 

to his respondent. One such question of the inquiring king concerns Khwājagī’s brief and 

apparently unclarified remark that ‘God is free from time’ (‘khudā-yi taʿālá munazzah az 

zamān’), which prompts an explanation from Fatḥullāh.845  This appears to reference the 

very abbreviated chapter on this same topic in the theological treatise ‘The Order within 

the Imāmī Sect’ (al-Niẓāmiyya fī madhhab al-imāmiyya), which was composed by 

Muḥammad b. Aḥmad Khwājagī Shīrāzī for Sultan Burhān Niẓāmshāh (d. 1553) several 

decades prior to Fatḥullāh’s own arrival into the Deccan. Thus, the work at hand appears 

                                                        

843 The copy in the Raza Library is written in a much cruder script than the other copy held in Gujarat. 
While the identity of the king is also not mentioned in this other copy, we see in its colophon that it was 
completed in Hyderabad, most likely during the 11th/17th century. Raza Library, Ms. Persian 466b, p. 36; 
The incomplete version of this treatise is one of many from the Library of the Dargah Aliyah Chishtiyah, in 
Ahmedabad, Gujarat that had been photographed and made into a microfilm for the collection of the Noor 
Microfilm International Center at the Iran Cultural House in New Delhi. Their catalogue claims that it is 
Ms. 23 in the shrine’s collection, and they accordingly give it the entry of Ms. 81 for their own collection of 
microfilms from this particular library. Since it is untitled, they call it Risāla-yi Mīr Fatḥullāh, which I use 
below. 
 
844 On his mechanical contributions, see M.A. Alvi and A. Rahman, Fathullah Shirazi: A Sixteenth-Century 
Indian Scientist (New Delhi: National Institute of Sciences of India, 1968). 
 
845 Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī, Risāla-yi Mīr Fatḥullāh, New Delhi, Noor International Microfilm Center, Iran 
Culture House, Ms. p. 53. 
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to have served as a clarification of one of the earliest expositions of Imāmī Shīʿī theology 

produced in the Deccan, which continued to be read within the court at Ahmadnagar as a 

standard teaching tool.846 The king’s other questions appear to corroborate this influence 

of the so-called Shiraz School of philosophy. Fatḥullāh’s responses challenge some of the 

statements of Ṣadr al-Dīn Muḥammad Dashtakī Shīrāzī (d. 1498) that the king had read, 

indicating that the Niẓāmshāh’s philosophical and theological education had been 

thoroughly oriented towards this recent scholastic tradition, of which Fatḥullāh was only 

its most recent and well-known product.847 Given Khwājagī Shīrāzī’s renown and 

circulation through the Deccan from Golkonda to Ahmadnagar in the same era that Shāh 

Ṭāhir helped other denizens from Shiraz find patronage a generation earlier, Fatḥullāh in 

many ways appears as his successor building on the roots of this patronage network and 

the same scholarly culture that Khwājagī Shīrāzī helped strengthen while he refined 

specific theological and philosophical points within the parallel worldviews of Sufis, 

peripatetic and ishrāqī philosophers, Imāmī Shīʿa, and Ashʿarī Sunnīs.848  

                                                        

846 The title of this treatise clearly plays upon the name of the dynasty to which it has been dedicated. 
Khwājagī Shīrāzī, Al-Niẓāmiyya Fī Madhhab Al-Imāmiyya. 
 
847 For his disagreement about a statement made about the divisibility of physical bodies, see Risāla-yi Mīr 
Fatḥullāh, Noor International Microfilm Center, p. 23. 
848 Khwājagī Shīrāzī writes that he had counted himself as a Sunnī before converting to Shīʿism at an 
undisclosed date. In the dedication of this treatise, he lays out his intention to offer all competing 
explanations on different points of theology among these groups, see Khwājagī Shīrāzī, Al-Niẓāmiyya Fī 
Madhhab Al-Imāmiyya. p. 71.; This comparative mode appears to be the basis for some of his commentary 
on Naṣīr al-Dīn Ṭūsī’s Fuṣūl al-naṣīriyya, a work which he claims to have made a commentary upon while 
amidst ‘the armies of the King of Telangana’ (ʿasākir-i pādshāh-i Tilang). Khwājagī Shīrāzī, Sharḥ-i 
Fuṣūl-i Naṣīriyya. p. 49, 159. 
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5.3.3.2  The Responses 

The introduction of Fatḥullāh’s treatise acknowledges that his own attempts to 

answer the questions of the Niẓāmshāh were also in direct response to his command to 

instigate a sort of scholarly “battle,” no doubt, intending to pit this Iranian émigré against 

other members of his court and other local ʿulamā’.849 Fatḥullāh’s statements reveal that a 

list of questions had been written by the king pertaining to specific principles of physics, 

such as the relations of physical bodies with the vacuum, the conveyance of water, as 

well as more specific questions addressing theological principles that relied upon a 

nuanced understanding of physics and metaphysics, such as God’s knowledge of divisible 

bodies. Reverently, he refers to the king’s questions with flowery phrases such as 

“investigating from the status of enlightenment” (az ḥāl-i rawshanī tafaḥḥuṣ farmūdah-

and),850 which suggests that he was not physically present with the Niẓāmshāhī king 

when he composed his answers, but may have been responding from nearby Bijapur or 

the Mughal domains. 

In order that his responses to the king would be completely intelligible, 

Fatḥullāh’s treatise begins with an outline of the basic principles of the peripatetic 

tradition relating to God as the Necessary Existent, and existence itself comprised of 

contingent beings (mumkin al-wujūd) whose material properties of quantity, quality, 
                                                        

849 This in some ways echoes the letter that he had sent some years earlier from Iran to Bijapur when he 
accepted the ʿĀdilshāh’s offer of a new post in his Deccan court. In that document, Fatḥullāh also writes 
that he looks forward to the royal favors as well as “debating the instructors of the schools” (“mubāhāt bar 
mudarrisān-i madāris”), See, Futūḥī, Sharafnāmah: Makātibāt-i Dīvānī-Yi Iyālat-i Fārs u Lāristān Dar 
Dawrah-Yi Ṣafaviyyah. p. 249.; Risāla-yi Mīr Fatḥullāh, Noor, p. 2. 

 
850 Risāla-yi Mīr Fatḥullāh, Noor International Microfilm Center, p. 21. 
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motion, rest, and endurance must all be known to his reader in order to grasp the finer 

points of ḥikmat. These definitions are explicated in terms of their Arabic and Persian 

equivalents, and are succeeded by brief descriptions of the different classes of authorities 

discussed by Khwājagī Shīrāzī in his earlier theological treatise, including peripatetic 

philosophers, ishrāqī philosophers, Muslim theologians, and Sufis.851 We should consider 

both of these works extending the scholastic debates of the so-called School of Shiraz 

into the Deccan during the century after the deaths of its most widely-read notables.852  

While most of the king’s questions specifically focus on statements relating to 

Muslim cosmology arriving from the scholarly theorizations on scripture and traditions, it 

is the way in which Fatḥullāh answers his questions that offer us clear insight into the 

centrality of ḥikmat to rationalize religion and make it cohere with principles governing 

natural bodies and forces. This stands in opposition to the practice of sourcing other 

verses of scripture or performing purely literary interpretations of these ambiguous 

statements, which would not be the main prerogative of an adept ḥakīm serving in a royal 

court. Seeing how Fatḥullāh answers several questions will help us understand this 

interplay between the jurisdiction of religious tradition and scripture on the one hand, and 

the rationalism of the ḥakīm on the other.   

The first exchange concerns the ability of angels to traverse between the surpa-

lunar and sub-lunar spheres, which is a fundamental component of all Muslim 

                                                        

851 Risāla-yi Mīr Fatḥullāh, Noor International Microfilm Center, pp. 2-12, 12-20. 
 
852 Specifically, I mean Jalāl al-Dīn Davānī (d. 1502), Ṣadr al-Dīn Muḥammad Dashtakī (d. 1498), and his 
son, Ghiyāth al-Dīn Dashtakī (d. 1548?). 
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cosmologies given the story of the Prophet Muḥamamd receiving revelation through 

Gabriel’s mission as well as his own cosmic ascent (miʿrāj) that he undertook in order to 

speak to God.  

The [king] had inquired about the condition of translucency (shaffāfī). It is 
apparent that translucency has no color, and cannot be seen by the eye. Like clear 
air. And it is possible that this translucency possesses rigor, meaning that it cannot 
be torn easily. However, dense things like iron and stone are not like this, and it is 
possible that they are not rigid. But translucency, which is a color (lawn) is able to 
be seen by the eye. 
 
The [king] had inquired about the condition of the sky (āsmān) about which they 
say is the most rigid and is harder than iron, and [about how] they say that 
[angels] come from the sky and pass through it, but the sky does not impede 
[them].853 It is apparent that some people who are not masters of verification 
(ṣāḥib-i taḥqīq nīst-and) have not understood the statements of the investigating 
ḥakīms. Like those who have said that the school of the ḥakīms contends that the 
chief heavenly body (falak al-aflāk), meaning the ninth planet lacks the capacity 
to penetrate [the sky], but is harder than iron. But about other celestial bodies they 
have said this and they have related a proof that is at the extremity of inferiority 
and deficiency. But that which is true is that all celestial bodies, including the 
chief heavenly body, are able to penetrate the sky, and angels traverse the 
heavens. And it is true that Muḥammad with his holy body ascended and from 
every heaven that he traversed, the heavens have doors (darvāz-hā) that open and 
close, and angels traverse the heavens. In the same way that jinn enter into houses 
that have locked doors and no windows, and they are able to enter and leave 
without any trouble, although their comings and goings occur through pores 
(masāmāt).854 

 

                                                        

853 What is meant about the sky being more rigid than iron remains somewhat unclear, however it likely 
concerns the Qur’ānic verse pertaining to God bringing iron down from the heavens so that it could be 
made by humans into instruments of war and benefit. The reading of the king may be that iron exists in the 
heavens, or that the sky is itself made of something hard from which iron has come down (57:25, We have 
already sent Our messengers with clear evidence and dispatched with them the scripture and the balance 
so that people may maintain [their affairs] in justice. And We sent down iron, wherein is great military 
might and benefits for the people, and so that Allah may make evident those who support Him ...) 
 
854 Risāla-yi Mīr Fatḥullāh, Noor International Microfilm Center, 25-7. 
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In order to make his argument intelligible to his patron, Fatḥullāh begins with a 

basic depiction of the properties about which he seeks to apply to the physicality of the 

heavens. Translucency, as something that can be seen by the naked eye, yet something 

that is porous enough to permit light to pass through it, inculcates his reader to think that 

the heavens must be akin in some way, despite being theorized as rigid or unbreakable. 

The next passage intimates that there are many grossly mistaken interpretations of 

basic and foundational principles of cosmology, and that only those who have been 

attributed to be ‘masters of verification’ (ṣāḥib-i taḥqīq)—meaning those who correctly 

undertake rational proofs— may be endowed with the authority to speculate about natural 

principles. In this way, the Qur’ānic and traditional accounts of angels and the Ascension 

of the Prophet become rationally intelligible given a careful adherence to the essential 

principles of peripatetic natural philosophy that do not merely treat these as metaphoric 

statements. Interestingly, Fatḥullāh invokes the example of jinn entering into a 

completely sealed house as something self-evident that his reader would have accepted 

and known without qualification in order to elucidate the more ambiguous habits of 

angels. In this way, we understand that a combination of heuristic experience and 

propositional ratiocination can lead a ḥakīm to make determinations about the validity or 

invalidity of prophetic traditions. This stands apart from the customary practice of ḥadīth 

narrators who generally do not concern themselves with the rational quality of the content 

of prophetic traditions, but the veracity of their narrators. Fatḥullāh’s response continues:  

The [king] had inquired about the heavens that turn, do the angels do this or not? 
It is not hidden from the luminous seal [i.e., the king] that it may be that some 
angels are a pure essence cleft [from a body] (jawhar-i mujjarad), while some 
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possess a body. That which are cleft, which have no body, have no place (makān), 
therefore it is not possible for them to turn. But that which has a body, it may be 
that it turns in the heavens or it may be that it does not. Rather, some ḥadīth 
indicate the point that some do not rotate [and] the heavens do not revolve. Like 
the ḥadīth relating the anecdote about the bayt al-maʿmūr.855 That ḥadīth indicates 
that the bayt al-maʿmūr is always above the Kaʿaba, facing in the direction of that 
blessed house. But the movement of the heavens is from the east to the west or 
from the west to the east. If the bayt al-maʿmūr rotated according to the rotation 
of the heavens, it must be that in one complete day it is above the Kaʿaba, but 
other times it is above something else. And this contradicts the ḥadīth of the 
prophet. Therefore, [this understanding] is invalid (bāṭil). However, corporeal 
angels are inside the bayt al-maʿmūr, and that which circumambulates the bayt al-
maʿmūr due to the rotation of the heavens does not itself rotate.856 
 
Similar to our analysis of Shīʿī traditions in the last chapter, we see the king using 

his knowledge of cosmology and natural philosophy to speculate about what is meant in 

certain prophetic statements. Fatḥullāh’s response again contends that the principles of 

bodies and matter relate to aspect, location, and place in the Aristotelian tradition, and 

that these must be brought to bear upon the ḥadīth in question. However, they may not 

contradict in meaning what is conveyed in the scriptural sources.  

This is itself revealing, not only for the public political performance of naturalist 

inquiry in a political setting, but also for our understanding of Fatḥullāh’s participation in 

maintaining the cohesion of such a community in the plural religious context of the 

Deccan.  Turning to the reception of this debate in a later source, we understand how 

Fatḥullāh’s response to the king may not have not been genuine at all, but would have 

been made in a way to ensure that his speculations did not contradict the postulates of 

                                                        

855 This is the cosmic, “much-frequented house,” also mentioned in the Qur’ān (52:4) as the heavenly 
counterpart to the physical Kaʿaba on earth.  
 
856 Risāla-yi Mīr Fatḥullāh, Noor International Microfilm Center, pp. 27-8. 
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exoteric Muslim scripture. The Zoroastrian-leaning follower of Āẕar Kayvān, farzāna 

Bahrām b. Farhād, records much of this very exchange between Fatḥullāh and the Deccan 

king in his work, The Four-Gardened City,” (Shāristān-i chahār chamān, c. 1610).857 He 

writes that Fatḥullāh had been promoted within the circle of those who studied the 

various branches of ḥikmat with his master, Āẕar Kayvān, in the city of Shiraz before 

both men emigrated out of Safavid Iran, one to Mughal India, the other to the Deccan. 

From his own first-hand knowledge about Fatḥullāh’s life and true training, his statement 

about any of the angels having corporeal form is simply a ruse to placate the king, who 

could not grasp the “esoteric symbolic rational forms that remained unuttered.” 

According to Bahrām, the excuse about jinn entering into a house made no difference in 

terms of corporeality or incorporeality, but it was a seemingly successful distraction for 

the greater good (maṣlaḥat) that settled the king’s mind.858 Whether Fatḥullāh was an 

initiate of the circle of Āẕar Kayvān or not remains entirely contingent upon the texts 

circulated from this elusive circle of his followers during the early 11th/17th century, and 

these claims must be taken with a grain of salt. 

Turning to a second section of Fatḥullāh’s treatise concerning the habits of human 

souls after they have been separated from bodies, we are able to put Fatḥullāh’s 

naturalism more closely into conversation with the wider tradition of early-modern Shīʿī 

                                                        

857 It should also be pointed out that farzāna was the “pure Persian” term that the followers of Āẕar Kayvān 
used to refer to people who had studied ethics, metaphysics, and physics—in other words, he wa a ḥakīm. 
On him, see Sheffield, “In the Path of the Prophet: Medieval and Early Modern Narratives of the Life of 
Zarathustra in Islamic Iran and Western India.” pp. 92-3. 
 
858 Ibn Farhād, Shāristān-i Chahār Chaman. pp. 347-9. 
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scholars using the statements of the Imams to embark upon speculative philosophy. We 

should preface this discussion by pointing out that Fatḥullāh had already refuted the 

principle of God forming a connection with any corporeal entity (ḥulūl), which he and his 

reader understood to be the hallmarks of the theology of Christians and Shīʿī 

‘exaggerators’ (ghāliyyān), who had divinized ʿAlī and the other Imams.859 Their 

concerns about the soul, instead, concerned what would happen post-mortem. 

[The king] inquired about what is in the book written by Mullā Ṣadr al-Dīn 
[Dashtakī Shīrāzī], that spirits (rūḥ) meet one another in the air, become 
acquainted with one another, and interrogate one another.  From a soul that 
ascends from the earth in stages, they ask of it what kind it is. And about the 
question of the spirit, [you asked] is it uttered in words and sounds or is it another 
sort [of question]. Since the spirit is not regarded with orientation and place (jihat 
u makān), how can it become acquainted?  
 
[The answer:] It is not hidden that the human spirit, which knows things, is 
[understood according to] two schools. The school of some is that it is an 
extremely fine body (jism). For this reason, it is able to float in the air. After 
separating from the body and being attached to it, it is able to form attachments 
with another spirit and ask it questions. Its questions can be uttered with words 
and sounds. Or, it is possible that [it does not ask these questions] by words and 
sounds. Some others who are masters of verification are those who [claim] that 
this spirit is a pure essence, cleft from a body. It does not possess place or 
orientation, and does not come or go. But if in the statement (kalām) of an 
authority [who claims that] it is that the soul ascends higher, according to the 
doyens of this school, it is a metaphor. And its meaning is that from the 
attachment and the connection to the relations of the body, where its [ability to 
achieve] perfection is made captive, the relationship to it ceases. Then, its 
ascension means that it progresses from a state of oppression to a higher state. 
And this spirit forms connections [to other spirits] in the way of a body forming 
connection with another body. Rather, if [according to the statements of] the 
eminent authorities of religion, that this spirit makes connections with one another 
is itself a metaphor, and the meaning is that because this spirit has the attachment 
to the body and was connected [to it], because of its activity and its requirements 
[for the body], it hasn’t yet come to know any other souls. However, other souls 

                                                        

859 Risāla-yi Mīr Fatḥullāh, Noor International Microfilm Center, pp. 65-6. 
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form a connection to it like someone who was absent (shakhṣ-i ghā’ib), which is 
my opinion. Because of this attached veil [of the body that has] concluded, it 
comes to know other souls very well to the extent that the absent one becomes 
present. Only, after ceasing to work like this, they attach to one another and 
recognize (idrāk) each other and are made obedient to the conditions of one 
another. But, their question is not spiritual and neither is it by words or sounds. 
The union, which in truth they say is not by its exoteric meaning, rather it is [also] 
a metaphor…860 
 
Fatḥullāh discusses two opposing views on the habits of sprits after corporeal 

death. The latter position, which he supports, appears more in line with the Platonic 

position of individual souls joining an anima mundi or universal world-soul. However, 

even for this passage as well, Fatḥullāh’s later reader, Bahrām b. Farhād, also viewed his 

answer overall as a subversion of his true ideas about these issues as an ishrāqī 

philosopher in order to ‘fit’ the context of a public scholar serving within a Muslim 

community, “for the greater well-being of the time, the statements of Shāh Fatḥullāh 

conformed to the intruding position of the jurists.”861 

While neither he nor Fatḥullāh explicate the source of the question that initiated 

this part of his exchange with the Niẓāmshāh or the name of the work in which the earlier 

ḥakīm, Ṣadr al-Dīn Dashtakī Shīrāzī, discussed these properties of the soul, it clearly 

refers to his commentary made upon certain akhbār related on the authority of Imam 

Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq.   

                                                        

860 Risāla-yi Mīr Fatḥullāh, Noor International Microfilm Center, pp. 88-91. 
 
861 Ibn Farhād, Shāristān-i Chahār Chaman. p. 352. 
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5.3.3.3  Natural Speculation & Shīʿī Tradition in the mind of Shaykh Bahā’ī 

Reading a different commentary about the same reports attributed to the sixth 

Shīʿī Imam in the context of this wider exchange with Fatḥullāh, we understand that not 

all natural speculation intended to arrive at firm demonstrable proofs. Nevertheless, the 

non-rational and meta-rational claims of gnostics worked to orient elite audiences in 

similar ways to encourage natural speculation and ask Muslims to seek meaning in nature 

through contemplation. 

The commentary on the verses in question formed the final chapter of a 

devotional handbook authored several years after this exchange between Fatḥullāh and 

the Niẓāmshāhī king. It was authored by Gīlānī’s instructor, Bahā’ al-Dīn ʿĀmilī, and 

translated into Persian by his nephew and the Quṭbshāhī pīshvā serving in Hyderabad 

prior to Gīlānī, Ibn Khātūn ʿĀmilī, discussed extensively elsewhere. The report of the 

Imam was prompted by the question of one of his companions, Abū Baṣīr, who had 

approached him one day asking: “I asked Abū ʿAbdullāh Jaʿfar b. Muḥammad al-Ṣādiq 

about the spirits of the believers. He said: ‘In heaven, they [exist] in the form of their 

corporeal bodies, such that had you seen one you would call out, So-and-so!”862   

Shaykh Bahā’ī’s commentary of this tradition affirms that the individual rational 

soul (nafs-i nāṭiq-i insānī) survives corporeal destruction and becomes attached to 

ghostlike forms (shabaḥ-hā-yi mithālī). Other similar traditions with varying degrees of 

                                                        

862 Commonly known as the “The Forty” (Arbaʿīn) of Shaykh Bahā’ī, it discusses forty traditions central to 
the religious life, theology, and devotion of Imāmī Shīʿa in the eyes of its compiler in the early 11th/17th 
century.  Shaykh Bahā’ al-Dīn Muḥammad al-ʿĀmilī, Arbaʿīn-i Shaykh Bahā’ī, ed. Ḥusayn Ustād-Valī, 
trans. Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad Khātūnābādī [sic] (Tehran: Intishārāt-i Ḥikmat, 1990). p. 329. 
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detail sourced from the collection of Kulaynī describe the spirits in the shape of human 

bodies residing in rooms or among the trees of paradise getting to know one another and 

inquiring about who is left in the realm of the living, while they drink and dine, or 

assemble in rows as in a congregation.863 Seeming to disagree with Fatḥullāh’s 

metaphoric interpretation, Shaykh Bahā’ī offers a much richer speculation about this 

cosmological state that maintains material connectivity,  

The narration that has been affirmed as sound confers that the related ghosts have 
passed from the state of corporeal density (kithāfat), yet they have not arrived to 
pure elegance (liṭāfat). Rather they possess both aspects and are intermediaries 
among the corporeal beings and the incorporeal beings. And the attester is that a 
faction of the eminent ḥakīms have said: ‘In existence there is the world of 
magnitude (miqdārī’ī), other than the sensible world, which is an intermediary 
between the incorporeal world and the material world. It is neither in that [degree] 
of elegance, nor in this density. In that world, the very bodies and types of forms 
from movements and restive states and voices and tastes and smells and other 
things, are forms of ghosts which subsist of themselves and have a relation [with 
one another]. However, not by way of matter. And that is a vast world and is an 
expansive world, which its inhabitants are in ranks and different orders in 
elegance and density, and handsome and ugly forms. And those very beings in 
those form-like bodies exist in all exterior and interior senses, which to them are 
[like] the realization of pleasure and pain, and from the divine blessing are 
elevated bodily and spiritually. And Mawlānā Quṭb al-Din Muḥammad [Shīrāzī, 
(d. 1311)] in his commentary on Ḥikmat al-ishrāq [of Suhravardī], related the 
statement to the existence of this world to the prophets and saints and great 
philosophers. And in total, although a proof from among the rational proofs for 
the existence of that [world] does not stand, however for some exoteric narrations 
it is written, and the masters of gnosticism (ʿirfān) and mystics (aṣḥāb-i ḥāl), 
claimed that it has appeared to those who strive for first-hand experience 
(mujāhidāt-i ẕawqiyya) and disclosures of spiritual unveiling (mushāhidāt-i 
kashfiyya). They have proved it. And it is apparent that masters of spiritual 
observation in realizing matters and apprehending the reality of great things 
(ḥaqīqat-i ashiyā-yi boland) are more foundational than adherents of bodily 
observation (aṣḥāb-i arṣād-i jismānī). Then like how you believe this group in 
that which the claim apprehends what appears from the hidden things of the 

                                                        

863 al-ʿĀmilī. p. 636. 
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celestial realm (makhfiyyāt-i ʿālam-i falakī), worthy is he who assents to that 
group also in that which they have informed about from among the secrets of the 
holy and divine realm and the realm of dominion.864  
 
While Shaykh Bahā’ī does not himself offer a rational demonstration for the 

traditions that support the existence of ghosts, he still invokes the authority of ḥakīms 

who have theorized alternate dimensions that are only proven by those who have 

mastered meta-rational faculties. His stance that ‘masters of spiritual observation’ stand 

in ontological superiority to ‘adherents of bodily observation’ should be considered a 

comment upon the muscle of these faculties, which require greater training and mastery. 

Yet, it would be a mistake to read an implied denigration of the latter in favor of the 

former into this claim.   

In these theorizations, we begin to see how both scholars saw themselves 

participating in the construction of afterlives for their readers. While Fatḥullāh—at least, 

in the presence of the Deccan king and according to his later critical reader—prefers a 

metaphoric union with a universal world-soul, in which he is unburdened from worrying 

about how he will ‘speak’ to the souls of the other deceased, Shaykh Bahā’ī more 

enthusiastically encourages his reader to accept the meta-rational claims of gnostics who 

have confirmed that even within this alternate dimension of spirits and ghosts, rational 

souls still enjoy the pleasures and pains of corporeal life and appear as human bodies. 

Whereas Fatḥullāh and Shaykh Bahā’ī both emerge from the combined Avicennan-

ishrāqī fold of early-modern Persianate ḥikmat, the latter’s explanation of these reports 

                                                        

864 al-ʿĀmilī. pp. 639-40. 
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contained in the devotional commentary coming out of Isfahan appears much richer in 

detail and more open to reaching a middle-ground between the competing ideas about the 

materiality and immateriality of the human soul in order to accommodate varying and 

more detailed versions of the same traditions from the Imams. Fatḥullāh’s more sober 

account of these reports, on the other hand, offers a solution based within his 

understanding of the principles of physics that does not as affirmatively encourage the 

Niẓāmshāhī king to follow the claims of those who have asserted the existence of this 

alternate dimension in which spirits continue to flourish as if they remain living as 

humans. Although perhaps richer in detail and more in line with the outward meaning of 

the traditions themselves, Shaykh Bahā’ī’s position would seem to be a less rationally 

defensible position based on the principles of physics. 

Within this discrepancy, we see how two elite Shīʿī ḥakīms writing in South Asia 

and Iran both sought to explicate the vague and somewhat peculiar traditions of the 

Imams. While Fatḥullāh is asked to clarify the questions of the Niẓāmshāhī king, we 

understand that part of his training as an adept political ruler was to fulfill the 

expectations of his state and his court that he could embody the divine knowledge of the 

world, the ‘things as they are,’ as well as fulfill the expectations of the Shīʿī elites of the 

Deccan in order to defend their sectarian community from the claims of their detractors. 

Given the changing sectarian character of the Niẓāmshāhī court between Imāmī Shīʿism, 

Sunnism, and the Mahdavism promoted by some of its Dakkanī and Abyssinian military 
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commanders,865 the most secure way to ensure creedal stability was to explicate Shīʿī 

theology and cosmology in superior terms and give them a thoroughly defensible basis in 

ḥikmat. This too speaks to the inherently politically conscious context in which religious 

identities were mapped in the Deccan and offers a more common experience of how this 

knowledge would have been received by rulers who did not go the full measure of self-

styling as gnostic sages like some of the Mughal emperors.  

While Shaykh Bahā’ī’s devotional treatise and commentary on these same Shīʿī 

reports would have also been read in courtly and non-courtly religious contexts by 

educated and literate elites, he sees great value in being able to orient his reader towards 

the traditions of the Imams by inviting them to engage in natural speculation, which is an 

enduring hallmark of the so-called Shiraz School that wielded so much influence on all 

Persianate elite ḥakīms in Iran and South Asia over the next two centuries and beyond. 

Yet, if there is a devotional hallmark of the so-called School of Isfahan that emerged in 

the 11th/17th century around Shaykh Bahā’ī, Mīr Dāmād, and Gīlānī’s other instructors, it 

was this union of rational and meta-rational inquiry more closely aligned with the 

statements of the Shīʿī Imams to help govern the devotion of elites. The culmination of 

these currents in the thought of Gīlānī serving at the Quṭbshāhī court signifies the overt 

political habitations of Shīʿī naturalism and its hallmark of speculative philosophy that 

engaged Muslim scriptures and reports of the Imams. 

                                                        

865 On the career of the Mahdavī general, Jamāl Khān, who is said to have converted Sultan Ismāʿīl 
Niẓāmshāh during the 1580s, see Briggs, History of the Rise of the Mahomedan Power in India, till the 
Year A.D. 1612, Translated from the Original Persian of Mahomed Kasim Ferishta, 1829. p. 277-81. 
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5.3.4 Preliminary Conclusions  

Before turning to see how Gīlānī inhabited the stance of a religiously devoted 

Shīʿī naturalist, we should conclude this section by summarizing the contributions of 

these encounters. In Indo-Persian courts, naturalist inquiry afforded ḥakīms and their 

patrons with the opportunities to demonstrate their perfect mastery of divine sciences as a 

constitutive component of their claims to political authority. While each of the 

aforementioned Indo-Persian rulers is presented differently in this literature, we 

understand that rationalist inquiry about nature and the cosmos remained the mainstay in 

all of these overtly political spaces. Religious traditions and biblical legends were 

invoked not to limit or restrict the tools of inquiry and the conclusions that they could 

draw, but they occasioned opportunities for courtiers to apply their perspicacity in these 

subjects and demonstrate their superior wits, similar to how we saw Gīlānī approaching 

Shīʿī traditions in the last chapter in his commentaries. However, while ‘discoveries’ or 

‘unveilings’ of gnostic or meta-rational insight were theorized in all of these courtly 

contexts, even held out to be true according to their reports by unassailable authorities, it 

appears that it was only in the Mughal context where this theory was put into practice by 

the emperor whose abilities to intuit natural, metaphysical, and religious truths were 

reflected in the discourses of his courtiers actively propagating his status as a living saint. 

Nevertheless, given the mobile circulation of ḥakīms between Iran, India, and the Deccan, 

the sultans to the south of the Mughal Empire also sought the mantle of divinized and 

ontologically perfect knowledge despite not developing a full-fledged political theology 

contingent upon its embodiment. 
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5.4 Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī’s Speculative Naturalism  

Turning to Gīlānī, we see that his naturalism practiced in the context of the 

Quṭbshāhī court also worked to extend the knowledge of his sovereign, ʿAbdullāh 

Quṭbshāh. We also come to understand that the meta-rational and gnostic tools used to 

achieve perfect knowledge about the natural world were not the lone purview of self-

styled divine kings and Sufi masters, but were fully in reach for adept ḥakīms who had 

purified and strengthened their souls to such an extent that they could grasp pure and 

rational forms, just as they had theorized in their commentaries upon Shīʿī traditions. 

Following in the path of earlier masters, particularly of the ishrāqī tradition, mental and 

spiritual askesis allowed Gīlānī to experience divine wisdom through spiritual presencing 

(ʿilm-i ḥużūrī) and understand ‘things as they are.’ However, these techniques remained 

oriented towards the very human ends of speculating about the natural world and coming 

to experience reality anew, not to supersede it or deny its ontological significance. Given 

Gīlānī’s overtly public and political life working in the Quṭbshāhī court and training the 

sons of other Iranian émigré administrators and gnostics at The Mountain of Light, we 

must understand that his treatises and essays on natural speculation were meant to be read 

by this community and instill within them certain practices to help them succeed in their 

courtly lives. With this in mind, the remainder of this chapter intends Gīlānī’s speculative 

naturalism as part of this political persona in order to challenge the notion that Shīʿī 

gnosticism indicated an inward or apolitical stance.  
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5.4.1 Gīlānī as the Quṭbshāhī Court Naturalist 

The encyclopedic collections that Gīlānī produced in Hyderabad during the 1640s 

and into the 1650s contain his writings in which many natural philosophical questions are 

debated. Given the breadth of these writings, a handful of these treatises appear to have 

circulated more widely than others among his community of peers and students at court 

and in his school. Each of these works offers lessons for the reader to engage in active 

inquiry, contemplation, and reflection upon nature in order to understand the ontological 

makeup of the universe and find meaning within these relations. 

One such work is his Treatise Explicating Atmospheric Existents (Risāla dar 

sharḥ-i kā’ināt-i jaw). Gīlānī’s is as at least the third treatise on this subject dedicated 

within the Quṭbshāhī court. His arrived around a century after the aforementioned work 

authored by Ṣadr Jahān Ṭabasī as well as a similar work called The Quṭbshāhī Flashes 

(Lāmaʿāt-i quṭbshāhī) also dedicated to ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh and written by Muḥammad 

Taqī Māzandarānī around the same time as Gīlānī dedicated his, in 1056/1646.866 Falling 

within the peripatetic tradition by way of Ibn Sīnā, all three authors explicate various 

atmospheric events including hail, wind, rain, rainbows, as well as earthquakes and 

related phenomena.  

As Pierre Hadot demonstrates, classical physics was approached as a speculative 

and conjectural discourse given that phenomena could not be proven but only described 

and studied. Therefore, the atmospheric existents were understood to be largely 
                                                        

866 It was completed in 1056/1646, Muḥamamd Taqī Māzandarānī, Lāmaʿāt-i quṭbshāhī, Kitābkhāna-yi 
Majlis, Tehran, Ms. 17230/2, ff. 12b-19a. 
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unpredictable events.867  As Hadot says, “[p]hysics is conceived as a spiritual exercise, 

which, particularly among the Epicureans, was intended to ensure peace of mind by 

suppressing fear of the gods and of death. To propose multiple explanations, all of which 

are likely, because they can all account for the phenomena that can be observed, is 

therefore to help the soul remain in serenity.” Although, early-modern Europeans 

departed from the classical stance in their use of mathematics to measure and calculate 

phenomena,868 their Muslim counterparts, like Gīlānī and Māzandarānī, appear to have 

combined empirical study within the speculative tradition while continuing to offer 

conjectural accounts because of the therapeutic power of these practices upon the soul.  

While Māzandarānī draws upon his own experience in the mountains of his 

homeland of Mazandaran,869 Gīlānī also writes that his empirical observations were 

gathered from within the gardens of India and the mountains of Gilan as well as 

Hamadan. Writing about the knowledge of pastoralist mountain-dwellers (yeylāq), Gīlānī 

describes the qualities of water condensation in humid climates and varying weather 

patterns at different altitudes of Gilan, concluding his thought with a qualification that 

more complete than his own knowledge is God’s for having created the heavens and the 

                                                        

867 I say “largely” unpredictable because during this era, astrologers had made claims that they could 
predict earthquakes. Farzāna b. Bahrām also classifies the same atmospheric phenomena as natural 
philosophy, or physics, while he also claims that Abū Ṭāhir Khāqānī had accurately predicted an 
earthquake in Tabriz that killed scores by reading the stars. Ibn Farhād, Shāristān-i Chahār Chaman.  p. 
259, 388. 
 
868 Hadot, The Veil of Isis, An Essay on the History of the Idea of Nature. p. 162, 164.  
 
869 Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Tehran, Ms. 17230/2. f. 17b. 
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earth.870 While to read these treatises in order to draw objective scientific knowledge in 

the modern western tradition would be a gross mistake, these statements of divine 

presence and complete knowledge, on the other hand, should not be used to evidence a 

lack in scientific disposition.871 As Gīlānī reads the presence of sweet fruits, pleasant 

aromas, and beautiful flowers as constitutive effects of God’s divine favor, as well as 

thunder, lightning, and earthquakes in reference God’s remonstrations and divine 

omnipotence,872 we understand that Gīlānī orients his reader’s attention towards natural 

contemplation on existents in order to come to know divinity through theophanies of 

God’s attributes, which makes no claims on scientific practice.  

This stance, too, is not entirely unique to Gīlānī’s or his peer community given 

that by this era, European Christian scientific and theological reasoning overlapped in 

asserting the unity of nature reflecting the omnipotence, omnipresence and providence of 

God. Amos Funkenstein has shown how knowledge of nature involved taking apart and 

re-creating natural processes through experiment and demonstration by early-modern 

“secular theologians” who rejected the medieval view of God’s necessary incorporeality. 

                                                        

870 Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Gīlānī, Rasāʼil-i Falsafī, ed. Muḥamamd Karīmī Zanjānīʹaṣl and Āzādah 
Karbāsiyān (Qom: Majmaʿ Ẕakhā’ir-i Islāmī, 2012). p. 136. 
 
871 Dimitri Gutas suggests that the laissez-faire Muslim attitude towards not insisting on objective 
knowledge about the world was inimical to cultivating a scientific ethos. While I do not support that stance, 
I draw attention to it in order to show the ways in which works such as these may be construed as evidence 
of an anti-scientific ethos. Gutas, “Certainty, Doubt, Error: Comments on the Epistemological Foundations 
of Medieval Arabic Science.” p. 287. 

872 Gīlānī, Rasāʼil-i Falsafī. p. 136.; In another treatise called On Clarifying the Classes of Poisonous 
Animals and the Defense Against the Harm of Poisons (Dar bayān aḥvāl-i ḥayvānāt dhū’āt al-samūm u 
dafʿ żarar-i zahr-hā), Gīlānī claims that scorpions, snakes, and other such pests fall under the influence of 
evil spirits, djinn, and devils as they reflect the ontological principles of evil and wickedness. In, Shajara-yi 
Dānish, Ms. Majāmīʿ 39. ff. 160b-162a. 
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Through empirical study, they asserted that God’s characteristics were reflected in the 

ideals of nature.873 The Muslim position, on the other hand, would never question God’s 

incorporeality, but it treated all of these phenomena as theophanic manifestations of the 

divine attributes. Ultimately, taught in the setting of the court, the purpose of these 

treatises was to facilitate ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh’s spiritual reflection and contemplation of 

divine presence beyond the written word and through these theophanies. 

In other works, Gīlānī shows us that his naturalist inquiry was not only initiated 

by him, but undertaken as a direct response to the requests of his sovereign. This fact 

again intimates that the purpose of an adept ḥakīm was to bestow certain qualities upon 

the state in order to fulfill a common cultural ideal of the era that was directly related to 

the ubiquity of elites training in naturalist subjects. Gīlānī tells his reader that upon 

finding himself invited to the royal chambers of ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh, he gathered in the 

presence of other distinguished men of the court sharing and debating accounts of 

different animals. At one point during the discussion, the sultan turned to Gīlānī and 

requested him to compose some thoughts about the habits of the honeybee and the silk 

worm.  Gīlānī accepted the sultan’s request and departed from the king’s royal veranda 

(īvān-i pādshāhī) to a garden full of fruiting trees where he sat and composed a draft 

(musawadda) about the properties of the honeybee and would later undertake the same 

about the silkworm. However, Gīlānī admits that his thoughts on these matters arrived 

dispassionately (bih khāṭir-i fātir rasīd), because he had read more wondrous accounts of 
                                                        

873 Amos Funkenstein, Theology and the Scientific Imagination From the Middle Ages to the Seventeenth 
Century (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1985). pp. 117-201. 
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animals in the Nahj al-balāgha of Imam ʿAlī—clearly intimating its supreme and 

unparalleled status for all natural knowledge as we saw in the last chapter.874 He recounts 

this frustration before he begins his treatise: 

How surprisingly strange is the man, wise and reflective and piercing of insight 
(mutafakkur va bīnā’ī mutabaṣṣir) examining (mutaʿabbir) the craft and creation 
of the honeybee, silkworm, ant, locust, and other animals strange of form! From 
the gnat, raven, eagle, dove, ostrich, rooster, peacock and other animals, he knows 
God is greatest, the Creator of that which possesses a life and minerals and plants 
and humans, and the Creator of the disordered world (ʿālam-i zīr u zabar), and the 
Omnipotent Arranger of divine will and decree. All of that which is counted 
among the ranks and manners of both types of animals – weak ones and those 
wondrous ones with strange forms—look at them and reflect upon them (naẓar 
kunad va fikr namāyad)! The perfect evidence and complete proof of [our] 
inability and insufficiency to comprehend God, is that perfect and complete proof 
that results in knowing God the Creator. For this reason, this poor miserly author 
composed words describing these two animals and some of the other animals of 
strange qualities for introducing them to the person who has not had the 
opportunity to see them [for himself].875 
 
This introduction sets the stage for a detailed account of the ethology of both 

insects. Central to the venture of their study is the relationship between the animals that 

induce surprise and wonder on the one hand, and the observer represented as a shrewd 

and insightful witness to these qualities on the other. The formula for deriving knowledge 

of God’s divine creation and power hinges upon the initial surprise of the observer and 

then the active reflection upon the visual signs and qualities presented by the phenomena. 

