
 

 
 

Theme 1 
BRICKS, BEADS AND BONES (THE 

HARAPPAN CIVILIZATION) 
 Indus valley civilization is also known as Harappan civilization. 
 It started flourishing along River Indus (now in Pakistan) at around 2600 B.C. 
 Harappan civilization was the largest Bronze age civilization in the world 
 Harappa was the first site of this civilization discovered by archaeologists 
 It was an urban civilization. Its writing is not deciphered 
 After 1900 B.C., most of the sites were abandoned due to some reasons 
 By 1900 B.C. major part of the civilization ended 

 

Period of Harappan Civilization 
 The civilization is dated between 2600 BCE and 1900 BCE
 The period of the civilization is broadly divided in to three:
 1.The Early Harappan culture (Before 2600 BCE)
 2. The Mature Harappan culture (2600 BCE to 1900 BCE)
 3. The Late Harappan culture (After 1900)

Some important sites of Harappan civilization 
 Kalibangan,Lothal,Rakhi Garhi,Dholavira,Rupar,Harappa,Ganeriwala,Chanhudaro,Sutakagen 

Dor,Mohenjodaro,Amri,Balakot,Kot Diji,Rangpur,Nageshwar,Ganeriwala etc.

Major Developments in Harappan Archaeology 
 1875-Report of Alexander Cunningham on Harappan seal
 1924-John Marshall announced the discovery of Harappan civilization
 1925-Excavation began at Mohenjodaro
 1944-R E M Wheeler became the Director General of ASI
 1946- R E M Wheeler excavates at Harappa
 1955-S.R.Rao begins excavation at Lothal
 1960-B.B Lal&B.K Thaper begins excavations at Kalibangan
 1974-M.R.Mughal begins explorations in Bahawalpur
 1990-R.S Bisht begins excavations at Dholavira.

Early archaeological cultures 
 There were several archaeological cultures in the region prior to the Mature Harappan.
 These cultures were associated with distinctive pottery, evidence of agriculture, pastoralism and some 

crafts.
 The settlements were small in size and had no large buildings.

 
 

Subsistence strategies of the people 
 Subsistence strategies of the people included hunting and gathering, cultivation, pastoralism, and 

distribution.
 People relied on many plants and animals, fishing and agriculture for their food.
 There are evidences of bones of animals which prove that people consumed meat. Terracotta models of 

oxen, plough etc.show that people relied on agriculture too.
 

Different types of food available to the people 
 The Harappans ate wide range of plants and animal products, including fish.
 Archaeologists found grain such as wheat, barley, lentils, chickpea and sesame at the Harappan sites.
 In Gujarat, Millets have been found. Rice was found rarely.
 Bones of cattle, fish, fowl, sheep, goat, buffalo, pig, boar, deer, and gharial are found at the sites. Studies 

indicate that these animals were either domesticated or hunted by the Harappans



 

Agricultural technologies of Harappans 
 Agriculture was the main occupation of the Harappans.
 The prevalence of agriculture is indicated by finds of grains.
 It is very difficult to reconstruct actual agricultural practices carried out by the Harappans.
 Terracotta sculptors of the bull and their representation on the seals indicate that bull was known to them.
 From this, the archaeologists assume that the oxen were used for ploughing.
 Moreover, the Archaeologists have also found terracotta models of the plough at sites in Cholistan and at 

Banwali (Haryana).
 Evidence of a ploughed field, associated with early Harappan levels have also found at 

