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Preface


This last volume of The Heritage of Sufism is devoted to the examination and celebration of the artistic, literary and mystical culture and the intellectual life of Safavid Iran and Mughal India in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and the first half of the eighteenth century. Containing essays by some twenty-four specialists and scholars, many of international repute, it features a worldwide roster of contributors of diverse provenance, hailing from Iran, Europe and the United States.


Although during the three centuries under review here, the cultural forms associated with the Persian language, notably in poetry, culminated in the charming – if convoluted – ‘Indian style’, generating what has been appropriately called by Marshall Hodgson a “Persianate flowering”,1 the greatness of the epoch still remains concealed under its baroque extravagance and ornateness. However, as all the chapters below illustrate, throughout these developments, whether in the spheres of literature, politics, philosophy or art, Sufi mysticism played a central role. Although in Safavid Iran (1501–1722) most of the Sufi orders were ruthlessly suppressed, in the subcontinent the situation was quite the opposite. Here, under the Mughals (c. 1526–1720), Islamic religious culture was largely dominated and influenced by the presence of Sufi orders of Persian origin, Persian being the dominant literary medium among the Indian Sufis.


Sufi teachings did continue to flourish, despite the suppression of the orders in Safavid Iran, in the notable form of the famous school of Illuminationists in Iṣfahān, which has been compared in certain respects with the Cambridge Platonists of England who were its contemporaries. This remarkable philosophical school, which combined Peripatetic, kalām theology and Illuminationist theosophy with the mystical Sufism of Ibn ‘Arabī to form a kind of humanistically universal Islamic philosophy, is given ample treatment in the first three chapters of this book. In Mughal India during this period, Ibn ‘Arabī’s theories of the ‘Unity of Being’ took root, leading many mystics to seek points of correspondence between Sufi thought and the Vedanta system of Hindu philosophy.2 Some Sufis wrote tracts on Yogic practices and many of the Sanskrit mystical classics in this field were translated into Persian (and thence into many European languages) during this period. William Chittick, Muhammad Juzi and Carl Ernst examine these themes in their contributions.


The great diplomatic and cultural unity which existed between the Ottoman, Safavid and Mughal empires during this period is reflected in our concentration on the religious and literary culture and history of Indian and Persian Sufism. “All the [three great] Muslim powers of the time formed a single far-flung diplomatic world”, Marshall Hodgson points out, “though all the ruling families were Turkic, the language of diplomacy, of course, was Persian. … This world was a diplomatic unity because it remained, despite the tendency of each empire to develop a distinctive regional culture centred on the court, a cultural unity. In this unity, the Safavī empire doubtless held the central place; but India was close behind as a focus of cultural influence”.3 If the focus on Persianate Sufi literature and thought in India and Persia in this volume has not encompassed Ottoman culture and society in which the great international Sufi orders “set the official tone of religion”,4 it does not, thereby, necessarily exclude it. It was inevitable that some limit had to be imposed on the volume’s coverage; and it can be argued that because the varieties of social intercourse and cultural exchange between Persia under Safavid and India under Mughal rule were more continuous, and the antagonism in political relations and the opposition caused by the sectarian differences between Mughal India and Safavid Iran less severe than those that obtained between zealously Shī‘ite Iran and staunchly Sunni Ottoman Turkey, it was reasonable to have excluded coverage of the ‘Persianate’ Sufi cultural traditions which played a “dominant”5 role in Ottoman Turkey from this volume (unlike volume II of The Heritage of Sufism whose chronological framework, covering very different political conditions, did embrace Ottoman Anatolia).


In this volume, a host of issues are discussed, under seven headings, ranging from the ethereal metaphystics of Ishrāqī and Akbarian theosophy and patterns of Sufi contemplative disciplines, to the heretofore unexplored relationship of Sufism to sectarian movements (such as the Ismī‘īliyya and Rawshaniyya), and the strife of clerics with mystics. Most of the essays furnish extended discussions of both the philosophical/literary and the hagiographical/historical contexts of Sufism, embracing mundane matters such as the historiography of Sufi histories and the impact of political circumstances on dervish institutions and society in India and Persia, as well as sublime and sophisticated esoteric issues. The latter include the significance of mystical diagrams in Indian Sufism, poetic symbolism in both the ‘high classical’ and the ‘popular vernacular’ Sufi Persianate literary traditions, and the fascinating blend of Platonic theosophy with Peripatetic ontology and metaphysics, capped by the quintessentially Islamic development of a dynamic unitarian doctrine.


In his foreword, Dr Nurbakhsh reminds us, with some fascinating quotations, of the classics and the classical period of early Sufism, which should always remain the focal concern of students of Sufism. This early classical period – to which the first volume of The Heritage of Sufism was devoted – is certainly always the fons et origo of all later manifestations of Sufism. His emphasis is thus especially appropriate in light of the fallacious tendency among many Islamieists to consider the medieval period of Islamic history, including the metahistory of its spirituality, to be an embarassing prelude to our modern ‘progressive’ age.


Furthermore, the sense of decline, loss and disappearance of spirituality stressed by Dr Nurbakhsh at the end of his foreword is one of the eternal topoi of Persianate Sufi spirituality dealt with by several contributors to this volume. Although the twelfth- and thirteenth-century revival of Sufism,6 to which volume II of the present collection was devoted, no doubt constitutes the cultural zenith of Persian Sufism, the decline of Sufism has been lamented ever since its origin. A millennium ago, this sentiment was echoed by Abū’l-Hasan Pūshangī, who wryly quipped: “Why today it [Sufism] is but a name with no underlying reality apparent. At one time, it was a reality, but without a name.”7 “In the first century following the death of the Prophet,” Abū Muḥammad Jurayrī (d. 311/923) observed:


spiritual conduct (mu ‘amalat) was based on religiousness (dīn). When the adepts of that century passed away, religion became decadent, so in the second century they based their spiritual practice on fidelity (wafā). As they passed on, fidelity perished with them. In the third century, they based their spiritual practice on chivalric humaneness (muruwwat), but after they passed away, neither chivalry or humaneness were left! They based their spiritual conduct on pious modesty (ḥiyā) during the following century, but when they perished, all modest piety disappeared with them! So now, everyone must conduct themselves in utter fear (rahbai)8


The centuries pass but the same cry of regret remains – intensified perhaps. We hear Jurayrī’s lament echoed in Mongol Persia by the Kubrawī Shaykh Nūr al-Dīn Isfarayīnī (639/1242–717/1317):


Today, it is impossible to find any masters of the Way (arbāb-i ṭarīqai). Even if one finds, off in the suburbs, one of them, he too is worthless! Alas! A thousand times over – alas! The birds of this flock have quit the meadow; before the darkening tenebrity of their novices (mubtadi‘ān), they have withdrawn and lowered their crowns under domes of divine jealousy…. Yes, this is again the same thing which my Lord and Master, Shaykh Majd al-Dīn Baghāaī9 – may God bless his dear spirit, and may the dust of my flesh be offering for his spilled blood! – spoke when he said, ‘Soon this group [the Sufis] will be as rare as the philosopher’s stone, and they will vanish from all corners of the world, and even if off in some distant province, a master be found, he would be considered of less value than earth [in mens’ eyes].’ Yes, my friend, one must deplore this age, that men can live as they do. Alas! Those masters who once shielded their disciples have taken away the shield; and even if one finds among their successors, however rarely, a follower of the Path according to tradition (sunna), adhering to the rule of his predecessors, on retiring he finds himself confronted by a host of adversaries. However, if a beginner, whether in the past or present, takes one step in proposing some heretical innovation (bid‘at), he immediately gains himself a thousand disciples and lovers!10


This same lament reverberates throughout the whole Safavid threnody of Sufism. Ibn Karbalā’ī (writing in 975/1567), in the course of a description of the dilapidated condition of a certain Sufi’s khānaqāh in Tabrīz, bemoaned the fact that “there are no dervishes there – rather, nowhere are there any dervishes to be found [today] – this age is under the aegis of the divine Name ‘the Inward’ (al-bāṭin)”.”11 A dirge chanted in fortissimo tones over the decline in spiritual standards resounds during the last half of the Safavid mullocracy from within the tomes of Mullā Ṣadrā and the poems and tracts of Fayḍ Kāshānī (d. 1091/1680), key members of what S.H. Nasr describes in his introduction as the “school of Iṣfahān”.12 These Safavid theosophists vented their righteous fury at certain corrupt groups of Sufis who:


have drunk the cup of pride from Satan’s hand, and in following their sensual appetites and passions, contented themselves with a few idle cries and exclamations. Those who actually worship God among this group are few and far between. Few are those who find the path to Him, and yet – one must still irrigate a thousand thorns for the sake of a single rose.


Oftentimes in beggars’ rags one finds enlightened men;


Draped in felt and sackcloth are hid the men of heart.


Amid the dervish crowd, one man alone is meant


But don’t scorn the rest – that they’re ignorant.13


And with the fall of the Safavid dynasty in 1722, the topos of the ‘decline of Sufism’ is commemorated in the Dhahabī master Nayrīzī’s celebrated Arabic poem Faṣl al-khiṭāb, written circa 1720–30, attacking the corruption of the Safavid clerical establishment, cataloguing in detail the persecution endured by the Sufis and the destruction of their khānaqāhs at the hands of the mullās. “In every province of the entire country of Iran,” we read in one verse, “all cloisters, all khānaqāhs of the dervishes (ahl al-faqr) lie destroyed.’14 The decadence of the times is bemoaned right down to early modern times. Writing in the early 1840s, we hear the renowned Ni‘matu’llāhī master Zayn al-‘Ābidīn Shirvānī (Mast ‘AIī Shāh) replicating Nayrīzī’s lament in prose, in complaining that “in the whole land of Iran there is neither abode nor site where a dervish can lay his head … In the rest of the inhabited quarters of the world, among all its different races and peoples, hospitals for the sick and khānaqāhs for the dervishes are built – except in Iran, where there is neither khānaqāh nor hospital!”15


Likewise, the topos of the “decline of Sufism” is also present in both Western orientalist writings and Persianate Sufi literature composed in India during the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries.16 In its Indian context, dealing with the spiritual and contemplative dimension of the subject, Marcia Hermansen and Carl Ernst examine this ‘paradigm of decline’ in their essays, while Andrew Newman and Leonard Lewisohn adumbrate this topos as it interpenetrates political, theological and literary debates in Persia.


In his introduction, S.H. Nasr underlines the difficulty of exploring the mysticism of the Safavid period, owing to the special political conditions of the period, and proposes that Sufi spirituality of Safavid times be partially understood as a kind of intellectual esotericism, partaking of the amorphous pre-ḥarīqa form of Islamic mysticism found prior to the twelfth century. His essay is devoted to the Safavid ‘school of Iṣfahān’ (a term he coined with Henry Corbin in the 1960s), its unique synthesis of philosophy with speculative Sufism; he places this school at the heart of the intellectual life of Iran and India.


David Morgan opens part II with what he hopes will be a provocative article rethinking the conversion of the Safavids to Shī‘ism and the nature of Shāh Ismā‘īl I’s religious commitment. This is followed by Farhang Jahanpour’s wide-ranging essay charting Western encounters with Persian Sufi literature. Jahanpour gives a compact historical overview of the subject, and a valuable account of many of the various correspondences and contacts between early Western orientalism and Persian Sufism. Examining the entire late classical period from the founding of the Sir Thomas Adams Chair of Arabic at Cambridge in 1632 through the pioneering translation works of orientalists such as Sir William Jones, the travel accounts of Jean Chardin, down to Ralph Waldo Emerson and the English Romantic poets, Jahanpour delineates the various cultural channels through which “Sufism has already made its presence felt in the spiritual and intellectual life of the West”.


Part III, devoted to Sufism in Safavid Persia (1501–1722), is opened by Leonard Lewisohn’s long essay on the place of Sufism in the thought of two of the foremost theosophists of the school of Iṣfahān: ‘Abd al-Razzāq Lāhījī and Fayḍ-i Kāshānā. Focusing on the political underpinnings of the Safavid theocracy which arose “in the milieu of Sufism and of extremism”,17 this essay takes a fresh look at the historical conflict between legalitarian clericalism and antinominian mysticism in Islamic culture, viewing it as an archetypal struggle between Eros and Nomos, tolerance and fundamentalism, charismatic inspirationalism and religious formalism: the same battle still being fought out in the political theatres of most modern Islamic countries. The next two essays trace the Ni‘matu’llāhī Order’s legacy in Safavid Iran: Terry Graham provides the most substantial and comprehensive history available of this order in post-Tīmūrid Iran and India, and Sholeh Quinn furnishes not only an excellent introduction to the historiography of Safavid chronicles, but an original survey of Ni‘matu’llāhī-Safavid family connections according to the primary sources.


Andrew Newman’s essay, tracing the successive waves of anti-Sufi polemic in Safavid Iran and concentrating on the issue of singing (ghinā’) in the clerical assault on Sufi practices, concludes part III. Typical of the clerical viewpoint was the ascription of extreme behaviour, aberrant behaviour – and even derogatory names – to Sufi groups. The mullās’ intention in their battle with Sufism was to destroy the venues of samā‘, thus eradicating the centres where the Sufis’ passion for poetry – the supreme imaginative enterprise of the Persian psyche – was enacted, entertained and sustained. The polemics of these puritan clerics against mystical song and dance, so meticulously annotated in this contribution, demonstrate not only the depths of Shī‘ite Pharisaical legalism, but exhibit the passion and paranoia of the lost world of religious war and struggle which characterizes the period.


Part IV, which is devoted to ‘Sufism and Ishrāqī and Akbarian philosophy’, opens with Ian Netton’s study of the contribution of Mīr Dāmād to the philosophy of time in Islamic thought in Safavid Persia, pointing out the many parallels between Dāmād’s life and thought and that of Shihāb al-Dīn Suhrawardī. William Chittick follows with an essay on the metaphysical teachings of Maḥmūd Khwush-Dahān (d. 1026/1617), a little-known Chishtī master. “One of the major reasons for the fact that most Sufi writing of India has remained unstudied”, Chittick notes, “is that modern scholars have focused on social and political history and have had little interest in the goals and intentions of the Sufi authors themselves.” In regard to Khwush-Dahān, Chittick rectifies this omission by giving the first systematic exposition of the doctrines contained in his seminal text Ma ‘rifat al-sulūk (The True Knowledge of Wayfaring). Muhammad Reza Juzi concludes the chapter with an exploration of the relationship of the foremost Safavid-period philosopher Mullā Ṣadrā (d. 1050/1640) to the thought of Ibn ‘Arabī, convincingly arguing that “the whole body of Mullā Sadrā’s transcendental theosophy functions as the rational structure and logical articulation of Ibn ‘Arabī’s teaching”.