Should the signs have no surprising qualities, it remains possible that the observer would 

not deduce wider cosmological and theological implications of an omnipotent and 

                                                        

874 Gīlānī. Majmūʿa-yi ḥakīm al-mulk. Ms. Ṭibb-i Yūnānī 306, p. 19.  
 
875 Gīlānī, Majmūʿa-yi ḥakīm al-mulk, Ms. Ṭibb-i Yūnānī 306. p. 20. 
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omniscient creator. Gīlānī addresses the apparent paradox: although God is unknowable 

directly due to our inferior ontological status, this sort of oblique study allows us to 

witness a mimetic relationship between God and the world.  

5.4.2 Gīlānī on Perception 

Before turning to consider the path forward for Gīlānī in plumbing the depths of 

this mimetic relationship, we must address the way in which he alternates between 

rational, empirical, and what amounts to gnostic knowledge in order to bolster his powers 

of naturalist observation.  

In the medieval era, various Sufi metaphysicians had propagated cosmological 

formulae envisioning the human body as a microcosm reflecting forces present within the 

macrocosm of the wider universe that tended to blur any rigid distinctions made between 

the interior (bāṭin) human body and external (ẓāhir) phenomena. The twelfth-century 

Sunnī and Ashʿarī theologian, Shams al-Dīn Samarqandī’s (d. 1310) The Science of the 

Horizons and the Souls (ʿIlm al-āfāq wa al-anfus), exemplifies the common esoteric 

affinity for Imam ʿAlī inspiring a long tradition of speculative investigation into the 

natural world and the human soul as mirrors of one another outside of an overtly Shīʿī 

scholastic context.876 Other Sufi monists such as the thirteenth-century Persian ʿAzīz b. 

Muḥammad Nasafī (d. 1287) held that the currents of the soul and of the horizons were 

merely just different inflections of the same natural processes that emanated from the 

                                                        

876 Shams al-Dīn Samarqandī, Science of the Cosmos and the Soul, ʿIlm Al-Āfāq Wa Al-Anfus, ed. 
Gholamreza Dadakh (Costa Mesa, CA: Mazda Publishers, 2014).  
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divine effluence. He compares these physical inflections and subtle changes in both 

spheres to the grammatical declension (iʿrāb) of Qur’ānic verses.  

Each day destiny and the passage of time set this book before you, sura for sura, 
verse for verse, letter for letter, and read it to you… like one who sets a real book 
before you and reads it to you line for line, letter for letter, that you may learn the 
content of these lines and letters. This is the meaning of the words: ‘We will show 
them our signs in different countries and among themselves until it become [sic] 
plain to them that it is the truth’ [41:53]…But he who finds for himself the eye of 
the eye and the ear of the ear, who transcends the world of creatures and attains to 
the world of the commandment, he obtains knowledge of the whole book in one 
moment…877 
 
We can see how the Qur’ānic verse for the Sunnī Sufi metaphysician served the 

purpose for interiorizing the external phenomena of nature, as if the world was written by 

God akin to an author composing a text. This ontological correspondence is also matched 

by Gīlānī, as we saw his discussion on the statements of the Imams inflecting 

metaphysical and physical principles in the last chapter.  

Nasafī’s emphasis on ‘the one who obtains knowledge in one moment’ speaks to 

the ‘intuitive apperception’ (idrāk) of Sufis, which is also shared by proponents of 

illuminative philosophy (ḥikmat-i ishrāq) like Gīlānī, who had interwoven many of these 

same contemplative practices within a wider Avicennan framework of terrestrial 

physics.878  Within the ishrāqī philosophical tradition, heightened and successful ability 

                                                        

877 Translated in Fritz Meier, “The Problem of Nature in the Esoteric Monism of Islam,” in Spirit and 
Nature, Papers from the Eranos Yearbook, trans. R. Manheim (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1954), 149–203. Quoted on p. 202.  
 
878 For the influence of ishrāqī philosophy in the Ottoman heartland and its role in astronomical theory, see 
Avner Ben-Zaken, “The Heavens of the Sky and the Heavens of the Heart: The Ottoman Cultural Context 
for the Introduction of Post-Copernican Astronomy,” The British Journal for the History of Science 37, no. 
1 (March 2004): 1–28. 
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to intuitively appercept concepts arrives through undertaking specific mental and spiritual 

exercises to polish the soul and achieve a higher ontological status in which divine 

knowledge or pure rationality may be received directly from the active intellect (al-ʿaql 

al-faʿʿāl) without terrestrial mediation or need of the external senses.879 For this reason, 

many early-modern Persianate philosophers who commented on and transmitted the 

works of Shihāb al-Dīn Suhravardī also disseminated formulae of askesis that were 

viewed as methods of facilitating the connection between the individual soul and the 

universal world-soul in which dwelt pure Platonic forms.880 

 Emblematic of this philosophical pedigree, Gīlānī’s Treatise on the Creation of 

the World (Risāla-yi ḥudūth al-ʿālam) posits spiritual refinement as a means to access 

and comprehend metaphysical principles that would have been common among all of the 

students trained in Isfahan in the early 11th/17th century.881 For this reason, Gīlānī was 

hardly a lone wolf in mainstreaming the perceptive tools of the ishrāqī philosophical 

tradition in the courtly medical-philosophical circles of Muslim South Asia.882 Like other 

                                                        

879 For example, see the sixth discourse of the second part “On the classes of hidden things that the 
perfected are informed of,” Shihāb al-Dīn Suhrawardī, The Philosophy of Illumination, Hikmat Al-Ishrāq, 
ed. John Walbridge and Hossein Ziai (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press, 2000). pp.153-55. 
 
880 On Suhravardī’s occult oeuvre see, Walbridge, “The Devotional and Occult Works of Suhrawardī the 
Illuminationist.”; Daniel Sheffield has correctly points out that Jalāl al-Dīn Davānī (d. 1501) is a conduit 
for an adapted letterist reading of Suhravardian light, especially among Persianate circles of the 10th/16th-
11th/17th centuries in India. Sheffield, “The Language of Heaven in Safavid Iran: Speech and Cosmology in 
the Thought of Āẕar Kayvān and His Followers.” p. 168. 
 
881 See Gīlānī, Rasāʼil-i Falsafī. pp. 68-69. 
 
882 Fabrizio Speziale has pointed to ḥakīm Nūr al-Dīn Shīrāzī’s use of idrāk in his own medical texts that he 
produced at the Mughal courts of prince Dārā Shikōhī (d.1659) and Shāh Jahān (d. 1666). Fabrizio 
Speziale, “The Encounter of Medical Traditions in Nūr Al-Dīn Shīrāzī’s ʿIlājāt-I Dārā Šikōhī,” EJournal of 
Indian Medicine 3, no. 2 (2010): 53–67. See, pp. 61-2.  



 

 464 

ishrāqī-peripatetic ḥakīms serving in this era, Gīlānī viewed the soul as the agent 

governing the body, responding to external phenomena, and becoming imprinted with 

sensorial cues. We see how he accepts the foundational Avicennan view of the soul as the 

primary dimension through which physical, psychological, and affective-emotional cues 

arise that help us produce knowledge about the world.883 In his ‘Treatise On the 

Appearance of the Science of Medicine’ (Risāla dar paydāyish-i ʿilm-i ṭibb), Gīlānī offers 

several thoughts about perception and the role of the soul in processing information. 

It is not hidden [from knowledge] that the appearance of strange things and 
memories sometimes occur in parts in the soul (nafs), yet the reason for the 
appearance of those parts seems to occur without any corporeal cause, like grief 
and also many requirements for heating the body turning to fever and the 
conceptualization (taṣavvur) of falling from a high place. While the act of 
imagining (tavahhum) that is difficult, repeating that [imagination] requires 
falling down, and this experience is well known (īn tajruba maʿlūm ast).884  
 
Thought, sense, physical experience, and action relate within the soul, which has 

separate divisions, but no boundaries from the rational level of conceptualization, to the 

imaginary, as well as the sensorial levels of felt qualities. Given that certain forms of past 

experience (tajruba) must be incorporated into the production of knowledge, the mind-

soul-body relationship is intertwined, and external phenomena that affect one dimension 

                                                        

 

 
883 See. Avicenna, The Metaphysics of the Healing: A Parallel English-Arabic Text (Al-Ilāhiyyāt Min Al-
Shifā), trans. Michael E. Marmura (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press, 2005). pp. 358-364.  
 
884 The full title being, “The treatise on the Emergence of the Science of Medicine and Investigation into 
the Topic of Divine Inspiration and the Rational Pleasure,” Risāla dar paydāyish-i ʿilm-i ṭibb va taḥqīq dar 
mawżūʿ-yi ilhām va liẕẕat-i ʿaqlī, Ms. Tehran University 3223. p. 59. 
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of the self may resonate across other dimensions. Despite this awareness of the very 

corporeal dimension of the acquisition and production of knowledge, Gīlānī also 

highlights the overt tension of the soul as a crowded avenue struggling to reconcile 

multiple modalities of experience. Concluding his same treatise, Gīlānī recalls an 

important tradition explicated in his commentary on the Nahj al-balāgha. Responding 

about one of Imam ʿAlī’s statements, he writes  

The concerns of the world and the state, and the world-deficient sensory pleasure 
(liẕẕat-i ḥissiyya), and the pleasures of life, and the conditions of the afterlife and 
the favors of the Creator obstruct the same path. Yet for some in this [path] they 
do not desire spiritual intoxication, yet they know it and they find it when they 
arrive [upon the path]. For them there is none but that which exceeds the limits of 
human speech, suspends comprehension, and induces passion (wijdān) without 
any relation to physical bodies.885   
 
Read out of context, Gīlānī’s statement may appear to constitute a rejection of 

political life and temporal affairs for the realm of the spirit and the afterlife, akin to the 

stereotype of the renunciant gnostic. His warning of the pleasures of the senses echoes 

the admonishment of many theologians and mystics, such as that of the 6th/12th-century, 

Abū Ḥāmid Ghazālī, who had written the following about guarding against the false 

promises of the world: 

The prophet had said: ‘Show caution about the world for it is a woman more 
mesmerizing than Hārūt and Mārūt.886 The beginning of her spell is that you see 
that she is stationary in front of you, but if you reflect on her (ta’ammultahā) and 
are transfixed upon her (khalltahā), she escapes, always fleeing from you. Still, 
she is slowly moving step by step, particle by particle, breath by breath.’ And like 
the world, she resembles a shadow. If you saw it, it would appear stationary to 

                                                        

885 Risāla dar paydāyish-i ʿilm-i ṭibb, Tehran University, Tehran, Ms. 3223. p. 62. 
 
886 Being the two angels sent to test people who had taken up magic for their disbelief, Qur’ān 2:102. 
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you although it is always moving. Likewise, the age of a person is always slowly, 
continually running out in every moment, and equally so, the world departs from 
you and flees from you while you are ignorant without information, distracted 
without any warning.887 
 
Gīlānī intends to show his reader that spiritual and worldly concerns work 

dialectically to confound the attachments of the mind, which must remain vigilant to seek 

knowledge from the spiritual and temporal dimensions at once, while not losing sight of 

the significance of either. For some, they are surprised to find themselves dumbfounded 

by the spiritual power that they never sought. Given that this warning arrives at the end of 

a treatise in which interest and attention to the sensible world is of primary importance 

for the practice of medicine, it would be a mistake to presume that Gīlānī means 

completely to denigrate the sensory world in favor of communing with a pure and 

unadulterated Platonic realm of divine archetypes as the interpretations of the works of 

some of his peers have been construed. This fact, of his life and career, compels us to 

burden the abstract theorizations of ishrāqī intuitive apperception and orient them 

towards productive ends in the temporal world where courtiers, kings, and other ḥakīms 

eagerly digested this knowledge.  

Gīlānī’s wider medical oeuvre demonstrates the importance of perception and 

attention to physical details of the body and nature. Contrary to Fazlur Rahman who 

                                                        

887 It should be noted that this work has also been challenged for its authenticity in attribution to Ghazālī. 
Abū Ḥāmid Muḥammad al-Ghazālī, Al-Tibr Al-Masbūk Fī Naṣīḥāt Al-Mulūk, ed. Aḥmad Shams al-Dīn 
(Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 1988).  p. 31. 
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viewed Shīʿī attitudes towards health and wellbeing as overtly fatalistic,888 Gīlānī’s 

medicine required the practical application of a variety of tools and used prayers and 

invocations to God alongside electuaries, potions, dietary regimens, and other techniques. 

By observing symptoms, testing curatives, and applying known remedies, he attends to 

the fine details of particular bodies that demanded acute powers of observation. In the 

same treatise Gīlānī expounds on the capacity of the seeker of knowledge to behold and 

perceive various things as they affect his sensorium. Such, in fact, is the culmination of 

the higher faculties of the human that stand above and apart from the animal. As he says, 

“the human is distinguished from the rest of the animals by virtue of his capacity of 

intuitive apperception (idrāk) and discrimination (tamyīz).”889 This formula is significant 

in that it specifically designates the human as separate from the animal by these powers 

of perception that are required in order to study the world and that which lies outside of 

the self. This is something of a departure from the standard Aristotelian formula of the 

human as a ‘rational animal’ (ḥaywān nāṭiq). We should consider that Gīlānī’s empirical 

stance informed by the medical tradition encouraged this alternate formula in light of 

these perceptive modalities being the tools by which humans come to acquire knowledge 

                                                        

888 He claimed that the help of physicians was sought out as only a last resort. Andrew J. Newman, “Bāqir 
Al-Majlisī and Islamicate Medicine: Safavid Medical Theory and Practice Re-Examined,” in Society and 
Culture in the Early Modern Middle East, Studies on Iran in the Safavid Period, ed. Andrew J. Newman 
(Boston: Brill, 2003), 371–96.p. 377.; For a recent rejection of formerly well-accepted narratives regarding 
Muslim responses to contagion and the issue of medical fatalism, see Stearns, Infectious Ideas: Contagion 
in Premodern Islamic and Christian Thought in the Western Mediterranean. pp. 140-168.; For the opposite 
perspective, see Michael W. Dols, “The Comparative Communal Responses to the Black Death in Muslim 
and Christian Societies,” Viator 5 (1974): 269–87. 
 
889 Gīlānī, Risāla dar paydāyish-i ‘ilm-i ṭibb… p. 59.; See also Gīlānī. Majmūʿa-yi ḥakīm al-mulk, Ms. 
Majāmīʿ 306, p. 172. 
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and inhabit rationality. Therefore, a more fundamental component of the human is not 

rationality as such, but his capacity to become-rational through observation and other 

behaviors contingent upon the senses. This fact also compels us to bracket off the 

overdetermined emphasis of Persianate ḥakīms fetishizing the pure realm of rational 

forms and light, which stand in ontological superiority to the sensorial, but never 

substitute or replace them in their scholarly lives and careers. 

This appears to be the correct interpretation given Gīlānī’s naturalist stance that 

constantly seeks to process phenomena with components of the human soul that are 

accurately attuned, but may yield productive knowledge that a physician may desire. As 

the human may use these faculties of perception to examine bodies, including his own, he 

comes to understand the physicality of the very process of observation.  

The effect becomes manifest, rather it creates and causes to show demonstration 
of effects in materials and elements of the world, like that of the patient with 
asepsis, or his healing, or the earth flooding, or an earthquake, or a storm, or 
lightning and thunder, or a lunar or solar eclipse, or revealing wondrous and 
strange effects, or the animal becoming mineral or the mineral becoming animal, 
or the healthy becoming sick or the sick becoming healthy from supernatural 
habits (khavāriq-i ʿādāt).890  
 
The treatise continues on in such a dizzying fashion discussing a variety of 

aspects of organismic generation and a long discussion of rational pleasure (liẕẕat-i 

ʿaqliyya) assuming a higher position to sensory pleasure (liẕẕat-i ḥissiyya), before Gīlānī 

arrives at his final remonstration about guarding against worldly attachment and attention 

mentioned above.  

                                                        

890 Gīlānī, Risāla dar paydāyish-i ‘ilm-i ṭibb… p. 60. 
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To conclude our discussion of Gīlānī’s naturalist perception, the rational pleasures 

remain ontologically superior to the sensory pleasures, but Gīlānī remains keenly aware 

that their acquisition arrives via a thoroughly empirical and inductive process owing to 

the Galenic tradition and his profession as a physician honing perceptive faculties. The 

way forward, as we see in the next section, is for Gīlānī to inscribe the inductive-

sensorial process of empirical study within a network of coming-to-know the divine 

through rational and meta-rational speculative techniques. In this way, Gīlānī reconciles 

the physical-oriented medical perspective, on the one hand, and awareness of religious 

tradition that guards against excessive attention paid to this world, on the other. 

5.4.3 Gīlānī and Thaumazein 

Gīlānī’s speculative naturalism locates the observer at the center of a highly 

personal, yet dynamic, and above all affective ecological matrix in order to link physical 

phenomena with conceptions of the divine. This dialogic stance between his subjectivity 

and nature relies upon the affective states of surprise, wonder, and awe (ʿajab) that treat 

observation as a practice to occasion his naturalist philosophical reflection and begin the 

process of witnessing divinity in the world. This sensitivity to and awareness of the 

porous and malleable boundary between the self and the phenomenal ‘other’ provides the 

crux for formulating creative heterological relationships outside of a rigid ontological 

hierarchy in which human subjects are disaffected, rigid, and stable. Coming to terms 

with his experience and putting this process into writing for an intentional audience of 

students, peers, and patrons, Gīlānī’s political and religious project emerges from the 

context in which these writings were made in order that others may emulate his example. 
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As I show later on, these relationships matter greatly for his ability to speculate, 

appreciate, and rationalize his cultural and religious others in the midst of his courtly 

service. 

Beginning with captivation and deep affective enthrallment at the strangeness of 

the natural world, Gīlānī’s naturalist inquiry must be considered within the longer 

Platonic tradition of thaumazein, or wondrous awe that begets philosophical reasoning. 

What Mary-Jane Rubenstein calls “a profoundly unsettling pathos” that “has rendered 

uncanny the very ground on which the philosopher stands,” thaumazein disrupts 

epistemic certainty and the boundaries of the subject and object.891 For Gīlānī the 

naturalist, it serves to exotify the ordinary processes of natural generation, creation, and 

decay that occasion events of natural contemplation. Given Gīlānī’s orientation towards 

the religious tradition, awe and wonder destabilize his subjectivity while the speculative 

philosophical process steadily re-grounds the theistic center of his ecological 

imagination. This relationship is inherently dialectical. Similar to the way in which Jakob 

von Uexküll theorized biological processes as a musical score weaving contrapuntal 

tones into harmonies, aesthetic balance could be rationalized but it did not begin with 

                                                        

891 Mary-Jane Rubenstein, Strange Wonder: The Closure of Metaphysics and the Opening of Awe (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2008). p. 4.; see also Mary-Jane Rubenstein, “The Unbearable Withness 
of Being: On the Essentialist Blind-Spot of Anti-Ontotheology,” in Theology and the Political: The New 
Debate, ed. Creston Davis, John Milbank, and Slavoj Zizek (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), 340–
49.; Vasalou considers the boundaries of ‘awe,’ ‘surprise,’ ‘wonder’ with slippage. This is important to 
keep in mind when discussing the purposes of these affective states and their relationship to the logical 
process of rationalizing what we mean when we say we are experiencing states as such that must be 
oriented in ways to make meaning. Sophia Vasalou, Wonder: A Grammar (Albany, NY: State University of 
New York Press, 2015). pp. 1-29. 
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logical concepts.892  

Even within Gīlānī’s rhetoric of being awestruck from the natural world as 

moments of epistemic seizure, we see that his statements appear to contradict other 

prevailing ideas from the Muslim philosophical tradition that have approached wonder 

and awe as the consequences of rational inquiry that occur, or co-occur, during rational 

assessment. To date, there are no comprehensive studies on thaumazein in Muslim 

contexts, however several studies on Aristotelian ideas about poetic wonder should be 

entertained in order to show how they fail to capture the corporeal and agential awe that 

Gīlānī experiences as a naturalist.  

As Salim Kemal has considered Ibn Sīnā’s theory of the wonder induced by the 

poetic utterance, he writes that true to the Aristotelian tradition, “feelings of wonder 

occur only with our assent to a comparison, which occurs only when we find its parts 

meaningful and their relations significant.”893 While the oral/aural reception of the poetic 

utterance does co-occur with the logic of the poet’s linguistic meaning, within natural 

observation there is no correspondence with meaning other than that which is produced 

by the active negotiation, or the settling of the mind, of the natural observer as a 

consequence of the initial experience of awe. We see the same problem elsewhere in 

                                                        

892 Jakob von Uexküll, A Foray into the Worlds of Animals and Humans, with a Theory of Meaning, trans. 
Joseph D. O’Neil (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2010). p. 189. 
 
893 Ibn Sīnā “gives weight to pleasurable awe for itself, and examines its basis and nature as an independent 
experience: rather than merely a means to further knowledge, it results from an interest we take in the 
object of imitation for itself, while also seeing its relation to knowledge.” Salim Kemal, The Philosophical 
Poetics of Alfarabi, Avicenna and Averroës: The Aristotelian Reception (New York: Routledge, 2010). p. 
95, 97-8. 
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considering how Ibn Sīnā suggests that the experience of learning itself aids in the 

derivation of pleasure that views wonder as a consequence and not an initial state that 

must be reconciled through the rationalizing process. “Learning is pleasurable. Its 

pleasure seems to come from the wonder (taʿajjub) that is aroused in the imagination 

when completed, for learning uncovers a matter that is hidden in the force of nature and 

resolves it and arrives at it through craft [i.e. syllogism].”894 In her reading of Avicennan 

theory on poetic imitation, Lara Harb suggests that a poet’s ability to produce complete 

awe in the listener may occur if, and only if, he is able to identify the original signifier 

from which a simile or metaphor is being produced by a poet.895 This, too, does not 

explain how Gīlānī experiences awe that grips him without warning from the sensorial 

experience that precedes his rationalist inquiry. Therefore, while feelings of wonder may 

occur within a rational comparison of ideas, they also arrive from non-rational, bodily, 

and sensory phenomena in ways that defy the hegemony of Muslim rationalism. 

Although Gīlānī was himself an Avicennan in physics, his rhetorical expressions of awe 

appear to have little to do with these specific grand theories because they invert the 

experience of wonder with the process of rationalization. 

Through reflecting and pondering on the natural world, Gīlānī’s discourse shifts 

registers from the exited and sentimental to the rational and devotional. By mobilizing the 

                                                        

894 My italics. This translation belongs to Lara Harb commenting on Ibn Sīnā’s Kitāb al-manṭiq. Laura 
Harb, “Poetic Marvels: Wonder and Aesthetic Experience in Medieval Arabic Literary Theory” (PhD 
Thesis, New York University, 2013). pp. 31-2. 
 
895 Harb. p. 32. 
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seeming antinomies of expressive awe and wonder and scripturalist remonstrations 

against excessive worldly attention in other contexts, we should understand that Gīlānī 

weaves a multidimensional blueprint for an investigative Muslim self that would 

otherwise remain under-cultivated by ignoring either half. Considered in tandem, Gīlānī’s 

“embodied empiricism” remains attuned to the phenomenal present in the moment of a 

wondrous encounter as well as the discursive past in which he reads Shīʿī traditions and 

scripture as relevant to his experiences.896 In this sense, Gīlānī’s use of thaumazein 

echoes Didier Debaise’s assessment about speculative philosophy being able to respond 

to questions posed in historical time while preserving the significance of instances of 

experience as value-laden and contributing towards the meaningful worlds that emerge 

from their dialogue.897  

Gīlānī’s expressions of wonder in his writing utilize intransitive forms of Arabic 

verbs to express his affective states. If we follow William Lane’s analysis of the Vth and 

Xth forms of the verb ʿajaba, we understand them to mean ‘I was affected with wonder’ 

(Vth: taʿajjabtu), or ‘I wondered intensely at something’ (Xth: istiʿjabtu). Lane indicates 

that the term can have both positive and negative connotations given the precise nature of 

the thing itself that induces wonder. He writes that according to some Arabic 

grammarians “it signifies the mind’s becoming affected, or acted upon, by some excessive 

                                                        

896 On the body as both a tool and an object of observation, see Charles T. Wolfe, “Embodied Empiricism,” 
in The Body as Object and Instrument of Knowledge: Embodied Empiricism in Early Modern Science, ed. 
Charles T. Wolfe and Ofer Gal (New York: Springer, 2010), 1–8. 
 
897 Debaise, Nature as Event: The Lure of the Possible. p. 86. 
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quality in the thing by which it is so affected; [so that it may be rendered the becoming 

affected with wonder].” Lane also indicates that the term, when applied to God, is meant 

in a tropical manner “as the causes of things are not hidden from Him.”898 Therefore man 

experiences surprise and wonder, and God experiences contentment or pleasure with the 

worshipper who cannot fathom the depths of divine knowledge. The other common term 

used by Gīlānī is the Xth form of gharaba, meaning ‘I considered it strange or 

extraordinary’ (istighrabtu).899 The term can also signify the ‘exceeding of a boundary’ 

and resulting in an excess of something such as laughter.900 Given that Gīlānī often writes 

both terms together, we may understand the connotation of an excessive degree or 

intensity of awe that resists reconciliation within a known epistemological order. It is this 

degree of excess that renders a sensory experience in need of philosophical reflection to 

order and systematize its place in the mind. 

As mentioned earlier, although the physical and corporeal make no claims on 

divine essence or presence, God’s relationship to nature is mimetic through the 

theophany of divine attributes. Given the inner, hidden force of divine creation do not 

directly reveal themselves in plain language to the human subject, natural philosophy 

demonstrates an aspirational endeavor to rationalize the world given the finite limits of 

human cognition. Owing to the Neoplatonic currents of his Avicennan heritage, Gīlānī’s 

                                                        

898 Edward William Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, vol. 1 (London: Williams & Norgate, 1869). p. 1956, 
columns 2-3. 
 
899 Lane. pp. 2240-1. 
 
900 Lane. pp. 2240-1 
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observation begins within the ‘double-bind’ of human sensorial imprisonment. While 

generative natural forces are unobservable in themselves, the human rational soul is itself 

restricted within the confines of corporeality.901 We may wish to call this the inability of 

the human subject to ‘think being’ in a Heideggerian sense. Yet through viewing the 

natural world as a semiotic system of simile and metaphor that must be interpreted, 

Gīlānī’s discourse reveals the signification of natural processes intending towards 

revelatory truth only if the naturalist observer has attuned his sensory faculties towards 

being moved by surprise. 

With respect to what pleases God (az rūya istiʿjāb Allāh), what is the perfect 
capacity and complete mastery of ḥikmat? In creation, things are witnessed that 
include some smaller existents within everything, which have many forms and 
many shapes that are observable in all things. Possessors of pure vigilant spiritual 
natures who are alert in their hearts, to [their] eyes, everything has a hundred 
thousand expressions (iʿtibārāt). Just like an individual person who exists within a 
group. When you look at him, he is a soul (nafs), and a capacity for sensing (ḥiss), 
and intuition (ḥads), and a mind (ʿaql), and faculties (quvvan), each of which 
possess many degrees. Like the sense of sight, in constructing unending sorts of 
things that see: bodies, and idols, and pictures on the wall, and carvings, and 
attributes and various inventions and different combinations— numerous and few, 
and astonishingly large and strange are all built, reflect, and are sensed. For the 
self’s soul possesses clever sense and intuition in realization of that is itself a 
strange wonder (taʿajjub-i ʿajīb) and an effusive sense of strangeness (istighrāb-i 
gharīb), such as in the perceptive capacities of trees and plants in [their] twigs and 
leaves and fruit. Each of which is distinguished from one another in consideration 
of form, figure, composition, order, stature, and height… in all positions and 
attributes each of which like what must be, or could be, or is appropriate for 
each… 902   
 
The opening statement of this unnamed treatise affirms a direct relationship 

                                                        

901 Gīlānī, Rasāʼil-i Falsafī. pp. 138-139. 
 
902 Gīlānī, Staatsbibliothek, Ms. Petermann, 145. f. 9a. 
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between the practice of natural philosophy and serving God who also seems to 

‘experience’ a form of pleasure through inculcating reflective human wonder, but a 

wonder that is utilized to make a productive discovery about the self in the world and 

relations with non-human others. Those ḥakīms who have polished their souls and 

attuned their sensorial faculties to notice peculiar and infinitely numerous details of the 

world therefore undertake an overtly theistic activity. Gīlānī’s statement “for the self’s 

soul possesses clever sense and intuition in realization” then indicates the subtle 

discursive shift from wondering at the external world to pondering about the existence of 

the self. This active reflection allows the observer to recognize the selfhood of the 

observed other, which then affords an ontological switch to assess the perceptive 

capacities of the human and the plant as mimetically synonymous: branches and leaves 

and fruit exist for the plant in the same manner that the eyes and other physical 

appendages exist for the human. Thus, the world appears to Gīlānī as a constellation of 

intersecting sensorial appendages, forming the ecological matrix of intersecting human 

and non-human forces. 

We should also consider in this same passage how Gīlānī includes the overtly 

natural (souls, bodies) with the what we would normally consider artificial creations 

(carvings, idols). Gīlānī’s ecological matrix of sensorial beings does not distinguish 

between the organic, natural, and what appears to us as the technological. Foreshadowing 

our discussion of affective occult technologies in the next chapter, we must locate Gīlānī 

and his early-modern peers in a world in which certain types of objects created by 

humans were understood to affect observers much like natural phenomena. We can see 
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this in Muslim writings that had long assented to the hidden powers of the statuary, 

carvings, and idols of Indian temples. Anecdotes abound regarding their ability to affect 

Muslims, who do not express devotion to them, in malevolent ways. During the reign of 

Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh, Muḥammad Qāsim Ṭabasī dispatched a letter to the noble, Muḥtaram 

Khān, warning him that his son had been stricken “by a saffron-colored malady” and “an 

ill wind” arising from inside of an Indian temple (butkhānah) that caused him to cease 

performing his obligatory acts of religious worship.903 The affective and sensorial power 

of Indian idols was understood to be not only malevolent but overtly dangerous as even 

Sultan Ibrāhīm Quṭbshāh was said to have died after gazing upon a set of idols that were 

returned to Golkonda as war booty after his armies had won a victory and sacked a 

temple.904    

 Continuing in the same treatise, Gīlānī states that the qualities that one is able to 

gather about the plant arrive via investigative observation that afford no physical touch or 

interaction with the observed object (bāṣira bi’mujarrad-i abṣār mī yābud bī ḥiss-i 

lamas). Then, he produces a tradition from Imam ʿAlī: “O people! Know that the 

difference between correctness and falsehood is four fingers…the distance between the 

eyes and the ears!”905 The added scriptural quotation works on two levels for the 

observer—first, it authorizes empirical observation as scientific practice from within the 
                                                        

903 Inshā-yi Qāsim Ṭabasī, British Library, London, Ms. IO Islamic 18, f. 151b. 
 
904 The idols were brought back by one of his non-Muslim Indian officers, a Maratta Brahmin named 
Muhari Rao,  Briggs, History of the Rise of the Mahomedan Power in India, till the Year A.D. 1612, 
Translated from the Original Persian of Mahomed Kasim Ferishta, 1829. p. 444-5. 
 
905 Ms. Petermann, 145. f. 9a. 
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Islamic discursive tradition. Second, it provides a boundary for the naturalist observer not 

to transgress any ethical precepts in formulating knowledge about what he observes that 

would contradict other verifiable sources of knowledge.  

While surprise and reflection do not upend sanctioned and verified religious 

knowledge, however they creatively work to affirm unfolding divine truths through a 

phenomenological circuit. By reflecting upon specific existents in light of religious 

scripture, the human subject extrapolates from phenomenal effects to general principles 

about order and design and creation that orients the Muslim subject and the wider 

cosmological system at the same time. The network linking the observer, phenomenon, 

and God in effect may be seen to produce all three instead of pre-existing that network 

itself. As Bruno Latour theorizes the ways in which we think within a network that, “a 

knowing mind and a known thing are not at all what would be linked through a 

mysterious viaduct by the activity of knowledge; they are the progressive result of the 

chains of reference.”906 In this way, Gīlānī’s mimetic identification of God as the 

originator of natural processes can arise through the mimetic relationship located within a 

single inductive act.907 In the examples that follow, Gīlānī’s surprise and awe generally 

fall into a formula of wonder, reflection, rationalization, and divine resolution that makes 
                                                        

906 Latour, Bruno. An Inquiry into Modes of Existence, An Anthropology of the Moderns. Harvard 
University Press. 2013. p. 80.; see also Debaise, Nature as Event: The Lure of the Possible. p. 55. 

907 The formulation of an epistemology that continues to identify God as the root originator of all natural 
processes can speak to Heidegger’s notion of theory in the classical Greek sense of “beholding that watches 
over truth” or the modern sense of “the reverent paying heed to the unconcealment of what presences.” In 
this way, God is always ‘the real’ that is theorized, that nature-as-technology discloses. Martin Heidegger, 
“The Question Concerning Technology,” in The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, trans. 
William Lovitt (New York: Garland Publishing, 1977). pp. 164-5.  
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natural reflection a component of devotion. 

As we see in the following example excerpted from the aforementioned treatise 

on atmospheric phenomena, the state of wonder appears as the connective tissue that 

links the observer to the divine. In this sense, God is rhetorically posteriori, Latour’s 

“progressive result,” and not an intuited apriori fact: 

Anyone who conceives, reflects, looks, gazes, or contemplates [the world full of 
flowers, trees, plants, buds, and fruits] how they came to be in such abundance, 
and from where the body of these trees came about or appeared, is he who 
possesses insight (baṣīrat), a sound nature (ṭabīʿat), and true vision (ḥaqq-i bīn). 
That quantity of wonder and awe (istiʿjāb u istighrāb) is what explicates that 
excess in the locus of clarity (ḥīz-bayān). The person of an awakened heart 
discovers awareness in that which the glance into the modality and the status of 
that which finds goodness and earns a lesson. And the cause of this is the 
Creator.908 
 
Gīlānī’s wonder (ʿajab) also finds a close correlate in perplexity (taḥayyur) within 

the philosophical tradition governing and orienting affects. Perplexity was not an entirely 

different sort of affective experience in terms of the observer’s suspension of thought or 

corporeal seizure, but it instead may refer to a state of wonder from which there is no 

clear way to escape through the artifice of rational inquiry. Such a rhetorical ploy was 

famously invoked by Ghazālī to describe the pit of unending despair into which he fell 

and from which he could not rationally escape by making sense of his experiences. What 

Ebrahim Moosa has described as a complete “existential change” and “a devastating 

intellectual crisis that brought him face-to-face with the limits of the cognitive sciences,” 

mystical insight provided Ghazālī with a longue durée solution that bestowed the 

                                                        

908 Gīlānī, Rasāʼil-i Falsafī. pp. 140-1. 
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theological-mystical tradition with an enduring topos of crisis and recovery.909 A 

secondary meaning of taḥayyur as a sort of ‘brimming’ of water without any receding 

ease or flow, or a continued stream of rain from a stubborn and unmoving cloud also 

colorfully illustrates the sense in which its Arabic root may have implied the complete 

deluge of negative affect that drowns a person in confusion.910 In Gīlānī’s usage, 

taḥayyur clearly signifies the inability for proceeding onwards into rational inquiry from 

the overwhelming experience of the affective event. In one of his treatises on creation 

and the existence of the world, he expresses this state as follows: 

In the month of Jumādá al-thāniyya of the year 1055 (August, 1645) I was 
perplexed from the insights of the effects of metaphysics (īn mutaḥayyur-i abṣār-i 
āṯār-i ḥikmat-i ilāhī) from pondering and considering the strange and wondrous 
events and incidents and creations of the earth and the sky according to the 
strength of the greatly arranged order, which is a requirement for unbounded 
competent wisdom (ḥikmat-i bāligha-yi nāmtanāhī). With a turbid soul and a dark 
heart, I sat and was speaking to God in a secret manner while my spirit was 
tormented and my heart was tempted and anxious. When unexpectedly, from the 
eastern horizon, my heart became illuminated (dill ishrāq shud) and a light like 
lightning came into my heart, which it adapted to that light. My dark heart grew 
bright and my soul emerged out of confusion and darkness and surprising wisdom 
and a strange manner came to be within the workspace of existence.911 
 
Gīlānī’s escape occurs only by way of a non-rational illumination after retiring to 

pray. As we see in the next section, his use of meta-rational techniques of spiritual and 

mental askesis assists in the derivation of clear and actionable thought in rational matters 

                                                        

909 Moosa, Ghazālī & The Poetics of Imagination. pp. 72, 89. 
 
910 Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon. p. 688.  
 
911 Gīlānī, Majmūʿa-yi ḥakīm al-mulk. pp. 268-9. 
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arising from naturalist inquiry. These are the tools by which he may come to certain 

knowledge and invest his ontological destabilization into epistemic resolution.  

We may authoritatively conclude this section by iterating that early-modern 

Persianate ḥikmat promoted active naturalist reflection and sought sensorially attuned 

states of awe and wonder in order to arrive at rational universal truths. The “governance” 

of such states of awe and surprise and how they were directed, ultimately, towards 

shaping a likeminded community of scholars, peers, and students who would also 

embody these overtly corporeal modes of naturalist inquiry lies at the heart of Gīlānī’s 

cultural project in the Quṭbshāhī court and the other corridors in which his treatises were 

copied and studied.912 As William Reddy has discussed, certain expressions of emotive 

selves constitute wider “emotional regimes” that reflect political power and proper 

conduct within communities. We can also disentangle the same principle from the history 

of emotions and apply it to condition how naturalist observers would govern affective 

responses and develop ‘affective regimes’ in order to shape a set of productive subjective 

responses within a community as well through shaping the habituated linguistic responses 

and vocabularies around these experiences of divine wonder.913 

Having located Gīlānī’s naturalist inquiry in service to kings and patrons, his 

corporeal and rational modes of perception, as well as the central purpose of thaumazein 
                                                        

912 See Chapter 4 “Emotional Liberty” in William M. Reddy, The Navigation of Feeling: A Framework for 
the History of Emotions (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004). pp. 112-137.; William M. Reddy, 
“Emotional Liberty: Politics and History in the Anthropology of Emotions,” Cultural Anthropology 14, no. 
2 (1999): 256–78. 
 