Kalibangan(Rajasthan)
 The field had two sets of furrows at right angles to each other, suggesting that two different crops were 

grown together.
 Most of theHarappan sites were located in semi-arid regions.So,to enhance agricultural produce
,they needed facilities of irrigation. 
 Traces of canals have been found at the Harappan site of Shortughai in Afghanistan.
 It is also likely that water was drawn from wells was used for irrigation.
 Besides, water reservoirs found in Dholavira (Gujarat) may have been used to store water for agriculture.
 Processing of food required grinding equipment as well as vessels for mixing, blending and cooking. These 

equipments were made of stone, metal and terracotta

Layout of Mohenjodaro: Architectural features of Mohenjodaro (Town Planning) 
 The most spectacular part of Harappan structure is the large scale town layout.
 The city of Mohenjodaro was divided into two halves i.e.the Citadel and the lower city
 Citadel- It was built on mud brick platforms. It was walled and separated from the Lower Town.
 The citadel was probably used for special public purposes.
 The Lower Town was walled. Several buildings were made on the platform that served as foundation.
 Labour was mobilized at a very large scale.
 The settlement was first planned and then implemented.
 Bricks used in the buildings were uniform in size.
 The roads and streets in the lower town were laid out in a grid pattern, intersecting at right angles.
 The streets and drains were first laid out and then houses were built on the same pattern.
 The Lower Town of Mohenjodaro provides examples of residential buildings.
 Most of these were centred on a courtyard, with rooms on all sides.
  Different activities like cooking, weaving etc. were carried out in the courtyard particularly during the hot 

and dry seasons.
 There were no windows along the walls on the ground floor. So privacy could be maintained.
  The main entrance did not provide view of courtyard and interior. Every house had bathroom paved with 

bricks which was connected through the wall to the street drains.
 In some houses remains of staircases to reach second storey or roof have been found.
 Many houses had wells which were reachable from outside for the use of outsiders. It is estimated that the 

total number of wells in Mohenjodaro was about 700.

Drainage System of the Harappans 
 One of the striking features of Harappan cities was the well planned drainage system.
 Every house was connected to the street drains.
 The drains were made of mortar, lime and gypsum.
 They were covered with big bricks which could be lifted easily to clean the drains.
 For sewage from the houses, pits were provided at either side of the street.
 Very long drainage channels were provided at intervals with sumps for cleaning.
  In smaller settlements such as Lothal, the houses were built of mud bricks and drains were made of burnt 

bricks.
 Little heaps of materials mostly sand have frequently been found alongside the drains.
 This shows that the drains were cleaned at regular intervals.

The Great Bath 
 On citadel, some special buildings were built like 'The great bath of Mohenjodaro'.
 Such buildings were used on some religious occasions or on public gatherings



 

 The Great Bath was a large rectangular tank surrounded by corridors on all four sides.
 There were two flights of steps on north and south leading into the tank.
 The tank was made watertight by laying bricks on the edge and using mortar and gypsum.
 Rooms were made on three sides of the tank, with one room having a large well.
 The water from the tank flowed into a huge drain.
 Across the lane there was a smaller building with eight bathrooms, four at each side of a corridor, with 

drains from each bathroom connecting to a drain that ran along the corridor.


Tracking Social Differences: Strategies to find out social differences 
 

1.  Studying Burials 
 Strategies to analyze social and economic differences amongst people living within a particular culture 

include study of burials. 
 At burials in Harappan sites the dead were generally laid in pits. 
 Some of the pits were lined by bricks. 
  Some of the burials contained ornaments, pottery etc, may be a belief that these things can be used after 

life. 
 In some instances the dead were buried with copper mirrors. 
 Jwelleries were found in both men and women burials which mean that both men and women used 

ornaments. 
 But in general, Harappans never believed in burying precious things with the dead. 

2.  Studying Artefacts 
 Studying artefacts is another strategy to find out social differences. 
 Artefacts are divided into utilitarian and luxuries. 
 Utilitarian artefacts include objects made of stone or clay. These include querns, pottery, needles, flesh-

rubbers etc. and are usually found distributed throughout settlements. 
 Luxury artefacts are rare objects made of valuable materials are generally concentrated in large settlements 

like Mohenjodaro and Harappa. For Example, little pots of faience were used as perfume bottles. 

Finding out about craft production 
Raw materials required for craft production 

 The variety of materials used to make beads is remarkable: stones like carnelian (of a beautiful red colour) 
jasper, crystal, quartz and steatite; metals like copper, bronze and gold; and shell, faience and terracotta or 
burnt clay. 