Part V: “Esoteric Movements and Contemplative Disciplines”, features four contributions. Farhad Daftary, in his “Sufi-Ismā‘īlī Relations in Early Post-Alamūt and Safavid Persia”, discusses the complex interrelationship and interaction between Shī‘ism, Sufism and Ismā‘īlism down to the end of the Safavid period. He points out that after 868/1463, when Mustanṣir bi’llāh, the thirty-second Ismā‘īlī Imām succeeded to the imamate, it became customary for the Nizārī Ismī’īlī Imāms to adopt Sufi names, adding terms such as Shāh and ‘Alī to their names like Sufi masters, appearing as one Sufi order among others. Later on, during the Safavid period in Persia and under the Mughals in India, the Ismā‘īlīs often observed taqiyya in the form of Twelver Shī‘ism. Daftary’s sectarian concerns are critically addressed in the Afghan context by Sergei Andreyev, who offers us the most comprehensive introduction available to the history and doctrine of the Rawshaniyya in his “The Rawshaniyya: A Millenarian Sufi Movement in the Mughal Tribal Periphery”. This includes a comprehensive socio-biographical study of Bāyazīd Anṣārī (c. 927 or 931/1521 or 1552–1572 or 1575–980 or 983), the founder of this important proto-Sufi sect.


Re-examining the so-called ‘decline of Sufism’debate, Marcia Hermansen, in “Contemplating Sacred History in Late Mughal Sufism: The Case of Shāh Walī Allāh”, explores the various notions of the ‘decline’ proposed by Western scholars (Trimingham, Meier, Lapidus, etc.), noting that while “the model of decline, so facilely applied to this period after the fact and in consonance with an overriding narrative of Muslim stagnation and European rise”, has been favoured by European scholars of Persianate Sufism, it was seldom in favour among Sufis themselves, who viewed their history in ‘a developmentally progressive way’. Noting that the eighteenth century “is considered ‘baroque’ in the sense of a flowering and confluence of a number of intellectual styles, but also the last gasp before the decline into popularization and saint cults”, she concludes that Sufis such as Shāh Walī Allāh understood “the development of the Sufi tradition in the light of a broader framework of ‘Perfection history’,” rather than decline. Following Hermansen, Carl Ernst, in “Chishtī Meditation Practices of the Late Mughal Period” criticizes what he calls the “the ‘golden age’ syndrome” favoured by orientalists, observing that:


The ‘classicism and decline’ model has long since exercised a fascination over students of Islamic culture. It is especially odd to notice that the ‘decline’ of Islamic civilization has been an unquestioned axiom accepted until recently by most orientalists, secular modernists and fundamentalists, but for different reasons. In all these cases, the colonization of much of the Muslim world and the consequent loss of political power by Muslims were interpreted moralistically as the judgement of either history or God upon a civilization that had become inadequate. The notion of the decline of Muslim nations was especially attractive to the self-image of Europeans in the colonial period, since it provided a noble justification for conquest and empire on the basis of the ‘civilizing mission’ of the West (also known as ‘the white man’s burden’). If, however, we do not intend to support any of these agendas, then the notion of ‘classicism and decline’ is distinctly unhelpful in the study of a tradition such as Sufism.


Part VI, “Persianate Sufism in India, Central Asia and China”, geographically speaking, contains the most wide-ranging contributions in the book, with essays devoted to Indian, Chinese and Central Asian Sufism. Opening the chapter, M.Z.A. Shakeb traces the political and socio-cultural history of Sufism in the Deccan from the early fifteenth to the late seventeenth century, highlighting the relations between Sunnism and Shī‘ism. Despite the fact that “it was against a background of clerical intimidation and Shī‘ite fanaticism that the Sufis of the Deccan had to carry on their mission,” Shakeb reveals that the Sufis “generally kept aloof from the polemical debates raging in the Shī‘ite literature of the period, whether it was produced in Iran or the Deccan.” His essay illustrates the central role played by the Sufis in maintaining social stability in Indian society and their furtherance of the spirit of Islam together with respect for other faiths. Sachiko Murata presents the key study of Sufism in medieval China (the first such study, in fact, available in any language); pointing out that “only four Islamic books are known for certain to have been rendered into Chinese before the present century, and all are well-known Persian Sufi texts”, she proceeds to examine the significance of these texts for the history of Chinese Islam.


In the final essay of Part VI Devin DeWeese examines the remarkable vitality and dynamism of Central Asian Sufism during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, concentrating on ‘Ālim Shaykh of ‘Alīyābād, the dominant figure in the Yasavī order. While the Yasavī Sufis left their most substantial literary legacy almost entirely in Persian, their order being centred in traditionally Persophone regions of Central Asia, neither the history of the order nor its literary and hagiographical legacy during this period has received much scholarly attention. His study concludes that “the lesson learned from a closer study of the Yasavī tradition during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is precisely the indivisible coherence of Central Asian civilization”.


Annemarie Schimmel’s study, “The Vernacular Tradition in Persianate Sufi Poetry”, underlining the central importance of the Persianate Sufi tradition and Indian Sufi saints in Indian culture, inaugurates the final section of the book, which is devoted entirely to literary themes. She reveals the profound impact of such Sufi poets as Qaḍī Qādan (d. 1551), Sulṭān Bāhū (d. 1691), Shāh ‘Abd al-Laṭīf (1689–1752) and Bullhē Shāh (d. 1754) on the development of literatures in the regional languages of India. Christopher Shackle follows her literary emphasis but with a slightly different flavour, covering the ‘high literary’ ground of Indo-Persianate belles-lettres in his essay on the Narang-i ‘ishq (1685) of Ghanīmat Kunjāhī. Endeavouring to disentangle the relationships between Sufism and Sufi poetry and poetry which uses Sufi imagery, he concentrates on the Qadiriyya in the Punjab in Mughal times, highlighting the role of this order in the development of Sufi poetry written in Persian and successfully grappling with the Indian context of this poetry in which the distinction between ‘Persian’ and ‘Persianate’ is always worth attention. While his essay provides a good introduction to the poetic themes and theories of Ghanlmat, it also gives an excellent overview of the contribution of the Qadiriyya to Persianate Sufi literature and Punjabi poetry in the subcontinent.


Simon Weightman’s essay returns to the theme of vernacular literature, while remaining very much on ‘high literary’ ground, as he elucidates the complex quasi-Sufi mystical theology of Manjhan, a respected teaching Shaykh of the Shaṭṭārī order, whose Madhumālatī best represents the genre of the Sufi premākhyān in Awadhi. His study reveals the predominance of Persianate Sufi motifs in this work, in which “underneath the yogi there is the ‘āshiq and the sālik, the lover and the traveller or Sufi”. His startlingly original analysis of the various levels of symbolism concealed within this great Sufi romance, which proves that well-established macro-compositional principles may well underlie many other mystical works of this nature, is of ground-breaking significance for our understanding of Muslim literary history in general and Persianate Sufi poetry in particular. Heideh Ghomi’s highly original essay, “The Imagery of Annihilation in Ṣā’ib Tabrīzī”, one of the most capable Safavid poets of the ‘Indian style’, concludes the volume.


The remarkable intensity and originality of the intellectual focus brought to bear by the volume’s various contributors will, we hope, be apparent to the reader of the following pages. No doubt, the chronological breadth, intellectual diversity and historical scope of the present book also attests to the cultural achievements in the history, philosophy and poetry of Sufism in Persianate culture in Iran, Central Asia and India during the Safavid and Mughal period.


However, the discovery, presentation and elaboration of these wide-ranging themes are the product of many diverse factors and are indebted to the labours of a variety of persons. Throughout the preparation of this volume, the editors, as convenors of the conference held at the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, 19–21 May 1997 on which it is based, have received much help, encouragement and support from various organizations and individuals. The conference was made possible by funding from the School of Oriental and African Studies, the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain, the British Institute of Persian Studies, the British Academy and Curzon Press. We would like to express our gratitude to these institutions for their generous grants, without which the conference would have been impossible to arrange. We also thank Dr Javad Nurbakhsh and the Ni’matullahi Research Centre for sponsoring and organizing the concert of traditional Persian Sufi music on 20 May 1997, which, by using Persian poetry of the Safavid period as its basic repertoire, served to celebrate the mystical themes of the conference in the musical dimension.


We would like to thank Dr Charles Tripp, former head of the Centre of Near and Middle Eastern Studies at SOAS, and Dr Tudor Parfitt, the present head, for their support. Our thanks go to Sara Stewart in particular and the staff of the Centre of Near and Middle Eastern Studies in general for their sustained services in the preparation and production of the printed material involved in, and expert handling of, the conference organization, as well as their subsequent secretarial assistance in preparing the contributions to this collection. We would also like to acknowledge our gratitude to Dr Hossein Ilahi Ghomshei for gracing the chapter headings of this volume with his lovely illustrations in original Persian calligraphy of the poem by Shaykh Bahā’ī (translated by Leonard Lewisohn). We would also like to thank Heather Sacco for contributing her time and energy to editing many of the articles herein. The generosity of Dr Cary Stuart Welch and the Harvard University Art Museums for granting us permission to use the splendid Shaykh-zāda miniature on the cover of this volume is also gratefully acknowledged.


In conclusion, if, as the Shaykh al-Ṭā’ifā Junayd was known to say, “The furthest reach of divine Unity (tawḥīd) is the denial of Unity”, by extension, the ultimate degree of Sufism is the erasure of all trace of Sufism. On Junayd’s maxim ‘Aṭṭār reflected that “any knowledge one has of divine Unity is suspect, to be rejected in terms of its being still not yet [true] unity.”18 So, at our book’s beginning, it remains to deny that ‘Sufism’ has been herein explained, yet to affirm that its elusive reality still remains.


D.M. & L.L.


 


1 “The whole age from Bihzād the painter (b. c. 1450) through Mullā Șadrā the philosopher (d. 1640), in which the cultural forms associated with the Persian language culminated, ranks as something of a golden age and may usefully be called the ‘Persianate flowering’,” pronounced Marshall Hodgson, (The Venture of Islam, III: The Gunpowder Empires and Modern Times [Chicago: University of Chicago Press 1974], p. 49). Our use of the term ‘Persianate’ is partially inspired by the second volume of The Venture of Islam where, discussing “The Bloom of Persian Literary Culture and its Times, c. 1111–1274”, the period from the death of Muḥammad Ghazālī to the death of Rūmī, Hodgson pointed out that the rise of the Persian language not only had literary consequences, but “served to carry a new overall cultural orientation within Islamdom. While Arabic held sway as the primary language of religious disciplines, natural science and philosophy, Persian became, in an increasingly large part of Islamdom, the language of polite culture; it even invaded the realm of scholarship with increasing effect. It was to form the chief model for the rise of still other languages to the literary level. Gradually a third ‘classical’ tongue emerged, Turkish, whose literature was based on the Persian tradition; it was almost as widespread in use geographically as was Persian, but in most places it was used in more limited social circles, and it never reached the level of Persian as a major cultural vehicle. Most of the more local languages of high culture that later emerged among the Muslims likewise depended upon Persian wholly or in part for their prime literary inspiration. We may call these cultural traditions, carried in Persian or reflecting Persian inspiration, ‘Persianate’ by extension”. (ibid., II, p. 293). Hodgson distinguished between an ‘Arabic zone’ and a ‘Persianate zone’ of Islamic civilization; the former being located in the Arabic-speaking lands west of Iraq, the latter in the north and the east. The central socio-culrural factor distinguishing the ‘Arabic’ from the ‘Persianate’ zone was the former’s “common ignorance of the Persianate tradition” which effectively cut it off from Islamdom’s “most creative currents that were inspiring the majority of Muslim peoples.” (ibid., II, p. 294) The Persianate zone was characterized by the fact that Persian became the most favoured language in the literary field, and the most widely used tongue, even if Arabic maintained its own place as the standard Islamic language for theology and science (ibid., II, pp. 484–6) Hodgson also outlined in bold and vigorous strokes ‘the Persianate zone’, maintaining that ‘ṭarīqah Shī’ism’, for instance (that is, Shī‘ite Sufism centred around a charismatic pīr) was to be found only in the Persianate zone (ibid., II, p. 498).


2 See Francis Robinson, “Perso-Islamic Culture in India from the Seventeenth to the Early Twentieth Century”, in Turko-Persia in Historical Perspective, ed. Robert Canfield (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1991), pp. 108–12; Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press 1975), pp. 357ff.


3 Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, III, pp. 81–2. Likewise, Robert Canfield points out that “the Ottoman, Safavid, and Mughal empires fostered specific variants of a broadly similar Turko-Persian tradition. Across the territories of Western, Central and South Asia there was a remarkable similarity in culture, particularly among the elite classes”. (Turko-Persia in Historical Perspective, introduction, p. 20).


4 Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, III, p. 122.


5 Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, III, pp. 123—4. As was pointed out by Victoria Holbrook in the second volume of The Heritage of Sufism, both the Ottoman and Iranian Sufi orders shared the admiration and cultivation of Persian literature, the Ottomans having patronized Persian literature for some five and a half centuries. See also Ira M. Lapidus, “Sufism and Ottoman Islamic Society”, in The Dervish Lodge: Architecture, Art, and Sufism in Ottoman Turkey, ed. Raymond Lifchez (Berkeley: University of California Press 1992), p. 28; Canfield, Turko-Persia in Historical Perspective, p. 19.


6 See Leonard Lewisohn, “Iranian Islam and Persianate Sufism,” in The Heritage of Sufism, II ed. L. Lewisohn (Oxford: Oneworld 1999), pp. 11–59.


7 ‘Aṭṭar, Tadhkira al-awliyā’, ed. M. Iāti‘lāmī (Tehran: Zawwār 1372 A.Hsh./1993; 3rd edn), p. 522.


8 ‘Aṭṭar, Tadhkira, pp. 58–81.


9 Isfārayinī believed that the execution of Majd al-Dīn Baghdādī (d. 616/1219) at the hands of the Shāh of Khwārazm, Muḥammad ibn Tikish, was the true cause of the Mongol holocaust.