913 Vasalou acutely works through the interdependence of language and experiences of wonder with more 
subtly than we have space for here. Vasalou, Wonder: A Grammar. See p. 26-7. 
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within his naturalist treatises, we now consider some of his meta-rational techniques of 

spiritual and mental askesis. Given that these practices have been considered the 

hallmarks of the apolitical, inward, and renunciant Shīʿī gnostics of modern Safavid 

historiography, in the context of Gīlānī’s political life, we understand that perspective to 

be a grossly decontextualized reading of tools that allow productive knowledge to be 

drawn from natural processes and conveyed to intentional communities who fashioned 

this knowledge into their own identities as rational and gnosticly inclined rulers.  

5.4.4 The Gnostic Tools of Gīlānī’s Naturalism 

As described earlier, Sufis and ishrāqī philosophers had long standardized prayer, 

meditation, and corporeal acts such as dietary restriction and seclusion in order to purify 

the soul and facilitate its stripping away from the domain of the flesh. In one of his 

treatises composed in Isfahan in 1028/1618, Gīlānī informs his reader that he had avoided 

epicurean delights and experimented with vegetarianism for around twenty years—a 

hallmark of gnostic practice arising within the Neopythagorean currents of ishrāqī 

philosophers. This suggests that he had begun his training (riyāḍa) in these techniques 

around the age of 14.914 The precise conditions of these experiences and the community 

in which they were practiced remains unmentioned, but his statement suggests that it was 

undertaken in the pursuit of standard tools of philosophical reflection and inquiry. This 

would certainly make sense, given his close connection to his instructor and the supreme 

ishrāqī philosopher in Isfahan in those days, Mīr Dāmād.  

                                                        

914 Gīlānī, Majmūʿa-yi ḥakīm al-mulk. Ms. Ṭibb-i Yūnānī 306, p. 288. 
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The Safavid scholar had famously popularized one of his own episodes of 

successfully stripping his soul from his body and achieving the ultimate goal that ḥakīms 

like Gīlānī had sought— to commune with pure rational forms. Although it circulated 

under different names, the most complete is The Treatise of Holy Spiritual Muḥammad 

Bāqirian Dislocation (al-Risāla al-khalʿiyya al-qudsiyya al-malakūtiyya al-

muḥammadiyya al-bāqiriyya).915 On Friday, Shaʿbān, 1023 (September 19, 1614), Mīr 

Dāmād had been in his private spaces of retreat and had repeatedly recited iterations of 

one of God’s divine names (al-ghanī), when a strange light sought him from “the 

corporeal nest” and he felt his external senses become subdued as he entered the realm of 

pre-temporal creation (ʿālam al-dahr). In this realm, he communed with the universal 

concepts in metaphysics, physics, divine and material forms, as well as pre- and post-

eternal communities of believers and unbelievers, both lofty and meek—as he says— 

before returning to the earth.916 

More than a trope, this treatise had attained legendary proportions about Mīr 

Dāmād’s gnostic powers. In light of our earlier statements about the significance of 

philosophical practice ‘as a way of life,’ we must consider the very fact of why this 

gnostic master wrote about cleaving away his body. Although we might consider that Mīr 

Dāmād had a ‘private’ experience given that he began in seclusion, we only come to 
                                                        

915 See also, Andrew J. Newman, “DĀMĀD, MĪR(-E), SAYYED MOḤAMMAD BĀQER,” in 
Encyclopaedia Iranica (Online, 2011), http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/damad-mir-e-sayyed-
mohammad-baqer-b. 
 
916 Henry Corbin, “Confessions Extatiques de Mîr Damâd, Maître de Théologie à Ispahan (Ob. 1041/1631-
1632),” in Mélanges Louis Massignon, vol. 1, 3 vols. (Damascus: L’Institut d’Études Islamiques de 
l’Université de Paris et de l’Institut Français de Damas, 1956), 331–78. The Arabic treatise is edited and 
included by Corbin, pp. 367-8. 
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know of this fact because he wrote about it at all. Although a sayyid from Astarabad by 

birth, Mīr Dāmād was known for producing scholarship in a notoriously complicated 

register of Arabic, in part, to demonstrate his mastery of his acquired scholarly language. 

For this reason, also, we must conclude that Mīr Dāmād’s seemingly private spiritual 

experience was in fact a very public event by virtue of how he provided it with an 

afterlife within an intentional readership. To cultivate the habits and practices of his own 

students and peers, this treatise was circulated in a way not unlike all of Gīlānī’s many 

similarly brief and synoptic treatises that were dedicated to unnamed peers, courtiers, and 

those attached to the Quṭbshāhī court. Given the public disclosure of all of these gnostic 

experiences, the notion that they convey anything other than a conscious awareness of 

this exposure falls apart. It is in this sense that we can consider Shīʿī gnosticism as an 

attempt to turn inward, but only for gaining access to perfect knowledge that could 

benefit a wider community, or to educate that community to undertake similar practices. 

In this light, the claims of Arjomand and Abisaab mentioned in this dissertation’s 

introduction arise from an uncritical understanding of the social and contextual power of 

gnostic practice, like all of the philosophical practices mentioned above, to govern social, 

religious, and political networks into assuming specific intellectual postures and pursuing 

these inquiries as a ‘way of life.’ Read in the tradition of Mīr Dāmād’s earlier example, 

Gīlānī’s transmission of his own gnostic experiences must conform to our wider 

contextual understanding of his intended audience as well.  

Turning to another one of his short treatises, we see Gīlānī utilize a similar 

discursive formula as Mīr Dāmād in order to solve a particular epistemological puzzle. 
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But given his comfort zone of natural speculation, even this experience of meta-rational 

cognition affords him another opportunity to embed his experience within a divine 

ecological matrix. His Treatise On Explaining the Word al-Islām, (Risāla fī sharḥ kalimat 

al-islām) begins as a linguistic analysis with his questioning whether the formula of 

monotheism, ‘There is no God but God,’ conforms to proper grammatical rules before 

declaring that all grammar is based off of the perfect form of divine speech in the Qur’ān. 

Settling this problem, Gīlānī praises the Muslim umma for reciting the formula of unity, 

most of the time in seclusion (khalvat), even the [Sufi] Shaykhs and the guides 
(murshidūn) teaching their guided devotees in forty-day retreats and instructing 
and guiding them to continue this recitation by the presence of the heart in order 
to restore the light of God into their hearts and acquire for themselves 
advancement and ranks. I was in some of my retreats on Friday, the 29th of 
Shawwāl, 1055 (December 18, 1645), after midnight, busy performing prayers 
and liturgies (awrād), reciting, ‘There is no God but God,’ in the usual way. Then, 
a blinding bolt and a shining light instantly appeared in my heart from the divine 
effluence (fayḍ al-fayyāḍ). In that moment, it occurred [to me] that this beneficent 
formula that I recited was from the jewels of the name of God, and its letters were 
from His letters. And this source is He, and He is its source. The blessed cloak of 
the statement of unity was woven from the teat of the name of God and its 
threads. So, I was astonished by this secret and its inimitability. So, when I 
contemplated (ta’ammaltu) that and correctly found out, my surprise reached 
shocking proportions. Probably this meaning had not been intuited by another 
person until now. This is from among the most wondrous of surprises and strange 
things. And a new proof (burhān jadīd) for the unity of the divine essence and 
attributes.917 
 
The passage is revealing in that Gīlānī stations himself as someone engaged in the 

same spiritual practices of other Sufis, although he does not seem to count himself among 

them. The recitation (dhikr) of the profession of divine unity percepts divine truth in his 

heart, where the Sufis are also seeking to ‘restore God’s divine light.’ By narrating his 
                                                        

917 Gīlānī, Rasāʼil-i Falsafī. pp. 78-9. 
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spiritual experience as seeking proof through rational contemplation (ta’ammul) in order 

to yield a proof (burhān), the language is unmistakable in terms of switching into the 

register of philosophical discourse used by Gīlānī in his other naturalist treatises. At this 

juncture, Gīlānī shifts the impact of this spiritual experience to embed the value of divine 

unity in the natural world. 

The relationship between the profession of divine unity to his exalted name is like 
the relationship of physical existents and created beings (al-mawjūdāt wa al-
makhlūqāt) to His essence in unity and identity. For all existents, stones and 
pebbles, large and small, and specks manifest God’s essence, and reflect His 
emergence, and ranks of His designations, […] and the Leader of the Believers, 
ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālīb, said in his speech in the Nahj al-balāgha, “For He is the source 
of everything, neither by analogy or connection, and that which is other than 
everything, not by virtue of incoherence or disunity. Neither does He dwell within 
the world, nor outside of it. He is not motile, neither is he stationary […]918 
 
By now it is clear that Gīlānī does not passively observe creatures, existents, and 

natural processes and narrate their qualities in the manner of an encyclopedist. Rather, 

these phenomena produce affective resonances that intrude into his subjective interior 

that demand reconciliation with a known order, which are aided by states of surprise and 

awe. rendered part of his everyday practice as a court ḥakīm.   

Given that Gīlānī’s many synoptic treatises produced in the 1640s were intended 

for his peers and other courtiers, these speculative and gnostic episodes reveal Gīlānī’s 

interest in cultivating a wider community according to his standards. In many of these 

texts, Gīlānī speaks directly to his reader in the second person and deploys the term, 

ta’ammul, which we may translate as “contemplate [what I have shown you]!” or 

                                                        

918 Gīlānī. p. 79-80. 
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“meditate [on this evidence]!” Baber Johansen has offered a few comments on the 

significance of the term as it has appeared in the context of jurisprudence (fiqh), which 

carries some relevance within the case of Gīlānī’s enchanted natural philosophy.919 

Johansen remarks that this term expands the versatility with which jurists have been able 

to extrapolate meaning from the natural world by recourse to the realm of the mind when 

textual sources, such as ḥadīth and Qur’ān, do not easily lend themselves to clear 

instances for applied juristic analogy (qiyās al-sharʿī). Of ta’ammul, Johansen writes “[i]t 

allows jurists to rely not solely on rational thought in human interpretation and 

construction of norms. They [i.e. jurists] use the concept as a nonrational justification of 

analogy and individual legal reasoning in order to gain a greater margin of action in their 

norm construction. The concept has clearly psychological undertones.”920 Johansen 

further extrapolates from one of the works of Ghazālī to say that reflection and 

speculative knowledge (naẓar) are required for man to understand his obligations to God. 

“Without the contemplation issuing from reason they would be unable to understand 

God’s signs and the Prophet’s miracles and the ties of these signs and miracles to their 

own persons.”921 

Like the underlying logical artifice of Ibn Sīnā’s poetic wonder discussed in the 

                                                        

919 Baber Johansen, “Dissent and Uncertainty in the Process of Legal Norm Construction in Muslim Sunnī 
Law,” in Law and Tradition in Classical Islamic Thought: Studies in Honor of Professor Hossein 
Modarressi, ed. Michael Cook et al. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 127–44. 

920 Johansen. p. 132. 
 
921 Johansen. p. 136. 
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previous section, this case of juristic reflection borrowed from the Sufi tradition also 

operates syllogistically to form connections in a mimetic way. Ta’ammul has also been 

deployed by Ghazālī outside of the juristic context in order to impart logical induction 

within the case of natural philosophy, which is where I believe this term finds its most 

illustrative home. As one passage demonstrates from Ghazālī’s The Wisdom of God’s 

Creations (al-Ḥikma fī makhlūqāt Allāh), 

Know that God exalted created the sun for reasons that no one but God in his 
unity have completely comprehended, but that which has appeared from his 
wisdom on these reasons: That its movements have caused the affirmation of the 
night and the day in all of the climes of the earth, and had it not been for that, then 
the command of the world and religion would have been voided. Or not for it, 
how would people seek their livelihood? And how would they undertake 
commands laid down while the world was a grievance for them? And how would 
they yearn with what they lost for life [in] the pleasure of light and its benefit? 
And if not for the shining light, the perceptive capacities would have no benefit 
and there would be no colors. Reflect (ta’ammul) on how it sets and its absence 
from what has been taught by them and what in that is from divine wisdom (al-
ḥikma), if not for that, then there would not be tranquility for the creatures and no 
resolution to the fervor of their need of tranquility and the comfort of their bodies 
and the subsidence of [the excitement of] their senses...922 
 
Ghazālī’s use of reflection implies hidden syllogistic terms that link natural 

processes with divine commands and precepts, and his naturalist persona weaves together 

the religious tradition with the self-evident principles of the natural world in a manner 

that is conducive to logic. These tools of contemplation, rationalism, and gnostic intuition 

have also been utilized by Gīlānī in meaningful contexts that have direct implications not 

                                                        

922 Abū Ḥāmid Muḥammad al-Ghazālī, Al-Ḥikma Fī Makhlūqāt Allāh (Beirut: Dār Iḥyā’ al-ʿulūm, 1978). p. 
18. 
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only on his vision of the natural order, but the Shīʿī traditions that have proven adaptable 

to a variety of intellectual experiences.  

In our concluding discussion of this section, we turn to Gīlānī’s Treatise on the 

Refutation of the Jurists and the Physicians Pertaining to the Fetus in its Mother’s Womb 

Eating Menstrual Blood, Despite the Semen and Blood being Categorically Impure.923 

Gīlānī poses a challenge to his reader, asking how every legal school of Islam, save the 

Shāfiʿī school followed by some Sunnīs, affirms blood and semen to be ritually impure 

despite all physicians, educated elites, and the uneducated masses affirming that 

menstrual blood (ḥayḍ) is what is actually consumed within the womb.   

Gīlānī begins his discussion by casting doubt upon the Avicennan-Galenic 

teaching that semen is categorically impure. The religious tradition of ‘Prophetic Sperm’ 

that had been passed down from Adam through the other prophets and on to the Imams 

(nuṭaf al-anbiyā’ wa al-a’imma al-maṣʿūmīn) and into the pure wombs of their mothers 

in accordance with ḥadīth propagated by the Shīʿa declared that they are all from one 

Adamic light, which was widely accepted. Similarly, he challenges the ritual impurity of 

blood based on the hagiography of martyrs who die and are not washed to cleanse their 

bloody bodies before burial, which he also based in ʿAlid traditions.924 Given that 

prophets, Imams, and other infallibles like Jesus, Mary, Imam Ḥusayn, and Fāṭima were 

                                                        

923 Risāla fī al-iʿtarāḍ ʿalá al-fuqahā’ wa al-aṭibbā’ anna al-janīn fī buṭn ummihi ya’akul ḥayḍan wa al-
minan najis muṭlaqan wa al-dam najis muṭlaqan. Hyderabad, Salar Jung Museum Library. Arabic 
Philosophy 109/7; See also Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Ms. 1142/11, ff. 20b-21b. 
 
924 Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Ms. 1142, f. 20b.  
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born without inborn sin, they also must not have consumed menstrual blood within the 

womb. Gīlānī extends this observation from prophetic figures to non-human animals, 

saying that horses, camels, elephants, sheep, and goats are no different in terms of their 

corporeal gestation. After contemplating this natural puzzle, Gīlānī turned to the 

techniques of askesis similar to those sketched out above in order to determine what sort 

of substance would be consumed by the fetus. 

After six months of attending to this problem, [I found] strong evidence, a 
powerful proof, and an absolute confirmation from the speech of God [in the 
Qur’ān]925 after performing obligatory evening prayers that revealed it within 
recitation one night. Although I had recited it many nights over the years, it had 
not been known to me until this time, just like [the fourth Imam, Zayn al-ʿĀbidīn] 
had said. After God ordered the ranks of existence according to the Qur’ān with 
relation to the sperm, the clotted blood, the skeleton, and other creations. He said: 
“You have made for me nourishment by virtue of food and drink, which I have 
made for your nation (umma) that has settled me within its belly and vouchsafed 
me firmly within their wombs.” Then he said, “You have nourished me from your 
favor (fażl) with a fine and charitable nourishment,” elongating that according to 
the other statement. It had resisted me that first, that which is concealed within the 
wombs of their mothers, certainly does not consume menstrual blood, and God 
knows best. So, I say, with respect to it, it is not farfetched that the hearts of these 
statements from the most eminent men of religion and the masters of certain 
knowledge and the expert physicians and the investigators, whenever fornication 
occurs among them, although it is rationally repugnant, the blood of martyrs is 
[excepted] from impurity and likewise the sperm of the prophets and saints, or the 
nutrition of the blood of martyrs is pardoned in the extreme. They are reserved 
from the requirement of its [rational] exception…926 
 
This short treatise exemplifies Gīlānī’s synthetic tendency to interweave Shīʿī 

traditions with natural observation and his own gnostic exercises that produce meta-

cognitive epiphanies in order to contradict the exoteric meanings of ideas circulated by 
                                                        

925 He does not disclose which verses these are.  
 
926 Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Ms. 1142, ff. 20b-21b. 
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jurists and physicians who fail to grasp rational and religiously congruent natural 

operations. This, in many ways, exemplifies the essence of his ḥikmat. By rationally 

approaching Shīʿī traditions as conveying more than purely symbolic meaning and 

adapting them as we saw in the last chapter to apply to a variety of similar circumstances, 

natural phenomena become revelatory of enduring divine principles.  

5.5 Conclusions 

In the latter half of this chapter, we discussed several of Gīlānī’s naturalist 

treatises and embedded them within the broader traditions that colored his modes of 

perception, his affective experience of wonder, and his spiritual and mental exercises 

designed to amplify these tools and connect them into meaning-making experiences. 

Given that each of these naturalist treatises circulated within different courtly settings, we 

must remain aware of their function to mold a community elite Shīʿī naturalists, 

especially those who are attuned towards experiencing this inquiry as both a therapeutic 

remedy for the mind and an arena in which complex questions about physics, anatomy, 

and similar subjects may be settled. Above all, this mode of naturalist inquiry was a 

speculative venture. Returning to the definition of Debaise, that speculative philosophy is 

“the intensification of an experience to its maximal point,” we understand the imbricated 

registers of thought in which Shīʿī naturalists experienced their religious truth.927 To 

reach the maximal point of these inquiries, no literal or figurative stone could be left 

unturned, as the disclosures of phenomena could offer surprising results to steer the 

                                                        

927 Debaise, Nature as Event: The Lure of the Possible. p. 86. 
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natural observer into channeling rational, non-rational, and religious principles into a 

unified meaning-making onto-epistemic network. 

Despite the creative synthesis of these registers of thought, the authorial voice of 

Gīlānī as a naturalist does not and should not be read from a ‘view from nowhere.’ These 

treatises were produced in the overtly political contexts of Indo-Persian royal courts, in 

which articulating and performing the command of the natural world had become 

doctrinaire within all political theologies cultivated in Mughal India and the courts of the 

Deccan. In this light, we may reflect upon Jahāngīr’s presentation of himself as a gnostic 

king who could overrule the exoteric rational and religious claims of his courtiers. In 

light of Gīlānī’s speculative and gnostic practice, which directly grows out from his 

worldview as a universalizing Shīʿī ḥakīm, the Mughal emperor’s appropriation of those 

very same techniques speak more to the ubiquity of those practices in circulation in this 

milieu, and likely the many iterations of the Hermetic ideal that had percolated into elite 

intellectual culture of the era. It may have been that the Mughal emperors felt that 

patronizing adept ḥakīms as one among many courtly classes was no longer sufficient to 

settle the interests of the diverse factions within their empires. In the Deccan, this never 

appears to have taken place. However, as we saw in Ahmadnagar as well as Hyderabad, 

Persianate ḥikmat had been thoroughly integrated within courtly debates pertaining to 

overtly religious questions that were negotiated in the same idioms of gnostic and rational 

insight despite the Deccan sultans not self-styling as living saints with super-human 

faculties.  
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In the next chapter, we maintain a focus on politics, but of a different sort. 

Concurrent with naturalist rationalism, Indo-Persian rulers like the Safavids of Iran, 

sought out and patronized ḥakīms for their expertise in occult sciences. These sciences 

were no less political in terms of their societal basis within courtly settings. Similar to the 

way in which Shīʿī traditions were woven into the artifice of natural philosophical 

inquiry, many of these sciences were also authorized in the same canonical sources of 

Shīʿī traditions. We now turn to a different sort of conversation to see how they have 

been misunderstood. By changing the debate about their power to inculcate certain 

affective states that are productive for political regimes to maintain obedience to 

sovereign authority, we can come to see how they also performed a central role within the 

political theologies of these states. For this reason, Gīlānī and his peer ḥakīms remained 

essential to the realization of religious, political, and natural sovereignty throughout all 

political corridors of Iran and South Asia.   
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Chapter 6: The Sovereign Affects of Shīʿī Occultism  

6.1 Introduction 

After completing his early education in the city of Mashhad in northeastern Iran, a 

young poet ventured west to join Shāh Ṭahmāsb at the Safavid imperial camp in Qazvin. 

Shortly thereafter in 958/1551, news arrived from one of the provinces that required the 

emperor’s intervention. The royal seal-bearer in Shiraz, Khwāja Amīr Beg Kajajī (d. 

984/1576), had been arrested after being accused of practicing the occult science of 

harnessing planetary forces (taskhīr-i kavākib). As a precautionary measure, he was 

placed inside of a box, and his hands were made to extend out through two holes cut into 

its sides and tied down so that he could not commit other occult acts with his fingertips. 

The emperor dispatched his young encomiast to Shiraz to rebuke Kajajī in person, who 

had been enduring another sort of torture inside own his cubical prison: 

In the eyes of kings, it was as if he was the Āṣif of the era 
like Niẓām al-Mulk, who circulated peerlessly among the ministry’s orbits  

Yet only misdeeds came from him,  
 Before his fate was sealed, steadily he built himself a fitting coffin  

His destiny was to swallow castor seeds and shit inside the box  
Yea, yea, as [Imām ʿAlī] declared: ‘The grave gathers all deeds.’928  

                                                        

928 Āṣif-i ayyām manẓūr-i salāṭīn ānkih būd / chūn niẓām al-mulk dar fuluk vizārat bī badal / bas kazū iʿmāl 
nāshāyasta āmad dar vujūd / raftah raftah qabr u ṣandūq shud pīsh az ajal / ʿāqibat ḥabb-i salāṭīn khurd 
va dar ṣandūq rīd / āra āra guftah-and: al-qabr ṣandūq al-ʿamal.; The subtle play on words here is 
important: ḥabb-i salāṭīn in written form looks like ḥubb-i salāṭīn, which would mean ‘love for the kings.’  
Yet ḥabb-i salāṭīn is an old name for castor seeds, which possess a potent laxative quality used in certain 
forms of torture. The point being that Kajajī squandered his power and traded his coveted position for, quite 
literally, a shitty end.; The line “al-qabr ṣandūq al-ʿamal” (lit.= ‘the grave is the box in which one’s actions 
accrue’) is borrowed from a poem attributed to ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib cautioning those who live in the world and 
remain ignorant of death’s swift arrival and judgement. See, al-Imām ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib, Dīwān Amīr Al-
Mu’minīn Al-Imām ʿAlī Bin Abī Ṭālib, ed. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz al-Karam (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmīyah, 
1988). p. 158. 
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For his offenses, Kajajī would be sent to the isolated fortress of Qahqaha in 

Azerbaijan that hosted infamous political prisoners including other patrons of occult 

sciences— Khān Aḥmad Khān of Gilan and Shāh Ṭahmāsb’s own son, the future Shāh 

Ismāʿīl II.929 Not long after, the poet too was accused of exhibiting some other unnamed 

deviant religious sentiments and, like so many others in his situation, he fled Iran to the 

relative safety of the Deccan. There, his poetry earned him great respect in Golkonda and 

later a post in the Mughal court of Akbar where he was declared the first poet laureate 

(malik al-shuʿarā’) of his empire.930 

Through rhetorical artifice, Safavid monarchs like Ṭahmāsb became the very 

same rulers of a revived ancient Iran, reincarnations of Alexander, or other prophets like 

King Solomon, whose Biblical legends celebrating his dominion over humans, animals, 

and the jinn required no qualification.931 As the above verses demonstrate, Ghazālī 

Mashhadī’s comparison of Kajajī to King Solomon’s own advisor, Āṣif b. Barkhiyya, as 

well as the celebrated Seljuk statesman, Niẓām al-Mulk (d. 485/1092), speaks explicitly 

to his own mythic success in political administration by way of occult prowess just like 

Āṣif who was said to have possessed a skilled hand in occult sciences. As legend has it, 

he used his power to manifest the throne of Bilquis—the Queen of Sheba—in the blink of 

                                                        

929 On the former, see Ch. 2. On the latter, see Matthew Melvin-Koushki, “DEHDĀR ŠIRĀZI, ʿEMĀD-Al-
DIN,” in Encyclopaedia Iranica, 2016, http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/dehdar-shirazi. 
 
930 Mʿānī, Kāravān-i Hind, 1369. pp. 932-6. 
 
931 These claims are clearly articulated in Qur’ān 34:12-14; 38: 36-38. 
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an eye.932 In his own assessment of this legendary conjuring, Gīlānī opines that based on 

the views of other experts of this craft, it very well may have been Āṣif’s dexterity in 

their own science of sīmīyā (‘letterist magic’) that allowed him to produce not the actual 

throne, but something approaching its very likeness to dumbfound this assembly of 

Biblical figures.933 As one of the more “epistemologically slippery and polyvalent” of the 

occult sciences, sīmīyā bridges two worlds of occult operations: the first pertaining to the 

effects of bodies on other bodies (jasad fī jasad) as well as the effects of the spirit on 

other bodies (rūḥ fī jasad).934 In the legendary court of King Solomon’s Jerusalem or the 

historical court of Shāh Ṭahmāsb’s provincial capital, was the ‘trick’ of the occultist 

courtier really that different from what the poet had achieved with his words?  

This vignette from the early life of the poet known as Ghazālī Mashhadī 

encapsulates a momentary intersection between two of the most important manifestations 

of sovereign power exhibited in early-modern Persianate courts: poetry and occult 

sciences. Through logos, poetry may appear to engage a register of the human experience 

in contradistinction to occult operations that make claims upon metaphysical relations 

                                                        

932 Verses about Āṣif’s manifestation of the throne are found Qur’ān 27:38-42. Niẓām al-Mulk (d. 
485/1092) was the principal advisor to sultan Malik Shāh I (d. 485/1092) whose administrative talents 
emboldened the Seljuk Empire, earning him an unrivaled reputation in Islamic history as a master of 
practical ethics. On his influence and historical memory see, Neguin Yavari, Advice for the Sultan : 
Prophetic Voices and Secular Politics in Medieval Islam (London: Hurst & Company, 2014). 
933 Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Tehran, Ms. 1142, f. 92b.; This specific sort of practice has been considered in 
different ways, such as the recitation of the divine names of God to create corporeal protections. But in this 
context, it clearly refers to a sort of conjuring of the likeness of something, more akin to an illusion, but one 
nevertheless brought about through the science of the Arabic letters.  
 
934 Melvin-Koushki, “Powers of One: The Mathematicalization of the Occult Sciences in the High 
Persianate Tradition.” p. 140. 
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between bodies and their ontological makeup. In the modernist mindset, they are indeed 

dissimilar bedfellows. Yet, in the early-modern context, they were not. In courtly spaces, 

they worked towards the same ends of establishing and managing sovereign power 

through overlapping affective strategies.   

On the one hand, poets were tasked to speak for sovereigns, to translate their 

desires, life stories, and policies into ornate speech that would be performed in official 

settings to sanctify the sovereign will as extraordinary. In Giorgio Agamben’s terms, “to 

cover and dignify what is in itself pure force and domination,” aestheticized discourse 

constructed myths integral to the logic of sovereignty.935 Their words not only affected 

audiences to behave in certain ways, but they compelled them to acknowledge their 

sovereigns as such. In the Platonic tradition, mythopoesis touched people at the level of 

the soul and altered its very metaphysical status. For the audience witnessing such a 

performance, “the reality that is the object of the communicated message becomes 

present for the receiver in a manner so intense that its actual absence is forgotten, and 

thus it triggers a process of identification that modifies the physical and, more 

particularly, the moral behavior of the receiver.”936 Plato’s understanding that myth 

operated much like an occult incantation was no accident. Both could persuade an 

audience towards a desired habit or action to accord with the wishes of a poet or a 

sorcerer. In much the same way, the historical Muslim literary imagination has 

                                                        

935 Quoted from Agamben, The Kingdom and the Glory. p. 212. 
 
936 Luc Brisson, How Philosophers Saved Myths: Allegorical Interpretation and Classical Mythology, 
trans. Catherine Tihanyi (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2004). pp. 18-19. 
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understood poetry and other forms of eloquent speech as “licit magic” (siḥr ḥalāl), 

capable of striking an audience at the very core to elicit intentional states of being in 

relation to both the poet as well as his object of sanction.937 Thus, just as words that 

induce affective states are understood to possess a magical quality about them, affective 

power must be shown to stand at the center of magic and other occult scientific 

operations that made this metaphor universally recognizable in the early-modern Muslim 

imagination.  

In this chapter, we come to terms with the ubiquity and elite sanction of various 

forms of occult sciences that were sanctioned within an explicitly Shīʿī intellectual 

pedigree, or at least practiced by prominent Imāmī Shīʿī political agents working on 

behalf of the state. Our argument is that producing specific and intentional affective states 

was the telos of Islamic occult sciences practiced within a courtly setting. Specifically, 

they worked to create an affective politics predicated upon the possibility of very real 

bodily, spiritual, or cosmic threats that could be defended, prevented, and otherwise 

voided by their rituals and occult technologies. In essence, it was the very practitioners of 

these occult sciences who realized their potential to work against these threats as well as 

the very reality of the threats themselves. While circular in logic, it is precisely that 

circularity that helps us understand why occult ‘sciences’ so often, also, become confused 

as objects of study that have been analyzed as if they must operate akin to modern 

empirical sciences that are predicated upon normative logic.  

                                                        

937 This is most clearly discussed in Johann Christoph Bürgel, The Feather of Simurgh: The “Licit Magic” 
of the Arts in Medieval Islam (New York: New York University Press, 1988). pp. 53-88. 
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From the 10th/16th through at least the 13th/19th centuries, occult sciences were 

practiced in political settings at the founding of the city of Hyderabad, in late-Quṭbshāhī 

Hyderabad amidst the increasing Mughal threats of conquest, in post-Quṭbshāhī 

Hyderabad as it existed as a Mughal protectorate, and even during the government of the 

Madras Presidency after the British carved out swathes of territory from the once 

powerful Deccan Sultanate. More immediate to the early-modern era, from Khān Aḥmad 

Khān’s Gilan, to the Safavid imperial capital of Isfahan under Shāh ʿAbbās I, to 

ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh’s Hyderabad, Mahābat Khān’s mobile war camp, and Muḥammad 

Saʿīd Ardistānī’s ever-growing fiefdom in the Karnatak, political sovereignty was 

mediated in part through occult sciences mastered by scholars expressing Shīʿī or 

otherwise ʿAlid devotional stances. Many of their occult sciences were understood to 

have received explicit authorization within Shīʿī traditions—meaning that the authentic as 

well as inauthentic traditions of ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib and his descendants were cited to affirm 

the inviolability of occult sciences in the early-modern present. As has been shown 

earlier, these societies held that mediation of divine favors accrued through the vilāyat or 

‘spiritual guardianship’ of Sufi saints as well as the Shīʿī Imams who were understood to 

require active and sustained devotion. Therefore, our investigation emplots early-modern 

occultism in the Deccan as an important part of the broader cultural orientation towards 

Shīʿī traditions and as a means of negotiating political sovereignty affectively.  

6.2 Islamic Occultism, a Desert of Affect 

Despite a recent surge in publications considering historical engagements with 

occult sciences in Muslim societies, there remains a palpable lack of engagement with 
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affect theory as a possible explanatory framework in which we may not only account for 

the popularity of historical Islamic occultism, but also its perceived efficacy.938 939 

Moreover, as the wider academic study of religion has undergone a ‘material turn’ with 

greater attention to the role of ontology and the relationships between objects, spaces, and 

bodies, the function of affect and its corporeal resonances remain at the center for how 

the field has come to understand religious experiences as meaning-making encounters 

between humans and external phenomena.940 While several popular studies in this vein 

have focused on the religious contexts of modern techno-capitalist societies, far fewer 

examinations have attended to pre- or early-modern religious contexts, especially of any 

Muslim pedigree.941  

                                                        

938 Relevant recent scholarship includes monographs as well as unpublished PhD dissertations. For 
instance, see Melvin-Koushki, “The Quest for a Universal Science: The Occult Philosophy of Ṣā’in Al-Dīn 
Turka Iṣfahānī (1369-1432) and Intellectual Millenarianism in Early Timurid Iran.” ; Noah Daedalus 
Gardiner, “Esotericism in a Manuscript Culture: Aḥmad Al-Būnī and His Readers through the Mamlūk 
Period” (Ph.D., University of Michigan, 2014).; Rose Muravchick, “God Is the Best Guardian: Islamic 
Talismanic Shirts from the Gunpowder Empires” (Ph.D., University of Pennsylvania, 2014).; Yasmine F. 
al-Saleh, “‘Licit Magic’: The Touch and Sight of Islamic Talismanic Scrolls” (Ph.D., Harvard University, 
2014).; Liana Saif, The Arabic Influences on Early Modern Occult Philosophy (New York: Palgrave, 
2015). 
 
939 Exceptions are those recent anthropological studies offered, notably, Stefania Pandolfo, Knot of the 
Soul: Madness, Psychoanalysis, Islam (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2018).To a certain 
extent, see also, Alireza Doostdar, The Iranian Metaphysicals: Explorations in Science, Islam, and the 
Uncanny (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2018). 
 
940 For instance, see Birgit Meyer, “How to Capture the ‘Wow’: R.R. Marett’s Notion of Awe and the 
Study of Religion,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 22 (2015): 7–26.David Morgan, “The 
Ecology of Images: Seeing and the Study of Religion,” Religion and Society 5, no. 1 (2014): 83–105.; 
Donovan O. Schaefer, Religious Affects: Animality, Evolution, and Power (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2015).; see David Morgan, “Introduction: The Matter of Belief,” in Religion and Material Culture: 
The Matter of Belief, ed. David Morgan (New York: Routledge, 2010), 1–12.; See also Sonia Hazard, “The 
Material Turn in the Study of Religion,” Religion and Society: Advances in Research 4 (2013): 58–78. 
 
941 Two fairly oft-cited examples include, Thomas A. Tweed, Crossing and Dwelling: A Theory of Religion 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006).; Manuel A. Vásquez, More than Belief: A Materialist 
Theory of Religion (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011).; The role of affect has been entertained by 
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Moreover, as several recent and forthcoming studies have sought to address the 

well documented early-modern Iranian and Indo-Persian fascination with occult sciences 

and magic, these topics have been overwhelmingly considered by scholars working 

formally within the history of science or intellectual history despite their equal prevalence 

within the literary record of many overtly non-scientific disciplines. Historians of Persian 

literary history have generally failed to follow the warning of E.G. Browne, the ostensible 

father of modern Persian studies in the West, who nearly a century ago had accused them 

of having “allowed the poets and euphuists to occupy a disproportionate amount of their 

attention, to the exclusion of the scientific Weltanschauung which […] forms the 

background of these lighter, though more artistic, efforts.”942 However, to allow the 

historians of science a monopoly of this conversation would be equally detrimental. As 

the opening anecdote suggests, Islamic occultism as practiced in courtly contexts worked 

in ways not unlike the ‘lighter, though more artistic’ efforts of poets and encomiasts 

sanctioning sovereign power.  

Drawing on the last chapter’s discussion of philosophical naturalism and its 

reliance on a cultivated sensorium attuned towards eliciting states of awe and wonder, 

                                                        

 

historians of Islamic art, albeit not without the theoretical footing in the world of Gilles Deleuze and Felix 
Guattari that have informed these other studies. For example see, Kishwar Rizvi, “Introduction: Affect, 
Emotion, and Subjectivity in the Early Modern Period,” in Affect, Emotion, and Subjectivity in Early 
Modern Muslim Empires, ed. Kishwar Rizvi (Boston: Brill, 2018), 1–20. 
 
942 Edward Granville Browne, Arabian Medicine : Being the Fitzpatrick Lectures Delivered at the College 
of Physicians in November 1919 and November 1920 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
1921). p. v. 
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this chapter continues our analysis by considering Gīlānī’s heavy engagement of occult 

scientific methods, as well as those of several of his peers operating in the Deccan. Forms 

of terrestrial magic (nīranjiyyāt), celestial magic (ṭilasmāt), spells (afsūn), witchcraft 

(jādū), and even intercessory prayers (adʿiya) formed the connective tissues between 

ḥakīms and the phenomenal world that they sought to manage and control. However, as 

officers of the royal courts, their engagement in occult sciences must be understood as 

part of the wider negotiation of political power that enveloped their patronage. Thus, ‘the 

religious’ and ‘the political’ merged within occult scientific practices that existed as 

explicitly (sub-)imperial technologies that drew upon the Shīʿī tradition. 

6.3 Occult Typologies 

Foreshadowing Gīlānī’s stance on the occult sciences contributing to a non-

rational and affective political habitus, his invocation in a short treatise on some occult 

practices unmistakably attributes their affective power to the Creator. Gīlānī declares that 

God is the seat of surprise, perplexity, and instruction. “Blessings be to God, composing 

the wondrous and strange things of the world (inshā’ al-ʿajā’ib wa al-gharā’ib), awe-

inspiring for those who experience wonder (istiʿjaban li’l-mutaʿjjibīn), exceeding the 

bounds of knowledge for those who are perplexed (istighrāban li’l-mutaḥayyirīn), yet 

serving as a lesson for the scholars (ʿibra li’l-ʿālimīn).”943 Despite his overtly affective 

                                                        

943 This short unnamed treatise declares that it was made for an unnamed companion of his who desired that 
that his encyclopedic compilation, The Leaves of Knowledge (Shajara-yi dānish), be comprehensive of all 
subjects. This aporia works to distance the author from his product, and is itself a common trope among 
Muslim occultists to feign disinterest.  Gīlānī. Majmūʿa-yi ḥakīm al-mulk, Andhra Pradesh Oriental 
Manuscript Library, Hyderabad, Ms. Majāmīʿ 306, pp. 69-70. 
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terminology, most scholars of Islamic occultism have shown a marked inability or 

unwillingness to consider the productivity of affective postures in analyzing their use in 

political contexts. Before proceeding to examine the sort of affective politics practiced by 

occultists working in the Quṭbshāhī context, we should explore the basis for why it has 

remained so difficult to even think of the occultism in this way.  

It seems that an insistence on closely adhering to a reproduction of the 

epistemological typologies of historical Muslim scholars might actually have worked to 

hinder this project by continually re-inscribing the occult sciences as types of natural or 

mathematical sciences. This arises from the overwhelming tendency of western 

Orientalism to seek verisimilitude between the claims of their own scholarship with the 

claims of their historical interlocutors to assert their own philological accuracy. As Bruce 

Fudge has critiqued this phenomenon in the field of Qur’ānic exegesis he writes that “one 

of the main features of Orientalism has not been the distortion of data (though this has 

occurred), but the fact that many scholars, at various stages and for apparently different 

reasons, tended merely to copy their medieval sources, and thus conveyed uncritically the 

methodologies, assumptions, and prejudices of the medieval authors.”944 Given that we 

have a very different set of standards for the constitution of modern natural sciences 

today, we should remain suspicious about the value of strictly working within the history 

of science paradigm to analyze these tools of affective power. 