Methods of making craft by the Harappans 
 Sometimes beads were made of two or more stones by cementing together, while some of stone with gold 

caps. 
 They were made in different shapes such as cylindrical, spherical, barrel-shaped, and segmented. 
 Some were decorated by painting and some had designs etched on them. 
 They made bangles, ladles out of shells. 
 Special tools were used for craft work. 
 Specialized drills have been found at Chanhudaro, Lothal and more recently at Dholavira. 
 Nageshwar and Balakot were specialized centres for making shell objects. 
 Chanhudaro was the centre of crafts production. It was specialist in bead-making, shell-cutting, metal-

working, seal-making and weight-making. 
 

Identifying centres of production. 
 

 How centers of production were identified by the archaeologists? Simply by evidences of tools, 
raw materials, unfinished objects, rejects, waste materials, etc. 

 
Strategies for procuring materials for craft production 

 The Harappans procured materials for craft production in various ways. 
 Two methods of procuring materials for craft production 
 1. They established settlements in Nageshwar, Balakot and Shortughai. 



 

 2. They might have sent expeditions to areas such as the khetri region of Rajasthan (for copper) and south 
India (for gold). 

 Nageshwar and Balakot were areas for shell. 
 Shortughai, in far-off Afghanistan, was the best source of lapis-lazuli, and Lothal which was near sources of 

carnelian, steatite from south Rajasthan and north Gujarat and metal from Rajasthan. 
 Expeditions to the khetri region and south India established communication with local communities. 

Contact with distant lands (Trade relation with the world) 
 Archaeological finds suggest that the Harappans maintained long distance trade. 
 The main source of long distance contacts includes seals, weights, dice and beads. 
 Harappans probably had trade contacts with the Oman peninsula. 
 Chemical analyses have shown that both the Omani copper and Harappan artefacts have traces of nickel, 

which suggests a common origin. 
 There are similarities between certain other types of objects found at this site. 
 A Harappan jar coated with a thick layer of black clay has been found in Oman. 
 Mesopotamian texts refer to contact with regions named Dilmun (probably the island of Bahrain), Magan 

and Meluhaha, possibly the Harappan. 
 

Seals and Sealings 
 Seals and Sealings were used to facilitate long distance communication. 
 When a bag of goods was sent from one place to another, its mouth was tied with a rope. 
 On the knot was affixed some wet clay on which one or more seals were pressed, leaving an impression. 
 If the bag reached with its sealing intact, it meant that it had not been tampered with. 
 The sealing established the identity of the sender. 

Characteristics of Seals and Script 
 Harappan seals usually have a line of writing. 
 Seal had the name and title of the owner. 
 The seal had a motif (generally an animal) which conveyed a meaning to those who could not read. 

 
 Seals were basically used to convey the identity of the sender and to facilitate long distance 

communication. 
 The Harappan inscriptions are short. 
 The script was not alphabetical and written right to left. 
 Many signs were used and they are around 375-400 in numbers. 
 The script still remains undeciphered to date. 

 

Weights 
 Exchangers were regulated by a precise system of weights usually made of a stone called chert (a kind of 

stone, generally cubical with no markings). 
 Lower denominations of weights were binary (1, 2,4,8,16,32 etc.), while the higher denominations followed 

the decimal system 

Ancient Authority 
 Different arguments put forwarded by the archaeologists over the central authority of Harappa
 There are three major views about the existence of a central authority in the Harappan society. 
 Some archaeologists are of the opinion that there were no rulers in the Harappan society and that everybody 

enjoyed equal status. 
 2. Others are of the opinion that there was no single ruler but several rulers.Monenjodaro had a separate 

ruler, Harappa had separate and so on. 
 3. Some others suggest that there was a single state. This theory was based on the similarity of artefacts, 

planned settlements etc. 
 The last opinion considers being more plausible as it is doubtful that such complex decisions were made 

and implemented collectively by entire communities. 
 