10 Kashf al-asrār, ed. H. Landolt, as Nuruddin Isfarayini: Le Révélateur des mystères (Paris: Verdier 1986), p. 58.


11 Rawḍāt al-janān wa jannāt al-jinān, ed. Ja‘far Sulṭan al-Qurrā‘ī (Tabrīz, B.T.N.K. 1344 A.H.sh./1965), II, p. 75.


12 See also the essay by Leonard Lewisohn in this volume.


13 Al-Muḥākama, in Dah risālah-yi Muḥaqqiq-i Buzurg-i Fayḍ Kāshānī, ed. R. Ja‘fariyān (Iṣfahān: Markaz-i taḥqīqāt-i ‘ilmī va dīnī Imīm Amīr al-Mū’’minīn ‘Alī 1371 A.Hsh./1992), pp. 102–3.


14 Cited by Iḥṣānu’llāh ‘Alī Istakhrī, Uṣūl-i taṣawwuf, (Tehran: Kānūn-i Ma‘rifat 1338 A.Hsh./1959), p. 435.


15 Shīrwānī, Ḥadā’iq al-siyāḥat, (Tehran 1348 A.Hsh./1929), p. 258. For further discussion of the so-called ‘decline of Sufism’ in Persia, see Leonard Lewisohn, “An Introduction to the History of Modern Persian Sufism, Part 1: The Ni‘matullāhī Order: Persecution, Revival, and Schism”, BSOAS, 61/3 (1998), pp. 437–64; and esp. part 2 of the same article entitled “A Socio-Cultural Profile of Sufism, from the Dhahabī Revival to the Present-Day”, BSOAS, 62/1 (1999), pp. 1–24.


16 Michel Mazzaoui points out that from the fifteenth century onwards, the capital cities of the five great empires: “such as Istanbul, Bursa, and Edirne for the Ottomans; Tabriz, Qazvin, and Isfahan for the Safavids; Bukhara, Samarqand, and Herat for the Uzbeks; Agra, Lahore, and Delhi for the Mughals; as well as Cairo, Damascus, and Aleppo for the Mamluks – were great centers of Islamic culture that could hold their own compared with the great Renaissance cities of Western Europe. The architectural monuments in these great metropolitan centers have survived in all their beauty and splendor. In spite of these and other cultural achievements, both Western (orientalist) and Eastern (Islamic) writers alike continue to talk of a period of decline (‘asr al-inhitāt) culminating in the eighteenth century. This thesis, at least at the intellectual level, is no longer defensible. A closer look at the Muslim world, including Iran and Central Asia, during the eighteenth century, (the last period of ‘decline’ just before the West makes its long-awaited epiphany) provides a totally different picture. It is clear that… the Muslim world was undergoing a process comparable, if not similar, to the period of the Enlightenment in Western Europe that produced the French Revolution’, “Islamic Culture and Literature in the Early Modern Period”, in Canfield, Turko-Persia in Historical Perspective, pp. 87—8.


17 R. Savory, Iran Under the Safavids (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1980), p. 77.


18 ‘Aṭṭar, Tadhkira, pp. 442–3.





Foreword


The Evolution of Sufism


JAVAD NURBAKHSH


The school (madhhab) of classical Sufism originated in Khurāsān in northern Iran and from there was transmitted south-west to Baghdad. In the early days of Islam, the great representative masters of the Path in Khurāsān included the likes of Abū’1-Faḍl Qaṣṣāb Āmulī, Abū Sa‘īd ibn Abī’l-Khayr (d. 440/1049), Abū’l-Ḥasan Kharaqānī (d. 426/1034) and Bāyazīd Bisṭāmi (d. 262/875).


The paradoxical sayings of Bāyazīd Bisṭamī, even in his own day, gained a wide circulation in Iraq and soon exerted a captivating influence over the minds of students in search of the spiritual path of divine Unity and seekers who aspired to understand the meaning of the ‘Unity of Being’. In particular, his ideas deeply affected the thinking of Abū’l-Qāsim Junayd (d. 295/910), Abū Naṣr Sarrāj al-Ṭūsī (d. 378/988), Dhū’l-Nūn al-Miṣrī (d. 245/859) and many others, inspiring them to write extensive commentaries on his sayings.


Persian Sufism from the very beginning – even prior to Junayd – had a great effect on the Sufi masters of Baghdad, many of whom were also of Iranian descent. One may well speculate that Ḥasan al-Baṣrī (d. 110/728), for instance, who fought with the Muslim armies in battles to subdue Khurāsān in northern Iran, very likely associated with, and frequented the company of, the spiritual masters of this region during these campaigns. Amongst his sayings one finds the statement: ‘The lover is in a state of intoxication, from which he awakes only during contemplation of his Beloved.’1


Mālik reportedly asked Ḥasan al-Baṣrī, “Wherein does this world’s chastisement lie?”


“In the heart’s death,” replied Ḥasan.


“What is the ‘heart’s death’?” asked Mīlik.


“Love of the world,” he replied.2


A century later, some of the finer points of Sufism appear expressed by the sayings of Ma’rūf Karkhī (d. 200/815), such as: “The Sufi is but a guest here, for a guest to request anything of his host is discourtesy. A courteous guest waits with confidence, rather than pressing his petition.”3 Ma‘rūf Karkhī also is known for his statement that “hroughout all being, naught but God exists.”4


In the generation following Ma‘rūf Karkhī, one finds some extraordinary sayings among the masters of the Baghdad school of Sufism. Junayd’s master, Sarī Saqaṭī (d. 255/871), for instance, when asked to describe the Sufis, explained, “The food they eat is like that eaten by the sick, and their sleep is like that of the drowned.”5 Junayd reported that Sarī once said, “Love between two people is not equitable until the one says to the other, ‘O me …!’ [instead of ‘O you …!’]; that is to say, that there is no place for separate individual identity in love.”6 Sarī’s lovely remarks about the ‘idolatry of beards’ are worth quoting in this context:


There exist two types of idolatry in keeping a beard. Firstly, one must either comb it for the sake of people, or secondly, leave it to become matted so as to maintain an ascetic facade.


If a visitor to drop by to see me, and were I stroke and comb my beard with my hand to please him, in my own eyes, I’d be an idolater.7


As if describing the passage of Sufism from Khurāsān to Iraq outlined above, Sarī also remarked, “As long the science of Sufism was preserved in Khurāsān, one found it (diffused) everywhere, but ever since it came to an end there, it cannot be found anywhere.”8


However, by the time of Abū’l-Qāsim Junayd (d. 295/910; born in Nahāvand near Hamadān in western Persia), the school (madhhab) of classical Sufism had blossomed luxuriously and little by little acquired innumerable advocates, devoted followers and spiritual masters. As a matter of course, this excited the jealousy of the exoteric authorities. Particularly alarmed by the Sufi’s popularity were those jurisprudents and judges who, in order to further their own dictatorial aims, wished to live freely off the state by collaboration with the caliphs. In an attempt to curb the rise and diffusion of Sufism, these authorities began to harass and issue fatwās for the death of some of the Sufis such as Ḥallāj and Ibn ‘Aṭā.


One reason for their animosity was that the school of divine Unity (tawḥīd) and Sufism in Islam is based on the principles of freedom, chivalry, altruism, service to all humanity and advocacy of human rights, the very principles which these exoteric judges and jurisprudents discerned – quite correctly – to be directed at neutralizing their own dogmatic control of Islamic thought. By way of allusion to these oppressive social conditions, Junayd said, “For twenty years I have been discoursing only on marginal aspects of this science [of Sufism], but of what concerns its profoundest depths have not breathed a word, for tongues have been forbidden to utter that and hearts not permitted to apprehend it.”9 One may also interpret Abū Bakr Shiblī’s (d. 334/945) remark, “Now is a time of silence, of seclusion in houses and putting one’s trust in God, the Everlasting”10 in the same vein.


THE SCHOOLS OF INTOXICATION AND SOBRIETY


The school of Khurāsān, which was also known as the school of intoxication (sukr), pertained to Bāyazīd Bistami and his followers. Since Khurāsān was beyond the reach of the caliph and the theologians on his payroll, Bāyazīd was able to express his ideas more openly, with less inhibition and greater boldness, although some of his adages took the form of ecstatic sayings couched in symbolic paradoxical allusions (shaṭḥ).


The school of sobriety (ṣaḥw) - also known as the school of Baghdad -which pertained to Junayd and his disciples, who maintained that there was a second sobriety which is higher than intoxication, was on the other hand, subjected to the powerful autocracy of state-controlled Islam, so that most of Junayd’s sayings bear the influence of the oppressive political milieu in which he lived. Although ‘sobriety’ literally denotes the state of temperate consciousness following drunkenness, the term also contains political overtones, implying: “Put a halter on this spiritual drunkenness; be vigiliant lest the mullās declare you a heretic!”


Whereas the spiritual attitude of the school of intoxication in which the ideals of classical Persian Sufism are best represented, might be summed up by Kharaqānī’s maxim: “Give bread to all those who enter the khānaqāh, but do not interrogate visitors about their faith;” the Baghdad school, based on temperance and sobriety, would have voiced the opposite sentiment: “Interrogate all who enter the khānaqāh about the probity of their faith, and only then, if acceptable, admit them.”


Therefore, one can say that up until the middle of the fourth Islamic/tenth Christian century, a trace of genuine Sufism was still left, although this gradually disappeared and became forgotten. After that date, however, despite appearances and the often great popularity and widespread following of significant figures in Sufism in the lands of Iran beyond the borders of the school of Baghdad — in particular one should cite the names of Farīd al-Dīn ‘Aṭṭar, ‘Ayn al-Quḍāt Hamadhānī, Suhrawardī, Ghazālī, Rūzbihān, Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī, ‘Abdu’llāh Anṣārī, Najm al-Dīn Kubrā and Ibn ‘Arabī (albeit in Spain) – most of these Sufis were either slain, exiled or subjected to severe pressures by the religious authorities of the state.


In a word, one may say that upon the death of Junayd in 295/910, the expanse of gnostic Sufism (taṣawwuf-i ‘ārifāna) was folded up and came to an end, and with the death of Rūzbihān Baqlī three hundred years later in 606/1210, the flame of Sufism based divine love (taṣawwuf-i ‘āshiqāna) was snuffed out. What is left of Sufism today can be summed up in the poet’s verse:


So togged up


in gild and lacquer


you’d never recognize it


if you saw it.


 


1 Sha‘rānī, Ṭabaqīt al-kubrā, I, p. 30.
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INTRODUCTION
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How long, how long – in longing for you — will tears


Roll from each eyelash of mine and be a river


In flood towards you who are the Single One?


When lovers part, how long, I ask, how long


Will this, the parting-night of the lovers last?


Alas, your grief dart pierces lovers’ hearts;


You’re nowhere present yet the company’s astir with you.





The Place of the School of Iṣfahān in Islamic Philosophy and Sufism



SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR




In the name of the Author


      of the book of creation …





It is a great pleasure to contribute an introduction to this third volume of a series of books which have attempted to evaluate the entire history of Persian Sufism down to the beginning of the modern period.1 Insofar as the present volume is devoted specifically to the Safavid and Mughal period of Sufism, I felt it appropriate (for reasons which are explained below) to confine my remarks to the place and significance of the school of Iṣfahān in Islamic philosophy and Sufism. Of course, after perusing Dr Nurbakhsh’s foreword, one might well imagine that nothing remained of the living tradition of Sufism in Islam after the sixth Muslim/thirteenth Christian century, and that what did survive of the Islamic mystical tradition was merely a body without a spirit! However, looking more deeply into the matter, examining the very complicated circumstances of the Safavid period in particular, one soon finds that this – the late classical – period was characterized by an abundance of mystical and philosophical currents which criss-crossed each other, creating many profoundly original and interesting syntheses of ideas.


However, it will be of historical interest and relevance to our theme here if, first of all, we examine the history of the coinage of the expression ‘School of Iṣfahān’, employed for the first time by Henry Corbin in the mid-1950s in an article on Mīr Dāmād and the school of Iṣfahān entitled “L’École d’Ispahan.”2 Following long discussions held between us in Tehran, we decided together to try to ‘launch’ this phrase, and specifically, to utilize it as a generic term to characterize the whole intellectual effort of the Safavid period. Gradually, over the course of several decades, our term gained popular acceptance and eventually became so prevalent that today it is used to denote the school of philosophy/theosophy which began in the city of Iṣfahān in Safavid Persia.


Albeit, I should draw attention to the fact that this school with its salient characteristics probably began in the mid-sixteenth century in Qazwīn and it was only later, after 998/1589, when Shāh ‘Abbās transferred the capital of Persia from Qazwīn to Iṣfahān, that the latter city became its main centre. In any case, the school remained in Iṣfahān, persisting for almost another two hundred years, down to the early eighteenth century. However, with the invasion and destruction of the city by Maḥmūd the Afghān in 1135/1722, many of its thinkers were forced to take refuge in other cities, especially Qum, and it was only later on, in the Qājār period, that the school was resuscitated in both Iṣfahān and Tehran. Fortunately today, the school of Iṣfahān is much better known now than it was forty years ago and has been made the subject of numerous articles and books going back to the pioneering works of Corbin.3


In earlier periods of Islamic thought, the various fields and subject-areas of knowledge were separated into distinct water-tight compartments, and to ‘mix one field of academic discussion with another field’ (in Arabic: khalṭ al-mabḥath) was considered to be a grievous intellectual sin. Each discipline and science had its own individually distinct methodology and approach to its respective field which it considered to be its own sacroscant preserve. Hence, philosophy, theology (kalām), theoretical Sufism (taṣawwuf-i naẓarī), etc. were all strictly segregated from one another. After the passage of centuries, however, and with the advent of the Safavid period in particular, one tends to notice a synthesis taking place between various schools of thought, the most important of which are, for the present discussion, the Islamic Aristotelian philosophers (mashsha’ī), Illuminationist (ishrāqī) philosophy/theology, the Akbarian school of Ibn ‘Arabī and his followers and other schools of Sufism, and kalām, both Sunni and Shī‘ite. One aspect of the unique character of the school of Iṣfahān, which distinguishes it from philosophical developments over the previous centuries, is precisely this synthetic nature of its teachings.



THE SCHOOL OF SHIRAZ


The School of Iṣfahān did not, so to speak, mushroom up out of nowhere; its historical roots can in fact be traced back some two centuries before the Safavid period to intellectual activities and currents prevalent in the city of Shīrāz, south of Iṣfahān, currents which may be said to have themselves constituted an independent philosophical ‘School of Shīrāz’.4 This school benefited from the exceptional political circumstances obtaining in the region of Fars which, following upon the wake of the Mongol invasion, thrived as a kind of oasis of relative peace and calm in Iran, which was divided into many small provinces under the Ilkhanid system of government. The result was that numerous scholars took refuge there, while those from the area were able to teach and write in an atmosphere of relative security and therefore rarely migrated elsewhere (except for those who went to India). The School of Shīrāz remains still nearly unknown, and just as only a generation ago scholars who wished to carry out research on the School of Iṣfahān were obliged first of all to write independent monographs on various members of the school, today we are almost equally benighted regarding detailed philosophical developments of this earlier School, lacking any comprehensive view of its major figures and trends. A brief review of some of its most important figures and key features on the basis of what is known is, therefore, very much in order here.