                                                        

944 Fudge, “Qurʾānic Exegesis in Medieval Islam and Modern Orientalism.” p. 116. 
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Although early-modern occult sciences enjoyed broad epistemic sanction between 

Iran and South Asia, individual encyclopedic works exhibit some significant differences 

about the intellectual arenas in which these sciences cohered despite other common 

trends surrounding their authorization. Teasing out some of these differences 

demonstrates not only how the Shīʿī tradition came to be understood to encourage 

occultism as divinely disclosed sciences, but also underscores their unstable position 

within epistemology, more generally. 

The most comprehensive and widely read typology of occult scientific knowledge 

available among early-modern Persianate scholarly circles was composed in the mid-

8th/14th century, by an Imāmī Shīʿī instructor hailing from the city of Amul in northern 

Iran who taught in Mongol-supported schools in the city of Sultaniyya. Shams al-Dīn 

Āmulī’s (d. 1352?) The Impressions of the Arts in Brides of the Eyes (Nafā’is al-funūn fī 

ʿarāyis al-ʿuyūn) was widely transcribed and remained the most influential systematic 

account of all sciences—including other more formally Islamic transmitted sciences— 

well into the modern era.945 Nearly all major occult scientific practices like dream 

interpretation, letter magic (sīmiyā), alchemy, astrology, and even the overtly Indic 

‘science of the breath’ and ‘science of imagination’ (ʿilm-i dam; ʿilm-i vahm) descended 

from the Yogic tradition found a home in Āmulī’s work. Like his contemporaries, he 

considered most of these sciences to be branches of applied natural sciences (ʿulūm-i 

                                                        

945 Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad bin Maḥmūd Āmulī, Nafā’is Al-Funūn Fī ʿarāyis Al-ʿuyūn, ed. Ḥājj Mīrzā 
Abū’l-Qāsim Shaʿrānī, vol. 3, 3 vols. (Tehran: Kitābfurūshī Islāmiyya, 1957).; This milestone has been 
most recently considered in depth by Melvin-Koushki, “Powers of One: The Mathematicalization of the 
Occult Sciences in the High Persianate Tradition.” Especially pp. 148-153. 
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ṭabīʿī), implying their wider relation to physics (ṭabīʿiyyat) and the operations of physical 

bodies and their animating souls.946 However, not all were of this variety.  

For instance, Āmulī classified the science of geomancy (raml)—terrestrial 

prognostication—as a branch of mathematics more akin to geometry, arithmetic, the 

measurement of planetary orbits, and the science of measurements made with the 

astrolabe. Nevertheless, unlike the origins of other branches of mathematics in ancient 

Greece and Egypt among non-monotheists, geomancy stood out as also firmly embedded 

in the prophetic tradition by way of its origin story emerging at the hand of the prophet 

Daniel. Its status as a prophetically endowed science was also corroborated by other 

authorizing traditions traced back to Muhammad and his companions. As one such 

tradition was narrated on the authority of the legendary progenitor of the field of Arabic 

grammar, Abū’l-Aswad al-Du’alī (d. 69/689), also a notoriously intimate associate of 

Imam ʿAlī, the pantheon of agents who worked geomancy into mainstream scholarship 

stood on par with those celebrated within the more mundane literary and religious 

sciences.947  

Other occult sciences that Āmulī had classified under the field of natural sciences 

including oneiromancy (ʿilm-i taʿbīr) and physiognomy (ʿilm-i firāsat) had, according to 

                                                        

946 For a translation of this section of Āmulī’s account of the science of the breath and imagination, see Carl 
W. Ernst, “A 14th-Century Persian Account of Breath Control and Meditation,” in Refractions of Islam in 
India: Situating Sufism and Yoga (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2016), 424–31. 
 
947 Āmulī, Nafā’is Al-Funūn Fī ʿarāyis Al-ʿuyūn. pp. 537-9. 
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their transmitters, also been sanctioned by other prophets like Moses and Adam.948 

Therefore, prior to the revival of Imāmī Shīʿism in the 10th/16th century, different 

branches of the natural sciences and mathematics had already existed within the early-

modern Persianate Muslim religious imaginary as divinized. It should therefore be rather 

unsurprising that in different Persianate societies, occult sciences evolved in such a way 

as to become even more embedded within overtly religious epistemologies, such as can 

be seen in the early-modern Ottoman context where the occult practice of 

physiognomy949 was theorized in two variants: the first as a universally valid pursuit 

according to the guidelines stipulated by its practitioners as philosophical physiognomy 

(firāsat-i ḥikmiyya), and the second more overtly understood as a unique religious variant 

embedded more closely within the Muslim tradition of ascetic practice according to the 

religious law (firāsat-i sharʿiyya).950  

While there were many long-enduing features within Muslim epistemic 

typologies, the placement of the occult sciences within these schemes appears to have 

been more susceptible to variation than other non-occult sciences. Despite the rather 

vociferous articulation of anti-occultism in other Muslim societies like the North African 

orbit of Ibn Khāldūn (d. 1406), the Persianate domains of Iran and South Asia largely 

embraced these sciences unencumbered throughout the early-modern period. As Matthew 
                                                        

948 Āmulī. pp. 269-71. 
 
949 This refers to the science of interpreting the internal moral character of a person based upon external 
qualities and facial features.  
 
950 On the difference between and see Emin Lelić, “Physiognomy (ʿilm-i Firāsat) and Ottoman Statecraft: 
Discerning Morality and Justice,” Arabica 64 (2017): 609–46. 
 



 

 507 

Melvin-Koushki has adeptly demonstrated, one of the intellectual safety nets to protect 

some of the occult sciences from disparagement was to re-classify them as modes of 

mathematical inquiry. That the regimes of verification that made mathematical sciences 

appear more logical seems to have put them on sounder and more easily defensible 

footing from their detractors.951  Despite these pockets of attacks and objections, by and 

large, many classifications of Islamic occult sciences in the Iranian heartlands continued 

to imagine them working on bodies as well as souls and therefore warranted their 

inclusion within the natural sciences (ṭabīʿiyyāt). We see this approach in the 

Encyclopedia of the World (Dānishnāmah-yi jahān) authored by the late-Timurid 

Ghiyāth al-Dīn ʿAlī Ḥusaynī Iṣfahānī (fl. 1460s). While perhaps not quite as influential as 

the earlier work of Āmulī, it nonetheless circulated widely in Iran and South Asia where 

it continued to assert that magic and different occult operations were a part of this same 

epistemic arena of the natural sciences and they could be rationally explained according 

to the standard-issue tools of Avicennan peripatetic philosophy. The dominance of his 

rationalism even extended into the interpretation of prophetic miracles (muʿjizāt), which 

he observed to work precisely in the same way as supernatural acts of the Sufis (karāmāt) 

as well as sorcery (siḥr). In his eyes, the only fundamental difference in material terms 

                                                        

951 Matthew Melvin-Koushki, “In Defense of Geomancy: Šaraf Al-Dīn Yazdī Rebuts Ibn Ḫaldūn’s Critique 
of the Occult Sciences,” Arabica 64 (2017): 346–403. 
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was the way that the sorcerer differed from the prophets and saints in terms of his own 

malign soul seeking to harm others.952 

Yet by the Safavid era, these sciences had experienced another more overt 

discursive shift. As we saw in Chapter 4 how Gīlānī had authorized a variety of occult 

scientific practices within the traditions of the Shīʿī Imams and Imām ʿAlī’s statement in 

particular, his efforts were reflecting a much broader transformation of the occult 

sciences shared by other scholars working in the Safavid academies. This was to emplot 

the occult sciences as quintessentially Shīʿī, and it meant that they had been vouchsafed 

by the Imams as part of their guardianship (vilāyat). A slightly earlier and perhaps 

transitional example of this shift can be seen Abū’l-Qāsim Kāzarūnī’s ‘The Ladder of the 

Heavens’ (Sullam al-samāwāt, c. 1605), which Melvin-Koushki has aptly calls a “genre-

bending work” for it being “equal parts theological tract, history of philosophy, literary 

history and [an] encyclopedia of the sciences.”953 Emplotting Islamic occult sciences 

within the capacious arena of vilāyat, Kāzirūnī envisioned their utility in the hands of 

Sufi saints, perhaps reflecting their enduring legacy extending from the Timurid era in 

which these sorts of sciences were associated with pīrs who negotiated their authority 

over communities of devotees through supernatural acts. This can be seen from the way 

in which Kāzirūnī glosses the term vilāyat and its agential performer (valī) not in terms of 

                                                        

952  Ghiyāth al-Dīn ʿAlī b. ʿAlī Amīrān Ḥusaynī Iṣfahānī, Dānishnāmah-Yi Jahān, ed. Nīkī Īyyūbī-zādah 
(Tehran: Kitābkhānah, Mūzih va Markaz-i Asnād-i Majlis-i Shūrā-yi Islāmī, 2014). p. 159. 
 
953 Melvin-Koushki, “Powers of One: The Mathematicalization of the Occult Sciences in the High 
Persianate Tradition.” p. 164. 
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guardianship, but in terms of divine intimacy. In this sense, the valī is less a ‘guardian’ 

and more of a “beloved” or devoted follower (muḥibb) of God who had cultivated these 

tools through his intimacy.954 But these were not the Sufis of love, cloistered off from 

society and who meditated on the divine. Kāzirūnī emphatically characterizes the valī as 

someone demonstrating bravery and a lack of fear according to the Qur’ānic verse: 

Certainly, for God’s intimates, there shall be no fear among them and neither shall they 

grieve. The Qur’ānic invocation and his succeeding statement suggest that Kāzirūnī is 

aware that the occult sciences exist in a contested cultural space and may inspire a sort of 

dread among his readership: 

On the whole, some kind of miraculous act, or a divine unveiling (mukāshifa), or 
another supernatural event (khāriq-i ʿādat) is not a stipulation or requirement for 
vilāyat. Rather, it may seem that it is not becoming for someone who has achieved 
the rank of vilāyat to be informed about the products of these qualities (kamālāt) 
and be adorned with [their practice]. However, it is clear that the events of dreams 
are realized more frequently and answering prayers most of the time are not 
oppositional to people of this status.955  
 

Kāzirūnī intimates that his readership would be correct to feel discomfort associating 

with these overtly supernatural powers, however succeeding in the response to prayers 

and comprehending one’s dreams remained valid cornerstones of Muslim devotional 

practice far beyond occultist circles. If Kāzirūnī had baited his readers into studying 

occult sciences in order to achieve better proficiency in these devotional acts, he may 

have been one of the last of the high Safavid era who needed to do so in this way.  

                                                        

954 Abū al-Qāsim b. Abī Ḥāmid Kāzirūnī, Sullam Al-Samāwāt (Tehran: Markaz-i Pazhūishī-i Mīrāṯ-i 
Maktūb, 2008). pp. 84-5. 
 
955 Kāzirūnī. p. 85. 
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 Ḥusayn Aqīlī Rustamdārī’s The Meadows of the Reverent (Riyāḍ al-abrār, c. 

1571) stands as perhaps the first major milestone within the genre of encyclopedic 

literature for reflecting this epistemological shift towards a complete re-authorization of a 

wide variety of occult sciences within the domain of the Imams. Unlike Āmulī or 

Kāzirūnī, he distributes the occult sciences throughout his masterpiece into its many 

different chapters that he calls ‘meadows,’ seeming to enjoy no clear system of 

organization. However, this may too attest to the ubiquity of these sciences that he 

perceived operating on a regular and unrestricted basis alongside the other seemingly 

dissimilar areas of epistemology recorded alongside of them. Contrasting the manner in 

which Rustamdārī states in his own introduction that Imam ʿAlī had originated all known 

sciences is remarkable for the sheer fact of its un-remarkability. He begins his work 

stating fairly simply that it is a given fact among theologians, jurists, and religionists (ahl 

al-millal wa al-adiyān) working through proofs and investigations that the first Imam 

originated all forms of knowledge including the law, the sciences of ḥikmat, and the 

‘strange arts’ (funūn-i gharība).956  

Rustamdārī’s other main area of difference is his stark philosophical disagreement 

with the other encyclopedists discussed above. Where most all of them appear to have 

supported a peripatetic philosophical framework to investigate how the various branches 

of occult sciences functioned as part of physics though the forces of spirits and bodies, he 

relies exclusively on a twinned Sufi-ishrāqī philosophical framework, which he views as 

                                                        

956 Riyāḍ al-abrār, British Library, London, Ms. Or. 3648 f. 22a. 
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more honest with the purely Platonic heritage that both of them share.957 Whether this 

philosophical stance alters his understanding of occult operations is not entirely clear, due 

to the jumbled nature of his collection, which tends to embed the occult sciences 

attributed to ʿAlī and the other Shīʿī Imams within their hagiography. But these are not 

the precise interpretations of attributed statements of the Imams from reports of akhbār or 

ḥadīth, but legends of a more popular nature that Rustamdārī fails to embed within any 

corroborated chains of authority (isnād/asānīd). So, while these proof texts may be said 

to be tradition based, he provides little to no clear evidence that they are at all canonical. 

Many of these traditions discuss the power of the book of jafr, or the Shīʿī codex said to 

have been composed by Muhammad and passed down by ʿAlī within the line of Imams to 

sanction their gnostic powers.958 Beyond these legendary episodes, Rustamdārī also 

draws upon other later Sufi legends in order to affirm the efficacy of occult sciences 

sanctioned by the Shīʿī Imams, such as their use by the likes of the Central Asian saint 

Najm al-Dīn Kubrá (d. 1221). This fact suggests that although he had accepted the early-

modern Safavid current of embedding all areas of epistemology within the hagiography 

of the Shīʿī Imams, he had not gone ‘full tilt’ expunging non-Shīʿī Sufi elements from the 

vagaries of these narratives that would have been more common had he written his 

encyclopedia around a century later.  

                                                        

957 In particular, he seems to be devoted to the philosophical insights of Jalāl al-Dīn Davānī (d. 1501). 
Rustamdārī’s main objections appear to arise out of the same criticism that Ghazālī had leveled against the 
philosophers for promoting pre-eternity of matter (hayūlá) and the denying of bodily resurrection. British 
Library, London, Ms. Or. 3648, 311b-312b. 
 
958 British Library, London, Ms. Or. 3648, f. 317a. 
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However, his wider comments on these practices when read against the 

organization of the earlier authors demonstrate that Persian encyclopedic literature 

indexes multiple contestations around the occult sciences within the broader imagination 

of early-modern Persianate thought. While some like Āmulī had already bifurcated 

branches of occultism into natural and mathematical sciences, others like Ḥusaynī 

Iṣfahānī held that they were rational and intelligible according with the broader theories 

of body-soul interaction within the peripatetic tradition. Still, others like Rustamdārī who 

showed a complete distaste for those basic philosophical teachings favored a sort of 

tradition-based approach, but one that, at least on its surface, does not require any direct 

basis within the philosophical principles of the ishrāqī tradition or the Sufi authorities 

that he also drew upon. 

For our purposes, the lesson is that in the early-modern imagination, the occult 

sciences existed within a contested scholarly terrain and they appear to have disrupted 

convenient or stable knowledge typologies. While in certain respects they might appear 

to be epistemologically ‘homeless,’ they are certainly not intellectually impoverished. 

But, seeking to understand their impact only within the history of the natural sciences as 

many modern orientalists have done would mean to police them in two specific ways. 

First, our broader structural understandings of religious thought and practice would 

remain quarantined from their disruptive power. Second, as a universal category, modern 

science would always be able to approach their disruption as a fossilized artifact from 

deep historical time and use it to stage modern scientific rationalism as a corrective to 
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their pseudo-scientific promises of explaining the world. As late A.I. Sabra recognized 

this predisposition of that field to traffic in values,  

Science and scientific are our own terms and they express our own concepts […] 
and, therefore, the study of any past intellectual activity can be relevant to what 
we call ‘history of science’ only to the extent that such an activity can be shown 
to help us understand the modes of thought and expression and behavior that we 
have come to associate with the word science.959  

 
As we began this section by reflecting on the pitfalls of ‘accurately’ representing our 

historical interlocutors, it may in some ways be more honest to their tradition to reflect 

the enduring disruptive powers of occultism by removing them from the realm of the 

natural sciences entirely.  

Before coming to understand how early-modern Shīʿī occultism worked to 

reproduce sovereign power affectively, we must also orient our discussion within the 

broader disciplinary vision of magic and occultism in relation to the category of religion. 

We now address the necessary but incomplete scholarly debate about ritual magic and 

occultism as sorts of physical-material ‘languages’ in which communities have sought to 

express ideas by other means in order to show how attention to affect fills in the much-

needed gaps about the communicative logic of these rituals. This discussion will further 

demonstrate the necessity to move beyond the categories of our early-modern 

interlocutors who have insisted that these occult sciences are types of “natural sciences” 

while simultaneously overhauling their metaphysical bases in established philosophical 

systems. As moderns, we have proven inept at meeting the standards of objectivity. 

                                                        

959 A. I. Sabra, “Situating Arabic Science: Locality versus Essence,” Isis 87, no. 4 (1996): 654–70. p. 656. 
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6.4  Religious Boundaries of Ritual Magic and Occultism  

Scholars of religion had long ago identified the subversive authority of magic and 

the occult to complicate the efficacy of their definitions and working assumptions of 

religious praxis. In a broad sense, religion had generally been approached as connoting 

all that ordered human obedience to a godhead, which contradicted other scenarios in 

which a practical desire sought to alter or control some aspect of the physical world 

through the compulsion of a deity. In understanding religion as a sui generis phenomenon 

with such essential characteristics, western theorists had inclined to consider it entirely 

separate from magic.960 Despite policing religion’s conceptual borders in different ways, 

social theorists readily admitted that the historical epiphenomenon of religion in practice 

had permitted occult and magical exercises among its ranks, often confusing the efficacy 

of a sound taxonomy. 

Attempting to sort out these grey areas, Marcel Mauss contended that religious 

rites and magical rites were mutually intelligible but ordered according to different 

schemes with their own social and cosmological logics. The magical rite, contra the 

religious, produced phenomenal efficacy due to its uniquely intrinsic nature. “Thus, the 

Indian performs a magic rite when, ongoing hunting, he believes he is able to stop the sun 

by placing a stone at a certain height in a tree, whereas Joshua performed a religious rite 

                                                        

960 See Randall Styers, Making Magic: Religion, Magic, and Science in the Modern World (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2004). p. 75. 
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when, in order to stop the same sun, he invoked the omnipotence of Jahweh.”961 Both 

sorts of rites, by their very nature, extended the determinations of their practitioners to 

result in phenomenal effects. Mauss’ positioning of religious prayer outside of the 

magical or occult fold related to a very clear notion of what constituted the religious, or 

sacred-oriented, among actors operating within a known community’s recognized 

tradition, while those making no appeals “to any force outside itself” must have been 

understood to operate as pure magic or incantation.962  

Inveighing against magic as a legitimate means by which the phenomenal world 

was made intelligible in the modern era, evolutionary analyses posited that magic had to 

be understood much more akin to a sort of primitive natural science that attempted to 

explain the inner workings of reality. This perspective remains most well known from the 

sociological theory of Émile Durkheim, which contended binary logics of truth and 

falsehood undergirding all human epistemology and social institutions.  

[A] human institution cannot be based on error and falsehood, otherwise it could 
not have lasted. If it did not have its roots in the very nature of things, it would 
have encountered opposition to things which it could not overcome. 
Consequently, we approach the study of primitive religions secure in the 
knowledge that they are the products of reality of which they are the expression.963 

 

                                                        

961 Marcel Mauss, On Prayer, ed. W.S.F. Pickering, trans. Susan Leslie (New York: Durkheim Press, 
2003). p. 53.  
 
962 Mauss ultimately defined religious rites as “efficacious, traditional actions which have bearing on things 
that are called sacred,” and prayer as a sort of  “religious rite which is oral and bears directly on the sacred. 
Mauss. pp. 54-5, 57.  
 
963 Émile Durkleim, “The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life: The Totemic System in Australia,” in 
Durkheim on Religion, ed. W.S.F. Pickering, trans. Jacqueline Redding and W.S.F. Pickering (James 
Clarke & Co Ltd, 1975), 102–66. Quoted on pp. 103-4. 
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 However, the Scottish folklorist Sir James Frazer (d. 1941) was the earlier and more 

influential exponant of religion existing as a logical but regrettable waystation along the 

path taken by a primordial magical worldview that had begun to erode by the Victorian 

era within its logical conclusion of modern science. The so-called “disenchantment 

model” of religion articulated in Frazer’s reworking of the magic-religion-science ternary 

in the second edition of The Golden Bough (1900) demanded that its reader acknowledge 

the telos of magic and science as one in the same, claiming the “dreams of magic may 

one day be the waking realities of science.”964 What he meant was that after the world’s 

bygone magicians and occultists had first sought to compel the natural world before 

giving way to priests who entreated Gods who were seen to wield true dominion, 

humanity turned to embrace science as a denatured form of magic to achieve the same 

means of compulsion. But while Frazer’s scientists concurred with the magicians about 

the regularity of nature and the pattern of its metaphysical order that the primordial camp 

sought to identify and disrupt, science limited the remit in which human compulsion 

operated while maintaining religion’s overwhelmingly “despiritualized” vision of nature 

in the process.965  

                                                        

964 Jason Ā. Josephson-Storm, The Myth of Disenchantment: Magic, Modernity, and the Birth of the Human 
Sciences (Chicago: University of California Press, 2017). p. 140. 
 
965 Josephson-Storm. pp. 144-5.; This perspective stands alongside but apart from others who embraced a 
negative evolutionary view about the spiritual ‘loss’ experienced by modern scientism replacing religion 
without making broader claims about a comparable magical order of thinking as natural or foundational to 
religion. For instance, see the influence Anne Harrington, Reenchanted Science: Holism in German Culture 
from Wilhelm II to Hitler (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999). pp. 62-68. 
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According to the evolutionary scheme in which magic, religion, and science 

displace one another on the same ontic plane, sociologists and historians could not help 

but think through their interrelation in terms of how far a society had advanced or 

remained in a state of retardation by virtue of their proclivity towards magic and occult 

sciences in spite of other competing ways of understanding the world. While cultural 

institutions of early-modern Europe had overwhelmingly shown respect for Muslim 

expertise in magic and the occult, by the emergence of positivism in the 18th and 19th-

centuries, it increasingly came to be used as evidence to condemn Muslims into a 

perpetual state of scientific primitiveness.966 This was reinforced by the concomitant 

development of the very field of the History of Science, which doubled down on another 

sort of evolutionary model in which occult sciences were understood to have existed as 

explicit precursors of universal modern science developed in the west.  

Nowhere is this more visible than in the work of the veritable father of the field, 

George Sarton (d. 1956). While he slowly authored his Introduction to the History of 

Science (1927-1948), Sarton employed a small army of professional Arabists including 

Paul Kraus (d. 1944) and Julius Ruska (d. 1949) to mine the libraries of the Middle East 

and India, including vestiges of the Quṭbshāhī royal libraries still housed in Nizamate 

Hyderabad. These assistants hunted out occult—and specifically—alchemical 

                                                        

966 On the early-modern English cultural infatuation with Muslim occult prowess, see Nabil Matar, Islam in 
Britain, 1558-1685 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998).; Representative of the later current of 
Islam’s inherently anti-scientific disposition, see Charles de Secondat baron de Montesquieu, The Persian 
Letters, trans. C.J. Betts, vol. 1 (London: The Athanaeum Publishing Co., 1901).; see also Ernest Renan, 
L’Islamisme et La Science (Paris: Calmann Lévy, 1883). 
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manuscripts to prove Sarton’s claim that modern chemistry floated to the surface of the 

great scientific ocean fed by the many streams of pre-modern alchemy mastered by 

Muslims.967 Inherent, even, in the evolutionary determinism of scientific inquiry, Sarton 

conjectured that these historical Muslim pseudo-scientists must have shared an esprit de 

corps more fully actualized by modern scientists: 

Indeed, the superiority of Muslim culture, say in the eleventh century, was so 
great that we can understand their intellectual pride. It is easy to imagine their 
doctors speaking of the western barbarians almost in the same spirit as ours do of 
the ‘Orientals.’ If there had been some ferocious eugenists among the Muslims 
they might have suggested some means of breeding out all the western Christians 
and the Greeks because of their hopeless backwardness.968  

In Sarton’s mind, alchemy and other occult sciences could not exist as anything other 

than a historical foil to validate the universal and transcendent logics of modern science 

that remained temporally, but not per se logically, out of reach to medieval Muslims.   

As theoretical rationality and modernization came to be uttered in the same breath 

as antagonizing magical ways of thinking, scholars of Islamic history largely failed to 

investigate why Muslims pursued magic and occult sciences without also wielding the 

club of evolutionary historicism to clobber them back into their anti-modern condition. 

This sentiment is readily discerned in the words of the highly influential historian of 

                                                        

967 For an overview, see Thomas F. Glick, “From the Sarton Papers: Paul Kraus and Arabic Alchemy,” 
Cronos 2, no. 2 (1999): 221–44.; For an account of a non-professional Arabist hunting manuscripts in the 
Deccan for Sarton, see H.E. Stapleton, “Further Notes on the Arabic Alchemical Manuscripts in the 
Libraries of India,” Isis 26, no. 1 (1936): 127–31.; This aquatic metaphor is represented most clearly in 
Georges Sarton,  George Sarton, Introduction to the History of Science, vol. 1, 3 vols. (Baltimore: The 
Williams & Wilkins Company, 1927). pp. 3-4, 523, 758.  
 
968 George Sarton, The History of Science and the New Humanism (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 
Press, 1962). p. 89. 
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Muslim medicine, the late Michael Dols (d. 1989), whose ideas about magic in Islam 

continue to receive sanction among noteworthy historians of science publishing today. 

While he understood magic performed by Muslims to be akin to “a more forceful method 

of supplication or a super-charged prayer,”969 he cannot help but disparage it by indicting 

the wider worldview of its practitioners, writing that magic “is obviously heavy-laden 

with pre-judgment. It is almost always assumed to be bad—essentially evil, popular, and 

irrational—although magic was a pervasive aspect of medieval society and was closely 

allied with religion, which was also popular and irrational.”970 This sort of post-

Enlightenment sensibility inevitably gives rise to such “paranoid readings” of Muslim 

history that anticipate magical thinking and practice as anti-rational, non-scholarly, non-

elite artifacts that help stage our privileged and sober modernity from which we 

comfortably dissect the many dark corners of its past.971  

Our first lesson is, therefore, to guard against the pitfalls of diagnosing a social 

context or era in which these practices may be found in order to simply re-validate our 

many common assumptions about the world as we see it. Historicizing their practice must 

                                                        

969 Quoted by Venetia Porter, Liana Saif, and Emilie Savage-Smith, “Medieval Islamic Amulets, 
Talismans, and Magic,” in A Companion to Islamic Art and Architecture, ed. Finbarr Barry Flood and 
Gülru Necipoğlu, 2017, 521–57. p. 521. 
 
970 As I show below, certain types of prayers can be understood as “super-charged” to produce magic or 
occult effects. However, this was not a requirement, as magic cohered in many social contexts as separate 
and unique acts that had little relationship to overt prayers. Michael W. Dols, “The Theory of Magic in 
Healing,” in Magic and Divination in Early Islam, ed. Emilie Savage-Smith (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 
2004), 87–101. 
 
971 On the anticipatory tendency of paranoid modes of interpretation, see Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, 
Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003). pp. 130-
131. 
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be undertaken, but without reproducing ideological trappings of classical historicism. As 

the History of Science and classical theories of religion were generally predicated upon 

“the view from nowhere,” we must look more closely within a particular social context to 

understand the extent of their internal logics as well the vested interests of the 

communities involved in their replication.972  

 

 

6.4.1 A Language Trap 

As a powerful and critical rejoinder to the evolutionary model of religion, other 

scholars have instead approached ritual magic and the occult as modes of representation, 

more akin to the pliable medium of language that exists uniquely in different cultural 

contexts. By virtue of their function to communicate meaning and draw attention to 

things, ideas, and other practices in idiosyncratic ways, they depend upon a community 

accepting a wider communicable logic. This connection between ritual and language is 

most clearly articulated in Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Remarks of Frazer’s Golden Bough. If 

the evolutionary ternary were correct in supposing that magic, like religion, seeks to 

articulate an explanation of the function of the world, then it should be understood as a 

sort of ‘science made in error,’ which says a great deal more about the modernist bias of 

scholars like Frazer or Sarton.973 Wittgenstein writes, “I think one reason why the attempt 

                                                        

972 For a review of this positionality and its legacies, see Kapil Raj, “Beyond Postcolonialism... and 
Postpositivism: Circulation and the Global History of Science,” Isis 104, no. 2 (2013): 337–47. 
973 “All that Frazer does is to make them plausible to people who think as he does [ …] Frazer cannot 
imagine a priest who is not basically an English parson of our times with all his stupidity and feebleness.” 
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to find an explanation is wrong is that we have only to put together in the right way what 

we know, without adding anything, and the satisfaction we are trying to get from the 

explanation comes of itself.”974 Although terse in his assessment, he diagnoses the 

explanatory model as one among many possible, yet one formulated only out of 

convenience by a modern who struggles to interpret opaque phenomena in ways that are 

foreign to his own understanding of the world. This particular model speaks directly to 

Frazer during his own lifetime, but not for any real or imagined historical practitioners of 

the rituals that he describes. What, then, can be said of ritual or magic that does not 

warrant an explanation and also is not seeking to explain anything?  

We can only describe and say, human life is like that. Compared with the 
impression that what is described here makes on us, the explanation is too 
uncertain. Every explanation is an hypothesis. But for someone broken up by love 
an explanatory hypothesis won’t help much.—It will not bring peace.975  
 
No matter the attempts made by language to assuage feelings or convey the 

plurality of sensation, its limits remain restricted to the facticity of events in themselves. 

The realm of impression and the realm of the ethical necessarily stand apart from 

language, which attempts but inevitably fails to capture them. In this sense, Wittgenstein 

admits “My whole tendency and I believe the tendency of all men who ever tried to write 

                                                        

 

Ludwig Wittgenstein, Remarks of Frazer’s Golden Bough, ed. Rush Rhees, trans. A.C. Miles (Atlantic 
Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, Inc., 1979). p. 1e, 5e. 
 
974 Wittgenstein. 2e. 
 
975 Wittgenstein. 3e. 
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or talk Ethics or Religion was to run against the boundaries of language.”976 Therein, the 

rites and rituals of religion or magic proceed across the threshold where language cannot 

venture and can no longer effect communication according to propositional logic. This 

posits an ontological equivalence between speech and actions by their mutual ability to 

communicate.977 Although a philosopher of language himself, Wittgenstein soberly 

acknowledged this aspect of language’s ‘upper limit.’978 It could not achieve everything 

that we wanted or expected from it. However, other theorists of ritual magic and the 

occult following upon the linguistic turn denied this inherent deficiency. We must 

address this grand escape route from the problem of language through ‘mysticism’ 

precisely because its proponents have managed to dominate most contemporary 

understandings of early-modern Shīʿism for the past half-century. 

Rejecting linguistic finitude, this camp interiorized entire worlds of experience, of 

manifold mystical varieties, within language itself. The entire tradition of apophatic 

mystical speech may be understood as one sort of attempt to affirm that language can 

grasp at the mystery of life itself.979 Gershom Scholem (d. 1982) stands as one major 

                                                        

976 Ludwig Wittgenstein, “I: A Lecture on Ethics,” The Philosophical Review 74, no. 1 (1965): 3–12. pp. 
11-12. 
 
977 For a discussion of this ontological equivalence in the context of political theory and praxis, see, Joshua 
Foa Dienstag, “Wittgenstein Among the Savages: Language, Action and Political Theory,” Polity 30, no. 4 
(1998): 579–605. 
 
978 “Ethics, if it is anything, is supernatural and our words will only express facts; as a teacup will only hold 
a teacup full of water and if I were to pour out a gallon over it.” Wittgenstein, “I: A Lecture on Ethics.” p. 
7. 
 
979 See, Michael A. Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994). 
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advocate of this stance. He contended that language comprises the entire gamut of man’s 

spiritual life due to these sorts of interiorities. “Man passes on information, man tries to 

render himself comprehensible to other men, but in all such attempts there is something 

else vibrating, which is not merely communication, meaning and expression.”980 He 

theorized the symbolic core of language as universalizable, transcending religious and 

national-historical divisions from India to Europe, Christianity, Islam, and of course, 

through Judaism’s Kabbalah. 

[A]ll mystics in quest of the secret of language come to share a common basis, 
namely the fact that language is used to communicate something which goes way 
beyond the sphere which allows for expression and formation; the fact, also, that a 
certain inexpressible something, which only manifests itself in symbols, resonates 
in every manner of expression; that this something is fundamental to every 
manner of expression, and, if I may say so, flashes through the chinks which exist 
in the universal structure of expression. […] The mystic discovers in language a 
quality of dignity, a dimension inherent to itself, as one might phrase it at the 
present time: something pertaining to its structure which is not adjusted to a 
communication of what is communicable, but rather—and all symbolism is 
founded on this paradox—to a communication of what is non-communicable, of 
that which exists within it for which there is no expression; and even if it could be 
expressed, it would in no way have any meaning, or any communicable sense.981� 

While Wittgenstein concurs that symbolism and the nonsensical overlap where 

the sea of language meets its shore,982 he would not venture so far as Scholem to posit the 

                                                        

980 Gershom Scholem, “The Name of God and the Linguistic Theory of the Kabbala,” trans. Simon 
Pleasance, Diogenes 20, no. 79 (1972): 59–80. p. 60. 
 
981 Scholem. p. 61. 
982 This is what is meant when Wittgenstein says that language remains restricted to conveying information 
in a relative but not an absolute sense, such as when it seeks to convey ‘the good’ or any value. The 
apparent nonsensicality of religious language is precisely the result of its limitation. Wittgenstein, “I: A 
Lecture on Ethics.” p. 8.; On this, see Thomas de Zengotita, “On Wittgenstein’s Remarks on Frazer’s 
Golden Bough,” Cultural Anthropology 4, no. 4 (1989): 390–98.; Another close parallel can be seen in the 
work of Michel de Certeau, who considers different aspects of language and its use compared to the spatial 
management of urban cityscapes and territory. He makes the analogy of ‘superstitions’ within language as 
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universalization of symbolism beyond specific cultural-linguistic boundaries. If we might 

plot them on the same spectrum with Wittgenstein somewhere in the middle, on the 

opposite end from the extreme evolutionary historicists would stand the completely 

ahistorical and universal vison of religious mystical esotericism championed by a unique 

camp of “traditionalist moderns” including Scholem, but more so, his contemporary, the 

arch-esotericist, Henry Corbin (d. 1978).  

Given the outsized influence of Corbin’s idealized ‘la philosophic prophetique’ on 

modern ideas of Iranian Islam in general and specialists researching Safavid 

philosophical theology in particular, we should guard against stumbling back into re-

enchanting the world through early-modern Shīʿī occultism and condemning Shīʿī 

naturalism in the Deccan to suffer as yet another episode of his grand project.983 As a 

modern prophet, Corbin waged war upon exoteric religious praxis, positivist science, and 

materialism by seeking a return to a noetic experience of accessible divine knowledge. 

His overwhelmingly interiorized esotericist goal could be accessed from within the 

                                                        

 

“supererogatory semantic overlays that insert themselves ‘over and above’ and ‘in excess,’ and annex to a 
past or a poetic realm or a part of the land the promoters of technical rationalities and financial 
profitabilities had reserved for themselves.” In this sense, we might understand the formal function of 
language to be based upon propositional communication, but not all types of communication predicated 
upon the sensory, ethical, or affective realm. Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. 
Steven Rendall (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988). p. 106. 
 
983 See, Pierre Lory, “Henry Corbin: His Work and Influence,” in History of Islamic Philosophy, ed. 
Seyyed Hossein Nasr and Oliver Leaman, Digital (New York: Routledge, 2008), 2044–54.; although other 
theorists reworking the idea of religion in modern Iran have sought out the interiorization of religion 
through ‘experience’ and not strictly through the mystical depths of language. On this see, Kathleen Foody, 
“Interiorizing Islam: Religious Experience and State Oversight in the Islamic Republic of Iran,” Journal of 
the American Academy of Religion 83, no. 3 (2015): 599–623. 
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supreme linguistic depth of revelations dressed in Catholic, Shīʿī Muslim, or other 

revelatory guises.984 As a myth-encoding text, religious scripture invited humanity in 

every age to embark upon a process of auto-interpretation in which we may reach behind 

the veil of phenomenal reality in order to come to know the existence of a noetic and 

permanent truth recognized as divinity itself.   

Borrowing the gnostic practice of Ismāʿīlī Shīʿī ta’wīl, or spiritual exegesis, 

Corbin invited his readers to access the mundus imaginalis that mediated permeant divine 

truth with the ephemeral world, not unlike Ibn Abī Jumhūr, Mīr Dāmād, and Gīlānī as 

discussed in Chapter 4. By treating phenomena as symbols in themselves that can be 

broken down and interpreted, Corbin’s philosophic prophetique sought to “lead back, to 

restore to one’s origin and to the place where one comes home, consequently to return to 

the true and original meaning of a text.” The primacy of the originary meaning or content 

of text over its symbolic form always reigns supreme as acts of interpretation guide us 

away from false knowledge and towards truth. Ever the critic of western modernity, this 

procedure corresponded to moving away from “the slavery of the letter, from exile and 

the Occident of exoteric appearance to the Orient of the original and hidden Idea.”985 The 

auto-exegetical maneuver of the soul denied the inviolability of the historical present and 

conditions of modernity that rendered language, like religion, a desiccated vessel devoid 

                                                        

984 Perhaps the most succinct account of his reformation of Islamic studies may be found in Wasserstrom, 
Religion after Religion: Gershom Scholem, Mircea Eliade, and Henry Corbin at Eranos. pp. 172-182. 
 
985 Henry Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, trans. Willard R. Trask (New York: Pantheon Books, 
1960). p. 29. 
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of any meaning other than its explicit facticity. By not “succumbing to the philosophies 

and experiences of the past” or “to give them an abode in itself,” the soul could come to 

express what formal communicable language occluded in its exoteric form (ẓāhir) and 

revealed in the esoteric (bāṭin).986 It is no wonder, then, that Corbin, in the Platonic 

tradition, viewed the interiorization of language as a means of transmuting the soul to the 

extent that “it will become impossible to remain in agreement with the patencies and laws 

of ordinary consciousness.”987  

Harkening back to our discussion in the Introduction about the commonly held 

late 20th-century vision of Shīʿī gnosticism practiced in the Safavid imperium as an 

interiorized and politically disinterested orientation, we may indict Corbin and his readers 

as the chief culprits behind this assumption. But unlike the contemporaneous early-

modern European mystics examined by Michel de Certeau, Shīʿī occultists did not 

emerge “on beaches uncovered by the receding tide” among “‘factions’ in full retreat” 

due to some socio-economic or political cataclysm that forced them to turn inward within 

their cloisters and seek solace within arcane textual realms.988 If this characterization can 

apply to anyone in the context of our discussion, it must apply to Corbin retreating from 

the modern world and seeking inspiration from some Shīʿī gnostics living three centuries 

earlier who behaved very differently than how he imagined and how he so desperately 

wanted them to have in order to justify his dissatisfaction with life in the 20th century.  

                                                        

986 Corbin. p. 258. 
 
987 Corbin. p. 259. 
988 Michel de Certeau, “Mystic Speech,” in The Certeau Reader, ed. Graham Ward (Malden, MA: 
Blackwell Publishers, 2000), 188–206. p. 191. 
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Shīʿī occultists in Iran as well as the Deccan were not socially marginalized. They 

did not restrict their crafts to private spaces, outside of the institutions of the permitted 

religious mainstream. On the contrary, they were privileged, landed, and extraordinarily 

wealthy elite ideologues of Islamic early-modernity helping Muslim regimes apotheosize 

temporal power in unique ways that demanded the acknowledgement of subject 

populations who helped form the arena in which their sovereignty was articulated. This 

brings us to our second lesson, which is that while we should consider the function of 

language as an analogous means by which we might treat the efficacy of ritual magic and 

the occult in a social context, we must not take the full linguistic plunge into the interior 

of language that has no bottom. Language, like history, can be taken to an extreme 

position and made to substantiate other sorts of universal projects that ignore social 

context, as the Traditionalists have shown.  