 



 

The End of the Civilization 
 

The Evidences that reflected the disappearance of Harappan civilization by 1800 BCE 
 By 1800BCE most of the mature Harappan sites were abandoned. 
 The expansion of population and its migration took place towards Gujarat, Haryana, Western U.P etc. 
 After 1900B.C.sites which existed marked the transformation of material culture i.e. disappearance of 

distinctive artefacts of civilization like weights, seals, distant trade, etc. Writing, long-distance trade, and 
craft specialization also disappeared. 

 House construction techniques deteriorated and large public structures were no longer produced. 
 This indicates a rural way of life named late Harappan 

 

Several explanations for the decline of Harappan civilization 
 The reasons responsible for the end of the civilization is still unknown. But probable reasons are;
 Climatic Change
 Deforestation
 Excessive floods
 Over use of the landscape
 The shifting and or drying up of rivers
 Invasion most probably by the Aryans
 Harappan state might have ended because there are evidences of absence of distinctive art facts like 

seals, pottery, etc

Discovering the Harappan Civilization 
Cunningham and his Confusions 

 Cunningham was the first Director General of ASI (Archaeological Survey of India). 
 He was known as the father of Indian archaeology. 
 He began archaeological excavations in the mid 19th century. 
 His main interest was in the archaeology of early history from 6th century BCE-4th century CE, and later 

periods. 
  He used the accounts left by Chinese pilgrims who had visited the subcontinent between the 4th and 7th 

centuries CE. 
 He also collected, documented and translated inscriptions found during his surveys. 
 Site like Harappa did not fit well in his area of investigation. 
 Although Harappan artefacts were found during the 19th century and some of these reached Cunningham. 
 But he did not realize how old these were as they were not part of the itinerary of Chinese pilgrims 

and was not known as an Early Historic city. 
 An English man gave a Harappan seal to Cunningham. 
 But he was unable to place it in the time frame with which he was familiar. He thought that Indian history 

began with the first cities in the Ganga valley. 
 So, it is assumed that he missed the significance of Harappa. 

 

Different methods adopted by Marshall and Wheeler in reconstructing Harappan 
civilization 

 Daya Ram Sahni and Rakhal Das Banerji found similar seals at Harappa and Mohenjodaro respectively. 
 Based on these finds, in 1924, John Marshall, Director General of the ASI, announced the discovery of a 

new civilization in the Indus valley to the world. 
 Marshall tended to excavate along regular horizontal units, measured uniformly throughout the mound, 

ignoring stratigraphy of the site. 
 This meant that all the artefacts recovered from the same unit were grouped together, even if they were 

found at different stratigraphic layers. 
 As a result, valuable information about the context of these finds was irretrievably lost. 

 
 R.E.M Wheeler rectified this problem. He recognized that it was necessary to follow the stratigraphy of the 

mound rather than dig mechanically along uniform horizontal lines. 
 
 



 

Problems faced by archaeologists in the interpretation of religious practices of Harappa 
 Harappan script is not helpful in understanding the Harappan civilization. The script remains undeciphered 

till date. 
 Material remains help the archaeologists to reconstruct Harappan life. 
 Organic material such as cloth, leather, wood and reeds generally decomposed while stone, burnt clay, 

metal etc.survive.Materials such as pottery, tools, ornaments, and house hold objects are available. 
 Recovering artefacts is just the beginning of the archaeological enterprise. Archaeologists then classify 

their finds. 
  The second, and most complicated, is in terms of function: archaeologists have to decide whether, for 

instance, an artifact is a tool or an ornament, or both, or something meant for ritual use. 
 An understanding of the function of an artefact is often shaped by its resemblance with present- day things-

beads, querns, stone blades and pots are obvious examples. 
 Archaeologists also try to identify the function of an artefact by investigating the context in which it was 

found. Whether it was found in a house, in drain, grave or in kiln. 
 The problems of archaeological interpretation are perhaps most evident in attempts to reconstruct religious 

practices. 
 Attempts have also been made to reconstruct religious beliefs and practices by examining seals, some of 

which seem to depict ritual scenes. Others, with plant motifs, are thought to indicate nature worship. 
 Many reconstructions of Harappan religion are made on the assumption that later traditions provide 

parallels with earlier ones. This is because archaeologists often move from the known to the unknown, that 
is, from the present to the past. 