Most of the primary figures of this school hailed from Shīrāz and its surrounding towns and were members of the influential Dashtakī family, among whom may be mentioned Mīr Ṣadr al-Dīn Dashtakī (d. 903/1497), to whom Mullā Ṣadrā refers frequently in his Asfār. In fact, because both Mullā Ṣadrā and Dashtakī were known as ‘Ṣadr al-Dīn’, later scholars have often confused the two thinkers. Since Ṣadr al-Dīn Dashtakī’s thought was expressed mostly in the form of glosses and commentaries on philosophical and religious works, unfortunately his writings have been almost completely overlooked by both contemporary Persian scholars and Western orientalists. The reason for this sad neglect lies partially in the short-sightedness of nineteenth-century orientalists who considered commentaries to be repetitious, boring and devoid of original ideas, and who therefore resolved to concern themselves exclusively with original texts. Owing to their prejudice and lack of interest, which has also influenced Muslim scholars, many famous commentators’ new ideas and discoveries have remained buried in the dust of library shelves even into this century. Only today are we gradually beginning to recognize how significant these commentaries are. Mīr Ṣadr al-Dīn Dashtakī, for example, wrote commentaries and glosses on the famous Tajrīd of Naṣīr al-Dīn Ṭūsī and the Koranic commentary of Zamakhsharī, as well as composing several books of his own on philosophical theology. He also wrote several treatises on logic and the sciences, specifically agriculture and astronomy, a fact which points to one of the main characteristics of the school of Shīrāz: namely, that most of its main figures were scientists as well as philosophers. This school is therefore of importance for the history of Islamic science as well as for the history of Islamic philosophy and Sufism.


The most famous member of the school was Ṣadr al-Dīn’s son Ghiyāth al-Dīn Manṣūr Dashtakī (d. 949/1542), at once an eminent physician, founder of a well-known medical school in Shīrāz, and a major philosopher renowned for his commentaries on Ibn Sīnā and Suhrawardī. His glosses on Ṭūsī’s commentary on Ibn Sīnā’s “Book of Directives and Remarks” (Ishārāt) and his commentary on the “Temples of Light” (Hayākil al-nūr) of Suhrawardī are particularly important; the latter work in fact constitutes the main link - alongside the works of Jalāl al-Dīn Davānī – between Mīr Dāmād, the founder of the School of Iṣfahān, and Suhrawardī himself.


Another important thinker of the Shīrāz school was Muḥammad Khafrī (d. 957/1550), a pupil of Ṣadr al-Dīn Dashtakī. Khafrī was very much interested in Sufism, in both its theoretical and practical dimensions, and was also author of a large number of works on philosophy, astronomy, the hidden sciences and Koranic exegesis. It was Khafrī who sought to bring Sufism and philosophy together in a single perspective and who for the first time coined the famous phrase ‘transcendent theosophy’ (al-ḥikmat al-muta ‘āliyya) in the same sense given to it by Mullā Ṣadrā some time later. These facts alone indicate how close the intellectual developments of the school of Shīrāz were to those of the school of Iṣfahān.


Another figure worthy of mention in the school of Shīrāz is an important Peripatetic thinker and a pupil of Khafrī named Shāh Ṭāhir ibn Rāḍī al-Dīn (d. 956/1549) who was a near contemporary of Mīr Dāmād and who wrote a commentary on Ibn Sīnā’s Kitāb al-shifā’ “The Book of Healing”. Many are the other important figures in this school who provided the philosophical foundations for the school of Iṣfahān, but unfortunately, for reasons of space, further discussion of their works is precluded here.


THE SCHOOL OF ISFAHAN


The main philosophical issue confronting the thinkers of the school of Iṣfahān was how to create concord between the three great ways which lie open to man for the attainment of knowledge and spiritual guidance. These paths are respectively that of (1) the divine law (shaī‘a) which connotes the exoteric and legal aspect of religion; (2) kashf, intuitive unveiling and illumination; and finally (3) ‘aql, which may be translated as either ‘intellect’ or ‘reason’ depending on the context.5 Almost all the great thinkers of the Safavid period were involved in the endeavour to reconcile and integrate these three distinct approaches to the problem of knowledge. Discussions often focused around the meaning of technical terms such as ‘logical reasoning’ (istidlāl) and ‘intellect’ (‘aql). As an example of these discussions, one might well cite some interesting verses by the founder of the school of Iṣfahān, Mīr Dāmād (d. 1041/1631–2) whose thought is discussed at length by Ian Netton later on in this volume. To Rūmī’s famous verse in the Mathnawī:
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Plate 1: Pavilion of the Royal Palace in Iṣfahān. From Voyages du Chevalier Chardin, en Perse et autres lieux de l’orient. Ed. L. Langles. Paris 1811. Pl. 39.


Rationalists’ legs are just like stilts;


How unfixed and stolid are feet of wood!6


Mīr Dāmād chose to take exception and, attempting to refute Rūmī, wrote the following verses in reply:


O! You who say the legs on which


Rationalists tread “are stilts” … despite these


Remarks, Fakhr-i Rāzī7 would be unmatched.


But since, of course, your mind is warped and biased,


Between Intelligence – the nous,


And vain opinion, you could not see the difference.


But don’t dismiss so quick the use of proofs,


Since I have made, by Almighty Grace,


Those “feet of wood” ironclad in proofs of truth;


I’ve cast at last in stiffest iron those “stilts”


Of inference you mocked and scoffed.8


The above-cited couplet by Rūmī often formed the basis of philosophical discussions about problems of epistemology, bandied back and forth pro et contra among scholars who opposed philosophical discourse, denying the possibility of knowing the truth through the use of ‘aql, and those who advocated philosophy and the uses of intellection. Mīr Dāmād was not the only thinker to discuss them. At the end of the Safavid period Quṭb al-Dīn Nayrīzī Shīrāzī (d. 1173/1759–60), a leading Dhahabī Sufi master, took up his challenge and coming to Rūmī’s defence, penned this powerful riposte to Mīr Dāmād’s satire:


O! You who jeer and sneer at Rūmī,


How blind in mind you are, at loss


To understand the Mathnawī! – 


A book which sets the soul aglow,


With flashes of the Spirit’s light illumines us;


Its verses writ with mother pearl


And set in ruby-coral! If you, alas


Had but the scope of mind to grasp


This Mathnawī, such taunts and scorn


You’d never speak. For if in tones


Of scorn the poet berated ‘intellect’,


He meant not that Universal Intellect


Which leads and guides us on every course


And path; his aim was just man’s finite mind,


The petty reason of philosophy that disdains


The fair looks that lit Joseph’s face,


A finite partial reason which poisons


The mind with the gall of its delusions


– It’s just that reason all the saints berate.9


This example of a poetic jousting contest illustrating contrary philosophical positions and carried on over centuries is indicative of the often creative intellectual tensions prevalent in the Safavid period. As a matter of fact, when we examine the major intellectual figures of the Safavid period, all of them appear to be philosophers interested in Sufism, or at least in mysticism, in the classical meaning of the term.10


However, one must bear in mind that owing to the unusual political and religious circumstances of the Safavid period, the various currents of Islamic esotericism and, more specifically, Sufism, were expressed through personal transmission of initiation and spiritual instruction as well as the traditional institutional, khānaqāh-centred ḥarīqa forms. This distinction which surfaces in the Safavid period between the traditional/institutional and the individual/personal patterns of initiation into esoteric teachings is one of the most difficult and sensitive issues in the entire history of Persian Sufism. One of the best examples of the difficulty of understanding and penetrating this distinction in types of esotericism is found in the works of Mullā Ṣadrā (d. 1050/1640). For many years, I investigated his biography with a view to discovering the source of his spiritual teachings, in order to determine from whence he had received his esoteric instruction. It is certain from a purely spiritual point of view that just as mountains cannot be scaled without a guide, so it is impossible for anyone to climb the spiritual mountain without a spiritual teacher and to have the door to the higher worlds opened unto him unless instruction is vouchsafed him by someone who has the key. Who then was Mullā Ṣadrā’s guide, and how did he obtain such an exalted degree of knowledge and gnosis (‘irfān/ma ‘rifat)?


Unlike Ibn ‘Arabī, who wrote extensively about his various spiritual teachers, describing his association with them in great detail,11 to all appearances Mullā Ṣadrā wrote nothing of whether he belonged to any regular Sufi order (silsila) or followed any known master. Examining his biography from the outside, it is thus very difficult to ascertain the source – as understood in the technical Sufi sense – of his initiation and spiritual training. And yet, it is inconceivable that a mystic of his calibre had not undergone the process of initiation or obtained guidance from a living master. Finally, after many years of research and investigation on the matter, I discovered at last a facet of Islamic esotericism in Persia previously little known to scholars in either the West or the East, and which has not been studied fully until now. This facet, I believe, goes a long way towards explaining the secret initiatory sources of Mullā Ṣadrā’s teachings, and also offers a commentary on the particular relationship of ‘irfān and taṣawwuf in Safavid Persia.


Although familiar to mystics of the Safavid period, few scholars today recognize the fact that there existed a form of esoteric transmission outside the normative, traditional ḥanqa framework, the external institutional form of a silsila. This was a form of Sufi transmission which can be seen in the late classical and early modern history of taṣawwuf, and yet which was also a form very similar to that which existed in the early centuries of Sufism before the establishment of the Sufi orders and even before Abū’l-Qāsim Junayd (d. 295/910). As is well known, before Junayd, Sufism did not have any organized institutional form. Although Junayd created a well-known Sufi circle (ḥalqa) around himself, it was not in fact until the fifth/eleventh century, when figures such as Aḥmad Rifa’ī (d. 573/1178) and ‘Abd al-Qādir Gīlānī (d. 561/1166) appeared, that the social structure and organization of the Sufi brotherhoods as we know them today became crystallized. Hence, it would be anachronistic to ask, for instance, to which Sufi order Junayd belonged; he belonged to none because there were none at the time. In that early classical period of Sufism, initiation into and transmission of Islamic spiritual teachings took place from master to disciple without the existence of an external organizational framework.


Parallel to the foundation and establishment of the major Sufi orders in the sixth/twelfth century and the division of Islamic mysticism into socially approved and distinct ḥanqas, however, something of the early, ‘amorphous’ structure of Sufism still persisted among the intellectual elite, carried on in great secrecy. One of the most important recurrent manifestations of this unexplored aspect of Islamic esotericism, not of a popular but of a highly intellectual type, is found in the figures of the mystical philosophers or ḥakīms of the Safavid period among whom Mullī Ṣadrā is our prime example.12 This, at least, is my understanding of the subject at present on the basis of research into this matter:13 that all the great philosophical figures of the school of Iṣfahān now known to us had been vouchsafed a certain esoteric spiritual training which is virtually invisible to public scrutiny. While it is extremely hard to find any hard evidence of the esoteric affiliation of any of the figures of this school, yet, “by their fruits ye shall know them” (Matthew VII:20). It is the fruit of the tree, that is, their gnosis, which testifies that they must all have been endowed with an initiatory attachment to the currents of Islamic esoterism; that they were affiliated to a type of Islamic spirituality related to Sufism without actually participating in formal Sufi orders with all the political tensions, disputations and quarrels to which most of these orders (Dhahabiyya, Ni‘matullāhiyya, etc.) were subjected during the Safavid period.


The first of these figures was Mīr Dāmād (d. 1040/1631–2), the father of the school of Iṣfahān, an author whose writings are extremely hard to fathom; his Arabic prose is convoluted and his Persian even more abstruse than his Arabic. Describing the renowned difficulty of one of his Arabic books – entitled the ‘Straight Path’ (Sirāṭ al-mustaqīm) – it was a popular adage in Persian that jested that “The ‘Straight Path’ has never been fathomed by a Muslim or apprehended by any infidel,” (Sirāṭ al-mustaqīm-i Mīr Dāmād: musalmān nashavad, kāfir nabīnad)! It is evident, however, that Mīr Dāmaā’s resort to arcane terminology was mainly a kind of literary contrivance to disguise the esoteric nature of his teachings. Despite the fact that he was a master of rational philosophical speculation, and even composed the poem which was cited above, attacking what he perceived to be Rūmī’s anti-intellectualism, he was also the author of such a remarkable treatise as the Khalsat al-malakūt which, composed in Qum, was dedicated to describing his spiritual visions. Indeed, if we did not know the identity of the author of this treatise, one might easily imagine that he was a bona fide Sufi of high spiritual attainment who had realized advanced stations on the mystical Path.


Another important figure in the school was Mīr Dāmād’s contemporary, the enigmatic Abū al-Qāsim Findiriskī (d. 1050/1640–1) whose many works include a treatise on alchemy still awaiting publication. He is renowned for his famous poem on divine knowledge beginning with the verse:


Heaven with these stars is clear, pleasing and beautiful


Whatever is there above has below it a form …14


Mystical tendencies pervade many of his writings; among these may be mentioned a commentary on the Yoga Vasiṣṭha, a treatise comparing Sufi and Hindu metaphysical and cosmological doctrines. Another great figure of the school was Bahā’ al-Dīn ‘Āmilī (d. 1030/1621) who was much more popular than Mīr Findiriskī, perhaps because he was more ‘populist’ and less ‘elitist’ in his approach to Sufism. He composed many mathnawī poems such as Nān wa ḥalwā modelled on the great Mathnawī of Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī. ‘Āmilī’s esoteric dimension is revealed not only in his popular mathnawīs, but also in his devotion to the metaphysical aspect of mathematics and the hidden sciences. ‘Āmilī was not only a Sufi poet, considered by some authorities on the history of Persian literature to be the greatest Persian poet of the eleventh/seventeenth century, but also an authority on the whole Sufi literary tradition in both Arabic and Persian. This is evident in his al-Kashkūl (Begging Bowl), which is justly famous in both the Persian and Arab worlds.