6.4.2 The Affective Core 

How can we then account for the contextual social function of ritual magic and 

occult sciences without developing a system of mystical hermeneutics in order to 

understand them? Instead of being lured into the interior dimension of what these ritual 

acts claim to conceal—admitting that something ineffable may indeed lie beyond what 

ordinary language cannot capture— we would be better served to consider them upon 

their surface at the level at which they are encountered. Occult and magical acts must be 

understood to affect their practitioners and audiences so that they become receptive to 

ideas transcending their immediate performance and become persuasive through certain 

operative logics which these acts deploy.  
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What has often been considered as simultaneous and unqualified “intensity” 

resonating at both the mental and corporeal level, affect prefigures any rational 

articulation about the content of a phenomenon,989 be it visual, physical-material, or 

aural. Silvan Tompkins’ identification of positive affects like excitement and joy, as well 

as negative affects including distress or terror stand apart from formal emotions, which 

are generally considered to be qualified and highly personal subjective experiences.990 

This means that affect is formed within and not apart from broader lifeworlds that rely 

upon the conditions set by other phenomena. In the Spinozist tradition, affects 

substantiate dynamic, evolving, and relational fields that connect different bodies sharing 

in such a landscape to external phenomena. As affect belies the inherent fiction of stable 

and finite ontologies, it “must be thought of as anti-individualistic rather than 

individualistic, as social rather than intimate, and as impersonal, reflecting the 

abstractions that dominate life.”991 Or in the words of Deleuze and Guattari, “affect is not 

a personal feeling, nor is it a characteristic; it is the effectuation of a power of the pack 

that throws the self into upheaval and makes it reel.”992 

Affect, thus, is pre-emotion; it invokes environmental conditions; and it does not 

                                                        

989 See, Brian Massumi, “The Autonomy of Affect,” Cultural Critique, no. 31 (1995): 83–109. 
 
990 See, Silvan S. Tomkins, “Affect Theory,” in Approaches to Emotion, ed. Klaus R. Scherer and Paul 
Ekman (New York: Psychology Press, 1984), 163–95. 
 
991 Jason Read, “The Affective Economy: Producing and Consuming Affects in Deleuze and Guattari,” in 
Deleuze and the Passions, ed. Ceciel Meiborg and Sjoerd van Tuinen (New York: Punctum, 2016), 103–
24. p.104.  
 
992 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus (A&C Black, 2004). p. 265. 
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afford the opportunity to think or rationalize. Above all, it acknowledges and experiences 

the immanence of power from environmental cues. This may be, in part, what Scholem 

claimed was “vibrating” within language, but more clearly what Wittgenstein also 

recognizes as a non-propositional aspect of communication unfolding through ritual acts.  

When Frazer begins by telling the story of the King of the Wood at Nemi, he does 
this in a tone which shows something strange and terrible is happening here. And 
that is the answer to the question ‘why is this happening?’ Because it is terrible. In 
other words, what strikes us in this course of events as terrible, impressible, 
horrible, tragic, &c., anything but trivial and insignificant, that is what gave birth 
to them. […] For no phenomenon is particularly mysterious in itself, but any of 
them can become so to us, and it is precisely the characteristic feature of the 
awakening human spirit that a phenomenon has meaning for it. We could almost 
say, man is a ceremonious animal. This is partially false, partly nonsensical, but 
there is also something in it.993   
 
Identifying that phenomena can become terrible, impressible, horrible, tragic, and 

mysterious suggests that when they lack these affective valences, they cease being 

meaningful in communicative contexts. If we entertain the idea that inculcating these 

affective states are the real telos of ritual magic and occult operations, we can better 

understand the wider epistemic landscape in which their purported truth claims resonate 

to inform meaningful action, behavior, and codes of conduct with respect to the 

sanctioning power producing these affects. Moreover, and in keeping with Wittgenstein’s 

assertion about language’s logical limits, we may understand that the affective resonance 

of phenomena endures to the extent that they require no other qualification, which sets 

the boundaries of what we might call an intentional or primary affective terrain, beyond 

which the efficacy of these phenomena cease in and of themselves to communicate ideas 

                                                        

993 My italics. Wittgenstein, Remarks of Frazer’s Golden Bough. pp. 2e-3e, 7e. 
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and must be related, explained, or otherwise described to other audiences. 

This fact is of central importance in order to understand how ritual magic and the 

occult operate to construct and alter affective landscapes that surround multiple bodies 

and participants. Where an act of ritual magic exists in a semi-public arena like a 

ceremonial performance at a royal court, it engenders affective states shared across a 

community of participants to modulate “felt qualities” within the environment in order to 

consecrate an idea or a figure wielding the source of affective power in a desired way. 

This means that affect has no definite object other than the very process of modulating 

these qualities that are distributed, perhaps unevenly, across different members inhabiting 

the affective landscape. 

6.4.3 Affective Threats  

In order to understand the immediate affective currency of ritual magic and 

occultism in a politically charged setting, I choose to follow Brian Massumi who has 

theorized the internal operative logic and political ontology of ‘threat’ as a distinct and 

unique affective tool that works to create the very conditions that it simultaneously seeks 

to defeat.994 While occult and magical acts could be used in other sorts of environments 

in which inculcating affective responses of wonder or surprise are more advantageous, 

their use in political contexts to affirm the source of sovereignty or ritually defend bodies 

from opposing external influences of a natural, physical, or spiritual variety can likewise 

                                                        

994 Brian Massumi, “The Future Birth of the Affective Fact,” in The Affect Theory Reader, ed. Melissa 
Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010), 52–70. 
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be understood to create the very real possibility of the opposing force that they claim to 

work against.  

Affective politics is inductive. Bodies can be inducted into, or attuned to, certain 
regions of tendency, futurity and potential, they can be induced into inhabiting the 
same affective environment, even if there is no assurance they will act alike in 
that environment. A good example is an alarm, a sign of threat or danger. Even if 
you conclude in the next instant that it’s a false alarm, you will have come to that 
conclusion in an environment that is effectively one of threat. Others who have 
heard the alarm may well respond differently, but they will be responding 
differently together, as inhabitants of the same affective environment. Everyone 
registering the alarm will have been attuned to the same threat event, in one way 
or another. It is the sum total of the different ways of being interpellated by the 
same event that will define what it will have been politically.995  

This ‘inductive’ nature is what sets affective politics apart from classical political 

formations predicated upon mediating a transcendent ‘good’ or sense of ‘virtue’ through 

institutions and social relationships on the communal level, mirroring the balance of 

humors and temperaments on the individual level. Through schemes that are predicated 

upon calculative action and rational choice, we deduce what sorts of behaviors and 

actions are conducive to achieve social or temperamental equipoise necessary for 

reaching these ideals to govern selves and society.996 Such is the basis of all medieval and 

early-modern Islamic ethical literature (akhlāq) inherited by way of the Aristotelian 

tradition that also thrived in the same courtly spaces in which affective politics was 

                                                        

995 Brian Massumi, Politics of Affect (Malden, MA: Polity, 2015). pp. 56-57. 
 
996 On this in the Shīʿī context, see Louise Marlow, “Virtuous Governance from the Imams to Their 
Deputies: Some Themes in Pre-Modern Imami Shii Writings,” Journal of Persianate Studies 5, no. 2 
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simultaneously practiced.997 Because affect works in the opposite way, to feel or sense 

instead of rationalize, it bespeaks an immanent political order that thrives within bodies 

that have been attuned in certain ways. Once properly calibrated, they require no rational 

action in order to fulfill the promise of the affective political regime predicated upon the 

threat. Instead, their affective responses are themselves the terrain of this ulterior sort of 

governance. 

From this vantage, we are also much better equipped to respond to modernists like 

Frazer and the historians of science who have contended that occultism must be evaluated 

and condemned to fail as ‘faulty’ natural science precisely in its inability to abide by 

normative logic that lies at the core of modern scientism. Because the operating logic of 

affective politics attuned towards threat and preemption relies upon felt qualities about 

what might happen, it is “not subject to the same rules of noncontradiction as normative 

logic, which privileges a linear causality from the past to the present and is reluctant to 

attribute an effective reality to futurity.”998 In other modern contexts ruled by the 

hegemony of universal rationalism that has been weaponized as an ideology to invalidate 

unfamiliar behaviors failing to abide by normative logic, occult actions may still be 

undertaken to stimulate unique affective environments in which satisfaction arises though 

the sheer fact of participation and in spite of the rational mandates made by other cultural 

                                                        

997 On this, see “Chapter 2: Sharīʿa, Akhlāq, and Governance” in  Alam, The Languages of Political Islam: 
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998 Massumi, “The Future Birth of the Affective Fact.” p. 57. 
 



 

 533 

institutions.999 We should therefore understand that while normative logic leads us in one 

direction, the logic of affect leads us in another. 

6.5 Peeking Through the Texts  

As we come to know the constellation of practices that fit into the broad category 

of occult sciences of a Shīʿī pedigree only by way of their lingering presence in textual 

archives, we must concede not to study them as they are experienced phenomenologically 

within the primary affective terrain of their practitioners and audiences. Instead, they 

have been re-mediated to us through narrative reports, pictorial and material symbols, and 

they have been arranged in library collections according to the logics of modern archival 

practices.1000 This contributes towards a very different but nonetheless important 

secondary affective terrain, but remains one in which the affect of the threat has been 

largely denuded.  

In this sense, we as an audience are working through the testimonies of others 

who affirmed the violability of ritual magic and occult sciences as they encountered them 

within what Birgit Meyer would consider to be their “sensational forms” that could be 

                                                        

999 While he does not situate this process in the language of affect as such, this is precisely what Wouter 
Hanegraaff observes unfolding in the context of enduring fascinations with and practices of Renaissance-
era Hermetic sciences as modern occultism that have been denuded from the wider early-modern 
worldviews of the past. In the 20th century, they offer something rather unique to the otherwise 
‘disenchanted’ world of moderns, which is the feeling of creative participation and resistance to cultural 
hegemony that denies the function or utility of ritual magic and occultism. See, Wouter J. Hanegraaff, 
“How Magic Survived the Disenchantment of the World,” Religion 33, no. 4 (2003): 357–80. 
 
1000 On the value of affective relations informing archival practices more generally, see, Marika Cifor, 
“Affecting Relations: Introducing Affect Theory to Archival Discourse,” Archival Science 16, no. 1 (2016): 
7–31. 
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replicated within known contexts, such as a Persianate royal court, and made 

institutional.1001 As these occult sciences were embedded within networks comprised of a 

plurality human and non-human agents— including but not limited to a sorcerer, the 

human victim of his powers, a public audience, cosmic sympathies, burnt hair, demons, 

spoken charms, precious stones, or written talismanic formulae— our study of the textual 

heritage of early-modern occultism and ritual magic is very much a part of that very same 

network, but one in which many—perhaps a majority—of those other actants remain 

entirely invisible to us. In this light, we might be staring at the same focal point of an 

occult ritual, what David Morgan has theorized as the ‘mask’ that conceals a multitude of 

other agential participants in these ceremonies of power. “This indwelling in the 

performance of the mask or focal object is pivotal to an understanding of the efficacy of 

the network. A mask is always something more. It is what it appears to be, but is also 

something hidden, looking at us.”1002 In this sense, we are also not strictly interested in 

performing the mechanical venture of intellectual history by simply replicating the 

precise typologies of early-modern Muslim scholars by re-narrating their own vision of 

how occult sciences interact with other areas of epistemology. Instead, we are attempting 

to re-territorialize the affective terrains that would have surrounded occultism and ritual 

magic in practice, which textual and material artifacts of the past only partially disclose. 

If we strictly followed early-modern Muslim encyclopedic literature, it would not lead us 

                                                        

1001 Birgit Meyer, “Religious Sensations. Why Media, Aesthetics and Power Matter in the Study of 
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to look in the right places in order to understand how the sensational forms of occultism 

and ritual magic negotiated sovereignty affectively.  

6.6 Sovereign Affects  

When considering the practice of Islamic occult sciences and ritual magic in royal 

Persianate courts, we must consider these practices contributing to a long tradition of 

cultivating very intentional affective environments around Muslim rulers that were 

instrumental to the art of governance. In this setting, nearly all was cultic if not occult. 

Although the royal courts of medieval Muslim states were not uniformly invested in the 

overt public display of sovereign pageantry, a great many Muslim scholars wrote in 

support of their projects of governance that highlight the necessity of sustaining regimes 

of affective power. Such was the preoccupation of the Persian theologian and jurist of the 

early 6th/12th century, Ghazālī, who wrote in detail about how the ʿAbbāsid caliph should 

conduct himself in manner and speech. Not only must his physicality be calibrated in 

such a way to command awe and strike terror into the hearts of his courtiers, but he 

should always maintain a demeanor that divulges little in the way of his internal mental 

state in order to maintain social distance, which was also to be acknowledged by the 

choreographed movements of his attending courtiers.1003  

Even in the Quṭbshāhī context, the earliest extant description of the royal court 

majlis intimates a similar preoccupation with physical choreography to produce a very 

                                                        

1003 Aziz al-Azmeh, Muslim Kingship: Power and the Sacred in Muslim, Christian and Pagan Politics (I.B. 
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intentional affective environment portending distance, awe, and submission to the 

sovereign body, which was excepted and set apart. The author of our myth in Chapter 1, 

Ṣadr Jahān Ṭabasī, reflects upon how he and his erstwhile companion, Mīr Ṭāhir 

Astarābādī, attended the court of Sulṭān-Qulī Quṭb al-Mulk where they sat among other 

sayyids, scholars, and poets invited to attend the royal majlis. Each class of courtier 

gathered in four rows, and among them, a chief was deputized to lead them through the 

gathering. Due to a brutal saber wound received in battle that disfigured his face and 

nose,1004 Sulṭān-Qulī oversaw the majlis from behind a special curtain that had been 

perforated in such a way so that he could gaze upon his court and interrogate the 

attendees, but without their full ability to behold him.1005 This paradoxical aura of ‘veiled 

intimacy’ was necessitated out of respect to an abiding political theology that held that 

the physical integrity and mental capacity of the ruler was understood not only to 

represent but also to embody the power and ingenuity of his state—not unlike the 

twinned body of the king in Latin Christendom.1006 For this same reason, a great many 

princes in the Safavid domains were strategically blinded by their rivals in order to 

invalidate their pretensions to rule.1007 From behind his curtain, Sulṭān-Qulī would also 

                                                        

1004 Ṣadr Jahān informs us that Sulṭān-Qulī was wounded by none other than Assad Khān Lārī (d. approx. 
1543), the former associate and ally of Shams al-Dīn Gīlānī who bequeathed to him his massive fortune. 
 
1005 The entire episode is related in the exemplum detailing the story of the repentance of Mīr Ṭāhir 
Astarābādī. Ṣadr Jahān Ṭabasī, Risāla dar tawba, Tehran, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Ms. 5138/136, f. 674b. 
 
1006 Ernst H. Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology (Princeton, 
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1007 Even the onset of natural blindness necessarily caused Muḥammad Khudābandah, son of Shāh 
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retire from his scholarly company to a designated balcony that stood above the main 

entryway of the hall where his court gathered. While the scholars recessed to dine in an 

area that lay physically underneath the sultan, his own rest and nourishment were 

undertaken in private, as if to deny the very fact of his requirement for corporeal 

maintenance.  

 It is in this sense that we must understand the cultivation of specific affective 

tools to have contributed to a broader arena in which sovereign power was managed and 

articulated through discursive and—perhaps more importantly— non-discursive practices 

for an audience of political subjects that had to be placated. While Ṭabasī’s anecdote of 

this encounter with the royal presence draws special attention to a debate that resulted in 

his own superior interpretation of a famous Prophetic tradition, he mentions that in the 

debate in question, the courtier who he bested was the official court occultist of Sulṭān-

Qulī— a man by the name of Mawlānā Muʿīn al-Dīn Jahramī.1008 While Ṭabasī fails to 

offer other specific details about the life or identity of Jahramī, he describes him as a 

master of every sort of occult science (ʿulūm-i gharība) in such a way that affirms that his 

                                                        

 

of his sons, Imām-Qulī, so that he would not challenge the claims of his brother. See, Newman, Safavid 
Iran: Rebirth of a Persian Empire. pp. 57, 74. 
 
1008 Ṭabasī refers to him as one of the spiritual disciples (khulafā) of another figure called Niẓām al-Dīn 
Kharaqānī. While his identity is yet unknown, he very likely could have been a reputed Sufi who 
encouraged the mastery of occult sciences in order to authorize broader claims of their ability to control 
metaphysical processes. 
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practice and knowledge of these subjects granted him access to the court in the very same 

way that poetry, storytelling, and the literary arts distinguished his other peers.1009  

If Jahramī was in fact one of the earliest courtly occultists of the Quṭbshāhī state, 

we can imagine that his arsenal would have included most of the standard occult 

repertoire of the era. This would likely have included alchemy, dream interpretation, as 

well as various forms of letterist, terrestrial, and planetary magic. As Iranian and Indo-

Persianate rulers understood their sovereignty in universal terms extending outward 

across the human and natural domains of their states, they asserted vertical claims to the 

astral and cosmic influences that sanctioned their rule— in the words of Ali Anooshahr— 

as veritable “cosmocrats.”1010 In this milieu, it was simply unthinkable for kings to ignore 

the wealth of legitimacy bestowed by mediators of occult power who could interpret 

omens, harness cosmic sympathies, or deploy other prognosticatory techniques to 

strategize for effective rule. For their promise of power, it is no wonder that at least one 

aspiring universal sovereign, the Mughal emperor Akbar, is said to have banned all 

scholastic inquiry for a time other than occult sciences.  

Like the Mughals or the Quṭbshāhīs, the Safavids also continually relied upon 

different classes of courtiers trained in occult sciences to interpret terrestrial omens and 

astrological signs in order to govern effectively. Projecting cosmic sovereignty through 

specific courtly pageantry—what Eva Orthmann has referred in the Mughal context as 

                                                        

1009 Risāla dar tawba, Tehran, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Ms. 5138/136, f. 674b. 
 
1010 Ali Anooshahr, “Science at the Court of the Cosmocrat: Mughal India, 1531-56,” The Indian Economic 
& Social History Review 54, no. 3 (2017): 295–316. 
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the “staging of power”1011—required that these courts publicly enact certain rituals in 

order to harness the power afforded by auspicious astral signs while staving off the 

malignancy wrought by other inauspicious formations.1012 Two specific episodes 

occurring at the threshold of the Safavid throne illustrate the extent to which the political 

theology of the state relied upon their determinations, suggesting that there were no 

categorical prohibitions against such practices in the Safavid domains as the opening 

anecdote about the fate of Kajajī might otherwise suggest.  

6.7 Ritually Destroying the Safavid 

After replacing his still-living father as emperor in 1588, Shāh ʿAbbās I faced 

several domestic challenges to his right to rule from rebelling governors and recalcitrant 

Sufi devotees. To settle these (largely) political disputes, he orchestrated a ceremony in 

which his court theatrically fulfilled an astrological omen in order to assert the cosmic re-

sanctification of his imperial sovereignty. During the inauspicious conjunction of Saturn 

and Jupiter, on August 5, 1593, he abdicated the throne for a period of three days, during 

which time the leader of the chiliastic Persian Nuqṭavī sect based in Qazvin, Ustād 

Yūsufī Tarkishdūz (the “quiver-maker”), was feted as the true king. As an antinomian 

sect promoting a current of Persian cultural chauvinism that viewed itself superseding the 

                                                        

1011 See Eva Orthmann, “Court Culture and Cosmology in the Mughal Empire: Humāyūn and the 
Foundations of the Dīn-i Ilāhī,” in Court Cultures in the Muslim World: Seventh to Nineteenth Centuries, 
ed. Albrecht Fuess and Jan-Peter Hartung (New York: Routledge, 2011), 202–20.; See also, Eva Orthmann, 
“Ideology and State-Building: Humāyūn’s Search for Legitimacy in an Hindu-Muslim Environment,” in 
Religious Interactions in Mughal India, ed. Vasudha Dalmia and Munis D. Faruqui (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2014), 3–29. 
 
1012 This is also true in the Quṭbshāhī context, as demonstrated in Chapter 3.  
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previous millennium of Arabo-Islamic power, the Nuqṭavīs stood as one manifestation 

within the wider landscape of millenarian activism that helped empower the early 

Safavids who claimed the mantle of a revived ancient Iran. As the astral conjunction had 

been widely foretold to signify a tumultuous overthrow of the old regime and an 

inauguration of a new dispensation, the Safavid court effectively fulfilled the promise of 

the omen through regicide: at a predetermined hour after the waning of the event, they 

arrested the faux-emperor, shot him full of arrows, and hung his mutilated corpse in 

public to announce the re-ascension of a newly emboldened ʿAbbās I.1013 The 

participation of elite Safavid religious officers including Gīlānī’s own masters—Mīr 

Dāmād and Bahā’ al-Dīn ʿĀmilī— alongside the Safavid royal astrologer responsible for 

formulating a solution to this astral conundrum1014 suggests that the orchestration of 

sovereign power was not only sanctioned by the religious hierocracy but actually devised 

by the same gnostic segments of the Shīʿī elite who have been depicted as definitionally 

apolitical actors.1015 While many modern historians have understood ‘religion’ in Iran to 

have been ruled by a higher secular authority within the Safavid imperial matrix, as Shāh 

ʿAbbās I’s early-modern hagiographers pointed out, it was the very religious 

                                                        

1013 The event is discussed in more detail Babayan, Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs: Cultural Landscapes 
of Early Modern Iran. pp. 3-6. 
 
1014 Safavid sources indicate that this plan was the work of Munajjim Yazdī, the former court astrologer to 
Khān Aḥmad Khān of Gilan discussed in Chapter 2. 
 
1015 They are named as participants by the historian, Fażlī Khūzānī Iṣfahānī, see Christ’s College 
Cambridge University, Ms. Dd.5.6, f. 72b.; The rediscovered third volume of this history is described in 
Charles Melville, “A Lost Source for the Reign of Shah ʿAbbas: The Afżal Al-Tawārīkh of Fazli Khuzani 
Isfahani,” Iranian Studies 31, no. 2 (1998): 263–65. 
 



 

 541 

establishment that deployed robust occult scientific tools to mediate the power of the 

realm of the unseen to sanctify the state as sovereign. As the historian Iskandar Beg 

Munshī tells us, in 1037/1627 not long before his own death, Shāh ʿAbbās I consulted 

with his court astrologers as well as experts in Qur’ānic prognostication (fāl) in order to 

decide who to designate as his heir apparent.1016 

Decades later, a similar event took place again after the death of Shāh ʿAbbās II 

and the enthronement of his son, originally called Shāh Ṣafī II. Marred by war and illness 

during his first year of rule, the emperor languished in a state of distemper that proved 

resistant to the cures of his medical coterie. The ḥakīms decided that the reason for their 

curatives’ failure must have been a direct consequence of the decision of the astrologers 

to perform the Shāh’s coronation at an inauspicious hour, which invalidated their usually 

efficacious cures. Thus, a plot was hatched to circumvent this other cosmic entanglement. 

On March 20, 1668, a Zoroastrian (gabr) priest claiming descent from Iran’s ancient 

kings was placed upon the throne, not unlike Ustād Yūsufī Tarkishdūz years earlier. After 

a short ceremonial period of feting the king, he was driven out of the throne chamber and 

replaced by the Safavid monarch, now renamed Shāh Sulaymān. Sure enough, the 

Safavid recovered from his illness and continued to rule for another two and a half 

decades as a revitalized and adept sovereign.1017  

                                                        

1016 Monshi, History of Shah ʿAbbas the Great: Tārīḵ-e ʿĀlamārā-Ye ʿAbbāsī. p. 1300. 
 
1017 The episode is recorded in, Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, The Six Voyages of John Baptista Tavernier, trans. 
John Phillips (London: R.L. and M.P., 1678). p. 201. 
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Both in times of security and crisis, the Safavid ruling elite could not simply 

ignore cashing in on the threats of prognostication and astrological omens to reinvest 

their amelioration back into the political theology of the state that was sustained by this 

affective power, that cohered within mutilated corpses, enthronement ceremonies, and 

emboldened kings. Turning again to Birgit Meyer who has relied upon the anthropology 

of R.R. Marrett (d. 1943) who had emphasized that religion must be approached as “an 

organic complex of thought, emotion and behavior,” we understand that in the service of 

a political establishment with its own codes of ritual, cultivating awe to impress or amaze 

an intentional audience “[sustains] that power with an aura that elevates it beyond the 

ordinary and makes it be perceived as sublime.”1018 These efforts of the Safavid court to 

circumvent their inauspicious fortunes indicate that while they did not feel fatalistically 

doomed to follow every pronouncement of the stars, they also never accepted a finite 

ontology in which they existed completely independent from the forces of cosmic 

determination. They produced sovereignty by channeling agency fragmented across 

multiple nodes of opposing forces and developing its affective cues into a harmony of 

sublime resolution. 

We are able to conclude from these episodes that sovereignty was not simply a 

predetermined fact that could simply be uttered, declared, or propositionally concluded. 

Rather, sovereignty was product of ritual acts undertaken by ḥakīms, astrologers, and 

other Muslim clerics that had to be performed in order to reap the sort of rewards that 

                                                        

1018 Meyer, “How to Capture the ‘Wow’: R.R. Marett’s Notion of Awe and the Study of Religion.” pp. 10, 
17. 
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only affective politics could produce. While this circuit of ameliorating existential threats 

posed by cosmic and astral determinations constructed robust political theologies for 

Persianate courts, we can see this same calculus at work on a more intimate level through 

the affective politics of early-modern prayer.  

6.8 Occult Prayers 

Among early-modern Shīʿī elites in Iran and the Deccan, prayer was not simply a 

symbolic act of ritual devotion that reaffirmed theological dogma about the relationship 

between pious Muslims and God. Prayer similarly was not an exteriorized expression of 

individual piety in which physical gesticulations and oral utterances conveyed their 

desires or intentions. Instead, prayer in the hands of ḥakīms was understood to operate 

much more akin to other occult tools that defended against cosmic, astral, and terrestrial 

threats by channeling natural and metaphysical forces that bound spirits to bodies.1019 By 

approaching prayers that are firmly ensconced within authorized collections of Shīʿī 

traditions as something much more akin to other occult scientific acts, we observe how 

prayers were similarly used to negotiate and ritualize sovereignty by ameliorating 

affective threats as well.  

In the early-modern era, prayers were a veritable science of their own. Gīlānī 

informs us that his masters, Bahā al-Dīn al-ʿĀmilī and Mīr Dāmād, would perform the 

                                                        

1019 It should be recalled that in this dissertation’s Introduction, Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī included magical 
invocations or ‘incantations’ (adʿiyā) in his list of natural and mathematical sciences.  
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istikhāra prayer on a weekly basis to beseech God for specific purposes.1020 As the logic 

of efficacious prayer went, if the desired result did not obtain from their ritual, they 

would return the next week and recalibrate their efforts in a second performance. Gīlānī 

tells us that like every other sort of action, an efficacious prayer may have only one 

result, and any apparent deviation from this principle of causality was the product of 

human error in confusing a consequence with its antecedent cause.1021 While the exact 

purposes for which the istikhāra prayer was made by these Safavid luminaries remains 

unstated, its use in overtly political contexts for the benefit of a state or a sovereign 

would not be considered any more undue than its use for determining personal life 

choices, such as we saw how Gīlānī used it to determine to make his commentary on the 

Nahj al-balāgha.  

In the eyes of ḥakīms undertaking prayer in this way, human agency was 

understood as an efficacious mediator for altering the matrix of the sympathetic forces of 

the natural world that were linked through causal chains led from the supra-lunar celestial 

bodies that mediated the world’s divine order. This was not at all an innovation of their 

philosophical reading of religious tradition, but rather it amplified specific ideas that had 

long resonated within the Muslim devotional tradition. The principle of an agential 

human fulcrum acting upon reality may be seen through the ubiquitous Muslim practice 

of praying for rainfall (ṣalat al-istisqā’) during times of drought. The Avicennan 

                                                        

1020 On the istikhāra as a means by which Muslims ask God to illuminate a correct or a more appropriate 
choice in a certain action, see T. Fahd, “Istik̲h̲āra,” ed. P. Bearman et al. (Online: Brill Online, 2012). 
 
1021 Gīlānī, Ms. Peterman 145, f. 7b. 
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philosophical tradition as well as its later revision by Gīlānī’s contemporary, Mullā Ṣadrā 

Shīrāzī, contended that it was a prime example of the practical faculty of the human soul 

that could reach outward beyond the confines of human corporeality, which it normally 

regulated, in order to subject external forces and other bodies to its will.1022 In this sense, 

prayer involved some of the same metaphysical operations as other occult actions. 

Gīlānī most closely followed the doyen of Muslim peripatetic philosophers, Ibn 

Sīnā, who had theorized the rational basis of prayer centuries earlier. Gīlānī drew heavily 

upon his ideas to compose his Treatise on the Clarification of Receiving an Answer to 

One’s Prayer and its Etiquette and Modality.1023 According to Ibn Sīnā, prayers that were 

asked of God for specific resolutions to physical ailments, diseases, or successes in life, 

had to conform to the metaphysical order of the world that flowed out from the eternal 

divine will. Those prayers that sought to contravene any aspects of the world’s order 

would necessarily fail to yield an answer or desired effect.1024  

6.8.1 Affective and Astral Calculation  

Beyond acknowledging the divine order of the world, Gīlānī establishes the 

veracity of efficacious prayer through certain affective postures that must be inhabited in 

                                                        

1022 Although Mullā Ṣadrā modified the traditional peripatetic account by positing that humans are part of a 
gradational being that inclines towards cosmic perfection, in part, through praying and drawing near to the 
divine on a higher ontological plane. See Sayeh Meisami, “Mullā Ṣadrā on the Efficacy of Prayer (Duʿā),” 
Journal of Sufi Studies 4 (2015): 59–83. 
 
1023 “Risāla dar bayān-i istijābat-i duʿā u ādāb u kayfiyat-i ān,” in Majmūʿa-yi Ḥakīm al-Mulk, Ms. Ṭibb-i 
Yūnānī 306, pp. 178-86, 242-49; Shajara-yi dānish, APOML, Hyderabad, Ms. Majāmīʿ 39 ff. 210b-211b. 
 
1024 Avicenna, The Metaphysics of the Healing: A Parallel English-Arabic Text (Al-Ilāhiyyāt Min Al-Shifā). 
pp. 283-91. 
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order for the sincerity of a devoted community to yield any results. He says that praying 

with firm corporeal, mental, and spiritual attention towards the divine creator (mabda’) 

through a unity of intertwined spirits, voices, and chants with pure intention (ṣafā’ al-

niyyāt) are the technologies that allows pious subjects to attach themselves to the forces 

of heavenly bodies (kavākib). Given that Gīlānī approaches prayer from within the 

Avicennan tradition, it should come as no surprise to read that he does not view the 

intercessory compulsion of specific acts as at all unique to the Shīʿī or even Muslim 

tradition as they cannot monopolize these affective postures. In his understanding,  

Answering prayers in the noble domes of [the tombs] of illustrious saints through 
sound belief (ḥusn-i iʿtiqād) is more likely through attention and fervent resolve 
in hoping for the prayer’s answer and entreaties and supplications, which arrive 
by engaging applications and good intentions to the higher realm (ʿālam-i bālā). 
If this similar category of miraculous events (karāmāt) becomes manifest among 
the absurd tombs and futile temples of bygone polytheists and transgressors, like 
the Indian preachers and the followers of Kali,1025 then the reason [for this] is the 
same intertwining of souls and preparations in servility and obedience, or in the 
manner of persuasion, just like the ʿulamā have said, “the product of discourse is 
like an efficacious prayer” occurring among all nations and sects, whether true or 
false, with no difference in repetition from [what] I have understood.1026  
 
Gīlānī clearly emphasizes the affective postures of servility and obsequiousness 

towards the Creator, which any sort of religious community may inhabit. Similar to what 

we saw in the last chapter with Gīlānī’s defense of Indian temples, his universalizing 

rationalism guides his speculative inquiries well beyond the confines of the Muslim 

                                                        

1025 The phrase appears to read Bakhān-hā va Kaliyiyā-hā. 
 
1026 Majmūʿa-yi Ḥakīm ul-Mulk, Ms. Ṭibb-i Yūnānī 306, pp. 183-4. 
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community and seems to place efficacious occult powers into the hands of his religious 

neighbors as well. 

Beyond the collective accumulation of affective postures Gīlānī also follows the 

Aristotelian tradition that contended that specific prayers had to be calibrated at 

auspicious moments, under specific lunar mansions or astral formations, to achieve 

desired effects.1027 This relied on a pairing of the religious tradition—including the 

wording of the prayers themselves as inherited from earlier Shīʿī authorities—with 

scientific knowledge about the positions of the planets and stars. In this way, the 

compulsion of specific bodies and spirits relied upon perspicacity in what appears to us as 

overtly religious and scientific epistemologies intertwined.  

This intersection between astrology and prayer can be seen even more clearly in 

the example of a valuable commentary of a popular Shīʿī prayer known as the ‘The 

Prayer of the Signs’ (Duʿā al-simāt). As the prayer had been recorded by several 

prominent Imāmī authorities in their popular collections of Shīʿī traditions and other 

devotions, including those authored by Raḍī al-Dīn ʿAlī Ibn Ṭāwūs (d. 664/1266) and 

Ibrāhīm b. ʿAlī al-Kafʿamī (d. 905/1499), the prayer was itself said to have been 

transmitted on the authority of the Fifth, Sixth, and Twelfth Imams. According to some 

accounts, Ibn Ṭāwūs also traced this prayer back to the authority of the deviant narrator 

of Shīʿī traditions, Mufaḍḍal b. ʿUmar, who we mentioned in Chapter 4.1028 The prayer 

                                                        

1027 Majmūʿa-yi Ḥakīm ul-Mulk, Ms. Ṭibb-i Yūnānī 306, pp. 181-2. 
 
1028 See, Asatryan, “MOFAŻŻAL Al-JOʿFI.” 
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itself was said to invoke divine protection for any member of the ahl al-bayt and other 

righteous Shīʿī believers who honored them, and its accurate performance was 

understood to result in the overthrow of their enemies. This prayer appears to have 

enjoyed at least a fair degree of popularity in the Deccan as it was commented upon in 

the early Niẓāmshāhī Sultanate by the exiled Nizārī Ismāʿīlī leader, Shāh Ṭāhir Dakkanī, 

whose commentary links specific verses of the prayer to efficacious astral formations.1029 

This blending of Shīʿī devotions with the exact science of judicial astrology resists any 

convenient teasing out of the registers of religious, scientific, and occult epistemology 

imbricated within early-modern Shīʿī prayers.   

6.8.2 Praying for Defeat  

As efficacious defensive invocations intended to serve the ahl al-bayt politically 

by bringing about the downfall of their enemies, many such prayers are claimed to result 

in human death. These sorts of claims are hardly rare within the Shīʿī tradition, and they 

must be understood to have connoted much more than their performers’ vague wishes or 

a purely ceremonial or symbolic devotional act for the descendants of the Imams. When 

calibrated under specific conditions and executed by highly trained ḥakīms who have 

perfected knowledge of metaphysical reality and fine-tuned their skills in judicial 

astrology, such prayers worked according to the same rational basis as the more 

                                                        

1029 We recall from Chapter 1 that Shāh Ṭāhir Dakkanī had trained with many of the Imāmī Shīʿī luminaries 
in early-Safavid Shiraz where occult sciences had become increasingly authorized as exact mathematical 
sciences. Shāh Ṭāhir Dakkanī, Sharḥ-i duʿā-yi simāt, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Tehran, Ms. 15405.; On the 
mathematicalization of astrology, see Melvin-Koushki, “Powers of One: The Mathematicalization of the 
Occult Sciences in the High Persianate Tradition.” 
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benevolent supplications and intercessory acts that sought cures for illnesses and 

resolutions to quotidian life decisions.  

Laying the groundwork for tyrant-defeating prayer, the Shīʿī complier, Ibn 

Ṭāwūs, preserves one such example called, “The ʿAlid Egyptian Prayer” (al-Duʿā al-

ʿalawī al-miṣrī), related on the authority of an unnamed subject who sought refuge at the 

shrine of Imam Riżā in Mashhad after he fled from an oppressing governor in Egypt. At 

the shrine, he prayed daily and nightly for fifteen days until he encountered Imam Mahdī 

in a vision. The Imam taught him the prayer’s proper wording as well as its stipulated 

time and conditions of recitation, which were claimed to result in the annihilation of his 

oppressor.1030 The power of the prayer was only to be used in the hands of a pious 

believer who held the ahl al-bayt in highest regard, and its attempted misuse by the 

prayer’s later compiler, Ibn Ṭāwūs, resulted in God punishing him by concealing a text of 

its correct wording amidst his massive library for a period of twenty years.1031  

Among Ibn Ṭāwūs’ wider collection, the ʿAlid Egyptian Prayer is not that unique. 

His same collection includes prayers attributed to the other Shīʿī Imams who also 

endured similar experiences of political oppression in their own lifetimes at the hands of 

the caliphs who did not recognize their right to the Imamate. Another such prayer, related 

                                                        

1030 Raḍī al-Dīn Abī al-Qāsim ʿAlī b. Mūsá b. Jaʿfar b. Muḥammad Ibn Ṭāwūs al-Ḥasanī al-Ḥusaynī, Al-
Munhaj Al-Daʿwāt Wa Manhaj Al-ʿibādāt, ed. al-Shaykh Ḥusayn al-Aʿlamī (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Aʿlamī 
li’l-Maṭbūʿāt, 1994). pp. 336-351. 
 
1031 Ibn Ṭāwūs al-Ḥasanī al-Ḥusaynī. pp. 350-351.; The punishment seems fitting for a man notorious for 
inheriting a massive library of early and originary Imāmī Shīʿī texts. On his bibliophilism, see Etan 
Kohlberg, A Medieval Muslim Scholar at Work: Ibn Ṭāwūs and His Library (Boston: Brill, 1992). pp. 70-
91.  
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on the authority of the Prophet’s own daughter, Fāṭima, and taught to her by the Prophet 

himself also specifically calls for protection from the effects of magic (siḥr) and helps 

stage a culture for producing other overtly Shīʿī defenses against other forms of occult 

malevolence as well.1032  

When read within this heritage of tradition-based devotions, Gīlānī’s treatise 

explicating the rational basis for getting prayers answered appears much more in line 

with his wider philosophical orientation towards rationalizing the statements of Shīʿī 

traditions. His other important anecdotal statements of the occult powers of prayer 

concluding that treatise also appear less overtly fantastic and should be considered 

emblematic of how his wider elite community envisioned the versatility of the 

corroborated arsenal of Shīʿī prayers to be used as defensive and offensive occult 

weapons.  