Archaeologist’s attempts to reconstruct the religious practices of Harappan people 
 The discovery of pots, querns, beads etc in the Harappan sites and their graves provide enormous 

information 
 Traces of cotton and dresses depicted on seals and sculptures, give us an idea about the dressing style of the 

Harappan people 
 The terracotta figurines of women indicate the worship of mother goddess. 
 Plant motifs seem to suggest the practice of nature worship. 
 The conical stones indicate linga worship 
 In Some seals a figure shown seated cross legged in a ‘yogic’ posture, sometimes surrounded by animals 

has been regarded as a depiction of proto-Siva that is an early form of one of the major deities of Hinduism. 
 Some animals such as the unicorn depicted on seals seem to be mythical, composite creatures. 
 The two important structures that have been found by archaeologists are: The fire altars found at 

Kalibangan and Lothal and The Great Bath at Monhenjodaro, something meant for ritual use. 
 

Key words (Refer Text Book Instructions regarding contents) 
Hoards: Hoards are objects kept carefully by people, often inside containers such as pots. 
Stratigraphy: The study of layers. 
Linga: A linga is a polished stone that is worshipped as a symbol of Shiva. 
Shamans: Shamans are men and women who claim magical and healing powers, as well as an ability to 
communicate with the other world. 
Saddle querns: Saddle querns were the only means of grinding cereals and pulses. They were made of hard, gritty 
rock or sandstone. The remains of saddle querns show signs of hard usage. 
Curry stones: The type of quern in which the second stone was used as pounder, which eventually made a cavity in 
the base stone was called curry stones. This type was possibly used only for pounding herbs and spices for making 
curries. 

Chert: Chert was a type of stone, generally cubical with no markings. It was used in the system of weight by the 
people of Harappan people. 

 

Evidence of an ‘invasion’-Theories propounded by scholars. 
 

 John Marshall (Mohenjodaro and the Indus Civilization, 1931) 
 John Marshall presented the evidence of a massacre in Mohenjodaro in 1925.Skeltons of people with 

ornaments were found from the site. This indicates that the Harappan civilization was destroyed by foreign 
invasion.

 
 R.E.M Wheeler (Harappa 1946, Ancient india, 1947) 



 

 In 1947, R.E.M Wheeler, then Director –General of the ASI, tried to correlate this archaeological evidence 
with Rigveda.The Rigveda mentions pur, meaning rampart, fort or stronghold.Indra, the Aryan war-god is 
called purandara, the fort destroyer. It is assumed that as wheeler put it,”indra stands accused’’ of 
destroying the cities of the Harappan civilization and of the responsibility for the massacre at Mohenjodaro.

 
 G.F Dales (The Mythical Massacre at Mohenjodaro, Expedition, 1964) 
 In the 1960s, this theory was opposed by an archaeologist named George Dales. He demonstrated that the 

skeletons found at the site did not belong to the same period. There is no sign of extensive burning, no 
bodies of warriors clad in armour and surrounded by weapons war.

As you can see, a careful re-examination of the data can sometimes lead to a reversal of earlier interpretations. 
 
 

Theme 1 Map Study 
 

Some important mature Harappan sites 
 

Model Questions 
 

1. The first discovered Harappan site  
2.One Harappan site in Haryana 
3.The site where fire altars and ploughed field found 

 
4.A specialised centre for shell making 

 
5. The most recently discovered site in Haryana  
6.The site where water reservoirs found 
7. One specialized centre for shell making 
8. The Important Harappan site from Gujarat 
9. The site where R.D Banerji conducted excavations 
10. The major centre of bead making 
11. One Harappan site now in Pakistan. 