Finally, we come to the greatest and central figure of the school of Iṣfahān, Ṣadr al-Dīn Shīrāzī or Mullā Ṣadrā, mentioned above, whose numerous writings are a testimony to his profound knowledge and love of God, and whose life of intense piety, asceticism and purity of devotion admirably complemented his remarkable intellectual prowess.15 It is nearly impossible to study the works of Mullā Ṣadrā without feeling that one is in the presence of one who actually ‘knows’ the subject he is discussing rather than simply theorizing about it. He was first and foremost a man of gnosis, and it is significant that many of his students openly expressed their interest in Sufism even more than their master. His student ‘Abd al-Razzāq Lāhījī (d. 1072/1661–2), often considered to be the chief advocate of Shī‘ite philosophical theology (kalām) in the Safavid period, was deeply impregnated with Sufi doctrine. Muḥsin Fayḍ Kāshānī (d. 1091/1680), another student of Mullā Ṣadrā, was a practising Sufi and author of a beautiful Dīvān of Sufi poetry.


Qāḍī Sa‘īd Qummī (d. 1103/1691–2), a student of theirs, is the last important member of the school of Iṣfahān whom space permits me to mention here. He composed a commentary on the Kitāb al-tawḥīd of Shaykh Saduq Ibn Bābūyah (d. 381/992) comprising the incredibly rich work in Arabic Asrār al-‘ibāda (Mysteries of Divine Worship). This treatise is one of the best treatments of the inner significance of the devotional practices in Islam, very much in the tradition of well-known Sufi treatises on the subject by such masters as Abū Ḥāmid Muḥammad Ghazālī, Ibn ‘Arabī, and more recently, Shaykh Aḥmad al-‘Alawī.


CONCLUSION


By way of conclusion, I would like to present a few general observations on the contribution of the school of Iṣfahān to Islamic thought. The historical situation of the school of Iṣfahān inaugurating the last phase of the history of Islamic philosophy gives it special significance, which is reflected in the major characteristic of the school mentioned above: namely, the emphasis on the integration and reconciliation of the three paths to knowledge: revelation, unveiling and intellection (shar’, kashf ‘aql).


Furthermore, more than any of the other former philosophical schools in Islam, the thinkers of the school of Iṣfahān were very much interested in understanding the doctrines of other religions. Their philosophical interest in religious diversity embraced, first of all, Judaism and Christianity, religions which had been examined by Muslim theologians before them, yet which had seldom been made the subject of inquiry by Islamic philosophers. Several philosophers of the Safavid period composed treatises on the Bible and a few others studied Hebrew with a view to understanding the Torah. Another religion which attracted their interest was Hinduism, so that for the first time in Islamic thought (with the possible exception of the scientist-cum-philosopher Birūnī), one finds Persian-Islamic thinkers composing studies and commentaries on Hindu texts in Persia itself as well as in India, where the school of Iṣfahān had many followers.


Another important aspect of the school of Iṣfahān was the great interest of its members in earlier Islamic philosophical texts, such that numerous commentaries on Ibn Sīnā, Suhrawardī, Ṭūsī, etc. were composed by the Safavid sages. Parallel to their absorption in early Islamic texts, an attempt was made by the Safavid philosophers, for the first time in the history of Islam, to synthesize and summarize the entire history of Muslim philosophy down to their own day. One of the best examples of this synoptic tendency is found in the Maḥbūb al-qulūb of Quṭb al-Dīn Ashkiwarī (fl. eleventh/seventeenth century), a history of philosophy from Adam to Mīr Dāmād which attempts to trace the origin of ḥikmat, not only back to the origin of Islam or the beginnings of Greek philosophy, but back to the very origin of humanity itself. Henry Corbin in his eloquent and beautiful French, has designated this tendency as a speculum historiale of “divine philosophy.”16


During the same period there occurred a resuscitation of the Ishrāqī doctrines of Shihāb al-Dīn Yaḥyā Suhrawardī (d. 587/1191). This renewal of interest in the school of Illumination was quite widespread, and is particularly reflected in texts such as the Anwāriyya written in India by Muḥammad Sharīf Hirāwī, who carried out a comparative study between Ishrāqī doctrines and the Advaita Vedanta.17 This current also affected developments in Zoroastrian religious thought as well.


In summary, the remarkable intellectual activity of the school of Iṣfahān, which only a generation ago remained virtually unknown in the West, has dominated the entire philosophical and intellectual life of Islam in its eastern lands during the past four centuries and down to the present day. Although in the Arab world beyond the borders of Iraq the intellectual activity of the Safavid thinkers has not been very influential, there is much interest in the works of both Mīr Dāmād and Mullā Ṣadrā in present-day Egypt (an interest which the lack of political relations between Iran and Egypt has unfortunately done much to stifle). As for India and Turkey, it is nearly impossible to study the development of Islamic philosophy in those lands in recent centuries without taking into account the role of the school of Iṣfahān, although its role is much more manifest in the Indian world than in the Ottoman empire.


That is not to say, however, as some wrongly assert, that after Mullā Ṣadrā all philosophy in Persia was converted to his doctrines. There were, in fact, other currents of thought which were defended quite vigorously by those who opposed his teachings. The school of Iṣfahān consists, in fact, of several strands of thought and not only the school of Mullā Ṣadrā. As for this latter school, whereas in India it was the main influence in Islamic philosophical currents from the end of the seventeenth century,18 in Persia itself it was only from the Qājār period onwards, when Sufism experienced a revival in that land, that the school of Mullā Ṣadrā once again became central. In summary, since the school of Iṣfahān has dominated much of the intellectual, philosophical and mystical life of Persia during the last four hundred years and is of great importance for the intellectual history of Islam in India, it is eminently appropriate that this last of three major volumes devoted to the entire history of Persian Sufism should begin with this brief account of the school of Iṣfahān which constituted the heart of the intellectual life of the Safavid and Mughal periods.19
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II


PERSIANATE SUFISM IN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE
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I visited the hermitage of pietists and priests;


I witnessed they all knelt in awe and reverence


Bfore her uisage there. Since in the winecell of the monk


And in the chapel of the pietist I was


At home, it’s there I dwell. At times I make residence


the mosque, at times the cell: which is to say, it’s you


I seek in every place, both in the tavern and the church.





Rethinking Safavid Shī‘ism



DAVID MORGAN


The religious history of the Safavid dynasty and of Persia during its rise to power and rule is punctuated by a series of curious paradoxes or contradictions. The Safavids began, in the time of Shaykh Ṣafī al-Dīn Ardabīlī, as a Sufi fraternity of impeccably Sunni credentials. In the course of the fifteenth century that fraternity moved far away from its foundations, going beyond any respectable form of Shī‘ism to a complex of beliefs to which the term ghuluww can certainly be attached, and in which the head of the fraternity came to be regarded, and perhaps regarded himself, as in some sense divine. When that quasi-divine leader became shāh of Persia at the beginning of the sixteenth century, however, he declared a highly reputable form of Shī‘ism, the Twelver variety, to be the official – indeed, the compulsory – form of Islam for his empire. And from that time on, in varying degrees at different times, the regime’s attitude towards Sufis, those from whom it had itself emerged, became basically hostile. Sufi orders were persecuted and suppressed. Can any sense be made of these extraordinary shifts across the religious spectrum?


I venture into these choppy waters with a good deal of hesitation. I am not a historian of religion, let alone of Sufism. I am not even, primarily, a historian of the Safavids, though I have written four chapters about them in a general history of medieval Persia.1 What follows, then, is not the result of any kind of original research. It is simply a series of reflections, based on the work of others, plus a little speculative thought on my own part about the problems.


There can be no doubt that the Safavid order, like most Sufi orders, was Sunni in origin. As is well known (a phrase beloved of historians who are about to refer to some particularly obscure fact), Ibn Bazzāz’s biography of Shaykh Ṣafī al-Dīn Ardabīlī, the Ṣafwat al-ṣafā’, written during the time of Ṣafī al-Dīn’s successor Ṣadr al-Dīn, made it absolutely – and from a later point of view inconveniently – clear that the order’s founder was neither Shī‘ī nor made any claim to descent from the Imams. Hence the reign of Shāh Ṭahmāsp saw the revision of the text, so that Ṣafī al-Dīn could be shown to have professed more suitable opinions. That much is clear enough. What is by no means so clear, even now, is the point at which the Safavid order did in fact become Shī‘ī. Evidently the order remained conventional enough for many years, steadily accumulating property and influence in Azerbaijan. No doubt the great change came with Junayd, but whether that can justly be called a great change in the religious orientation of the Safavid order as such is not so obvious, since the actual head of the order at Ardabīl in Junayd’s day was his uncle and sworn enemy Ja‘far.


Junayd’s long years of itinerant exile in eastern Anatolia and northern Syria from 1447 to 1459 were critical: the Turcoman followers he acquired, the nucleus of the Qizilbāsh, were to be the mainstay of Safavid power from then on. Were the Qizilbāsh Shī‘ī? Not, it would seem, in any even remotely mainstream sense. It is generally said that they regarded Junayd, and subsequently Ḥaydar and Ismā‘īl, as divine. No doubt it can be argued that so far as these dignitaries themselves were concerned, if they thought of themselves as divine it was probably in a quite normal Sufi sense – that they felt a personal near-identification with God – rather than that they suffered from the delusion that they were God. This would certainly seem to be the most natural interpretation of the poetry of Shāh Ismā‘īl, which is often taken by literal-minded historians to be evidence that the shāh regarded himself as divine, no more and no less. I am not so sure, however, about the Safavids’ Turcoman followers from the time of Junayd. I strongly suspect that they were in fact simple-minded and literal in their belief in their truly divine leader. That this belief, whatever it may precisely have been, was singularly strong is shown by the fact that it does not appear to have been shaken by the deaths of both Junayd and Ḥaydar in battle (a consideration which, incidentally, might make us sceptical of the often-repeated view that Shāh Ismā‘īl’s standing in the eyes of the Qizilbāsh was shattered by his defeat at Chāldirān in 1514).


What, then, are we to call the religious stance of the Qizilbāsh followers of the Safavids before 1501, if not Shī‘ī? Personally, I tend to resort to the late H.R. Roemer’s tempting expedient2 of calling it ‘folk Islam’, though that is open to the objection that the term merely describes the problem without solving it. At least we can agree that the Qizilbāsh were not Twelver Shī‘ites. What about the leadership of the Safavid order? Again, I am inclined to follow Roemer, who took the view that the first of whom we can say that he was in some fully fledged sense Shī‘ī was Ismā‘īl: here the fact that he spent so much of his childhood in Gīlān, in a Shī‘ī environment (which is more than can be said of his father and grandfather) is clearly significant. At the very least, Ismā‘īl was exposed to marked Shī‘ī influences during his formative years.
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Plate 2: A Mounted Qizilbāsh Knight. From Chardin, Voyages, P1. 29.


It is not so easy to say with any certainty, however, precisely what kind of Shī‘ī influences these were. As Michael Cook has reminded me, the traditional form of Shī‘ism in Gīlān, including Lāhīījān, where Ismā‘īl stayed, was not Twelver but Zaydī Shī‘ism. Zaydism in Gīlān seems, by the beginning of the sixteenth century, to have been somewhat vestigial, and early in the reign of Ismā‘īl’s successor, Ṭahmāsp, most of the remaining Zaydīs in the Caspian region converted to Twelverism. But the ruler of Lāhījān in the 1490s, when Ismā‘īl was there, may well have been a Zaydī. Yet in the welter of conflicting evidence about Ismī’īl’s religious views, there is no hint of any inclination towards Zaydism, unless it is felt that Ismā‘īl’s appropriation of such titles as ‘the just, the perfect Imām’ is to be explained by the fact that he claimed descent from the Imām Mūsā al-Kāẓim, and was leading an armed rising against illegitimate rulers: hence he might have convinced himself that he had the necessary qualifications for a Zaydī Imām (he could hardly have been a Twelver Imām unless he saw himself as the returning Mahdī). On the other hand, A.H. Morton has pointed out to me that Ismā‘īl and his followers were not expected to stay for ever in Lāhījān, and that it is unlikely that they would have been under any great pressure on the part of their hosts to conform to Zaydism. It may be that the significant figure was not the ruler but Ismā‘īl’s tutor at that time, Shams al-Dīn Lāhījī. It would be convenient to be able to establish what his madhhab was in the period before he and Ismā‘īl left Gīlān, but there is little to go on, except some fairly unmistakable indications that Lāhījī was not himself much of a scholar, of whatever madhhab. The instruction he gave his pupil appears to have been of a very elementary kind. The distinctions between Zaydism and Twelverism were no doubt clear enough to scholars then as they are to scholars today, but there may be some reason to wonder whether they were necessarily so clear to a Gīlīnī schoolmaster of the 1490s, which is essentially what Lāhījī was, or to his pupil who, we should bear in mind, was only twelve years old when he left Gīlān for good in 1499. After Ismā‘īl seized power in Tabriz, Lāhljī was appointed Ṣadr, head of the at least theoretically Twelver religious institution in the new kingdom. Admittedly, he did not last long in that high office, but it is perhaps unlikely that he would have been appointed to it at all had he been a firmly committed Zaydī.


Does this help to explain what happened when Ismā‘īl seized power in Persia at the beginning of the sixteenth century? What then happened is certainly very odd. I do not think we can say with confidence that the Safavid order had any significant background in Twelver Shī‘ism in 1501, yet it was this variety of Islam that was declared to be the religion of Persia by the new regime. It is not even the case that the old ‘folk Islamic’ ways were abandoned after 1501. As A.H. Morton has put it, “the behaviour of Ismā‘īl and his court was highly unorthodox in any Islamic terms right up to the end of the reign.” As a conspicuous example, he quotes the court’s attitude towards alcohol: “Wine was indulged in among the Qizilbāsh in the reign of Isma’īl, not shamefacedly and in private as an illegal vice, but openly and with enthusiasm as part of public rituals.”3


Why, then, was Twelver Shī‘ism enforced on the population at large, if it was not the religion of the elite of the new regime nor, apparently, of the shāh himself? It is worth noting that it was enforced, and with great brutality: conversion from Sunnism was not voluntary, and not a few of those who declined to take that step were executed. This was something of a new departure. There had been states ruled by Shī‘īs in the Islamic world before -most notably the Fatimid and Buyid empires. But no attempt had been made by such governments to compel their subjects to change their allegiance from one form of Islam to another, more favoured variety. It is perhaps this curious fact, coupled with doubts, based on the practices which prevailed at the court, of the shāh’s own Twelver sincerity, which have impelled many historians to ascribe Persia’s involuntary conversion to Shī‘ism to reasons of state, if not simply cynical political calculation. The line of argument goes that the advantage of Shī‘ism, in the eyes of Shāh Ismā‘īl and his advisers, was not that it was necessarily true, but that it served to differentiate Persia from the Ottoman Empire, to provide the new Safavid state, whose people perhaps lacked a sufficiently nineteenth-century concept of national feeling, with a sense of a distinct and coherent identity: Shī‘ism = Persia.4


This cynical view of Safavid motivation can be carried further, to help explain another phenomenon: the religious brain drain of Twelver Shī‘ī ‘ulamā” to Persia from the Arab world, especially from Jabal ‘Āmil in Lebanon. The story, it will be recalled – a rather late one – is that the dearth of Twelver books and personnel in Persia was so great that Ismā‘īl had no alternative but to import them if he was to provide his country with a new religious establishment, and that many of the Twelver scholars of south Lebanon, chafing under the Sunni Ottoman yoke, were only too pleased to swallow any theoretical reservations they may have had about the legitimacy of royal government so as to enter into a promised land of riches and preferment: if they were worried about Safavid claims to descent from the Imams, and so forth, they kept quiet about it except sometimes when writing for each other in the obscurity of a learned tongue – Arabic.