One time, when I had been in a very good relationship with someone, our 
relationship changed and enmity arose [between us]. It seems that it was during 
the time of reciting the evening prayer that [the thought] had occurred to me, and I 
said to myself “Die young!” That morning, I went to sleep and I saw myself shoot 
a duck with an arrow, and I saw that it had been that very person. I became very 
regretful and I sought out a surgeon and said to him, “Heal this [duck], and I shall 
give you a reward.” He said, “I am able to do so.” But when I awoke and I 
recalled my dream, I made haste and told others “So and So has been hurt, write 
down the date and see what news shall arrive.” It just so happened that on the 
very same day, he had been injured and died. And concerning my teacher, Mīr 
Muḥammad Bāqir Dāmād—when a group of intimates and grandees broke their 
oath to him, all of them died off before him! Out of the group, [the poet] Naṣīrā 

                                                        

1032 Ibn Ṭāwūs al-Ḥasanī al-Ḥusaynī, Al-Munhaj Al-Daʿwāt Wa Manhaj Al-ʿibādāt. p. 176, 303-305, 320-
325.; Many similar prayers dealing with defense against magic may be found in Muḥammad Bāqir ibn 
Muḥammad Taqī Majlisī, Biḥār Al-Anwār Al-Jāmiʿa Li’durar Akhbār Al-Aʼimmah Al-Aṭhār, ed. Maḥmūd 
Duryāb Najafī and Jalāl al-Dīn ʿAlī Ṣaghīr, vol. 92, 110 vols. (Beirut, Lebanon: Mu’assasat al-aʿlamī li’l-
maṭbūʿāt, 2008). pp. 356-61. 
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Hamadānī1033 perished youngest. It was the prevailing suspicion of mine and a 
wider group that the prayer (duʿā) of Mīr [Dāmād] had struck [them]. In this era, 
anyone who had wronged me, whether officers of rank, old and young and full of 
vile power, were vanquished and were defeated.  

 
At the time of evening devotions, I say a brief prayer for the benefit of the entirety 
of the Prophet’s umma.1034 And in that there is a prayer that I recite, and my prey 
is subjugated by the bismill’āh and its unrelenting sabre. Although I aim for 
someone, I do not dare do it, because I know that sometimes there is an effect. For 
the vigilant are those persons who, in order to remain salubrious, do not do this 
even if they associate with bad people and oppressors.  
 
One night, distress had overcome me, and I did not have any other choice. I went 
into khalvat to recite the prayer of the sword1035 on the evening [preceding] a 
Friday. During the day on Friday, a surprise victory occurred. When I recited it on 
behalf of a dignitary, he fell into a bad state and wound up in the clutches of his 
enemies, and I had also been taken captive. In order to stay alive, I dragged my 
foot from the lip of the grave and anything that I had possessed in the way of 
horses, weapons, and plunder was lost. And that dignitary had been imprisoned 
for nine months, and lacs and crores of money had been given over [to the 
enemies] in order to him keep him alive. I abandoned reciting prayers and I also 
ceased practicing these for my own benefit because, God forbid, that anyone with 
a devilish soul changes and begins reciting prayers! Because the apportioning of 
something of this sort into the hands of someone with evil in his heart is on the 
order of placing a sword into the hands of a drunk African slave.1036 It is 
categorically not permitted at all and is the premier thing to avoid. From my own 
experience (tajruba) it has become evident that whenever someone takes offense 
at someone else, he should remain silent. Revenge will be taken sooner if he 
leaves him to God to take care of. But whenever you open your mouth to speak in 

                                                        

1033 Naṣīr al-Dīn b. Maḥmūd, a popular poet close to the Safavid court who died in 1030/1620-1. 
 
1034 The lines of the prayer read, “Oh God, rectify Muḥammad’s umma, mend Muḥammad’s umma, have 
mercy upon Muḥammad’s umma.” 
 
1035 What is meant by ‘Prayer of the Sword’ (duʿā al-sayf) attributed to Imam ʿAlī may pertain to one or a 
variety of different prayers recited to protect against a host of malignant forces, including magic, talismans, 
scorpions, and other sources of harm. Versions of a ‘Prayer of the Sword’ have also been associated in Sufi 
circles as well. See, Majlisī, Biḥār Al-Anwār Al-Jāmiʿa Li’durar Akhbār Al-Aʼimmah Al-Aṭhār, 2008. pp. 
364-5.  
 
1036 Curiously different versions of this treatise speak of a drunk African (zangī) or a drunk Abyssinian 
(ḥabashī), the latter is found in Majmūʿa-yi sharīfa fī al-ṭibb wa ghayrihi, Ahuan Islamic Ltd., London, f. 
77a. 
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the manner of seeking vengeance, the retribution arrives belatedly and to a lesser 
degree. So, it is proper and correct that friends and children are straightened out, 
while enemies and oppressors should be left to God who shall deliver complete 
payback more swiftly. Blessings be to God, for until this age of sixty-four years 
that I have reached, I have always sought my vengeance against evildoers, and I 
shall do so again—God willing!1037 
 
Gīlānī’s first anecdote suggests not only that he had mastered the requisite 

affective postures, but by emplotting the episode within the context of evening prayer 

recitation, he distributes the agency of the event to the proper contextual performance of 

quotidian religious obligations expected of any pious subject. By invoking his own 

authority in the same anecdote as that of his master, Mīr Dāmād, Gīlānī establishes that 

his experimentation with offensive occult prayers was not at all a fringe or a solitary 

exercise that he undertook, but a rather common feature of his elite intellectual orbit. The 

later anecdote detailing an episode in which his offensive incantations backfired to cause 

harm to him and the unnamed officer under whom he had served works as a cautionary 

tale against dabbling in these occult practices that in many ways infringe upon the 

territory of divine punishment, which must be reserved for God alone. Nevertheless, like 

our earlier passage from the same treatise in which Gīlānī remarks that prayers of the 

Indian polytheists and followers of Kali are also equally valid, he again acknowledges 

that even evil-doers are just as capable of reciting his prayers accurately in order to cause 

offensive harm against their own enemies. Concluding the treatise, we also observe that 

despite his earlier claims to have abandoned these practices altogether and his other 

admonishments that work to dissuade his readers from thinking of emboldening 

                                                        

1037 Majmūʿa-yi Ḥakīm ul-Mulk, Ms. Ṭibb-i Yūnānī 306, pp. 184-6. 
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themselves with occult prayers, Gīlānī intimates that as of 1057/1647 he still retained 

these occult powers and put them to use against his enemies as an elite officer of the 

Quṭbshāhī court. Throughout each individual anecdote, we still see a continual reliance 

on the affective power of the threat to legitimate their use. The threat’s failure to abide by 

normative logic is evident from instances of perceptible effects (in the case of the dream), 

their possible effects (in the case of Mīr Dāmād’s enemies dying), and even their 

unintended effects (in the case of Gīlānī and his patron’s imprisonment). While these 

episodes do not appear to have been performed in a courtly setting for an audience to 

marvel at their spectacle, Gīlānī nevertheless serves as his own audience to marvel at the 

sublime power of these incantations.  

6.8.3 Lingering Devotions  

While in Hyderabad and the wider Deccan, Gīlānī would have been surrounded 

by other Iranian émigrés utilizing the occult powers of sanctioned Shīʿī prayers to 

establish themselves as adept political agents in courtly contexts. We must remember that 

the corpora of traditions communicating the correct wording of occult prayers to these 

officers were the very same collections of sanctioned Shīʿī traditions that regularized the 

devotional lives of Muslims in Iran and the Deccan during this era. We must presume that 

the transcription and dissemination of such collections occurred at least in part for the 

purpose of emboldening political elites. 

We find one later example from a pivotal period in which the Deccan was 

transitioning from a territory ruled by local Shīʿī kings to one ruled by a series of 

governors appointed by the more distant and nominally-Sunnī Mughal emperor. As 
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mentioned earlier, many prayers recorded by Ibn Ṭāwūs appear to have been re-

popularized in the early-modern era as they were conveyed in another immensely 

important collection of devotional texts commonly referred to as “The Lamp of al-

Kafʿamī” (Miṣbāḥ al-Kafʿamī) by Ibrāhīm b. ʿAlī al-Kafʿamī, which he completed in 

895/1489 and which attained wide popularity in Iran and the Deccan.1038 One such prayer 

popularized in this collection called “The Prayer of Great Chain Mail” (Jawshan al-

kabīr), is said to have been delivered by the archangel Gabriel to the Prophet during a 

battle and later transmitted on the authority of the fourth Imam, Zayn al-ʿĀbidīn. A copy 

of this prayer held at the British Library was transmitted by a community of ʿĀmilī 

émigré scholars in the shrine city of Mashhad in the late 10th/16th century where it was 

read by Gīlānī’s own teacher, Mīr Dāmād.1039 His own autograph copy of the work later 

travelled to the Deccan where it was transcribed by one of his co-regionalists for another 

named Mīr ʿAbd al-Wahhāb al-Ḥusaynī al-Sammākī al-Astarābādī.1040 He very likely 

was a relative of the eminent Quṭbshāhī pīshvā and planner of the city of Hyderabad, Mīr 

Muḥammad Mu’min Astarābādī (d. 1026/1625), who was also related to the sayyid 

family from Astarabad known as the Sammākīs. 

 

                                                        

1038 The full title being Junnat al-amān al-wāqiyya wa jannat al-īmān al-bāqiyya. 
 
1039 The copy mentions the ijāza he obtained in 988/1580-1 for transmitting the text from one of his own 
masters, ʿAlī b. Abī al-Ḥasan al-ʿĀmilī at Mashhad. British Library Ms. IO 473, f. 73a. 
1040 It was transcribed by a figure named Muḥammad b. Ḥusayn al-Ḥillī al-Astarābādī. 
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Figure 25. Colophon of autograph copy of Mīr Dāmād’s commentary on the ‘Jawshan al-

kabīr’ completed in Post-Niẓāmshāhī Ahmadnagar, British Library Ms. IO Islamic 473, f. 74b. 

 

The manuscript in question was transcribed in the former Niẓāmshāhī capital city of 

Ahmadnagar in October 1684 (Shawwāl 1095), a full half-century after this city had 

fallen to the Mughal army of Shāh Jahān. While the Prayer of Great Chain Mail 

remained popular to recite during the holy month of Ramadan for the Imāmī Shīʿa, Mīr 

Dāmād further added a charm to his own copy directing the reader to revere the other 

latter Shīʿī Imāms as well as the first four mentioned by the original prayer.1041 That 

descendants of a prominent scholastic family serving the Safavid and Quṭbshāhī courts 

made this manuscript on gold-flecked paper at Ahmadnagar from a highly valued and 

                                                        

1041 London, British Library, Ms. IO 473. ff. 29a-75b, signatures, charm, and transcription notes on ff. 73a-
74b. 
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unique holograph demonstrates that the Deccan continued in the latter 11th/17th century to 

serve as a center of elite Shīʿī devotion within the same political circles long-after the 

destruction of the local regimes that maintained favorable relations with the Safavids.  

6.9 Re-Affecting Shīʿī Occultism in the Deccan 

 As this aforementioned devotional work circulated within an established 

scholarly class of diasporic Astarabadi scholars, we may opine that they continued to 

transmit many other popular devotional collections, including other politically 

advantageous prayers for specific defensive and offensive maneuvers. We should 

therefore consider this as evidence to contradict any sort of historical narrative that would 

seek to limit the circulation of these occult practices and devotional postures strictly 

within the purview of elite scholarly circles of the Shīʿī Deccan Sultanates during their 

formal dynastic history. Even in the wake of the Mughal conquests, there was no tapering 

off of these devotional or occult formulae within the manuscript archives.  

 As we see with the succeeding examples of occultism in Quṭbshāhī and post-

Quṭbshāhī Hyderabad, the continual need to cultivate affective forms of political control 

sustained these overtly Shīʿī practices well beyond the downfall of the Deccan Sultanates. 

We now turn to examine the practice of Shīʿī occult sciences in courtly settings from 

three specific eras of the 11th/17th century— at the founding of Hyderabad, its apogee 

under the Quṭbshāhīs, and in the wake of its overthrow by the Mughals—in order to 

understand how they contributed to an affective politics predicated upon threats against 

their dynasty and the public more generally. Our analysis corresponds to the 

contributions of the aforementioned Mīr Muḥammad Mu’min Astarābādī, Niẓām al-Dīn 
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Gīlānī, and the little-known Shāh Mīrzā Ṣafavī (fl. 1704-1743). In same way that the 

previous manuscript demonstrates the survival of elite Shīʿī devotional works in the 

former Deccan Sultanate capital of Ahmadnagar, Shāh Mīrzā Ṣafavī’s highly popular 

grimoire shows the survival of elite Shīʿī occultism after the fall of Hyderabad and its 

annexation to the Mughal empire by the (supposedly) notoriously pro-Sunnī and anti-

Shīʿī emperor Awrangzeb.  

6.10 Mīr Muḥammad Mu’min Ḥusaynī Astarābādī (d. 1026/1625) 

Before the turn of the Islamic millennium, a prominent sayyid hailing from 

Astarabad, known as Mīr Muḥammad Mu’min, dutifully served the Safavid household by 

tutoring the young prince Ḥaydar, son of Shāh Ṭahmāsb. As the nephew of the renowned 

ishrāqī philosopher, Mīr Fakhr al-Dīn Sammākī (d. 1577), Mīr Mu’min had studied in the 

highest intellectual circles of the mid-10th/16th century. Upon the death of the emperor in 

1576, however, Ḥaydar and his supporters could not secure his father’s throne. His 

incarcerated brother, mentioned earlier, was instead freed and crowned as Shāh Ismāʿīl II 

(r. 1576-77). The new emperor had his princeling brother killed before initiating attempts 

at re-orienting the state away from some of the foundational institutions established by 

the emboldened Shīʿī hierocracy. Realizing his lot, Mīr Mu’min escaped persecution by 

fleeing into the Deccan, first to the court of Bijapur and, later, the court of Golkonda 

where he found an interested patron in Muḥammad-Qulī Quṭbshāh (r. 1580-1612).  

As one of the most prominent Deccan ḥakīms at the turn of the 11th/17th century, 

the design of the new millennial city of Hyderabad, which was established about a decade 

after his arrival to Golkonda, is widely attributed to him. Some of the same sources also 
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credit Mīr Mu’min with helping establish the ‘Abode of Healing’ or Dār al-Shifā 

teaching hospital in Hyderabad in the mid-1590s that also attracted other scholarly talent 

from Safavid Iran to instruct and practice rational and occult sciences over the next many 

decades.1042 Mīr Mu’min undertook these projects to institutionalize and modernize the 

capitol of the Quṭbshāhī Sultanate while serving as the chief religious and state officer, 

pīshvā-i salṭanat, before his own death in 1026/1625.1043  

It should be acknowledged that amidst these public duties, Mīr Mu’min was also 

intimately involved in the movement to acquire, transcribe, and disseminate rare and 

ancient Shīʿī texts from the Middle East. As described in Chapter 4, this effort sanctified 

bodies of Shīʿī traditions applicable to issues of ordinary life, religious devotion, as well 

as specialized issues in law, medicine, and theology. We know from the pen of Mīr 

Mu’min’s student, Muḥammad “Shāh Qāżī” Yazdī (fl. 1620-40s; also discussed in 

Chapter 1), that Mīr Mu’min had dispatched a servant to the Hijaz to obtain an Arabic 

codex of ancient Shīʿī law, claimed to have been produced in 203AH/818CE by the 

eighth Imam, ʿAlī Riżā. Mīr Mu’min translated this work into Persian, and the present 

copy in the Salar Jung Museum Library in Hyderabad consists of a lengthy summation of 

                                                        

1042 We have numerous examples to point to: The historian Niẓām al-Dīn Ṣāʿidī Shīrāzī, writing in the era 
of ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh, describes a figure called Mullā Khalqī Shūshtarī. As a poet, litterateur, and 
instructor in the Dār ul-shifā’ who taught princes in the transmitted as well as rational sciences for nearly 
twenty-five years. He was especially known for ʿilm-i jafr and numerology. The sultan would frequent him 
to answer questions relating to his future, in addition to preparing intercessory prayers and invocations 
(adʿīa). Shīrāzī, Ḥadīqat al-salāṭīn-i Quṭbshāhī. p. 210. 
 
1043 Iskandar Beg Munshī, Tārīkh-i ʿĀlam Ārā-Yi ʿĀbbāsī, ed. Muḥammad Ismāʿīl Riżvānī, vol. 1, 3 vols. 
(Tehran: Dunyā-yi Kitāb, 1377). pp. 232-233. 
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that original work.1044 Whether the narrative is true or not, we must include the scholarly 

community working in the shadow of the Quṭbshāhī court at Hyderabad as another site in 

which the revival of Shīʿī traditions took place.1045 

While succeeding on the political stage in Hyderabad, Mīr Mu’min achieved what 

he could not in Iran. Upon the 1020/1612 death of his first local patron, Sultan 

Muḥammad-Qulī, he secured the allegiance of other eminent members of the royal court 

for the stable transition of power to the latter’s nephew, Muḥammad Quṭbshāh (r. 1612-

1626), whom he had tutored and upon whom he is considered to have wielded immense 

political influence. Similar to the events in Iran upon the death of Shah Ṭahmāsb, some 

Dakkanī Sunnī classes had offered their support to a rival pretender to the Quṭbshāhī 

throne, who they believed would more sincerely defend their interests against the largely 

Shīʿa cadre of foreign-born officers hailing from Iran.1046 As the kingmaker of 

Hyderabad, Mīr Mu’min seems to have had the most to lose if any harm befell his 

sovereign and student. At this intersection of political power and patronage, the occult 

appears to have found its most receptive audience.1047 

                                                        

1044 Tarjuma fiqh al-Riḍā, Hyderabad, Salar Jung Museum Library, Ms. Persian Fiqh 15. 327ff. 
 
1045 See also Jaʿfariyān, “The Immigrant Manuscripts: A Study of the Migration of Shīʿī Works From Arab 
Regions to Iran in the Early Safavid Era.” 
 
1046 This other figure’s name was Muḥammad Khudābandah, said to have been the brother of the late 
Muḥammad-Qulī. 
 
1047 This event is recorded in the anonymously authored 1617 Tārīkh-i Muḥammad Quṭbshāhī (Oxford: 
Bodleian Library) Ms. Ouseley 202. ff. 274b-275a. 
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6.10.1 The Demon Master 

Since he entered service in the Deccan, the occult prowess of Mīr Mu’min has 

been widely recognized by his contemporaries as well as succeeding generations of 

Hyderabadis. Even today, visitors flock to his tomb in the cemetery in the old city of 

Hyderabad named in his honor in order to offer intercessory prayers for blessings and 

curing various ailments (fig. 26). Many narratives that were recorded long after his death 

by Nizamate-era historians detail several popular accounts of Mīr Mu’min’s occult 

prowess.1048 The historian Ghulām Ḥusayn Khān (d. 1187/1784) goes so far as to devote 

an entirely separate appended chapter of his history that describe miraculous stories 

related to Mīr Mu’min’s occult proclivities. Given the conflicting cultural position of 

elite Shīʿī occultism, these stories are useful for demonstrating how Hyderabad’s society 

embraced the reputations of their practitioners on a popular level. 

One widely attested story concerns an attendant of a Quṭbshāhī court officer 

called Mīr Muẓaffar who served during the reign of SultanʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh.1049 One 

day while traveling outside of Hyderabad, this servant discovered a snake hidden inside 

of his clothes. Flinging the snake to the ground, he felt the searing pain of its venom enter 

his body. Reading for a tool, he killed the snake. When the pain of the venom caused the 

man to feel a burning fire all over his body, he ran to a nearby spring and dove into its 

                                                        

1048 They include Mīr ʿĀlam Abū’l-Qāsim’s Garden of the World (Ḥadīqat al-ʿĀlam), and the History of 
the Āṣaf-Jāhī Rose Garden (Tārīkh gulzār-i āṣafiyya) of Ghulām Ḥusayn Khān. The Nizamate government 
of Hyderabad came to be dominated by a lineage known as the Āṣif-Jāhs who had originally been 
appointed as Mughal viceroys of the Deccan around 1725. 
 
1049 That Mīr Mu’min died a year before ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh assumed the throne makes this story a likely 
composite narrative of various accounts.  
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cool water, only to disappear below its surface. The man’s brother observed the ordeal 

and ran for help. Other servants instructed the brother to make haste to the palace of Mīr 

Mu’min who would know how to save the lost brother. Upon relating his tragedy, Mīr 

Mu’min handed the man three small clay tablets that each bore magic writing. He 

instructed the man how to throw each of them into the spring, one by one, to retrieve his 

brother. The man did as he was told. Sure enough, the tablets sank into the water and his 

brother resurfaced.  When he was pulled out, he told a gathering a miraculous story.  

The snake that he had killed had in fact been a jinn in disguise. As he told the 

crowd, after he dove into the water he found himself in another realm. Two jinn soldiers 

bound his body and dragged him to the throne of the great jinn king. This king notified 

the man of his offense: the jinn who had been disguised as a snake had in truth been the 

king’s own sibling by way of nursing from the same breast (hamshīr). In this audience, a 

fight between the king and his attendants ensued over whether to execute the man for his 

crime. Yet, the tablets that were flung into the spring conveyed a message of forgiveness 

to this demon court. Upon receiving word that it was Mīr Mu’min interceding for the 

man’s defense, it quickly became clear that no one among the king’s entourage were 

willing to refuse the ḥakīm’s requests for the man’s safe return, so he was freed and lived 

to tell his tale. As it is recorded in the later Nizamate-era history, the story suggests that 

Mīr Mu’min had already developed great amount of respect and held a good working 

relationship with the jinn.1050  

                                                        

1050 Muṣavī, Tārīkh-i Gulzār-i Āṣafiya. pp. 612-613. 
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Figure 26. A man reciting prayer over the tomb of Mīr Mu’min Astarābādī in the Daira-yi 

Mīr Mu’min cemetery, Hyderabad, India (July, 2015, photograph by author)  

While this story works within the popular literary imagination to develop the 

hagiography of the ḥakīm, it draws the reader into a narrative that blurs the edges of the 

impossible and the real and establishes occultism and multiple parallel worlds as part of 

the wider religious imaginary of early-modern Muslims. While these legends appear to 

have circulated at the popular level, we see that even at the elite level of the court, Mīr 

Mu’min’s reputation as a demon-master was appreciated at the highest levels of the 

Quṭbshāhī state for purposes explicitly related to effecting dynastic protection.  

When he was tasked with constructing a new palace in Hyderabad for Sultan 

Muḥammad-Qulī Quṭbshāh, Mīr Mu’min had installed a stone pillar with talismans, 

incantations, and charms designed to break the magic spells and sorcery of all those who 

entered the palace seeking to do harm to the sovereign. When the local people heard 
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about this stone, the sick and invalid began attending to receive its claimed healing 

powers. The locals apparently found the pillar so efficacious that they abandoned the 

city’s physicians to such an extent that the local medical market collapsed. In retaliation, 

the physicians got together and stole the pillar in the middle of the night and threw it into 

a reservoir outside of town. This only compounded their problems, for when the locals 

heard of what had happened, they began to drink and bathe in the water and still enjoyed 

its healing powers. The physicians thought up another solution: they fished out the pillar 

from the water, took it to a secret location, and smashed it to smithereens. Despite this, 

the well continued to produce healing powers as before. At the time of recording this 

story in the 19th century, it was still visited by local Hyderbadis for this very purpose.1051  

Both stories have material anchors in the old city of Hyderabad today. The first is 

the grand western arch that stands on the western side of the Charminar at the center of 

the old city that bears the name Sihr-i batil ki kaman (fig. 27), or, ‘the arch of the magic-

breaker,’ said to be near where the stone pillar was originally installed in the 1590s. The 

second set of evidence is the tanks of water stored inside the entrance of Mīr Mu’min’s 

tomb, claimed to be water bearing the blessing of his stone pillar that is still offered to 

visitors. 

 

                                                        

1051 As narrated from the Māhnama (Hyderabad: Salar Jung Museum Library) Ms. ?  f. 305b., referenced in 
Muhiuddin Qadiri Zore, Mīr Muḥammad Mu’min Astarābādī: Murūj-i Tashayyuʿ Dar Junūb-i Hind, trans. 
ʿAwn ʿAlī Jāvarī (Qom: Nashr-i Muvarrikh, 1387). p. 267. 
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Figure 27. “Sihr-i batil ki kaman,” old city of Hyderabad (photo by Sanjeeva Kumar, 

2008)1052 

While each of these tales fit into literary paradigms about the miraculous works of 

pious saints, they open up our reading of texts and offer important evidence for how 

Muslim social imaginations have received and re-deployed evidence of magic and occult 

sciences that circulated beyond intellectual corridors. It is to that tradition that we now 

turn to wed these stories to direct evidence of magic and anti-magic used to contest the 

Quṭbshāhī regime.  

6.10.2 Anti-Magic and Dynastic Protection 

The Raza Library in Rampur possesses a thirteen-folio counter-magic treatise that 

dates from the early 11th/17th century.1053 Although the author of the work is unknown, 

due the absence of the initial and final folios, it is highly likely that it was written by Mīr 
                                                        

1052 Kumar Sanjeeva, Charkaman, 2008, photograph, 2008, MIT Digital Collections, 
https://dome.mit.edu/handle/1721.3/32076. 
 
1053 Risāla-yi radd-i siḥr, Rampur, Raza Library, Ms. Persian 296. 
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Mu’min who would have been the master talismanist in Hyderabad during the rule of 

Muḥammad Quṭbshāh, for whom it was authored. Nearly every folio of this short text 

bears the name of “Sultan Muḥammad Quṭbshāh ibn Khānum Āghā,” (fig. 28) suggesting 

that it was commissioned by the queen mother for her own son’s protection sometime 

after 1612 when he ascended the throne. While the text is written in a clear script with 

fine inks and decorated with a gold leaf border, there is no doubt as to the elite audience 

and commission of the work in question. 

The treatise begins already amid a counter-magic spell offering a formula that 

reads as follows: ‘For every type of magic that has been made from something or will be 

made from the same thing, I have rendered inoperative.’ Such as we read on the first 

page:  

Every type magic that has been made or shall be made with salt and burning 
wood, and garlic and onions, I have rendered inoperative (bāṭil kardam). And 
every magic that was made or will be made from a goat, or the head of a goat, or 
meat or bones or skin or hair of a goat, I have rendered inoperative [...] And every 
magic that the magicians of the world and the schemers of the age have made in 
Truth (ḥaqq) and will make, I have rendered inoperative. 
 

In the same formulaic manner, the text continues until it pauses to list various forms of 

physical media that can be used to produce magic spells, which it then explicitly declares 

inoperative through its own counter-magic sanctioned within Qur’ānic statements.1054  

                                                        

1054 Risāla-yi radd-i siḥr, Rampur, Raza Library, Ms. Persian 296.ff. 2b-5a. The verses are intermixed. 
Yūnus 10:80-82 reads: “And when the magicians came, Moses said to them ‘Throw down whatever it is 
that you will throw.’ And when they had thrown Moses had said to them, ‘You have only brought magic. 
Verily God will show its worthlessness for God does not rectify the actions of the corrupt. And God will 
establish the truth by his words, even if the criminals hate it.” 
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The treatise then returns to the initial formula to invalidate all magic made in the 

languages of the seventy-two “descendants” of Adam, which obliquely alludes to the 

highly cosmopolitan human geography of the Deccan. These include Muslims 

(musalmānān), Jews (juhūdān), Christians (tarsāyān), Magi (majūsiyān), Zoroastrians 

(gabr), Armenians (armanī), Indians (hindū’ī), Africans (zangī), Abyssinians (habashī), 

Arabs (ʿarabī), Persians (ʿajamī), westerners (maghribī), easterners (mashriqī), 

Kashmiris (kashmīrī), and Yogis (jūkī). The treatise then proceeds through invalidating a 

litany of objects and substances used for the production of magic, including horseshoes, 

cooking oil, heating oil, saffron, windows, glass, bone, steel, shoes, written charms 

(afsūn), rice, fruits, and other common media. 

 
Figure 28. Risāla-yi radd-i siḥr, Raza Rampur Library, Ms. Persian 296, ff. 4b-5a. 
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Underscoring the metaphysical truth of Muslim revelation as efficacious in 

affecting the phenomenal world, the treatise then acknowledges magic formulas produced 

through specific Qur’ānic verses. Like the earlier sections of the text, these verses are 

revealed through their invalidation. This insight suggests that the Qur’ān may have been 

not only used for protecting worshippers from bodily or spiritual harm, but that magicians 

and other practitioners of occult science used the Qur’ān as a powerful offensive weapon 

as well. These verses are organized by their first letter and include the following: 

 ”’all magic in the Truth of the letter kāf, [23:51] ‘Eat from the good foods“ :ك
  all magic in the Truth of the letter lām, [40:16] ‘To him who belongs“ :ل
  sovereignty this day, to God, the One, victorious’” 
 all magic in the Truth of the letter mīm, [62:1] ‘The Pure Precious Wise“ :م
  Sovereign’” 
 ”’all magic in the Truth of the letter nūn, [68:1] ‘Nūn, by the pen“ :ن
 ”’all magic in the Truth of the letter wāw, [76:8] ‘And they give food“ :و
 all magic in the Truth of the letter hā’, [2:163] ‘He is God, there is No God but“ :ه
  Him” 
 all magic in the Truth of the letters lām-alif, [2:286] ‘God does not obligate a“ :ال
  soul except by its capacity’” 
 all magic in the Truth of the letter yi, [2:284] ‘He will forgive whom he wills“ :ي
  and punish whom he wills’”1055 
 
The treatise returns again to the initial formula of invalidating magic of all of the 

four prime elements, gold and silver, two and four-legged animals, and other entities 

before it concludes with more defensive verses of the Qur’ān. The final two folios point 

to a list of Qur’ānic verses to be recited by the possessor of the treatise, and it locates the 

climactic verses of each for their most potent divinatory power. 1056 

                                                        

1055 Rampur, Raza Library, Ms. Persian 296. ff. 7a-7b. 
 
1056 Rampur, Raza Library, Ms. Persian 296, ff. 11a-12b. 
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In pointing to the presence of magic transmitted through a nearly universal 

assortment of media, this treatise of anti-magic helps us understand how virtually 

everything that exists may be harnessed for ulterior ends. Anti-magic demonstrates how 

affective power remained ecologically embedded in a world in which the sacrality of the 

Qur’ānic text stood on the same ontological plane with other seemingly-profane 

substances, and like then, it too could be used for malevolence. Whether the anti-magic 

arrives from the hand of Mīr Mu’min or one of his fellow Persian occultists serving at the 

court of Muḥammad Quṭbshāh, it shows that this knowledge was trafficked and sought 

out at the highest levels of society in Hyderabad, just as it was in Bijapur, and elsewhere 

in the Deccan.1057  Its small size may suggest that it was meant to be held, worn, or kept 

close to the body to enact its occult protections. Without other extant copies to compare 

or information about other contents that may have been transmitted to accompany this 

specific manuscript, we may only guess at how the author instructed the queen mother or 

the sultan to use this text effectively. However, we readily understand how it worked 

affectively by locating very real threats within every material substance, uttered language, 

or even the very scripture that Muḥammad Quṭbshāh would have encountered. In this 

way, we see that his political sovereignty was not a stable fact, but a conclusion from his 

constantly renewed exchanges with his trusted coterie of ḥakīms. 

                                                        

1057 Examples include the Nujūm al-ʿulūm, Emma Flatt, “The Authorship and Significance of the Nujūm 
Al-ʿulūm: A Sixteenth-Century Astrological Encyclopedia from Bijapur,” Journal of the American 
Oriental Society 131, no. 2 (2011): 223–44.; See also how Muʿīn al-Dīn ʿAbdullāh Shīrāzī’s 
prognosticatory work relating to the life of Ibrāhīm ʿĀdilshāh I (r. 1534-1557), ruler of Bijapur, 
corroborates occult science transmitted along the long-standing Shiraz-Bijapur scholastic migratory route, 
ʿAwniyya ibrāhīmiyya, Rampur, Raza Library, Ms. Persian 1698. 
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6.11 Occultism of Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī 

Turning again to Gīlānī, although we have yet to locate any similar narratives 

from his later biographers regarding his own occult powers that would compete with the 

legends that circulated about Mīr Mu’min, Gīlānī himself transmits other stories 

celebrating earlier occultists from his native homeland of Gilan. Similar to the 

aforementioned occult legends of his predecessor in Hyderabad, the following narrative 

demonstrates how he viewed the exceptional kings of Kārkiyā’ī Gilan who sustained their 

political dominion in part through supervising relations struck between the human realm 

and the realm of the unseen (ʿālam al-ghayb), which fit into their wider hagiography as 

unparalleled patrons of elite classes of ḥakīms: 

I heard from a virtuous man who related from his mother who said, “For nearly 
twenty years I had a relationship and love with two jinns,” and he related other 
amazing stories from her. There was [another] virtuous sayyid in Gilan who 
compelled the jinn. He related that one day he saw many soldiers of the ruler and 
king, Sulṭān-Ḥasan [(r. 1534-38)], the father of Khān Aḥmad Khān. He related 
that the father of Khān Aḥmad Khān went traveling about and had arrived on the 
road to his house and entered asking for food. The sayyid invited him to sit, so the 
king sat with his wife. The sayyid entered the house and presented three platters 
of gold filled with many colorful foods, causing the king to express great 
astonishment! He was perplexed by the strangeness of his act, but he ate the food 
anyway. Then the sayyid gave the plates of gold to the king’s attendant. The 
plates present before the father of Khān Aḥmad Khān were in two places at once 
until the time when a person came from Transoxiana [which was then ruled by] 
ʿAbdullāh Khān Uzbek,1058 and he saw the plates of food and knew this to be true. 
So, it was made known that these were the plates of ʿAbdullāh Khān, for they 
were hidden one day from disloyal people and filled with the colorful foods. And 
Khān Aḥmad Khān related this story, so it seemed that the jinn had taken them 

                                                        

1058 The story may be a combination of legends as ʿAbdullāh Khān Uzbek had only been born around the 
time of Sulṭān-Ḥasan’s rule and did not establish himself as a political authority over Transoxiana until 
around two decades after Sulṭān-Ḥasan’s death. 
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from the majlis of ʿAbdullāh Khān from Transoxiana by the command of the 
sayyid for the purpose of hosting Sulṭān-Ḥasan as his guest in Gilan.  
 
In those days, relationships were convened between the people and the jinn, like 
marriage, bearing offspring, and the like, just as it was transmitted that the mother 
of Bilquis was a jinn while her father was a king from among the human 
sovereigns. As Ibn Bābawayh Qummī related in [the book of Shīʿī traditions,] The 
Book for He who is Without a Jurist, a narrative from Mu’āwiyah ibn ʿAmmār 
about [Imam Jaʿfar] al-Ṣādiq that the wife of Abel was a fairy (ḥūrī) and the 
mother of Cain was a jinn, the daughter of someone, who was wondrously 
beautiful. However, his female jinn was not beautiful, and that sparked the 
episode of jealousy between Cain and his brother Abel that caused his intention 
for committing murder. In this way, animosity was born among the children of 
Adam until now, and he related the story of the jinn and their relationships among 
humans, time and again, in different forms and surprising styles, too long to 
recount.1059 
 
This narrative understandably fits into the broader tradition of marvels (ʿajā’ib) 

popular across premodern Arabic and Persian literary cultures. Mindful of Travis Zadeh’s 

study on the genre, we may opine that its purpose was to make for the reader an occasion 

to pleasurably contemplate the occult powers accessible to members of the sayyid classes 

who had been blessed as descendants of the Prophet, which they used in service to 

political authorities in the distant and unique land of Gilan and which were appreciated at 

the highest echelons of the state.1060 Especially when read from a diasporic perspective, 

this narrative of wondrous inter-species union harnesses the authenticating accoutrement 

of Shīʿī traditions to inscribe the Kārkiyā’ī rulers as overseeing a marvelous, and entirely 

possible, social experiment of harmony between this world and the inhabitants of other 

                                                        

1059 This appears to be part of his treatise entitled “Maqāmāt al-Niẓāmiyya,” Tehran, Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, 
Ms. 1142, ff. 105b-106b. 
 
1060 See, Travis E. Zadeh, “The Wiles of Creation: Philosophy, Fiction, and the ʿAjā’ib Tradition,” Middle 
Eastern Literatures 13, no. 1 (2010): 21–48. 
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ethereal dimensions. The utility of this narrative would not be lost on émigrés like Gīlānī 

who could evoke this legend to assert their own authority as they passed into new 

communities in India and the Deccan or other distant lands in which they themselves 

could be viewed as the exotic newcomers whose own occult powers would no doubt 

affect Indo-Persian royal audiences who may become part of this narrative tradition.  

6.11.1 Gīlānī and the ‘Isfahan School of the Occult’ 

Because Gīlānī’s training under the Safavid masters Mīr Dāmād and Bahā’ al-Dīn 

ʿĀmilī was considered of the highest caliber both in Iran as well as the Deccan during the 

11th/17th century, his educational trajectory offers great insight for us to reach back 

through his writings and consider how his education in Isfahan had also been dedicated to 

learning occult sciences that would have been essential for any young ḥakīm to prosper in 

a courtly setting. In this way, we are able to look past their towering careers as jurists, 

theologians, and philosophers, and account for their heavy investments in other overtly 

occult sciences that they would have used to negotiate Safavid sovereignty as well.1061   

While Gīlānī makes occasional mention of Mīr Dāmād’s occult prayers, these 

references pale in comparison to the more numerous talismanic formulae and magic 

charms that he and his associates transmitted on the authority of Shaykh Bahā’ī. 

                                                        

1061 For instance, it has been shown that when the Ottoman army surrounded Hamadan in 1630, Shah Ṣafī 
called upon Mīr Dāmād to issue a spell that successfully broke the siege. His other writings in the Jaẕavāt 
and Nibrās al-ḍiyā’ both showcase his debt to letterist ideas. Sajjad Rizvi, “Mīr Dāmād’s (d. 1631) Al-
Qabasāt: The Problem of the Eternity of the Cosmos,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Philosophy, ed. 
Khaled El-Rouayheb and Sabine Schmidtke (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 438-464. p. 440.; 
For evidence of Mīr Dāmād’s heavy reliance on the ontological powers of individual Arabic letters, see Mīr 
Dāmād, Nibrās Al-Ḍiyā Wa-Taswāʼ Al-Sawāʼ Fī Sharḥ Bāb Al-Badāʼ Wa-Ithbāt Jadwá Al-Duʿāʼ. pp. 80-
118. 
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Although his Arab émigré master appears to have been Gīlānī’s foremost authority in a 

variety of occult sciences, the wider manuscript record at times seems to suggest 

precisely the opposite orientation of this scholar given that he had written directly against 

magic in some contexts. We should scrutinize one instance of this practice and square the 

circle of why an avowed occultist might at times polemicize against his own behavior. 

In a treatise that he authored to refute the practices of surviving pockets of Zaydī 

Shīʿa, Shaykh Bahā’ī affirms, “we believe in jihād against infidels other than the ahl al-

kitāb under certain stipulations established by our scholars, and we believe in the 

prohibition of usury and bribery, and magic, and gambling, and the shaving of beards, 

and the consumption of certain fish…”1062 Within this litany of unorthodox behaviors, to 

invoke magic as a banned practice serves as a cudgel to invalidate the authority of 

religious opponents who continued to compete with the Imāmī Shīʿī clerical 

establishment. In the highly occultophilic Safavid state, such a statement reveals less 

about the ethical value of magic from a legalistic standpoint and instead indexes a desire 

to retain these potent sources of affective power for the only legitimate sovereign that 

they themselves represented and ritualized as such. Any instances of Shaykh Bahā’ī’s 

seeming anti-occultist sentiments must be understood within this context.1063  

                                                        

1062 Risāla dar taḥqīqāt firqa-yi bāṭila zaydiyya va ghayruhu, London, British Library, Ms. Delhi Arabic 
495b. ff. 29a-34b, quoted on f. 33a. 
 