 

Answers 
 

1. Harappa 
2. Banwali 
3. Kalibangan 
4. Balakot 
5. Rakhi Garhi 
6. Dholavira 
7. Nageshwar 
8. Lothal 
9. Mohenjodaro 
10. Chanhudaro 
11. Kot Diji 

 
 

 
 
 
 



 

Theme 2. KINGS, FARMERS AND TOWNS 
 
Introduction 
EARLY STATES AND ECONOMIES (C.600 BCE-600 CE) 
(Political and Economic History from the Mauryas to the Guptas) 

 
There were several changes in economic and political life between 600BCE and 600 CE.The most important was 

the emergence of early states, empires and kingdoms. There were other changes as well like growth in agricultural 
production, emergence of new towns etc.Historians tried to understand these changes by using a variety of sources-
Inscriptions, texts coins etc.This is a complex process and sources do not tell the entire story. 

 
Some developments during the long span of 1500 years following the end of Harappan Civilization 

 
 There were several developments that took place in India during the long span of 1,500 years following the 

end of Harappan civilization. They are: 
 Rig-Veda was composed along the Indus and its tributaries 
 Agricultural settlements emerged in many parts of the subcontinent. 
 Emergence of new mode of disposal of the dead like Megaliths in central and south India. 
 Emergence of new towns and kingdoms. 

 
 

The Sixth century BCE was a turning point in early Indian history: Reasons 
 

 The sixth century BCE is often regarded as a major turning point in early Indian history. 
 This era is known for some crucial developments. They are: 
 Increased use of iron 
 Development of coinage 
 Emergence of early states and cities 
 Rise of new religions, namely, Jainism and Buddhism 

 
 

Features of Mahajanapadas 
 

 The sixth century BC is known for the rise of the sixteen Mahajanapadas. 
 These states were either ruled by kings or Ganas (Sanghas) 
 Each had its own capital often fortified. 
 Some states maintained permanent standing armies recruited from the peasantry and regular bureaucracies. 
 Dharma sutras laid down norms for kings and other people. 
 Functions of the rulers were to collect taxes and tribute from people. 

 
Factors responsible for the rise of Magadha 

 
 Between the sixth and fourth centuries BCE, Magadha became the most powerful Mahajanapada 

 Powerful and ambitious rulers like Bimbisara, Ajatasattu and Mahapadmananda. 
 Availability of iron enabled the Magadhans to make tools and weapons. 
 Availability of elephants in forests constituted an important part of the army. 
 Fertile soil provided agricultural productivity 
 Ganga and its tributaries provided means of cheap and convenient communication. 
 Location of Pataliputra facilitated routes of communication along Ganges. 
 Rajgriha, the old capital of Magadha was located amongst hills. 

 
 

The Mauryan Empire 
 

 The rise of Magadha culminated in the emergence of the Mauryan Empire. 
 Chandragupta Maurya (c.321BCE) was the founder of the empire who extended control up to Afghanistan 

and Baluchistan. 
 His grandson, Ashoka, the most famous ruler conquered Kalinga 

 
 

Variety of Sources to reconstruct the history of the Mauryan Empire 
 



 

Historians have used variety of sources to reconstruct the history of the Mauryan Empire. They are: 
 

 Archaeological finds especially sculpture, Asoka’s inscriptions 
 Literary sources like Indica account of Megasthanese, Arthashastra of Kautilya, and Buddhist,  Jaina and 

Puranic literature. 
Asoka’s Dhamma 

 
 Asoka was the first ruler who inscribed his messages to his people on stone (rocks and pillars) 
 He used the inscriptions to proclaim his principles of Dhamma.This included, 
 Respect to elders 
 Genorosity towards Brahmanas and others sects 
 Kindness to slaves and servants. 
 Religious tolerance towards other religions 

 
Features of Mauryan Administration as mentioned in the Asokan Inscriptions 

 
 The mauryan king was the centre of the great administrative system .He enjoyed absolute power. The vast 

empire was divided into number of provinces. The mauryans had a strong standing army 
 

1. Five Major Political Centres 
 

 There were five major political centres –Pataliputra,Taxila,Ujjaini,Tosali and Suvarnagiri to administer the 
vast empire. 