Such is an only slightly caricatured summary of what was until recently more or less the accepted orthodoxy. It was neatly encapsulated in an article,5 “From Jabal ‘Āmil to Persia,” which I persuaded the late Albert Hourani, who knew a thing or two about Lebanon, to contribute to a Festschrift for Professor A.K.S. Lambton, published in 1986. Now the whole issue is the subject of scholarly debate again, with Dr Andrew Newman arguing that the clerical migration is largely a myth,6 and others not convinced of this. I do not have the impression that any new consensus has yet emerged, though for myself I find Newman’s arguments persuasive. But from the point of view of supporting the theory of Shāh Ismā‘īl as a political opportunist, the function of the clerical migration, if it occurred, would presumably be to show that he wanted to build up a new establishment that had no local loyalties in Persia and which could therefore be relied on by the regime. To quote a parallel case, such was Marco Polo’s explanation of the fact that Qubilai Qa’an used foreigners, not Chinese bureaucrats, in the highest offices of the Mongol government of China in the second half of the thirteenth century.7


In neither case is this an obviously nonsensical argument: indeed, in the Mongol instance my own view is that it is likely to be right. So far as the Safavid case is concerned, it works, perhaps, so long as we accept the premise: that is to say a less than flattering estimation of Shāh Ismā‘īl’s motivation. It is tempting to do so, and to take a fairly dim view of Ismā‘īl and the system he established. I quote, for example, the opening sentence of section II of my co-editor (Dr Lewisohn’s) essay, where he comments: “The Safavid theocracy [and] ‘totalitarian state’ as Roger Savory termed it, was based on a politicalization of the Sufi master-disciple relationship, focusing upon an idolatrous cult of personality built around the ruler as both ‘perfect master’ (murshid-i kāmil) and absolute monarch.” Well, there is no doubting where Dr Lewisohn stands on the Safavids, and it is refreshing to find his view expressed without all the qualifications and tortuous avoidances of value judgements that historians often feel themselves obliged to go in for. And I have to say that I doubt, myself, that most of the Safavid rulers were especially nice people: few of Persia’s rulers were. Even Karīm Khīn Zand, to judge from Professor John Perry’s excellent study,8 seems to have been dangerous to be near at times. No more do I much favour attempts to show that the Mongols, with whom I spend most of my research time, have been grievously misjudged. On the other hand, I greatly doubt that the Safavid state can be termed ‘totalitarian’ in anything like the modern sense: indeed, I do not think that such a totalitarianism was even possible at the time, or until much later. We seem to owe this conception of the Safavid state largely to the fact that Professor Roger Savory, at a formative stage in his career, came under the strong influence of that undeniably great scholar Vladimir Minorsky.9 It is perhaps understandable that Minorsky, in the light, if such it was, of his personal experience, should have yielded to the temptation to draw dubious historical parallels with the Bolsheviks; but that is no excuse for anyone else.


When it comes to believing that Shāh Ismā‘īl enforced Shī‘ism because he wanted simply to differentiate his realm from that of his principal political enemy, and that he imported Shī’ī ‘ulamā’ because he was unable to trust the Persians, not primarily because they professed a particular faith, I wonder if we are not in some danger of thinking anachronistically. Yes, if I had taken over Persia at the beginning of the sixteenth century, had seen that my regime was insecurely based and that it faced potentially fatal opposition at the hands of two Sunni powers, the Ottomans and the Uzbeks, I might well have acted as Ismā‘īl did, from the motives we attribute to him. But did people at that time think and act like that? Did they draw such distinctions in their minds? I rather doubt it. This is not to say that I necessarily have a better explanation. If Ismā‘īl had shown himself to be a devoted Twelver (which, as we have seen, he did not), it would have been possible to argue, unfashionably but plausibly, that he enforced Twelver Shī‘ism for the simple reason that he had the power to do so, and that he believed it to be true. It is hazardous, in my view, to assume that in default of hard facts we can look behind the apparent motives and beliefs of men long dead and decide, on the basis of purely circumstantial evidence, what they must really have been. However, I shall not allow that to deter me from doing something very similar myself.


One way out of this impasse does occur to me. It is wholly speculative, but I offer it nevertheless. Let us assume, for the sake of argument, that – perhaps as a result of his upbringing in Gīlān – Ismā‘īl was in fact a fully converted and convinced – if superficial and distinctly ill-informed – Twelver, and that this is why he established that form of Shī‘ism as the state religion of Persia. How do we explain his tolerance of and participation in the very dubiously Islamic practices of the Qizilbāsh throughout his reign? There is a possible answer which I propose to put forward: so far as I am aware this has not been suggested before, at any rate in print. But some years ago a graduate student of mine, Adam Jacobs, very interestingly proposed in an essay that the key might be none other than our old friend taqiyya, ‘tactical dissimulation’ as it is sometimes translated. I thought at the time, and I still think, that this idea is worth exploring. Consider: Ismā‘īl had been brought to power on the spears of Qizilbāsh warriors who held him to be something like divine. Without their support, he was nothing, and the regime could not hope to survive. What would have been their attitude had their murshid declared that their beliefs were un-Islamic nonsense, that their cherished rituals must cease forthwith, that he himself was no more divine than they were, and that they must become good and practising Twelvers immediately, on pain of death? There can surely be little doubt about the answer: it would have been nasty, brutish and short. Now, according to the doctrine of taqiyya, a good Twelver is permitted, even obliged, to conceal his true beliefs if to do otherwise involves him in serious danger. What danger could be more serious than the total collapse of the new regime, and the certain death of its founder at the hands of his disillusioned ex-disciples? What could have been more disastrous for the Twelver cause? Well, this is at least a possible scenario: for the historian, of course, the frustrating feature of taqiyya is that insofar as it has been practised successfully, its practice has tended to elude us.


If this way of looking at things is extended into the reign of Shāh Ṭahmāsp, Ismā‘īl’s successor, it is again potentially helpful. Morton’s work on the account of the Venetian envoy Membré has shown that old-style Qizilbāsh practices were very far from extinct at Ṭahmāsp’s court – for example, ritual beatings with a stick, the chūb-i ṭariq.10 But the second Safavid Shāh seems to have been unhappy with such behaviour, especially after about 1533–4, when, according to his own account, inspired by dreams, he repented of sinful practices – and required everyone else to do likewise: the drinking of alcohol, the use of other stimulants, and various forms of sexual immorality were banned, and the ban enforced, where necessary, with executions. Morton believes that Ṭahmāsp’s later transfer of the capital from Tabrīz to Qazvīn was more than a strategically determined move away from the Ottoman frontier: “Like the episode of the repentance from sin, the withdrawal to Qazvin was a move away from early Qizilbāsh practice.”11 What we see in the decades after the death of Ismā‘īl, then, is a gradual – by no means a hurried – abandonment of aspects of the Qizilbāsh way of doing things and, of course, an equally gradual reduction of the regime’s dependence on Qizilbāsh military support. It was Tahmasp who began the process, more conspicuously associated with Shāh ‘Abbās I, of incorporating non-Qizilbāsh ghuldms into the Safavid armed forces. And during the time of Shāh ‘Abbās and after, the process of reducing the influence both of the Safavid order and the Qizilbāsh tribesmen in the state went much further.


If we look at the other great Safavid paradox – that a regime which rose to power as a Sufi order proceeded, almost immediately, to persecute and suppress other Sufi orders – this again fits in well enough with my suggested scenario. If Shāh Ismā‘īl was a convert to Twelver Shī‘ism who was obliged, because of his military dependence on his Qizilbāsh disciples, to pretend otherwise when in their company, no such indulgence need have been extended to other Sufi groups to whom the Safavids owed no obligation. Towards them their attitude could well have been the deeply suspicious one characteristic of the Twelver ‘ulamā’. There was no need to tolerate such people. And tolerated they were not. Again, intolerance reached its height at a later stage of the dynasty, when the part played by the Safavid Order had been reduced to almost nothing and the ascendancy of ‘ulamā’ like Muḥammad Bāqir Majlisī over the shāh had reached previously unprecedented heights.


Such, then, is the hypothesis I offer. I suggest that from the time of Shāh Ismā‘īl I – not before – the Safavids, for all that they may still have been murshids of the Ṣafavī order, were in fact perfectly genuine, though perhaps somewhat idiosyncratic, converts to the faith which they enforced on the people of their empire: Twelver Shi‘ism. But because of their dependence on Qizilbāsh tribesmen who were very far indeed from being Twelvers, they were obliged for a time, for fear of precipitating the regime’s collapse, to practise a degree of taqiyya: they could not simply abandon their Sufi and ghulāt heritage, whatever their personal preference might have been. I concede, of course, that I have no evidence to support this hypothesis: but in the nature of the case, there would be no evidence. This is one of those instances in which, as the saying goes, absence of evidence is not necessarily evidence of absence. Adam Jacobs and I may be right, we may be wrong. If we are right, some puzzling phenomena become rather more explicable. And, I suggest, it will be extraordinarily difficult to prove that we are wrong.
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Western Encounters with Persian Sufi Literature



FARHANG JAHANPOUR


I.   INTRODUCTION: CHRISTIANITY, PERSIA AND ORIENTALISM


Contrary to Kipling’s well-known adage that “East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet,” the history of civilization has proved to be a continuous meeting of East and West in all aspects of life. In the Middle East, most of these early contacts were connected with religion and spirituality. Starting from the earliest phases of Judaism there was a great deal of physical and spiritual contact between the Hebrews and the Persians, to which the many references to Iran, Iranian history and Iranian kings in the Bible bear ample witness. Fourteen books of the Old Testament either directly deal with an event that happened in Persia, or contain references to Persia.1


While the close connection between Christianity and Persia is generally acknowledged – the story of the three Persian Magi visiting the new-born Jesus is well known – it is not, however, generally realized that Persia also played a leading role in the spread of early Christianity. Many Christian churches were established in Persia when the Christians were still savagely persecuted by the Roman Empire. The persecution of Christians in Iran started only after Christianity was adopted as the official religion of the Roman Empire, which was at war with Persia. According to historical documents, Christianity spread to Persia towards the end of the first century AD, and Persian Christianity had organized churches and bishops.2 Persian missionaries were the first to take Christianity to India and China. For instance, in AD 635 the Persian church sent a team of missionaries led by an Iranian monk called A-lo-pen to the Chinese capital Ch’ang-an. The names of two other Iranian missionaries, Mihrdād and Gushansāb, are given in an inscription inscribed in Hsi-an in AD 781.


Studying the early encounter between Persia and the West, we find that according to legend the first Persian to visit the British Isles was a certain bishop of the Nestorian Church named Ivon. In the sixth century, when the Nestorians were sending missionaries to India and China, Ivon is supposed to have gone in the opposite direction, to England, and to have resided there until his death. When a ploughman in the county of Huntingdon turned up his bones in the year 1001, the bishop straightaway became a saint and gave his name to the church of St Ives built on the spot.3


The Persians and the Persian language also played a major role in the propagation and the spread of Islam in the subcontinent, Central Asia and even as far as China and the Far East.4 The Persian language became the second most important Islamic language and the lingua franca of Eastern Islam.5 At its height, Perso-Islamic culture stretched from the Aegean in the west to Sinkiang and the Bay of Bengal in the east, and from the Russian steppes in the north to the Indian Ocean in the south.


Looking at the mystical dimension of Islam in Persia – the subject of this essay – we find that from the earliest days of the establishment of Islam in Iran, Sufism has been an integral part of Iranian Islam, and consequently Sufi literature and various Sufi orders have played a leading role in the spread of Islam in the subcontinent and Central Asia, as well as in the Ottoman Empire. It is interesting that today, with the collapse of communism in the post-Soviet era, it is the mystical form of Islam that is regaining popularity in many of the new Central Asian republics, as well as among the Muslims in the Russian Federation. The resurgence of Sufi orders can even be observed in Kazan, the capital of Tatarstan, which was conquered by Ivan the Terrible in the sixteenth century. The strange onion-domed Orthodox cathedrals opposite the Kremlin in Moscow’s Red Square were actually built to celebrate the victory of Christian forces over Islam in Kazan. Kazan was thoroughly Christianized and many Tatars were expelled or brutally integrated in the Russian empire. Yet, after four hundred years, Sufism is today expanding into the religious vacuum that communism left behind and Sufi orders, both the Qādiriyya and Naqshbandiyya ḥarīqas, are flourishing and have considerable followings.6


* * *


In examining the effect of Persian Sufi literature on the West, there are several issues to be considered. First, there is the matter of important early accounts of Sufism by Western travellers who visited Iran during the Safavid and Qājār; periods and the subsequent translations of Sufi texts into Western languages. Second, there is the interest shown by Western writers and poets in these works with the ensuing literary influences such translations had upon them. Lastly, there is the role played by Sufism as a bridge between Islam and Christianity: its tolerance and idealism, which often softened the initially hostile reaction of many Western thinkers and scholars towards exoteric Islam’s stern legalism, while also making Muslims more open towards Christianity. In this respect, there are several interesting matters that might also be addressed – the effect of Sufi metaphysics on later Western scholastic philosophy, for instance – but as space is limited, in the present essay I shall merely attempt to review the above three themes, focusing chronologically on how Western perceptions of Persian and Indian Sufism developed during the Safavid period, and finally examining the impact of Persian Sufi mysticism on nineteenth-century English and American Romanticism.


In the West, orientalism is considered to have commenced its formal existence with the decision of the Church Council of Vienna in 1312 to establish a series of chairs in Arabic, Greek, Hebrew, and Syriac at Paris, Oxford, Bologna, Avignon, and Salamanca.7 The suggestion was Raymond Lull’s, who advocated learning Arabic as the best means for the conversion of the Arabs. Although chairs in oriental languages had been founded at the universities of Paris, Louvain, and Salamanca by the year 1311, all of them suffered from the lack of teachers and reliable source material. Nevertheless, the decision of the Church Council of Vienna showed both the beginning of an interest in the East and the desire to engage in missionary work among the Muslims.