1063 Prof. Andrew Newman has related that other later Safavid scholars had further developed Shaykh 
Bahā’ī’s anti-occultist reputation in later years during the 11th/17th century. Author’s conversation, June 
2017.; Matthew Melvin-Koushki has also demonstrated that Shaykh Bahā’ī’s own instructor in occult 
sciences was very likely one of the sons of the doyens of the earlier so-called ‘Shiraz School’ of 
philosophy, Shams al-Dīn Khafrī (d. 1535?) named Maḥmūd Dihdār Shīrāzī, whose son, Muḥammad, we 
discussed in Chapter 1. See, Melvin-Koushki, “DEHDĀR ŠIRĀZI, ʿEMĀD-Al-DIN.” 
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By not reading these denouncements of magic as categorical prohibitions that 

pertained to the activities of his own students, we understand why Gīlānī so freely 

ascribes most of his occult rituals to Shaykh Bahā’ī directly.   

As Gīlānī informs his reader, he was one among many of Shaykh Bahā’ī’s 

students eager to learn occult sciences in Isfahan during the early decades of in the 

11th/17th century. Reflecting on this experience later in his life, he expresses some doubts 

about the worthwhileness of the amount of time he spent in their pursuit, but he maintains 

that certain practices, like alchemy, were highly efficacious. In a quotidian fashion, he 

offers an explicit example of permissible talismanic magic in order to open locks that he 

attributes directly to Shaykh Bahā’ī: 

If you want to open a lock, even if it is made of iron, write these letters on the 
skin of a deer one time on the day of the new year, saying “If the sun ascends, 
then the day shall arrive” while fasting.  And clasp it in your hand when you want 
to open the lock by the command of God. And the writing is this: سكحعھم ھصلحھن, 
then if you want to open the lock, attach these letters on your right arm at the time 
[of day] when people are sleeping and no one speaks. The author says that this 
practice will yield a correct outcome if performed at the correct time […] From 
the secrets of the master Shaykh Bahā’ al-Dīn himself, I heard that he read this 
word شخیثا and spoke it to open locks. And the same meaning is in the dictionary. I 
have repeated this by way of experiment (tajruba) and it was efficacious.1064  

6.11.2 Affective Magic, Defensive and Offensive  

Nearly all of Gīlānī’s talismanic formulae narrated from Shaykh Bahā’ī and other 

authorities rely upon the cultivation of specific affective environments predicated upon 

existential threats, and we may classify them into two types. The first sort pertains to 

defensive magic formulae that Gīlānī directs his readers to perform in order to affirm 

                                                        

1064 Patna, Khudabakhsh Oriental Public Library, Ms. Arabic HL 2641, f. 307b. 
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self-sovereignty in times of personal or political crisis. One example, appearing to have 

been a favorite of Gīlānī’s charms—given that he frequently transcribed it or similar 

versions— seeks to affect an aura of physical safety and the prevention of harm during 

times of war or when traveling in distant lands. 

If you find yourself frightened in the middle of a battle, then take four small 
stones into your pocket and clasp them tightly. Take the first and throw it to the 
left, another to the right, the third behind your head, and the fourth in front of you, 
calling out: In the name of Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad! At once, the 
danger will dissipate and the enemy army shall collapse. 
 
If you fear [for your safety] in on a roadway, then gather five pebbles—the first, 
in the name of God; the second, in the name of Gabriel; the third, in the name of 
[the angel] Mīkā’īl; the fourth, in the name of Muḥammad; and the fifth, in the 
name of Abraham—and keep them with you in order to remain safe, if God so 
wills. This was related from the writing of the leader of the jurists, Bahā’ al-Milla 
wa al-Dīn [ʿĀmilī].1065 
 
While Gīlānī’s use of stones blessed with the names of Muslim prophets echoes 

the episode of Mīr Mu’min’s intercession with the jinn, we can see that Shaykh Bahā’ī 

and Gīlānī probably derived this type of charm from earlier occult works such as those 

attributed to the Sunnī jurist and mystic, Abū Ḥāmid Ghazālī. As we saw how Gīlānī 

relied upon the gnostic Shīʿī vision of Ghazālī in Chapter 4 to justify his sanction of the 

Imamate of ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib, Gīlānī’s scattered occult formulae also draw on a fairly 

popular grimoire inspired by the attributed occult works of this same (pseudo-)Ghazālī 

                                                        

1065 This particular iteration is found in a marginal note in Gīlānī’s collection of transcribed astrological 
treatises made during his time in Isfahan. See, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Tehran, Ms. 17316, f. 113b; For 
another version of this practice relating to affecting the security of someone embarking upon a journey, see 
Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī, [Untitled treatise on Occultism], Khudabakhsh Oriental Public Library, Patna, Ms. 
Arabic HL 2641/58, f. 307b. In both manuscripts, Gīlānī explicitly attributes these rituals to Shaykh Bahā’ī. 
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who had popularized the science of magic squares and other talismanic arts.1066 As 

further evidence of the popular Shīʿī devotional literature mentioned above also being 

used to promote these occult sciences, Gīlānī also draws upon the prayer book, Miṣbāḥ 

al-Kafʿamī, for its emphasis on efficacious magic squares that Gīlānī has tested along 

with other occultist symbols created from patterns of Arabic letters arranged into 

grids.1067  

Beyond these numerous defensive formulae, Gīlānī also produces what we may 

consider offensive or persecutory occult formulae that would have been advantageous in 

the hands of a state officer like the Quṭbshāhī pīshvā or someone else deputized with 

administering public justice. As many of these occult scientific tools were for the express 

purpose of investigating crimes and thievery, these tools are designed to work by 

affecting their audiences into very intentional corporeal states of fear and foreboding in 

order that they would willingly or unwillingly divulge their guilt to Gīlānī or another state 

authority. Such as we see with the following formula: 

To reveal a thief, write in ink upon seven scraps and force the suspects to 
consume them. If someone is a thief, he will not be able to swallow them:  

                                                        

1066 Gīlānī references this work in his collection of magic formulae, see his Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Tehran, 
Ms. 1142, f. 112a-112b. It is a work called The Stipulation of the Praiseworthy in the Commentary the Seal 
of Abū Ḥāmid (Mustawjabat al-maḥāmid fī sharḥ khātim Abī Ḥāmid), compiled in the 7th/13th century by 
the little-known Muḥammad b. ʿUthmān al-Anṣārī who claims to comment upon and supplement the occult 
and magical formulae of Abū Ḥāmid Ghazālī (d. 1111). See Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris, Ms. 
Arabe 2670 (available online https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b11002234c).; This reputation of 
Ghazālī’s is not entirely a fiction of his later gnostic hagiographers, as he does appear to have had at least 
some hand in promoting the use of magic squares derived from divine names. Abū Ḥāmid Muḥammad al-
Ghazālī, Al-Munqidh Min Al-Ḍalāl Wa-Al-Mūṣil Ilá Dhī Al-ʿizza Wa-Al-Jalāl, ed. Jamīl Ṣalībā and Kāmil 
ʿIyyād (Beirut: Dār al-Andalus, 1967). p. 126.  
 
1067 Untitled, Khudabakhsh Oriental Public Library, Patna, Ms. Arabic HL 2641/58, f. 307b. 
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 بره ـھـ           بره ـھـ           بره ـھـ           بره ـھـ          بره ـھـ          بره ـھـ          بره ـھـ
If he manages to gulp them down, then as soon as he does, death will find him 
from any direction. Similarly, write it on the hands of the accused, and the hand of 
the thief will move about to such an extent that he is unable to hold it still or 
steady.1068 

One can easily imagine how a lowly thief from the streets of Hyderabad brought before a 

bearded and bejeweled ḥakīm from another land who made good on his threat to reveal 

the man’s own guilt through magic would be given away by his nerves as he was forced 

to swallow these magic symbols. In similar examples Gīlānī tells his reader,   

Place a large pot into the middle of a dark house and send in [the accused], one by 
one, to rub their hands upon it. The one whose hand is not black is [the guilty 
party], for the magician (khāk-andāz) repeatedly has benefitted from the clean-
handedness of whomever has been made anxious. Also [another tool] is placing 
flour into the mouth to make dough. The amount of moisture in the mouth of the 
thief is not enough to turn it into dough.1069 
 

Once again, Gīlānī’s magic plays upon the thief’s logical affective and corporeal 

reactions and behaviors that he would undertake in order to prevent being divulged as the 

guilty party.  True to the claims of ḥikmat seeking to reveal aspects of reality according to 

their true existential natures, the sorcerer’s magic can be seen as a means of amplifying 

the affective cues of a political environment in order to transmute the purely epistemic 

threat of justice being served into a set of very real material signs of evidentiary proof of 

innocence and guilt.   

                                                        

1068 The vocalization of any of these terms is not given. Khudabakhsh Oriental Public Library, Patna, Ms. 
Arabic HL 2641. ff. 306a-308b.; On the compilation of this particular codex, see Arnzen, “Mapping 
Philosophy and Science in Safawid Iran and Mughal India: The Case of Niżāmaddīn Ahmad Gīlānī and 
Ms. Khudā Bakhsh 2641.” 
 
1069 It is worth pointing out that nowhere in Gīlānī’s transcriptions of these magical formulae do we observe 
any indication that there is a corresponding legal punishment to be meted out against the guilty party. 
Khudabakhsh Oriental Public Library, Patna, Ms. Arabic HL 2641. ff. 307b. 
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This sort of persecutory magic was also not at all a unique ritual in Gīlānī’s hands, 

as similar ritual magic tools can be seen to have been used several decades later in the 

Mughal context. The Italian adventurer, Niccolao Manucci (d. 1717), who had travelled 

widely in Mughal India and spent time in the court of Awrangzeb, wrote about 

witnessing a very similar act to tease out a thief:  

Many a time I have seen in cities and in camps, when there had been a robbery 
that to recover what had been lost they went to sorcerers. These men take a brass 
bowl, and put into it some grains of uncooked rice and some flowers over which 
an incantation has been recited. They then take another bowl of the same metal, 
and beating it with a short stick, they say some words softly, and the first bowl 
with the flowers begins to move of itself very slowly. At last it arrives at the place 
where the thing lost is lying. The thief, seeing the crowd and hearing the sound of 
the basin, runs off, abandoning everything. The owner, after detailing the marks 
of his property, carries it away, while the rest of the fugitive’s goods are seized by 
the police.1070  

  
Manucci’s account helps us consider how the affective politics of magical threats 

extended from the exceptional context of Persianate courts to the more common setting 

of an Indian village or army camp where thievery was a common occurrence. This 

persecutory magic ritual also relies upon cultivating and exploiting an environment of 

affective cues like Gīlānī’s magic. While Manucci does not discuss the scientific or 

philosophical bases of these forms of political sorcery, we recognize that the veracity of 

the magic ritual lays within the affective field produced by the sorcerer, the bowl, the 

softly spoken incantation, the gathered crowd, and all other sensible cues seen and heard 

by the accused who divulges his own guilt as a thief.  

                                                        

1070 My italics. Niccolao Manucci, Storia Do Mogor, or, Mogul India 1653-1708, trans. William Irvine, vol. 
3, 4 vols. (London: John Murray, 1907). p. 213. 



 

 578 

6.11.3 Gīlānī’s Occult Worldview 

While these occult actions may appear to be divorced from a wider epistemic 

context that has little to do with Shīʿism in general aside from the immediate chains of 

authority that brought this type of talismanic magic down to Gīlānī, we should recall the 

typologies of knowledge mapped earlier in which overtly Shīʿī tradition had merged with 

formally philosophical analyses on the influences of material bodies and souls. 

In his other treatises preserved in The Tree of Knowledge, Gīlānī observes magic 

forming a central role as an applied tool by which he understands the speculative nature 

of ḥikmat to allow him to act directly upon the world. Other early-modern émigré Iranian 

scholars writing in the Deccan express this same sentiment about the division of the 

sciences. As discussed in the last chapter, Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī (d. 1589), who had taught 

Gīlānī’s other claimed instructor, ḥakīm ʿAlī Gīlānī (d. 1608), wrote that magic, 

medicine, astrology, dream interpretation, alchemy, physiognomy, medicine, fāl, talisman 

production, jafr prognostication, the science of gemstones, letterism, compulsion of 

celestial spheres and jinn all constituted applied branches of natural philosophy (furūʿ al-

ṭabīʿī).1071 Gīlānī shares in this epistemic approach as revealed in a treatise on the 

division of the sciences that he had composed for his earlier patron, Mahābat Khān, 

writing: 

Magic is a science (ʿilm) that allows one control over something by way of mental 
energies that assume power through hidden means. And to know [something] with 
caution is its benefit, not strictly to know it [of itself]. And there is no conflict in 

                                                        

1071 Fatḥullāh Shīrāzī, Mawḍūʿ al-ʿilm, Hyderabad, Salar Jung Museum Library, Ms. Arabic Manṭiq 68, p. 
172. 
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its legal status, with regards either to permitting its instruction or prohibiting its 
use.1072 

 

Within the field of magic and the occult, Gīlānī claims to be remarkably well read within 

the traditions of some of the ancient scholars that he came to learn about in his wider 

studies of ḥikmat. His occult knowledge claims to draw upon the traditions of the Greeks, 

the Nabateans, the Arabs, and the Indians, as he writes that he had possessed copies of 

different works including, pseudo-Majrīṭī’s Picatrix (Ghāyat al-ḥakīm),1073 The Book of 

the Moon (Muṣḥaf al-qamr), The Book of Saturn (Muṣḥaf al-zuḥal),1074 The Covenants of 

Solomon (Kitāb ʿuhūd Sulaymān al-naby), and he expresses familiarity with The Mirror 

of Meanings (Mirāt al-maʿānī).1075 The latter work is actually an Arabic recension of a 

now-lost Sanskritic Yogic manual translated first into Persian, and only later into Arabic 

from which we have the only surviving copies.1076 In summarizing his thoughts on all of 

these works, Gīlānī informs us: 

I labored with some of them and I discovered an effect in due time, while in some 
others I did not see any result. But the truth is that most of these sciences are true 
and are efficacious, and are an agent for the soul, and a perfect guide. And the 

                                                        

1072 Gīlānī. Shajara-yi dānish, f. 349b. 
 
1073 On the Arabic heritage of this work, see Liana Saif, “From Ġāyat Al-Ḥakīm to Šams Al-Maʿārif: Ways 
of Knowing and Paths of Power in Medieval Islam,” Arabica 64 (2017): 297–345. 
 
1074 The previous two works are ascribed to Apollonius of Tyana. 
 
1075 The full title being The Mirror of Meanings in Realizing the Human World by Some of the Indian 
Sages, (Mirāt al-maʿānī fī idrāk al-ʿālam al-insānī li’baʿḍ al-ḥukamā’ al-hind). 
 
1076 These vary in their degree of “Islamization,” by which Ernst means that originary Sanskritic terms were 
substituted with other Arabic concepts. See Carl Ernst, “The Islamization of Yoga in the ‘Amrtakunda’ 
Translations,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, Third Series, 13, no. 2 (2003): 199–226.; See also Carl 
Ernst, “Fragmentary Versions of the Apocryphal ‘Hymn of the Pearl’ in Arabic, Turkish, Persian, and 
Urdu,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 32 (2006): 144–88. 
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periods and hours [devoted to their study] are a great benefit, for I witnessed their 
effect and I heard great things from many [others], about which I cannot lie. In the 
Nahj al-balāgha, the Amīr al-Mu’minīn [ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib] said that magic is true 
(ḥaqq), and fāl is true, and sorcery is true. And this is a proof (burhān) for their 
existence, and their instruction is permitted. Rather, it is a communal obligation 
(farḍ kifāya) to permit it, for if an apostate (mulḥid) claims prophecy, then there 
must be someone in the umma able to discover him and censor him.1077 

 

Gīlānī’s explicit pronouncement for both the permissibility to teach magic (siḥr) 

and the legal determination on the community as a whole finds another corroborating 

voice in the previous Quṭbshāhī pīshvā, Muḥammad Ibn Khātūn ʿĀmilī—also the 

nephew of Shaykh Bahā’ī. Ibn Khātūn also claimed knowledge of magic must be 

understood as a duty imposed on the community for its defense.1078 While this sentiment 

is echoed by earlier ʿulamā’ including Ghazālī and other ‘orthodox’ Muslim theologians, 

the quantity of ink spilled by Gīlānī on occult sciences indicates that he went far beyond 

visible threats of communal obligation to seek out prophetic imposters to deploy his tools 

in his routine political service and for dynastic defense. 

6.11.4 Occultism in Deccan Conquest   

While not healing the sick or interpreting the Sultan’s dreams, or using the magic 

charms of Shaykh Bahā’ī to rat out thieves, Gīlānī continued to deploy magic in the path 

of war and conquest for the Quṭbshāhī state just as he had done years earlier for the 

Mughals. Turning his occult tools over to the Quṭbshāhīs protections were likely well 

received due to the increasing encroachments of the Mughal state into the Deccan during 

                                                        

1077 Gīlānī. Shajara-yi dānish. f. 352a. 
 
1078 Tehran, Kitābkhāna-yi Majlis, Ms. 5138. f. 171a.  
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Gīlānī’s early tenure in Hyderabad. Just as we saw in Chapter 3, Gīlānī had already been 

incriminated in deploying an occult charm to aid Mahābat Khān’s conquest of the fortress 

city of Dawlatabad. He appears to have also deployed it for the Quṭbshāhī conquest of the 

eastern Karnatak deep in peninsular India. One of the letters written by the Quṭbshāhī 

general, the “Mīr Jumla,” Muḥammad Saʿīd Ardistānī prior to his 1655 defection from 

the Quṭbshāhīs to the Mughals indicates that Gīlānī had dispatched several esoteric spells 

that were used in the successful overthrow of the fortress of Chengalpattu on the Tamil 

coast.1079 From this communication, we may surmise that other forms of magic and 

occult preparations may have been used throughout Mīr Jumla’s wildly successful 

conquest of the Karnatak during the 1640s and early 1650s. If there was any question 

about the epistemic source authorizing his esoteric stratagems of war, we should consider 

how Mīr Jumla thanked the descendants of the prophet and the ahl al-bayt for his 

successes by bestowing several conquered villages in perpetuity as waqf for the sayyids 

of Karbalā.1080 

6.12 Shāh Mīrzā Ṣafavī (fl. 1703-1743) 

Several decades later after the dust had settled in the Mughal campaigns of the 

Deccan and after Awrangzeb’s armies marched victoriously into Golkonda fortress in 

1687, the city of Hyderabad and its intellectual circles did not abandon their longstanding 

attachment to occult sciences in service of politics. Manuscript evidence demonstrates the 
                                                        

1079 British Library Ms. Add. 6600 ff. 69b-70a. 
 
1080 British Library Ms. Add. 6600 ff. 42a-43a.; On this, see also Sarkar, The Life of Mir Jumla, the General 
of Aurangzeb. pp. 48-9. 
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enduring interest in ʿAlid-authorized occult sciences even after the termination of the 

formal rule of Shīʿī Deccan Sultanates. If the victors flew the Mughal flag from the 

ramparts of Golkonda fortress, struck coins in the name of the Mughal emperor, and 

ensured that religious leaders in Hyderabad’s grand Mecca Masjid propagated the Sunnī 

prayer and prefaced the khuṭba with fealty to the imperial power to the north, they failed 

to expunge a deep interest in the same epistemic fields patronized by the Quṭbshāhī rulers 

that had allowed them to negotiate their sovereignty affectively and aid their rule for 

nearly two centuries.  

The grimoire entitled The Radiance of the Eyes (Żiyā’ al-ʿuyūn) composed by a 

little-known historian and occultist, Niẓām al-Dīn Muḥammad Hādī b. Mahdī Ḥusaynī 

Ṣafavī (fl. 1704-1743), better known as “Shāh Mīrzā Ṣafavī,” is perhaps the clearest 

demonstration of the enduring scholastic and political fealty to occult sciences of a Shīʿī 

pedigree in Mughal-occupied Hyderabad at the dawn of the 12th/18th century.1081 As I 

show below, this collection of talismanic magic worked precisely in its ability to affect a 

political leader seeking to stave off harm from his opponents. 

6.12.1 Authorship of The Radiance of the Eyes 

What sort of elite in post-conquest Hyderabad would have patronized this sort of 

occult science? Unfortunately, The Radiance of the Eyes remains largely silent about its 

immediate intellectual and political context. Shāh Mīrzā Ṣafavī concludes his text only 

casually alluding to other assistants in his circle, “In the beginning of the blessed month 

                                                        

1081 Tehran, Kitābkhāna Majlis, Ms. 5580.   
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of Ramadan, in the year 1114 [January, 1703] in the city of Hyderabad—may God 

protect it from tribulations— by God’s success in compiling and completing, these pages 

succeeded from the service of the supervisors (nāẓirān) of these pages from head to toe, 

and brothers in faith (brādarān-i īmānī) free of any hypocrisy.”1082  However, we may 

infer that it was likely the product of the enduring legacy of Iranian officers serving in 

post-conquest Hyderabad who had not abandoned the affective political tools of earlier 

generations despite the formal sectarian shift of their suzerain power.  

South Asian historiography has tended to presume that Awrangzeb enacted 

religious reforms in the Deccan that helped transition the defeated Quṭbshāhī state 

without much issue into the new Mughal imperial fold.1083  In 1700, Awrangzeb had 

substantially increased the financial and administrative position of his son, the prince 

Kam Bakhsh, who governed the conquered Deccan capitals of Hyderabad and Bijapur. 

John Richards has demonstrated that Awrangzeb intended these fiscal and institutional 

measures to help the prince weather the inevitable wars of succession that would soon 

erupt between him and his brothers who vied for the Mughal throne.1084 Given the 

overwhelming aesthetic and codicological evidence that supports the claim that The 

Radiance of the Eyes was produced for a royal patron, it seems possible that this 

                                                        

1082 Ṣafavī. Ms. 5580. f. 28a. 
 
1083 Richards writes, “During the Golconda siege Aurangzeb [sic] appointed a muhtasib in Hyderabad with 
orders to demolish Hindu temples, build mosques, and put down all forbidden deviations from proper 
Islamic practice.” Richards, The Mughal Empire. p. 222. 
 
1084 John F. Richards, “The Imperial Crisis in the Deccan,” The Journal of Asian Studies 35, no. 2 (1976): 
237–56. p. 240. 
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collection of overtly Shīʿī magic may have been intended to help a Mughal prince in his 

ensuing titular struggle.  

However, Kam Bakhsh remained in the Mughal crownlands during the early first 

decade of the 12th/18th century while operating through a local intermediary to extract 

wealth and military support. Rustam Dil Khān, the deputy governor on the ground in 

Hyderabad from 1700 until the end of 1704, may have been the true patron of this work. 

His own father, Jān Sipar Khān, had served the Mughals as the first post-conquest 

governor of Hyderabad in 1689-90. During his twelve-year career in this post, Rustam 

served his father as his assistant and “had built up strong local attachments” that may 

have included residual or other newly-arrived Shīʿī occultists like Shāh Mīrzā Ṣafavī.  

Assuming his father’s office upon his death, Rustam’s vice-governorship endured 

its fair share of hardships. These included widespread banditry across the province that 

cut Hyderabad off from the coastal port of Masulipatnam and halted any caravans out 

from Hyderabad between 1702 and 1704, which harmed the Mughals’ ability to collect 

necessary taxes.1085 When a massive force of Maratha warriors comprised of cavalry and 

foot soldiers invaded the Telangana, they looted Hyderabad for several days, earning 

Rustam Dil Khān the reputation of a coward who only convinced them to quit the city by 

bribing the raiders. Again, in early 1703, a neighboring chief governing the city of Bidar 

entered his territory, raided the coastal regions, and took control of Kondavidu fortress. 

For failing to deal properly with these catastrophes, Rustam Dil Khān was soon 

                                                        

1085 Richards, The Mughal Empire. p. 237. 
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reassigned to a post far and away from Hyderabad.1086 We may conjecture that if Shāh 

Mīrzā Ṣafavī had authored his grimoire for the failing governor amidst all of this political 

tumult, the talismanic magic contained in The Radiance of the Eyes failed in many of its 

stated objectives.   

6.12.2 Beholding The Radiance of the Eyes 

 
The elite orientation of the talismanic magic within The Radiance of the Eyes is 

easily discerned from its formal codicological aspects. Although small in size, the work 

was produced with a fine taʿlīq script in the hand of the author. The initial folio reveals a 

lapis lazuli and gold ʿunvān with a wide golden floral border surrounding the first two 

folios (fig. 29). Rubrications were made in both gilt and red inks. Multiple detailed 

figurations of angels and a contemplating sage (fig. 30) inhabiting the borders of many of 

the talismanic diagrams within quite clearly resemble other Safavid-style representations 

of the 11th/17th century, suggesting the illustrator was also trained in Iran. The codex’s 

composition in gold-flecked paper further corroborates that this was a highly valuable 

work that would have been made for a wealthy patron.  

 

                                                        

1086 Richards, “The Imperial Crisis in the Deccan.” p. 250. ; see also Richard Maxwell Eaton, A Social 
History of the Deccan, 1300-1761: Eight Indian Lives (Cambridge, UK; New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005). p. 163. 
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Figure 29. Initial ʿunvān of The Radiance of the Eyes (f. 1b). 

 
Figure 30. sketch of a seated sage gesturing towards a letterist talisman (f. 21b). 

As the prayer literature mentioned earlier attested to the continuing legacy of 

devotion to the Shīʿī Imams and reverence for Safavid masters among Deccan elites 

during the post-Mughal conquest era, this same cultural arena likely formed the 



 

 587 

environment in which The Radiance of the Eyes found a home. Little else is known about 

the author’s origins or his life that would have brought him to Hyderabad. Yet the 

manuscript copy preserved in Tehran’s Majlis Library offers firm evidence about the 

circles in which this material would have been read and copied.  

The grimoire offers its reader different talismanic formulae produced through 

Persian and Arabic letters as well as fabricated symbols that conveyed specific 

benevolent and malevolent powers. The Radiance’s introduction includes what are called 

ṣuvvar-i muhr-i nubuvvat, or ‘forms of the seal of prophecy,’ which are symbols made to 

look like rectangular or circular arrangements of names or Qur’ānic verses arranged as if 

they were impressed upon paper with a brass seal. The first chapter (manẓar-i avval) 

includes cryptogrammic combinations (wafq, awfāq) of words from Qur’ānic verses that 

have been rendered into grids, with individual words broken up and re-ordered through a 

practice known as taksīr, or ‘breaking’.1087 In addition are other talismanic patters that are 

written in a secret language based upon Arabic characters. The second chapter (manẓar-i 

duvvum) is devoted to great patters that must be visually beheld on different days of the 

week in order to produce certain protections and desired states of being. 

                                                        

1087 The science of awfāq relates to studying correspondence between the divine realm and the material 
world as reflected through the medium of scripture. These combinations of what are usually termed ‘magic 
squares’ channel inherent spiritual powers contained in the letters that may be directed towards the 
achievement of good health, personal defense, or improved states of being. Texts in this genre have 
circulated throughout the medieval and early-modern era, and were widely popularized by the 13th century 
Egyptian scholar Aḥmad al-Būnī. See, Dorrit van Dalen, Doubt, Scholarship and Society in 17th-Century 
Central Sudanic Africa (Leiden: Brill, 2016). pp. 65-66.; See also Noah Gardiner, “Esotericist Reading 
Communities and the Early Circulation of the Sufi Occultist Aḥmad Al-Būnī’s Works,” Arabica 64 (2017): 
405–41. p. 434. 
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The introduction to the text demands that we consider this work squarely within 

the wider arena of overtly occult literature embedded within the proof texts of Shīʿī 

traditions. Its author justifies the pursuit of these talismanic sciences through a report 

attributed to the sixth Shīʿī Imam, Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq: “He who hears about a reward in 

something [and performs that action], his action has recompense, even if it is not from the 

prophet.”1088  The overt implication being that the science of talismanic production has an 

authorization in the traditions of the Imams, however it need not reach back in time 

further to the Prophet. Nevertheless, nearly all of the talismans contained in this codex 

make certain claims about the Muhammad or other Imams as the authorizing agents for 

this knowledge without any attested chains of transmission (isnād/asānīd).  

Shāh Mīrzā Ṣafavī held that the sound intention underlying this science justified 

its pursuit in spite of these formal shortcomings. This gray area between individual belief 

and textual authenticity may offer a great amount of leeway in which to ignore proscribed 

legal ordinances and rituals by abrogating concomitant punishment for failure to 

undertake those obligations. As we see below, the promise of these talismans was an 

amplification of its possessor’s ethical status as well as different beneficial effects 

wrought among his social circle. Shāh Mīrzā Ṣafavī asserts that anyone who visually 

beholds these talismanic symbols and geometric letterist patterns will become 

enlightened (rawshan u munavvar mīgardīd) and will certainly be able to perceive the 

                                                        

1088 The version given on the authority of Ibn Bābawayh reads slightly differently. Muḥammad b. al-Ḥassan 
al-Ḥurr al-ʿĀmilī, Wasā’il Al-Shīʿa Ilá Taḥṣīl Masā’il Al-Sharīʿa, vol. 1, 30 vols. (Qom: Mu’assasa-yi Āl 
Bayt, 1993). p. 80. 
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divine order of the world (niẓām-i ḥażrat-i mulk-i ʿalām bī shakk u shubhih).1089 For this 

very reason, he has chosen the title of his work, which foregrounds affect in the process 

of occult protections.  

For the reader to achieve certain desired outcomes of its promised magic, he must 

look upon these symbols at specific times of day, such as immediately after performing 

obligatory prayers. As it is claimed on the authority of ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib, if the reader 

gazes upon the forms of the seal of prophecy after the morning prayer, the reward will be 

equivalent to fifty performances of the ḥajj as undertaken by the prophet Adam. If it is 

performed after the ẓuhr prayer, then the recompense is worth two hundred performances 

of ḥajj on the level of the prophet Abraham. The logic continues in this manner, until it is 

performed after the evening prayer, which yields a reward of a thousand performances of 

the ḥajj equivalent to that of Muḥammad, as well as the freeing of a thousand slaves, 

feeding a thousand starving persons, and clothing a thousand naked bodies.1090 By 

hitching the wagon of affective occult ritual onto the horse of exoterically proscribed 

religious ritual, these sorts of technologies may be said to supplement them without 

necessarily contesting obligatory religious duties.  

 

                                                        

1089 Ṣafavī. Ms. 5580. f. 2a. 
 
1090 Ṣafavī. Ms. 5580.  f. 2b.  
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Figure 31. One form of the seal of prophecy naming archangels (f. 2b). 

         
Figure 32. Corporeal representation of angelic mediator (f .4a). 

While some forms like the one shown above (fig. 31) name four of the most 

important figures in Muslim angelology—Jibra’īl, Mīkā’īl, Isrāfīl, and ʿAzrā’īl—other 

forms (fig. 32) in the text have depicted their corporeal forms that work upon the reader 
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exactly like their written names to affect certain desired outcomes, such as the 

achievement of divinely ordained military victory.  

Continuing through the grimoire, the following section comprising the awfāq 

offer the reader a variety of occult protections that begin to reveal more about the 

intended audience of this type of magic. In each section, the reader is told to keep the 

magic squares close at hand and to gaze upon them every day. As it has been related on 

the authority of ʿAlī, anyone who possesses a 15x15 square (fig. 33) of the fātiḥa in his 

home will exempt his family and even his neighbors from plight, sin, plague, or sudden 

death. Another square of the same size made from the words of surat al-kāfirūn will grant 

the owner the rewards of jihad against infidels, grant entry into the ranks of the martyrs, 

protect his belief (īmān) from the temptations of the devil, and will help subdue his 

enemy.1091 These sorts of rewards suggest that this work had been commissioned for 

someone who occupied an administrative position in the state or military, not just any 

regular literate Muslim of Hyderabad. The 12x12 square produced from surat al-naṣr 

makes this connection more explicit, “From the infallible Imams, peace be upon them, 

anyone who… looks upon it daily, will increase in insight (rawshanī chishmish 

bī’afzāyad) and will repulse defect in his vision, and he will be exempted from hellfire, 

and in examining other beings— especially kings (pādshāhān), princes (umarā), and dear 

and respected grandees (akābir-i ʿazīz u muḥtaram)—in every battle he faces, he shall 

achieve victory. And anyone who sees him shall become kind, and enemies shall become 

                                                        

1091 Ibid. f. 7a. 
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friends, and bad actions will be overturned.”1092  

These magic squares at once affirm their own explicit chains of religious authority 

while exempting the reader from being judged by the soteriological threats of those same 

authorities. In other words, this sort of Shīʿī-authorized talismanic magic afforded kings 

and rulers a mode of obedience and adherence to some aspects of religion while creating 

assurances that the religious ordinances of the law that applied to the masses could be 

bypassed without issue by an elite possessing these occult technologies who could be 

affectively ‘spared from hellfire.’  

 
Figure 33. The taksīr of the fātiḥa (f. 6b) 

The science behind this sort of magic relies on the subject-reader engaging with 

the visual symbols on the page, and performing the proscribed action with more 

                                                        

1092 Ibid. f. 8b. 
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frequency to offer further accretionary protections beyond the performance of a single 

observation, or act of beholding.  This is made explicit in another figuration (fig. 34) 

transmitted on the authority of Gīlānī’s master. “It is related from the seal of the jurists, 

Shaykh Bahā’ al-Dīn Muḥammad ʿĀmilī, may God be pleased with him, that in his life 

he looked at this shape one time, and the hellfire could not touch him (ātish-i dūzakh bar 

vay ḥarām girdad). And if he looked at it every day, he would become free from all 

material need.”1093 This instruction demonstrates that exemption from the punishments of 

a sinful act may be the immediate short-term goal of the application of this magic. 

However, in the long-term, the practitioner should aspire to become free from his own 

physical body that hungers, thirsts, lusts, covets, and so forth. This aspect of early-

modern Persianate ḥikmat aligns with the scholarly emphasis on undertaking spiritual and 

intellectual exercises to escape the corruptible realm of the transient earth, as we 

discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. Persianate ḥakīms, owing to their Neoplatonic intellectual 

pedigree, sought to achieve theosis, or the status of divinity in essence.1094 Based on what 

we read earlier from Gīlānī about the occult knowledge transmitted from Shaykh Bahā’ī, 

it is not surprising that other later Deccan work of Shāh Mīrzā Ṣafavī would contain 

sections of his talismanic magic that likely spread throughout the Deccan.   

                                                        

1093 Ibid. f. 13a. 
 
1094 See again, Rizvi, Mullā Ṣadrā Shīrāzī His Life and Works and the Sources for Safavid Philosophy. p. 1, 
n2. 
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Figure 34. Letterist formula of Shaykh Bahā’ī to exempt one from sin (f. 12a) 

 
Latter numerological tables related within the grimoire to specific days of the 

week further suggest that this occult technology offered elite figures the opportunity to 

augment their power without remaining bound to religious law. If viewed on a Sunday, 

this numeric table (fig. 35) offers the observer an easy achievement of any task while 

enjoying the providential protection of God. Furthermore, anyone who the observer gazes 

upon will be made obedient and pliable to his wishes. Once again, its observation offers 

salvation from divine punishment.  
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Figure 35. Numerological table to be used on Sundays (f. 27b). 

6.13 The Occult Afterlives of Deccan Shīʿism 

While these occult technologies transmitted within The Radiance of the Eyes did 

not affect the political establishment of post-conquest Hyderabad to succeed against their 

many local enemies, they indirectly enjoyed a curious afterlife in modern Iran and the 

wider Middle East. From lithograph and modern print technology since the late 19th 

century, publishing houses in Tehran, Mashhad, Shiraz, and Cairo have spread the text 

and symbols of The Radiance of the Eyes independently and alongside published editions 

of the Qur’ān. The enduring interest in this text until the present day attests to the wide 

practice of Shīʿī prognostication long into the modern era well beyond the dynastic 
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intrigue of the Deccan Sultanates and Mughal India.1095 Its publication in a nearly entirely 

Sunnī Egypt (fig. 36) further attests to the inter-sectarian Muslim interest in occult 

science irrespective of the context of its production, and in spite of the very same Shīʿī 

authorities like Shaykh Bahā’ī endowing their power.1096 While these trends remain to be 

studied by historians and anthropologists of modern Islamic occultism, we should 

consider these transformations as later echoes of the intellectual production of the Shīʿī 

Deccan Sultanates that are only now becoming properly historicized and made to fit with 

other transregional developments.  

                                                        

1095Abū al-Mafākhir Niẓām al-Dīn Muḥammad Hādī bin Mahdī Shāh Mīrzā Ṣafavī, Żiyā’ Al-ʿuyūn (Tehran: 
Muḥammad Ḥusayn Kitābfurūsh Karbalā’iyī, 1313).;Abū al-Mafākhir Niẓām al-Dīn Muḥammad Hādī bin 
Mahdī Shāh Mīrzā Ṣafavī, Żiyā’ Al-ʿuyūn Muhr-i Nubuvvat (Mashhad: Chāpkhānah-yi Fīrūziyān, 13th C 
AH).; Abū al-Mafākhir Niẓām al-Dīn Muḥammad Hādī bin Mahdī Shāh Mīrzā Ṣafavī, Żiyā’ Al-ʿuyūn 
Muhr-i Nubuvvat (Shiraz: Intishārāt-i Shāh Chirāgh, 1393).; See also Muḥammad Muḥsin Āghā Buzurg al-
Ṭihrānī, al-Dharīʿa ilá taṣānīf al-shīʿa, vol. 15, 25 vols. (Beirut: Dār al-Aḍuwa’, 1983). p. 126. 
 
1096 Khān Ṣafavī, Ḍiyā’ Al-ʿuyūn Fī Al-Ṭilāsim Wa Al-Ashkāl Al-Mukarama (Cairo: Dār al-Fikr al-Islāmī 
al-Ḥadīth, 2003). 
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Figure 36. Modern published version of The Radiance of the Eyes (Cairo, 2013) 

 More local to the Deccan, many of the same occult rituals detailed above endured 

for many years within Muslim and non-Muslim Indian communities, and among Sunnīs 

and Shīʿa alike. Early in the 19th-century, a servant in the Madras Presidency 

government, G.A. Herklots (d. 1832), asked his local language tutor, a Sunnī, to produce 

a work of customs of the Muslims of India in his native dialect of Dakkanī Urdu. 