In England, the serious study of the East did not start until the beginning of the seventeenth century. In 1632 the Sir Thomas Adams Chair of Arabic was established at Cambridge, and four years later, Archbishop Laud established a similar chair at Oxford. It is interesting that most of the famous holders of the Thomas Adams Chair of Arabic would turn out to be Persian experts who devoted most of their time to Persian studies: from E.G. Browne, the greatest Western scholar of Persian literature, who was also very interested in a number of religious and mystical movements, R. A. Nicholson, the great translator and interpreter of Rūmī and Persian Sufism and, Professor Storey with his erudite Bio-Bibliographical Survey of Persian Literature,8 down to AJ. Arberry with his numerous works on and translations of Sufi texts by ‘Aṭṭar, Rūmī, Ḥāfiẓ, ‘Umar Khayyām and others.


The same story is true to some extent of Oxford University. One of the most distinguished early English orientalists was Thomas Hyde (1636–1703) of Oxford, who became Professor of Arabic and Librarian of the Bodleian Library. Although Professor of Arabic, one of his main interests was in the ancient Persian religion of Zoroaster. Around 1690 he translated into Latin, for almost the first time in Western history, some ghazals of Ḥāfiẓ (his translation was only preceded by that of Pietro della Valle whose Viaggi – published in Venice in 1650 – contained the first European account of Ḥāfiẓ’s poetry, featuring a translation of one of his ghazals9). Hyde is also to be credited with the first translation of a rubā‘ī by ‘Umar Khayyām and incidentally, the first reference in Western literature to Khayyām himself, in the form of a quatrain attributed to ‘Umar’s ghost, who recited it in a dream to his mother, recorded by Hyde in the year 1700 in his History of the Religion of the Ancient Persians, Parthians and Medes.


II.   THE ENCOUNTER WITH SUFISM BY WESTERN TRAVELLERS TO SAFAVID PERSIA


As a result of greater commercial and political contacts between the West and the Safavid and Mughal governments during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,10 the interest of Europeans in Perso-Islamic literature and Sufi mysticism, present both in Persia and at the court of the Mughal emperors, was aroused. The works of travellers, merchants and diplomats such as Anthony Jenkinson (1562), Thomas Alcock (1564), Richard Cheney (1564), John Newbury (1580) and Ralph Fitch (1583–91), the three English brothers Sir Thomas, Sir Anthony and Robert Sherley (who stayed in Persia for a long time and even acted as Iran’s ambassadors to various European courts), Thomas Herbert (1627–29), Jean Chardin and J.B. Tavernier from France, opened the gates of the Orient to the West and introduced Western readers to the mysteries of the East, including Persian literature and Sufism.
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Plate 3: Safavid State Reception of an Ambassador from Holland. From Chardin, Voyages, P1. 32.


The Safavid dynasty had originally started out as Sufi order, but after consolidating its grip on political power, it gradually turned against Sufism and started persecuting the Sufis. It is thus somewhat ironic that Shāh ‘Abbās I (‘the Great’, reg. 1588–1629) was himself known in the West as the Great Sophy (= Sufi) as Shakespeare’s two references in Twelfth Night indicate (II. v. 181, III. iv. 280). The serious persecution of the Sufis started during the latter part of the Safavid dynasty, as the power of the ‘ulamā’ grew. By the reign of Shāh Sulṭān Ḥusayn (1694–1722), most Shī‘ite clerics were hostile to Sufism, and the government, under the influence of the Mullābāshī Muḥammad Bāqir Majlisī II, began to persecute both Sufi-minded Shī‘ites non-Shī‘ite religious groups, effecting the forcible conversion of the Zoroastrians and the Jews.11’ As S.H. Nasr has put it: “The dynasty that had begun as the extension of a Sufi order ended by opposing all Sufism and gnosis itself.”12


Knowledge of Sufism came to the West from various sources, both through the works of Persians writing about their country and their religion for Western audiences and from Western travellers and scholars who learned what they could about Islam and Sufism. One book that achieved a great deal of fame and exerted some influence on the works of Western writers writing about Iranian Islam was Relaciones.13 In 1604, one year before the first edition of the first volume of Don Quixote was printed, the Relaciones of Don Juan of Persia was published at Valladolid. The author, whose real name was Ulugh Bey (or Uruch Beg), was a Persian Muslim who had converted to Spanish Roman Catholicism. He had left Iran in the year 1599, being one of the four secretaries to the Persian ambassador sent by Shāh ‘Abbās to the princes of Europe under the guidance of Sir Anthony Sherley.


During the years 1602 and 1603 in Spain, and after he had become an ardent Roman Catholic, Don Juan of Persia, as he was now called, compiled his Relaciones. In this book the author speaks in detail about social and political events under the Safavids, Persian laws and customs, as well as providing a good deal of information about Islam and Sufism. Speaking about Sufism, for instance, he correctly points out that the term ṣufī is derived from the word ṣūm (wool), but that the terms ‘Sufi’ and ‘Safavid’ are etymologically unrelated. However, he stresses the Sufi origin of the Safavids and, on more than one occasion, states very emphatically that Shāh Ismā‘īl I (1501–24), whom he calls the Grand Sophy, was indeed a great Sufi and dervish.


Although most of the early European travellers to Iran were interested mainly in trade and politics and did not show much interest in literary and religious issues, one of the earliest British travellers to show some interest in the cultural side of Persian life was Thomas Herbert. The youthful Herbert embarked for Persia in 1627, as a secretary in the suite of the British ambassador, Sir Dodmore Cotton. He kept careful notes of his travels in Persia between 1627 and 1629, and these provided the basis for the appearance in 1634, four years after his return to London, of a folio volume of about 250 pages, entitled Travels in Persia: 1627–29.14 Herbert was a keen observer of Persian life and his book provides a great deal of information about contemporary life in Iran. Of Persians, he had a high opinion, writing: “The Persian has this character of old, cunctorum hominum sunt mitissimi, of all men the most civil; which disposition they reserve unto this day, being generally of a very gentle and obliging nature …”15


Although Herbert refers to the Persians’ love of poetry, he seems to have gained little knowledge of Persian poetry, confusing the names of some poets with philosophers and mystics, both Iranian and Arab. He writes:


Above all, poetry lulls them, that genius seeming properly to delight itself amongst them. Howbeit, mimographers I must call them, their common ballads resounding out the merry disports of Mars and his mistress to which saints they dedicate their amorous devotion – Abul-Casen, who lived AH 385, Elgazzuly, Ibnul-Farid, and Elfargani are their principal poets in those fancies. Nor have I read amongst the Romans, or in any other parts, poetry has been better rewarded.16


Elsewhere, Herbert also refers to the two greatest poets of Persia, Ḥāfiẓ and Sa‘dī (although with strange spellings), and mentions the Latin translation of the Gulistān. Describing his visit to the city of Shīrāz, he writes: “A little out of the town is interred that learned poet and philosopher Musladini Saddi who wrote Rosarium which is lately turned into Latin by Gentius;17 and near him his brother-poet Hodgee Haier, whose poems are of great esteem in Persia.”18


J.B. Tavernier’s Travels through Turkey, Persia and the East Indies19 was also a mine of information about the East. Unlike many earlier travellers, Tavernier paid a great deal of attention to religious and social issues in the countries that he visited. One short chapter of his book is entitled “Of the Faquirs, or poor Mahometan Volunteers in the East Indies.” He estimated that there were more than 800 000 Muslim “Faquirs,” as opposed to twelve hundred thousand “Idolaters” in India. Although he did not have a high opinion of the Faquirs, calling them “Vagabonds, and lazy Drones, that dazzle the eyes of the people with a false zeal, and make them believe that whatever comes out of their mouths is an Oracle,” nevertheless, he described different types of the Faquirs, their garments, their way of life and their beliefs.


Dr John Fryer, a graduate of Cambridge University and Fellow of the Royal Society, was another important English traveller to visit Iran during the Safavid period. He left four volumes of his fascinating – albeit condescending, often chauvinistic and biased – account of travels in Iran during the years 1677–8 to posterity. As a professed rationalist and follower of Descartes, Fryer cast a highly critical gaze on the alien society in which he found himself. He seldom had anything good to say about Islam, Persian society, religious customs, philosophy or practices. In his brief account of “the dervises professing Poverty” in Iran, he describes them as “vagrants” and “beggars” who lived in constant danger, and painted a forlorn picture of the condition to which the Sufis in late Safavid Iran had been reduced:


They ramble up and down … being without Beasts of Burthen, without Wallets full of Provisions, which the others seize by force, without Attendance, without other Ensigns or Weapons more than a Staff and Horn; travelling without Company, or indeed any Safe-pass; and if they fix up their Standard, it is among the tombs; none giving them harbour, or encouraging this sort of Madness, as well for the natural Antipathy to Beggery; as for that, under this Cloak many Intrigues and ill Designs have been carried on.20


His depiction of the Sufis in East India is even less flattering:


A Fakier is a Holy Man among the Moors; for all who Profess that strictness (for such it should be) they esteem sacred; and though before apparent Traytors, yet declaring for this kind of life, and wearing a patch’d Coat of a Saffron Colour, with a pretended careless neglect of the World, and no certain Residence, they have Immunity from all Apprehensions, and will dare the Mogul himself to his Face: Of this Order are many the most Dissolute, Licentious, and Prophane Persoans in the World, committing Sodomy, will be Drunk with Bang, and Curse God and Mahomet; depending on the Toleration the Mogul indulges them with … these People Beg up and down like our Bedlams with an Horn and Bowl, so that they enter an House, take what likes them, even the Woman of the House; and when they have laid their mad Pranks, away they go to repeat them elsewhere. Under this Disguise many pass as Spies up and down, and reap the best Intelligence for the benefit of the Prince that employs them.21


The most celebrated Western traveller to Persia, whose voluminous books had a great deal of influence in both France and Britain, was the French jeweller Jean Chardin (1643–1713). His works were acknowledged by Montesquieu, Rousseau, Voltaire, Gibbon and Sir William Jones among others, and his information on Safavid Persia, in the words of John Emerson, “outranks that of all other Western writers in range, depth, accuracy, and judiciousness.”22 Indeed, in view of the scope and general accuracy of Chardin’s observations of Safavid Persia, his work may be compared to the seminal work of his fellow countryman Alexis de Tocqueville on the United States (De la démocratic, 1835^40), written about a century and a half later.


In 1665 he travelled to Persia and India, and later published an account of that journey, together with the details of the coronation of the new Persian Shāh Sulaymān (reg. 1666–94).23 In 1671 Chardin embarked on a second journey to Persia. After nearly two years of arduous travel through Turkey, the Crimea and the Caucasus, he finally arrived in Iṣfahān. This time his sojourn in Persia lasted four years, after which he returned to France in 1677. Several years later, however, he fled to England to avoid French persecution of the Huguenots. Appointed jeweller to the Crown, he was subsequently knighted by King Charles II.


Chardin became a great scholar of both Persian language as well as the Persian way of life. In fact, he boasts: “In a word I was so solicitous to know Persia, that I know Iṣfahān better than Paris (though I was Bred and Born there). The Persian language was as easie to me as French, and I could currently Read and Write it.”24 In addition to detailed accounts of court life, business and commerce in Iran, Chardin also wrote a great deal about religious issues. He speaks warmly of the high degree of religious tolerance which existed in Iran:


The most commendable Property of the Manners of the Persians is their kindness to Strangers; the Reception and Protection they afford them, and their Universal Hospitality, and Toleration, in regard to Religion, except the Clergy of the Country, who, as in all other Places, hate to a furious Degree, all those that differ from their Opinions. The Persians are very civil, and very honest in Matters of Religion; so far that they allow those that have embraced theirs, to recant, and resume their former Opinion; whereof, the Cedre [Sadr], or Priest, give them an Authentick Certificate for Safety sake, in which he calls them by the Name of Apostat, which among them is the highest Affront.25 He says that the Persians believe that the prayers of other faiths are as valid as theirs, and that many Muslims even ask the followers of other religions to pray for them, adding: “I have seen it practised a thousand Times. This is not to be imputed to their Religious Principles, tho’ it allows all sorts of Worship; but I impute it to the sweet Temper of that Nation, who are naturally averse to Contest and Cruelty.”26 Commenting on the death of Shāh Sulaymān, Chardin writes:


But those who most laid to heart the mournful death of the deceased King were the Christians. That Prince had always shewed himself kind and favourable to their Religion, shewing them extraordinary Civilities … insomuch as the Armenians would say one among another, that he was more a Christian than a Mahometan. Not but that he was not devoted to his own Religion, even as much as the most zealous of his predecessors; only he thought that the violence of Princes toward the Liberty of men’s Consciences was a thing neither acceptable to God, nor conformable to Reason.27


In his description of the famous coffee houses or “Cahue Kahne” (qahvakhāna) of Iṣfahān, Chardin gives a delightful account of “Repeaters in Verse and Prose, which the Mollas, Derviches, or poets” take their turns to recite poetry and preach sermons to the people. He describes how “A Molla stands up in the Middle, or at one End of the Cahue Kahne, or Coffee-House, and begins to preach with a loud Voice; or else a Dervish comes in all at once, and harangues the whole Company, concerning the Vanity, Riches, and Honours of the World.” The author expresses his wonder at the degree of tolerance which exists in these gatherings for both the sermons of the mullās and the preaching and poetry of the dervishes: “In short with Regard to that, there is the greatest Liberty taken in the World; the serious Man dares not say a Merry Thing; each makes his own Harangue and listens to what he likes.”28


However, it is in chapter 11, “De la Philosophic” of the fourth volume of his celebrated Voyages, where Chardin provides a fifteen-page account of Sufis and Sufism – more detailed, in fact, than anything which the Western world had previously known – that the most accurate information about Persian Sufism hitherto recorded by any Western traveller of the period is provided. In view of the importance and novelty of Chardin’s remarks on Sufism, and the fact that the greater part of his account of Sufism has not been translated into English, I shall give extensive excerpts of his comments on Sufism below.


Opening his discussion of Islamic philosophy, Chardin more or less accurately delineates the substance of, and differences between, Islamic philosophical theology (‘ilm al-kalām), sapiential knowledge (ḥikma, which he calls “la science par excellence”), metaphysics (mistakenly describing Persian metaphysics as exclusively of the Peripatetic school), and then briefly mentions the contribution of Avicenna and Khwāja Naṣīr al-Dīn Ṭusī (d. 672/1274) to Islamic Peripetaticism.29 Although he notes that both the philosophical systems of Democritus or Epicurus are unknown to the Persians, he does compare Sufism to Pythagorean thought:


This philosophy is taught among the Muḥammadans, and particularly among the Persians, by a cabal of folk especially known by the name of soufys. It is an ancient and celebrated sect, but which is nevertheless little known, for those who profess it make their principal tenet not to reveal the essence other than very discretely and in hidden character – and hence they do not disturb either the religion or the philosophy of the country.30


The fact that the rest of this chapter on “la Philosophie” concerns Sufism and not Peripatetic philosophy probably indicates Chardin’s own interest in, and good relations with, the local Sufis of Iṣfahān. Noting that the origin of the word ‘Soufy’ “est fort contestée,” he then provides seven different etymologies of the term in the space of three pages (pp. 450–3). Chardin’s considerations are, for his day and age, on the whole etymologically thorough and credible, and his conclusions echo similar discussions of the word in Muslim circles.


1. His first etymology, even if not completely accurate, has the advantage – as unusual among seventeenth – as among nineteenth-century orientalists – of at least recognizing the Islamic origin of Sufism. It also closely resembles the discussion of the term given by the earliest Persian Sufi author, Ḥujwīrī.31 Some “learned doctors,” he writes, derive the name from an Arabian tribe from which “the progenitor of this sect originated:” hence Alsoufa may mean “the golden race.” Alternatively, if spelled Alsaphan, it can also mean “the pure race since this tribe had been the most devout and religious of all the others.” This “tribe” had the special responsibility for taking care of the Ka‘ba at Mecca:


They have said that they have given this name to the sect of the Soufys because of the resemblance which they [the Sufis] have amongst themselves – which is as much for the austerity of their personal lives and the constancy of their cultic practise, as for their fondness for gnosis and the extraordinary purity which they assume for themselves.32


2. The second etymology given by Chardin derives ‘Sufi’ from the ahl-i suffa, “the People of the Veranda,” the most intimate companions of the Prophet who gathered at his mosque in Medina who, “in order to secretly serve certain devotees, had abandoned their own houses and their welfare in order to follow him [the Prophet], and who had secluded themselves there in order to better study the new religion.”33 This etymology is also defended by a number of traditional Muslim authorities.34


3. In his third etymology, Chardin derives Soufy from Sou “which is the name of a borough in Arabia, near Aleppo, where cheap goods were manufactured, plus fy, which in Arabic matches our preposition dans [in]; these sectarians call themselves by this name due to the simplicity of their attire, which is always made of wool.”35


4. A fourth etymology derives the word from a certain “docteur célèbre” who flourished in the third century AH, “the author of this rigid and austere sect of Sufis.” Chardin notes, however, that “the Persians do not consider this etymology suitable, pretending that the sect of which I speak was established in the second century of their epoch.”36


5. Others derive the term soufy from saf (sâf), that is to say, “‘order’ or ‘class’, as if to say that this company holds a ‘first-class’ place among all other religious sects.”


6. Still others derive it from wisdom, “the Greek sofos, which it to say sagesse, because these Soufys have been considered to be the true philosophers of true sages of Mahometisme.”37


Concluding his etymological considerations, Chardin returns to the first and third etymologies above and draws his conclusions:


Undoubtably, the two most common etymologies of the word soufy are derived from the words safa, meaning purity; and from souf, meaning wool, or rather goat’s hair (since there is little darning done in wool in Arabia); one or the other of these etymologies is probably the most genuine. Those who endorse the first say that the Sufis, who claim to be in conduct more just (réformé) and purer than others in their doctrines and morals, have thus been given the name Soufys, as if to say [they are] the most pure; and Scaliger, among our own critical scholars in Europe, strongly supports this opinion, and ridicules those who entertain any other view. However, should this etymology which he approves be correct, one should rather call the people of this sects Sephis, and not Soufys. The common opinion of the Orientals supports the other etymology, which is to say that those who have named these folk Soufys did so because they renounce all type of extravagance and bodily comfort, not because they wore clothes made of goat’s wool – which is anyway the ordinary material from which garments are made in Arabia, and where, as a matter of fact, they have long robes or jackets, which they call haba (a’bâ), and which are quite handsome. What makes me believe that this [latter] etymology is the more reliable than the others is the fact that the devout Mahometans, particularly men of the church and men of letters, only wear cloths made out of this type of woollen material; and that even the greatest noblemen, when they wish to say their prayers, will take off their precious robes made of golden thread or silk, and dress themselves in these same robes of goat’s hair. The prophets, according to the Old Testament, and the hermits and cenobites of the first centuries of Christianity, apparently used to clothe themselves as these Soufys do.38


Concerning the historical origins of Sufism, Chardin, as mentioned above, correctly notes that Muslims trace it back to Persia of the second/eighth century. He asserts the originator of the Sufis was Shaykh Abū Sa’īd ibn Abī’l-Khayr (357/967^40/1049), whose date of birth, however, he mistakenly gives as AH 200. As Abū Sa’īd was certainly the first mystic to codify the regulation of conduct for Sufis in their khānaqāhs,39 Chardin is hardly wrong in citing him as their founding father, although from his characterization of this master as being a “grand philosophe; homme forte austère, et qui prétendoit à une plus étroite observance de la religione mahométane, que tous les autres docteurs,”40 it is obvious that Chardin had no familiarity with Abuī Sa’īd’s unconventional biography, and was completely unaware of the malāmatī character of this master’s maturer life. Nonetheless, the citation of Abū Sa’īd is of great historical significance since it correctly situates, for the first time in European orientalism at least, the great mystic of Mayhana amongst major Islamic thinkers.


Chardin next introduces the famous Persian poem Gulshan-i rāz – “c’est-à-dire Parterre de Mystères” (without, however mentioning its author Shabistarī) – as being the central somme thèologique of Persian philosophy and theology. Taking Shabistarī’s poem as a point of departure, he launches into a profound exposition of Sufi doctrine which, in terms of its objectivity and insight, is unrivalled by anything composed about Sufism in a European language during the seventeenth century:


They [the Sufis] say about this [esoteric nature of their teachings] that true wisdom should have as its purpose the repose and tranquillity of society, and as for the tranquillity of the spirit, it is not necessary to create a public disturbance for its sake, which would be going against received mores. If you have no doubt, they say, concerning the received opinions of your fathers, hold onto that, for it will suffice you. If you doubt, seek the truth gently, without disturbing others. In conformity with this principle, they state furthermore, that the beliefs of sages must be of three different types: the first is grounded in the opinions of the land, like, for example, the dominant religion and the traditional received philosophy [of the land]; the second, are those opinions which he is permitted to communicate to those who are also in doubt, and who seek the truth; the third, are those opinions which he keeps to himself, and concerning which he confides unto none except those who share the same sentiment. They call doubt the key to knowledge, concerning which they have an adage: Whoever does not doubt a point, does not examine it; whoever does not examine it, discerns nothing; whoever does not discern a matter is blind, and will remain blind.41


After this fascinating, albeit somewhat theologically uninformed, description of the Muslim mystical doctrine of the relation of philosophical doubt to pious faith (which, some half a millennium before Descartes, had been brillantly espoused by Abū Ḥāmid Ghazālī42), Chardin passes on to an interesting summary of the Sufi metaphysics of the ‘Unity of Being’.43 Here, his exposition is of great historical significance on three counts: in the first place, it is the only exposition of this basic principle of Sufism in a European language composed during this period; second, it furnishes one of the first Western accounts of the bitter theological rivalry and dispute between the exoteric ‘ulamā’ and the Persian Sufis; and third, it provides a well-informed, though not completely accurate, introduction to the spiritual practices and disciplines of the Persian Sufis. Struggling to interpret the metaphysics of the great Sufis, the French jeweller comments that their sages believe that:


Whatever you see is like a cloak covering the infinite, eternal Essence, which they call God. The devout Mohametans accuse them quite clearly of being atheists, of not believing in any of the dogmas concerning God or the resurrection; yet among themselves they cite this couplet, which they state is the mystery of the Soufys:


Yek Vojoud amed vely souret azar


Kesret souret ne dared ahtebar


Which means:


There is no more than one sole Essence,


But there are a thousand forms or figures.


None of these forms have any consistency or reality.


– which is as much to say that “all which appears to your eyes as being ‘real’ is, in fact, nothing but diverse forms of a single immutable essence.” There comes to my mind a certain preacher in Iṣfahān who was preaching one day in a public place and spoke out ferociously against these same Soufys, saying that they were atheists who should be consigned to hellfire; that he was himself astonished how anyone could let them live, and that to kill a Soufy would be a deed quite pleasing to God, better in fact, than saving the lives of ten good men! Now, following his sermon five or six Soufys who were among his listeners threw themselves at him and flogged him terribly. Howeversomuch I strove to prevent them, they rebuked me, saying: a man who preaches death, can he complain if he is thrashed?


Nevertheless, they defended themselves robustly against the charge of atheism, and spoke highly, on the contrary, of communion with God, continually talking about revelations and modes of union with the Supreme Being, after the manner of enthusiasts or inspired folk. During the evening, they have gatherings for ‘commemoration of God’, as they say; and here is the particular manner in which they perform their devotions: they grasp each other by the hands, and turning and shaking their heads, cry out with all their might to each other, Hou, Hou, that is to say ‘God’, or ‘Being’ itself. They continue like this until they are foaming at the mouth and out of breath, and then they fall to the ground. When they come to themselves, they keep to where they were sitting, and then begin shaking their heads and bodies again, and continue their repetition of the name of God. They call this putting themselves into ecstasy, or uniting themselves with God. They say that they enter into rapture or ecstasy in yet another manner, which is to have their heads inclined towards the right, and to fix their gaze on the tip of their nose; meanwhile, they avail themselves even more of singing in communion, of dance and music, saying that it produces with even greater certainty their ecstasy, by which it must be meant a dizziness – the same which is spoken about those false prophets who are in the tenth chapter of the first book of Samuel, who seem to me altogether like the Soufys.


These Soufys teach that in order to realize complete detachment from earthly things, and to attain spiritual union with God, one [of necessity] raises oneself to the degree of ecstasy, [such that] one is inspired like the prophets, one knows the future and one senses, at intervals, the felicities of paradise.


Among all the different means that they propound to realize union with God, they recommend fasting, and they engage in much austerity, for which one can say that they are unrivalled, since they spend five or six days in a row eating nothing but dried fruit; while others, for twenty-four hours at a time, will eat nothing at all; and, to top it all, every year they do a fast like this which lasts for forty days. The times for doing this are not regular but each of them begins whenever he pleases; and here is the manner how they observe this fast: they confine themselves to a small room during these forty days; they refrain from sleeping as far as possible, and finally, they reduce their consumption of food so much that during the last days of the fast they eat no more than twelve almonds during a twenty-four-hour period. Their occupation, during this long term, is exclusively meditation, thinking of God, and doing works of divine love. However, after all, the fruit of this austere retreat is nothing other than to return filled with a thousand chimeras in their hollow skulls which they call visions, saying God told us this; we asked Him this question and He replied in this way.


I have seen those who appeared entirely extravagant to me and who, nonetheless, felt themselves to be in possession of the greatest sense. They boast of having knowledge of the future and even of knowing the very essence of other people’s thoughts, but I never witnessed this myself. If one raises the objection to them that there is nothing rational or coherent about their sentiments and that their cult is filled with stupid people, they reply that we should blame our own incredulity; that their religion is better felt than understood; that it is an inner light which is ineffable though very clear; and that it is in vain that we try to approach their mysteries through our sciences, such as logic and physics, for they are all human inventions that do more to hide than to reveal the light.


They interpret the Koran in its entirety in spiritual terms, and they spiritualize all the precepts concerning ritual as well as religion in its external sense; and though they engage in physical purifications much as do other Mahometans, they do not give it any credence, saying that all that concerns devotion to God is internal; and it is from this dogma in particular that stems the hatred of them felt by the clergy. As for themselves, they claim to love the entire world and to despise no one, seeing all men as the products of a common father; and the diverse sects of men as so many slaves and servants of the same Lord. They teach that the joy of paradise lies in the intimate knowledge of God, and in the close union with Him; just as the sufferings of hell consist, on the contrary, of regret at separation from Him. They add that the senses will, nevertheless, feel their joys or their sufferings through the objects that God will create …


A priest, who lived in Iṣfahān for nearly forty years, by the name of Father Raphael from Le Mans, pointed out to me on a number of occasions a certain Soufy, who was so convinced of the truth of his religion and the falsity of all others that he proposed to demonstrate which of them was taking the right path on the basis of which one of them would be least hurt upon leaping together off the top of the house. Raphael, he would say, let us climb on to the terrace and throw ourselves down whilst holding hands. If I hurt myself more than you, I will convert to your religion; if not, you will convert to mine.


It is said that the clergy detests these Soufis. Magistrates are also at war with them because their fasts and their raptures detach them exceedingly from the world and make them neglect the things one must constantly attend to in society. In view of the natural tendency of men towards carelessness and indolence, men succumb easily to ideas such as revelations, union with God, rapture – all things that run counter to applying oneself to the demands of life. That is why it is advisable not to persist blindly in following such an opinion which is so contrary to the good of society.


The sect has produced a number of celebrated authors and, among others, a certain el-Jonaid [al-Junayd],44 who was named the king of the Soufy sect, not so much for his great learning as the austerity of his life and that of his disciples, to whom he principally taught disregard from the world as the shortest and most certain path to achieving that contemplation which ensures communion and familiarity with God. Enemies of his sect accuse him of casting spells and called him a blasphemer, in view of this intimate union he claimed to have with God and that anyone could also have if they pursued the same means.


There are several works, in prose and in verse, that explain, elucidate and illustrate the book Gulshendras [Gulshan-i Rāz],45 which is, as I said, the Soufys’ sacred text. The most highly regarded of these is the Menavi [Mathnawī],46 a huge work of mystical theology, where, on the one hand, divine love and intimate union with God is described in rapturous terms and, on the other, the vanity of the world, the dignity of virtue and the enormity of vice are vividly depicted. In this book, the inner life is described as consisting of three parts: knowledge, purgation and illumination. One sees there that there are three proofs of the existence of God in man: detachment from the world, the constant desire for God and perseverance in prayer. One encounters there these beautiful precepts: Do not get involved in conversation with the first person that comes along, but in all your dealings with other men, keep your mind fixed on God. Never cease to have an ardent love for God or to declare His glory and His grace. In this way, you will amply possess true life in this world and the next. The soul enlightened by the rays of heaven is the mirror in which can be discovered the most hidden secrets.
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