Virtually nothing is known about the author, Jaʿfar Sharīf, who served the British soldiers 

at the company post in the city of Ellore.1097 The author’s patron to whom it was also 

dedicated, was a British Army surgeon originally of Dutch extraction by way of a trading 

community established in Bengal. The editor’s introduction to the later edition praises the 

value of the work, despite the humble origins of its author, for his attention to detailing 
                                                        

1097 The city is today known as Eluru, in the eastern province of Andhra Pradesh. Jaʿfar Sharīf, Islam in 
India, or the Qānūn-i-Islām, The Customs of the Musalmāns of India, ed. William Crooke, trans. G.A. 
Herklots, M.D. (New Delhi: Oriental Books Reprint Corporation, 1972). p. viii, xx. 
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the magical acts and prognostications that fascinated the British readership. As the 

publisher contends, these Indian Muslims had “assimilated Islam only in an imperfect 

way,” and had religiously remained bound to many of the same customs of “the original 

[Indian] heritage of these people.”1098 

 While the work includes a chapter on what the translator referred to as “Sufi 

Mysticism,” the author included separate chapters on “Amulets and Charms,” “Magical 

Methods,” and “The Magical Detection of Thieves,” that suggests that he viewed these as 

existing independently of any particular devotional stances. Jaʿfar Sharīf’s chapter on 

magic continues to view the practice of magic as extending the inherited tradition of 

Babylonian sciences, which he divides into two types that are concerned with righteous 

acts or evil. The author prefaces the chapter with the Qur’ānic prohibition against magic, 

with other statements about there being no prohibitions against spellcasting as long as it 

doesn’t make claims on the divine.1099  

 Despite the obvious alterations to the text borne through translation and editing 

process, Jaʿfar Sharīf’s narrative about magical operations demonstrates the continuance 

of figural magic (fig. 37) similar to that of Shāh Mīrzā Ṣafavī and represents similar 

corporeal and sensory practices for the magician that draw close parallels from near-

contemporaneous examples from Qajar Iran.1100   

                                                        

1098 Sharīf. p. xxvi. 
 
1099 Sharīf. p. 218. 
 
1100 For a description of very similar examples in 1880s Iran, see Edward Granville Browne, A Year 
amongst the Persians: Impressions as to the Life, Character, and Thought of the People of Persia, Received 



 

 599 

In order to prepare for casting a spell, the magician must be ritually pure and 

perform ablutions before putting on fine clothes. He prepares his body for the ritual for 

forty days, during a period known as Chilla (from Persian chihil) by sleeping directly on 

the floor, restricting his associations, sleep, and other normal habits to a minimum. Here, 

we understand that the regime of corporeal and ascetic practices should help induce 

certain affectations in the mind of the magician. He should also remove himself from 

whatever town that he is in, because “outside a town there are no distractions.” 

Depending on the sort of divine names of God that the magician seeks power within— 

the “terrible” (jalālī) or the “amiable” (jamālī)—he is required to consume very specific 

types of foods and avoid others. The rituals should be calculated also according to 

specific stations of the moon and on certain days of the week. “He should always fast 

during the three preceding days and commence the recital of the names on the mourning 

of the fourth.”1101 

While this later example of Muslim ritual magic from the Deccan arrives to us 

from outside of a courtly setting, we still observe common examples of the rituals 

themselves that are constructed around the affective power of the threat useful within a 

local community or village context. Jaʿfar Sharīf continues the tradition of occult rituals 

used to catch thieves similar to the ones offered by Gīlānī or witnessed by Manucci: 
                                                        

 

during Twelve Month’s Residence in That Country in the Years 1887-8 (London: Adam and Charles Black, 
1893). pp. 148-9. 
 
1101 Sharīf, Islam in India, or the Qānūn-i-Islām, The Customs of the Musalmāns of India. p. 220. 
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Another method is the following: The thief-catcher, having arranged the room as 
before, places there two human skullcaps, one full of milk, the other of sherbet, 
makes an image of flour paste, puts a lamp on its head, lays flowers and fruit 
before it, and drives into the image as many wooden pegs as there are persons 
present. He pretends to go on praying, and as each person comes before im he 
draws out one of the pegs and hands it to him, telling him that the peg belonging 
to the thief will certainly increase in size. When the business is over he measures 
the pegs and often finds that the culprit, in order to save himself, has cut a piece 
off his peg.1102 
  

While the logic of the affective threat applies here, other sorts of charms are produced in 

different and intricate ways in order to meet the needs of someone who requires a 

solution to a problem of love, of fear, lethargy, or confusion. These occult rituals have 

essentially been already pre-programmed to suit different affective fields, which the 

practicing occultists would identify and seek to ameliorate in different ways. But the 

persecutorial magic, predicated upon the threat, continues to be a useful political tool for 

establishing communal order. 

The benefit of reading the regulations of ritual magic and the occult from Jaʿfar 

Sharīf in the longer tradition of the Deccan underscores the very different placement of 

essentially the same or very similar occult rituals. Although the rituals themselves are 

understood to contribute to different epistemic registers warded over by other authorities 

from unique philosophical schools and sectarian postures, their operational logic 

continues to rely upon cultivating intentional affective environments predicated around 

threats and their amelioration. For this reason, we should think more critically about the 

other sources of affective power bound up within different intellectual and religious 

                                                        

1102 Sharīf. pp. 274-5. 
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currents that have been monopolized by specific schools or epistemic paradigms that 

have then, in turn, been uncritically mapped by modern orientalists as indicative of only 

one way of being magical or occult in a Muslim context. 

 
Figure 37. Magical figures related by Jaʿfar Sharīf, pp. 221, 235. 

 

6.14 Conclusions 

The history of the occult sciences pursued by elites deepens our understanding of 

early-modern Shīʿism in ways that go beyond the stories told when we confine our 

analyses to so-called mainstream religious sciences and philosophy as dogmatic and 

purely propositional exercises. In this era, magic and occultism were, if anything, 

mainstream in their own right. This fact challenges the stance of modern scholars who 

have excised magic and the occult from standard definitions of religion, just as they have 

reified religion as a distinct and self-contained enterprise disaggregated from politics. 
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Early-modern Shīʿī scholars, like Gīlānī, who imagined tradition and ḥikmat working in 

unison used magic and occult sciences to produce affective states of being among 

governed populations in which theoretical and abstract knowledge was made efficacious. 

The artifice of occult sciences in practice intended towards achieving dominant states of 

political control that were not bound to the tenants of what many Muslims today consider 

permissive exoteric religious praxis. Through magic, Shīʿī tradition became realizable in 

the enchanted daily lives of these ḥakīms, their patrons, and their subject populations.  

As a phenomenal engagement with the ‘realm of the unseen’ that was affirmed in 

Muslim scriptures and Shīʿī traditions alike, Shīʿī occultism remained embedded within 

the logics of religious scripture, natural philosophy, political theology, and the devotional 

landscapes of early-modern Persianate world. While other historical Muslim actors may 

have undertaken practical occult sciences as part and parcel of another devotional stance, 

the figures and discourses analyzed above arrive from distinctly Imāmī Shīʿī authorities 

that do not anywhere endeavor to engage standard Sufi vocabulary around an organized 

order (ṭarīqat), or standard vocabularies of mystical understanding (maʿrifat), or 

annihilation of the self (fanā’). In all likelihood, Mīr Mu’min, Gīlānī, and Shāh Mīrzā 

Ṣafavī’s modes of occult praxis may have been intelligible within other gnostic circles. 

But, by not clumsily reducing their occult and magical proclivities to the thematics of 

‘mysticism’ or ‘esotericism’ as in the tradition of Henry Corbin, or even as ‘Sufism’ or 

‘ʿirfān’ as many modern Shīʿa may prefer to see it, we are able to approach Shīʿī 

naturalism as a robust and relatively adept way of interpreting the natural world and 

acting in ways that reify its divine order as well.  
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Finally, further studies about Muslim South Asia must reconsider the predominant 

focus on overt signs of dynastic or sectarian difference given that nominally Sunnī and 

Shīʿī states in the Deccan and north India patronized Shīʿī occult sciences and ritual 

magic for precisely the same purposes of political domination. If the same epistemic 

authorities and sciences endure across multiple political temporalities, we should produce 

historiography that accounts for shared pasts and cutural overlap in other areas.  
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Conclusions 

 

7.1 Introduction  

 

This dissertation has challenged a commonly held assumption about the 

authorization of elite Shīʿī Islam in the early-modern era. Traditional historiography, 

based on the exclusive experience of Shīʿī elites within Safavid Iran, presumed a binary 

relationship between ‘juridical’ and ‘gnostic’ scholarly currents, both of which were 

assumed to inhabit apolitical postures. The explanatory power of this framework breaks 

down within the under-explored manuscript archives of the Deccan Sultanates. Especially 

those texts authored and transmitted within the Quṭbshāhī Sultanate of Golkonda-

Hyderabad demonstrate that within its scholarly corridors, entire worlds come into view 

that offer counterpoints to the Safavid experience. Most notably, these archives suggest 

that arenas of juridical authority and legal inquiry did not overlap at the level of the royal 

courts. Instead, many rational and meta-rational discourses associated with the gnostic 

current are thoroughly represented within these spaces. The Deccan archives, therefore, 

force us to contextualize worldviews emerging out of Safavid Iran in ways that cannot be 

universalized or superimposed onto other socio-political contexts, despite similarities in 

sectarian identity and the networks extending across vast expanses of territory that 

connected these geographies. Instead, provincializing the Safavid experience in order to 

historicize the relationship between religion and political power in the Deccan allows us 

to see in clearer terms how early-modern Shīʿī elites, even those associated with the 
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gnosticly inclined camp, inhabited a clearly political posture while living out their 

religious lives.  

In the courts of the Deccan, Shīʿī scholars and particularly the ḥakīms negotiated 

the sovereignty of their rulers within rational and meta-rational discourses that drew upon 

the overtly religious tradition as well as earlier pre-Islamic teachings that had been 

synthesized into a universalizing worldview. By virtue of mediating the wisdom from 

these authorities to be put to use on behalf of the state and society, their ‘religion’ was 

political. The seemingly ‘inward’ philosophical discourses and related spiritual and 

occult practices of this community index congruencies with and not rejections of this 

political order.  

In order to see this clearly, we must stop thinking about these scholars in terms 

that seem familiar to us. While they have been presented in the eyes of Henry Corbin to 

be undertaking a grand Neoplatonic escape from the phenomenal world, these must be 

seen as claims made to bolster his own escape from a quintessentially modern world that 

he found detestable. In the same way, we should understand the correlating gnostic 

affinity for occult sciences and ritual magic to resist oversimplified interpretations by 

modern readers of these practices in historical contexts. They have been shown by the 

likes of James Frazer to connote an inability to understand natural processes. That 

modernist bias, aided and abetted by historians of science, misses the affective mark that 

signifies these sciences as overtly political tools used to negotiate and ritualize 

sovereignty.  
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We must see all of these gnostic elements as modes by which elites could 

continue to secure their futures in service to the outfits that granted them patronage while 

in turn theorizing a divine sort of politics that coaxed the Deccan kings—like Iranian and 

other Indo-Persianate rulers—to more closely align their sovereignty according to the 

rules governing the natural order of the world that had been revealed in Muslim scripture 

and affirmed by the Shīʿī Imams who were also understood to exemplify this political-

natural correspondence.  

Each of this dissertation’s three parts contribute to this argument by developing a 

cast of characters and elucidating certain dynamics that place religion, time and again, 

into political service. In the following section, I offer some brief summary reflections on 

these contributions towards this overall theme. I conclude that section with what I believe 

are ways forward for the academic study of Islam to move in new directions and seek out 

opportunities to interrogate related questions. Finally, I allow Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī to 

show us once more how his rational and gnostic tools of natural inquiry contributed to the 

political orders that he served as an agent of Muslim sovereignty.  

7.2 Reflections on the Political World of Shīʿī Naturalism 

As we saw in Part I of this dissertation, during the early to mid-10th/16th century, 

the entire upper echelon of the court of the Quṭbshāhī state, including the sultans and 

princes themselves, considered themselves devotees of the Niʿmatullāhiyya and other 

Sufi orders. The chancery documents do not lie. The claims made by Eaton, Speziale, 

Graham, Shakeb and many others about categorical Imāmī Shīʿī antipathy towards 

Sufism must therefore be seen as part of an enduring fiction that continues to caricaturize 
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both Shīʿī and Sufi identities alike. This bias within their scholarship arises from the 

continued scholarly practice of trafficking tropes in place of facts for the sake of 

contributing to convenient grand narratives, much like the wider charge against the 

inherent apolitical posture of Shīʿī gnosticism made by scholars working on Safavid Iran. 

Given that Ṣadr Jahān Ṭabasī’s authorship of the Quṭbshāhī founding myth interwove the 

vilāyat of the living Niʿmatullāhī Sufi saint with that of the Twelve Shīʿī Imams, there 

can be no genuine conversations about Quṭbshāhī Shīʿism at the level of the royal court 

as a historical phenomenon that do not also interpret this sectarian posture as a mode of 

being that accepted formulae of Sufi devotion and repentance that contributed equally to 

the political theology of the state.   

This network of politically adept Shīʿī-Sufi officers serving in the court also 

challenges the overdetermined narrative that the Safavids had put an end to all 

meaningful Sufi activity within their domains during their first century in power. The 

enduring trans-regional relationship between the living Niʿmatullāhī saint from Yazd and 

these courtiers based in Golkonda indicate that political favors were sought and extracted 

within this trans-regional devotional conduit. Men, monies, and political favors were 

traded in the name of maintaining those spiritual ties, which bound Imāmī and, evidently, 

Nizārī Ismāʿīlī figures into a common devotional network. The character of that spiritual 

relationship, which awarded overtly political advantages for all parties involved, re-

asserts the imbrication of political and religious life within these courtly settings. As the 

later part of that chapter indicated, the Quṭbshāhī attempts to ensure the maintenance of 

any ties to renew that bond, no matter how thin, were understood in terms of offering 
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overtly political benefits to aid their survival and maintain their sovereignty heading into 

the 11th/17th century when the Mughal threat was at its peak. 

Part II of the dissertation doubled down on the network-based perspective to show 

how a trans-national Shīʿī elite circulated across all of Iran, the Deccan, and neighboring 

states like Mughal India. By showing how overtly mobile the careers of elites were 

during this era, it affirmed the need to read across multiple archives in order to capture 

the full experience of scholarly and political livelihoods in which the same individuals 

had served as religious scholars, merchants, physicians, and political officers—

sometimes all at the same time—for different sovereigns of varying religious and 

sectarian stripes.  

Continuing to provincialize the Safavid imperial capitals as the only consequential 

sites of Shīʿī intellectual culture, these two chapters also showed how elites emerging 

from Kārkiyā’ī Gilan during the 10th/16th century had arrived into the Deccan as heirs to a 

centuries-long trans-regional connection forged between the seeming-fringes of northern 

Iran and southern South Asia. This inter-regional connection preceded the rise of the 

Safavids and Gilan’s mass conversion to Imāmī Shīʿism. Glimpsing into this period 

during the local conversion in Gilan from Zaydī to Imāmī Shīʿism during the 10th/16th 

century, we also came to understand how it was the community of ḥakīms, not the jurists, 

who had encouraged its local rulers to convert. Letters and histories indicate that it was 

the rational and occult sciences mastered by these ḥakīms that had ingratiated them and a 

pantheon of new Imams within the Kārkiyā’ī court. This fact would suggest that political 

elites saw some inherent advantages for their hold on power if they embraced the 
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emerging Imāmī Shīʿī hegemony. I believe their conversion was not strictly a maneuver 

to appease the Safavids, but it was an attempt to access a much broader host of 

sanctioned epistemic authorities from the vast Imāmī hagiographies that had long posited 

rational and occult scientific mastery for those who sought to realize the wisdom of their 

statements and live according to its ideals. In this light, the ḥakīms from Gilan—and to a 

certain extent, Shiraz— who are recorded in Persianate histories as having served as the 

‘court physicians’ in the Kārkiyā’ī, Safavid, Mughal, Quṭbshāhī, and all other Indo-

Persian states appear more so as agents of sovereignty as they negotiated the corporeal, 

metaphysical, and religious alignment of their kings through rational and occult sciences 

that had been vouchsafed by these Imams. 

These are the conditions in which we came to know more about the career of the 

ḥakīm al-mulk, the sovereign ḥakīm, Niẓām al-Dīn Aḥmad Gīlānī. In each of his many 

transnational homes, he inhabited political offices and wrote extensively about the 

wisdom of the Imams that guided his rational and gnostic inquiries into medical, 

philosophical, political, and ethical subjects. The palpable silence in his textual oeuvre 

regarding Islamic law speaks volumes about his ontological standing above and beyond 

the world of the jurists. He may even laugh at the idea put forward by Arjomand and 

Abisaab that there was any real or meaningful competition between the two camps as his 

poems describing the people of Gilan as “the celestial race of the earth” for their 

scientific perspicacity and his comments made in the majlis of Mahābat Khān ridiculing 

the Indian scholars who worked in Arabic, exegesis, and related subjects might suggest.  
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These cultural and scholarly orientations also help us to speculate about the type 

of community that Gīlānī cultivated at The Mountain of Light. We know that he taught a 

combination of ishrāqī-peripatetic philosophy and lectured on the canonical works of 

Avicennan-Galenic medicine to a community of ‘gnostics’ that included émigré Iranians 

like himself as well as members of the Zoroastrian-leaning “Yazdānī sect” as revealed in 

the poetry of Mubad Shāh. Mubad Shāh’s poetic verses that celebrate Gīlānī’s 

engagement with an unnamed Christian figure suggest that he was much more culturally 

open than his contemporaries serving in Safavid Isfahan during the 1650s at the outbreak 

of the cultural backlash against non-Muslim minorities and Sufis— that is, if we wanted 

to believe the Safavid historians tout court. As indicated in several places, Gīlānī appears 

much more the cultural norm than the exception for this era. And for this reason, I prefer 

to see his instruction at his school, like his engagement of Mubad Shāh, as part of his 

broader cultivation of a philosophically and gnosticly-inclined community according to 

the adage of Pierre Hadot—he undertook these subjects as a mode of study and a habitus 

‘as a way of life.’ Mastering abstract and practical knowledge while seeking divinity in 

essence involved sustained inquiry of the natural and human domains. Therefore, the 

Mountain of Light may have been an incubator in which Gīlānī developed these energies 

while he could gaze down upon Golkonda, Hyderabad, and the royal Quṭbshāhī tomb 

complex where he would eventually be buried next to his patrons to honor his overtly 

political service. 

Part III of the dissertation located Gīlānī within three currents that constituted 

early-modern Shīʿī naturalism. These chapters considered his hermeneutic stance towards 
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Shīʿī traditions, his practice of natural philosophical speculation in a courtly setting, and 

his practice of occult sciences authorized by historical and living Shīʿī authorities like 

Imam ʿAlī and Shaykh Bahā’ī. As we observed in the latter two chapters, Shīʿī traditions 

found their way into Gīlānī’s speculative naturalism and his occult scientific practices, 

affirming the universalizing stance of ḥakīms who did not bifurcate, or trifurcate, their 

religious lives. All segments worked together for ḥakīms managing the sovereignty of 

their patrons.  

These chapters also show how greater attention should be paid to consider how 

the Islamic discursive tradition was made to fit a host of practices that generally fall 

outside of modern scholarly discussions about religion. We have seen how the staging, 

theorization, performance, and ritualization of sovereign power occurred in ways that had 

little or nothing to do with the institutionalization of Shīʿī legalism, and everything to do 

with speculative naturalism and occultism. However, natural philosophy and occult 

sciences have, generally speaking, both been replaced by modern western science. 

Although our study has shown that they constituted important discursive and material-

cultural practices for locating religious meaning and value in the early-modern world, 

leaving these subjects as the fiefdom of historians of science would be a gross disservice 

to our profession as scholars of religion. We would be left without the means by which to 

think about how ḥadīth, akhbār, and legends told about the knowledge of pre-Islamic 

sages was put into practice as a mode of living in the world, in as rich detail, abiding by 

the scripture, and all in in spite of the artifice of jurisprudence that did not have a 
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monopoly over how Muslims should apply the guidelines from these scriptural sources of 

religious authority within their quotidian or exceptional scholarly lives.  

As we have seen, Gīlānī’s meta-rational practices of reflection and meditation that 

were aided and abetted by the corresponding tools of philosophical awe made synergistic 

connections between this tradition and his own enchanted life as a naturalist-occultist. In 

these chapters, we have culled only a handful of examples from each of these currents to 

illustrate these points, but the massive amount of unstudied manuscript material slowly 

decaying in libraries around the world insists that we add other practices to this short list 

in order to expand the purview of the study of Islam as an academic exercise that captures 

the felt, embodied, and affected qualities of that tradition. Chief among these subjects are 

astrology, talisman production, agronomy, zoology, and music. Despite modern and 

historical Muslim understandings of God’s necessary incorporeality and pure 

transcendence, the same Muslim voices championing that perspective have been shown 

to witness divinity through nature as a mimetic process. On the other hand, they have 

lionized the Imams who—as the legatees of the revelation—made this aspect of theology 

categorically unchallenged, but who also are understood to have authorized a variety of 

material-cultural practices that facilitated human access to divine wisdom. Did this not 

fly in the face of that pure transcendence touted by the same scholars?  

Working at the forefront of some of these questions in an entirely different 

context, Robert Orsi has pointed to the enduring over-caricaturization of doctrinaire 

Catholic and Protestant engagements with holy objects. In spite of the very rich histories 

of “conflicts over discrepant ways of being in the world” that have compelled rich studies 
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in these traditions,1103 the academic study of Islam has left many stones unturned that can 

help us think through the behaviors of Muslims that challenge the theological 

mainstreams of their own respective communities, or renegotiate the contours of those 

theological postures in interesting ways. In this light, I view the aforementioned under-

studied subfields of Muslim naturalism that ḥakīms like Gīlānī would have also studied 

and practiced as compelling avenues in which we can begin to ask the same questions of 

historical Muslim scholars who did more than theorize divinity in abstract terms.  

7.3 Heterologies of Shīʿī Naturalism 

As a capstone to this dissertation, we return to one more episode in the 

professional life of Niẓām al-Dīn Gīlānī from what appears to have been the period of his 

life serving in Mughal India in the company of the warlord, Mahābat Khān. The treatise 

in question falls within the genre of speculative naturalism that we discussed in Chapter 

5. As we saw in that chapter, this practice served as a therapeutic tool for locating the 

subject in a world comprised of intersecting bodies, agential forces, impressions, and 

sensorial cues. Above all, it sought to make meaning out of existence. Naturalist study 

and reflection also contributed to the formation of wider ecologies in which religious and 

rational meanings intersected in intimate material encounters.  

 Within these encounters, we saw how Gīlānī’s ontology was destabilized by 

wondering at the strangeness of the world, but his rational inquiry aided by other gnostic 

practices allowed him to resolve these destabilizing encounters. It has been our 

                                                        

1103 Robert A. Orsi, History and Presence (Harvard University Press, 2016). p. 26. 
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contention that these techniques contribute to realizing the sovereignty of Gīlānī’s 

patrons as well as his Imāmī Shīʿī scholarly peers in each of his diasporic homes by 

virtue of him turning that knowledge over into their hands, so that they may also find, in 

a sense, their place in the world. The treatise below stands as a more overtly political 

contribution to that tradition, but one in which the sovereignty of his patron and peers is 

realized by the heterological study of the temples of non-Muslim Indians.  

This treatise shows us how Gīlānī recalibrates his speculative naturalism for 

overtly political ends pertaining to his and his community’s being, or being-with, 

religious and cultural others. By being-with, I invoke what Jean-Luc Nancy has 

contended about the sovereign subject, which must only be conceived of as originating 

within the primordial relationship between the subject and object, as mitsein in the 

Heideggerian sense, that stands anterior to the development of notions of the pure and 

liberated liberal self.1104 In this sense, it reads as Gīlānī’s attempt to reconnect with other 

members of his enchanted reality who had initially seemed as disparate others. It is also a 

heterological reflection of Gīlānī as a culturally foreign Imāmī Shīʿī ḥakīm who finds 

new meaning in the Indian landscape among Muslims who are not like him, and among 

Indians who do not recognize his conception of divinity. This speculation is inherently 

heterological in the sense meant by George Bataille. He defines heterology as “the 

knowledge of what appears as completely other,” which can be understood to apply to 

                                                        

1104 Jean-Luc Nancy, Being Singular Plural, trans. Robert D. Richardson and Anne E. O’Byrne (Stanford, 
Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2000). 
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two distinct types directly related to a religious worldview. One ‘other’ is sacred, and the 

second ‘other’ is profane.1105  

As we read, the profanity of the non-Muslim Indians and the sacrality of the 

Indian Muslims destabilize Gīlānī’s worldview as bounded and set apart from either 

camp. By reflecting upon the disavowed and strange ritual practices of Indian Sufis, they 

appear to be undertaking the very same and familiar folkloric practices of villagers in his 

native Gilan who performed similar forms of worship under the boughs of magnificent 

trees. This signifies Gīlānī’s rational interrogation of the sacral other. On the other hand, 

his impression about the temples of Benares require a gnostic experience to epistemically 

break completely free from the dogmatic camp that would see these buildings as sites of 

corruption and false religion. This is a significant departure from what we had earlier 

mentioned in in Chapter 5 about the prevailing idea that the idols of Indian temples could 

exact malevolent punishments upon Muslims who gazed upon them. By forming a new 

attachment and appreciation for the temples Benares, Gīlānī must reconcile their 

existence within a complete and shared ontology that accounts for both him and his 

religious opponents. Between both of these destabilizations, Gīlānī arrives at a more 

complete understanding of and into a more secure way of being in the world for 

theorizing the ontological goodness present within all existence.  

Such a conclusion would be a powerful lesson to teach in the war camp of 

Mahābat Khān or in the Quṭbshāhī court to imply a very intentional political compromise 

                                                        

1105 Georges Bataille, “Definition of Heterology,” Theory, Culture & Society 35, no. 4–5 (2018): 29–40. 
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between the ruling Muslim elite and their non-Muslim subject populations.1106 Comments 

made at the end of the treatise are equally important cultural markers of difference. As 

Gīlānī chides his audience for being more interested in listening to stories about past 

sages like Plato or heroes like Kaykhusraw from Firdawsī Ṭūsī’s Book of Kings 

(Shāhnāmah), we see that Gīlānī has communicated to his audience that they should 

appreciate the lives and legends of the Indian Sufi saints who enjoy equal clout among a 

culturally foreign population. It would seem then that Gīlānī may have become more 

indigenized within the religious topography of India than we are initially led to believe 

because of his status as a foreigner.  

In this light, we can appreciate the antinomies that Gīlānī negotiates within his 

Treatise on the Absolute Goodness of the Buildings Located in India, Even the Temples of 

the Infidel Opponents, for the Existence of Everything is Good (Risāla fī khayriyya 

abniyya al-wāqiʿa fī al-Hind muṭlaqan ḥatá maʿābid al-mukhālifīn al-kāfirīn fa’inna 

wujūd kull shay’ khayrun ).1107The treatise affirms the principle of categorical ontological 

goodness, no matter the physical manifestations of evil, which are only accidents in 

appearance. The lengthy treatise begins with a consideration of the tombs of prophets, 

saints, and Imams, and Gīlānī reflects upon the fact that they are all only found in Arabia, 

Persia, Egypt, Iraq, and Syria— but not India. The initial discussion on the appearance of 
                                                        

1106 On the history and problem of respecting temples in Central and South Asia, see A. Azfar Moin, 
“Sovereign Violence: Temple Destruction in India and Shrine Desecration in Iran and Central Asia,” 
Comparative Studies in Society and History 57, no. 2 (2015): 467–96. 
 
1107 Tehran, Kitābkhāna-yi Malik, Ms. 1142/11, ff. 22a-26a.; In other works, Gīlānī makes a similar 
argument, that evil is only so only in accidental way and not in its essence. See, Gīlānī, Majmūʿa-yi ḥakīm 
al-mulk. APOML, Ms. Ṭibb-i Yūnānī 306, p. 300. 
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tombs under domed cupolas (qibāb) is meant to initiate the reader into the discussion 

from a position of uncertainty in order to cast doubt about the absolute validity of his 

opening statement from which he began to argue his point. Although not a dialogue, it 

appears to have been developed with attention to following the contours of standard 

disputation, indicating that it was meant to be read and discussed within an intellectual 

salon. 

Thus, domes that were built [in India] for sayyids, grandees, shaykhs, nobles, 
renunciants, ascetics, courtiers, and graves of kings and princes, even if they were 
not virtuous and honorable. Then, matching those graves and similar to those 
domes arose the reason for arranging and attracting the hearts and minds of the 
masses of Muslims, since they eagerly await the saints’ spiritual wedding 
ceremonies (ʿurs) and bring visitors from distant lands, obediently and willingly, 
performing devotions just like circumambulating the Kaʿba and visiting them to 
behold the prophets and Imams without any relationship or physical resemblance 
to those other spaces. Then, these tombs became institutions of relics (āthār) of 
legs, feet, and hands, etched and carved in the storehouse1108 set up within the 
gravesites just like the other places described earlier among the [other] religious 
and beneficent sites [of the Middle East] compelling the preservation of the 
etiquette (ādāb) of Islam. If obedience, worship, piety, and good works and 
guarding against evil and corruption and decay in these lands, just like the 
religious stations and blessed sites that are located in those [aforementioned] 
countries, then the righteous deeds of some, if they are not known among us, the 
effects of their good works guide the sound opinion of those individuals and they 
are not to be voided.  
 
Then, we say from here that the tombs of Dā’a Malik, and the grave of Shāh 
Madār, and that of Sālār Masʿūd, and the dome of Shakar Ganj1109 and the other 

                                                        

1108 The term used is Dār al-ḥajar, and I am not aware of this being the proper name for a specific shrine. 
In the context, he seems to be speaking generally of practices that unfold in different devotional sites.; 
Recall that Mahābat Khān was buried in the shrine built around one such votive object said to be the 
footprint of Muḥammad that was brought to Delhi that became known as the Dargāh qadam-i sharīf. 
Welch, “The Shrine of the Holy Footprint in Delhi.” 
 
1109 These names refer to Sufi saints buried in various sites around north India. Sayyid Bahā’ al-Dīn Shāh 
Madār (d. 1433), and Arab, emigrated from Syria to India and founded the Madāriyya Sufi order. His tomb 
is in Makanpur, a town in the Gangetic Plain to the west of Lucknow. Ghāzī Sayyid Salār Masʿūd (d. 
1034), being the legendary warrior-saint buried in Bahraich celebrated for spreading Islam into India 
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domes of Delhi, Ajmer, Gujarat, the Deccan, and the rest of the country are just 
like the Āzād trees and the thick boxwood trees that are found in Gilan1110 where 
its people go to light lamps underneath them and turn them into shrines and 
prostrate to deities beneath them and seek out solutions to their needs. Thus, 
stories of these affairs may be found in all countries. The place of religious work, 
or the shrine of pilgrimage for the masses, its visits are good deeds for 
understanding salvation, and are not destructive according to what the ignorant, 
shallow-minded, laborers think about it, for realizing their desires and having 
their needs met, because of spiritual exercises, acts of devotion, religious works, 
acts of charity, and congregating their souls in attention and raising their voices to 
the Judge of Wants [i.e. God].  
 
From here, it may be said that these attributes may also apply to the temples of the 
Indians, Jews, Christians, and Zoroastrians (majūs). Thus, their temples must be 
places of good works, sites of pilgrimage and spiritual exercises, acts of devotion, 
and acts of charity from which issued forth good deeds and acts of liberation from 
destruction. Despite them being among the destructive peoples according to 
convention. 
 
So, we say that their houses for idols, churches, and temples—with regards to 
them being places of their worship guiding them in religious observation, 
remembering God, preventing them from temptation, foolishness, and 
corruption—are good buildings like our mosques and our places of worship. They 
are obedient and humble within them, and they summon God in order to attain 
their wishes, heal diseases, and seek his forgiveness from absolution of sin, and 
accept the restraint of limits on their masters and leaders, and are called to 
account for the determinations of their law. But they say that they do not worship 
idols or the messiah, rather they worship God, divinely, singularly. And all of 
them are among the priests, monks, and the Brahmins who have convened 
camaraderie (ṣuḥba) between us and them. They say likewise, and according to 
this appreciation, the leaders (abṭāl) of these religions do not violate any trouble. 
They say that the forms that are their carvings and sculptures, how, can they 

                                                        

 

through military conquest. The third, Shakar Ganj, refers to Farīd al-Dīn Masʿūd Ganj-i Shakar (d. 1266), 
Chisthtī saint advisor to the sultans of Delhi whose tomb stands in Pakpattan in Pakistani Pujab. I cannot 
locate a mention of Dā’a Malik, but he may intend a one of the dāʿīs of the Dawūdī Buhra sect. 
 
1110 Whether the relationship is mimetic, species of Siberian elms and other large-trunked trees came to be 
associated with the Imams, such that cutting them down was seen as sacrilegious. On this, see Christian 
Bromberger, “GILAN Xvi. FOLKLORE,” in Encyclopaedia Iranica (Online, 2011), 
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/gilan-folklore. 
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worship them?  They place them in their places of worship because if they look at 
them, they remember the Fashioner of Truth and the Creator of all, and that which 
is worshiped completely […] 
 
Thus, it is not difficult to attain their desires, as they meet their needs repeatedly, 
abundantly, and among every people. So, these buildings in this way are good. 
Especially with relation to them, rather to the people of Islam also. For the Indians 
observing the temple of Banaras and Mathura are not oppressors, because 
oppression is repugnant rationally and religiously according to all religions and 
peoples. And they all claim resurrection and believe that whoever dies around 
Benares within thirty-five farsakhs will enter heaven and will return another time, 
worshipping as a renunciant.  
 
Although the temple of Banaras does not resemble the abode of Mecca to them, I 
saw in my dream one night in Banaras, that I entered into and visited the Kaʿba. 
When I awoke, the sun rose and our transit happened to arrive without any action 
or intention to [take us to] that temple. Then I looked at it, and I remebered the 
Kaʿba, so I said that my dream that I saw this night had been fulfilled. My 
companions were astonished (taʿajjub rufaqā’ī) by this statement, and decided 
according to the science of ḥikma (ʿilm al-ḥikma) that evil was not found by this 
demonstration to be mixed with the abundant goodness [that was in this temple]. 
For the ḥukamā’ have said, existence of everything is beneficent, and any 
observed action is from the Necessary Existent (wājib al-wujūd). Thus, the 
existence of the infidel is good, but his infidelity is a necessary evil for his 
existence. For the source of abundant goodness and a little evil is [the status of] 
infidelity. So, according to this convention also, the aforementioned buildings and 
the idols were not evil, rather all are good. But the view of polytheism and the 
lack of religious law according to [the statements of the] prophets stipulates only 
some evil. And [this is] the view of God who is the salvation of the world and the 
Arranger of All according to the most perfect possibility. For the aforementioned 
buildings, there is a great reward in that since the churches, temples, houses of 
idols, fire temples, mosques, and domed copulas, all of them together, 
momentously, prevent the faction who believe [the opposite] and fortify 
oppression, strife, and corruption [in the world]. And it is noticed by the Creator 
of Truth. Thus, each one of [the temples] is beneficent according to God’s 
believers, and [they are] evil according to God’s opponents, but each one of them 
is beneficent according to the universal order and is ranked according to it in 
much goodness, according to what is not unknown [among us]. 
 
I had composed this treatise on clarifying the modality of the existence of evil in 
the world and it struck me that the reputation of some people and their tombs and 
domes, and the notoriety of their goodness, beauty, and perfection among the 
kings, the princes, the litterateurs, the ḥakīms, the shaykhs, the miserly, the people 
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of love and madness, possessors of fine taste, those of beauty and perfection and 
the rest of the masters of the arts: Why from among the heroes of past nations and 
their successors—like the traditions of Plato, Kaykhusraw, Shīrīn, Laylá and 
Majnūn—but Shāh Madār, and Dā’ al-Malik, and Sālār Masʿūd, although the best 
among [those people] in beauty, and the most noble of them in spiritual insight, 
qualities, and great honor does not know any of the names of these saints? Even 
the reputations and their affairs until now [remain unknown despite] according to 
how the poets have praised them and how a great multitude have sought their 
intentions from within their tombs because of their felt hardships, and how artists 
have given them form, and how kings and princes have seen them and recite 
stories about their lives until judgment day arrives. And the reason for that is 
either because of the specificity of the rank of those people in instruction 
according to their life or death or according to building the dome and similar 
structures, or their relation to the Light of Lights, which is the domain of secrets. 
And from it, the essence and qualities endure, and by it is respect for the meek 
and the grand. It is right to say and recite: All is from God, and by the sense of the 
breath of the soul, and God is all-knowing of goodness and divine secrets. 
 
In his other related works, Gīlānī demonstrates that he had, at other times, 

presented himself as a defender against the cosmological excesses of Indians. At other 

times, he seemed to be something of a religious relativist who viewed the vast and subtle 

differences in religious orientation arising at the atomic level according to universal rules 

that were not governed by the choices that people make. In the first instance, we see that 

he wrote a work to refute the postmortem transmigration of souls (tanāsukh).1111 The 

Treatise on the Benefits of Death (Risāla fī manāfiʿ al-mawt), which was presented to 

ʿAbdullāh Quṭbshāh and other members of his court may have been directly challenging 

the position of other Indian courtiers who had promoted these cosmologies. His 

justification for refuting this position related directly to the political management of 

society, which he understood was orchestrated in light of belief in God and divine 

                                                        

1111See, Gīlānī, Rasāʼil-i Falsafī. 111-120. 
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judgement. Should the state follow the model of the Indians, society would break down. 

As he writes, “fear of death is obligatory (vājib), which means the fear of God. And it has 

many benefits, especially occasioning repentance (tawba), seeking forgiveness (inābat), 

desiring refuge in God, occupation with obedience and acts of worship and good works 

[…] resisting malicious acts, unworthy behaviors, and avoidance of strife and decay, 

which are the cornerstones of ordering a complete political system (intiẓām-i niẓām-i 

jumlī).”1112  These tenants not only reveal the direct relationship between a sound 

cosmology and a sound political theology, but they echo the same claims made by Ṣadr 

Jahān Ṭabasī who had insisted a century earlier that the Quṭbshāhī courtiers maintain 

their adherence to pious repentant behavior in the tradition of recent and mythic heros.  

This position must also be balanced against a second treatise of Gīlānī’s that 

attributes religious difference between communities as well as between individual 

members of the same religions as part of the natural order on the level of no two 

members of any species being exactly the same.1113 Gīlānī tells his reader that he had 

contemplated the difference in religions (ikhtilāf al-madhāhib), and based on the 

admixtures of temperaments, faculties, constitutions, defects, and other physical and 

corporeal factors, he concluded that no two individuals can possess the exact same 

creedal beliefs (iʿtiqādāt).1114 Despite these differences, people of the wrong religion are 

                                                        

1112 Gīlānī, Rasāʼil-i Falsafī. p. 117. 
 
1113 Gīlānī, Majmūʿa-yi ḥakīm al-mulk. Ms. Ṭibb-i Yūnānī 306, pp. 322-5. 
 
1114 Gīlānī, Majmūʿa-yi ḥakīm al-mulk. Ms. Ṭibb-i Yūnānī 306, p. 323. 
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still the physical manifestations of God’s divine theophany, and they cannot be 

considered to embody evil in essence.   

7.4 Conclusions 

Given that all of these treatises continued to be transcribed within Gīlānī’s 

encyclopedic collections, we know that they were read in Quṭbshāhī Hyderabad, Safavid 

Iran, and the other interstices in between where Shīʿī naturalism found a home. Recalling 

the overwhelmingly negative stereotypes mentioned in this dissertation’s Introduction 

about western depictions of Shīʿī hierocrats that have endured since the Safavid era, 

Gīlānī’s heterological reflections on his religious and cultural others when read against 

his guarded admonishments of his patrons to reject an unsound cosmology show us how 

political postures were at the forefront of his mind when thinking through questions of 

ontology and being-with others. In its essence, Shīʿī naturalism was political.  

Our intervention serves as an antidote towards reforming our many 

misconceptions about the early-modern era more generally that resists conforming to 

convenient narratives made about political and sectarian alignment in Iran and South 

Asia. As a guide through the structural blind spots created by archival and historiographic 

fragmentation, Gīlānī has also shown to us how many formerly separate and seemingly-

isolated intellectual communities can be woven together into a contiguous intellectual 

and religious terrain. We should therefore more closely attend to the numerous regional 

sites within Iran and the foreign homes of the Deccan in which scholars fashioned Shīʿī 

early-modernity. 
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