 These centres were situated on important long-distance trade routes. Communication along both land and 
riverine routes was vital for the existence of empire. 

2. Role of the sub committees 
 

 Megasthanese mentioned a committee with six sub committees was organized for coordinating military 
activity. They looked after the navy, transport infantry, cavalry, chariots and elephants. 

 The second committee was to arrange bullock carts to carry equipments procure food for soldiers and 
fodder for animals and recruit servants and artisans to look after the soldiers 

3. Measures of Asoka to hold his empire 
 

 Asoka tried to hold his empire together by propagating dhamma. 
 He appointed Special officers called dhamma mahamattas to spread the message of dhamma 

 
New Notions of Kingship (Post-Mauryan period) 

 
 By second century BCE, new chiefdoms and kingdoms emerged in several parts of the subcontinent. 
 Cholas, Cheras and Pandyas in Tamilakam were known from Sangam texts. 
 Several states including Satavahanas and Shakas took advantage from long distance trade. 
 Kushans (C First century BCE to first century CE) ruled over a vast kingdom extending from central Asia 

to North West India. 
 Their history has been reconstructed from inscriptions, coins, and sculptures .The notions of kingship they 

wanted to convey are well reflected in their coins and sculpture. 
 Huge Statues of Kushan rulers have been found in U.P and Afghanistan. This indicates that the Kushans 

considered themselves godlike. They claimed divine status and adopted the title devaputra,or ‘son of god’. 
 History of the Guptas (4th century CE) has been reconstructed from literatures, coins and inscriptions 

including prashastis (For e.g.The Prayaga Prashasti(Allahabad Pillar Inscription) composed by 
Harishena,the court poet of Samudragupta.) 

 What did subjects think about their rulers? Historians have tried to understand this by examining stories 
contained in Jatakas(written in Pali) and Panchatantra. 

 The jataka story indicates the strained relationship between kings and subjects. Kings demanded high taxes 
and peasants opposed to this. 

 
 
 
Strategies for increasing agricultural production 

 
 Use of iron tipped ploughshare 
 Introduction of transplantation of paddy 
 Irrigation through wells, tanks and canals 



 

 Hoe agriculture in semi-arid parts of Punjab, Rajastan and hilly tracks in North-Eastern and Central parts. 
 
 

Differences in rural society 
 

 With the increase in production, differences arose among people engaged in agriculture. 
 Buddhist tradition refers to landless agricultural labourers, small peasants and large landlords. 
 Landlords and heads of village were more powerful and had control over farmers 
 Sangam texts mention large landowners or vellalar, ploughman or uzhavar and slaves or adimai. 
 Thus, differences in rural society were based on control over land,labour and technologies. 

 
Land grants and new rural elites 

 
 Land grants by kings were recorded in inscriptions. 
 Most of the records are generally about grants to religious institutions or to Brahmanas. 
 Prabhavati Gupta, daughter of Chandragupta II, was married into the family of vakatakas in Deccan. 
 According to Sanskrit legal texts, women were not supposed to have access to land. 
 But Inscription indicates that Prabhavati had access to land. 
 The inscription gives us an idea about rural people-Brahmanas, peasants and others. 
 There were regional variations in the sizes of land donated. 
 Land grants were made to extend agriculture to new areas or to win allies by making grants of land. 
 Land grants provide an insight into the relationship between peasants and the state. 
 However, groups such as pastoralists, fisher folk, hunter gatherers, sedentary artisans and shifting 

cultivators did not keep detailed records of their lives and transactions. 
Towns and Trade 

 
 From c. sixth century BCE, urban centres emerged in different parts of the subcontinent. 
  Majority of the towns such as Pataliputra, Ujjaini, Puhar, Mathura etc.were located along riverine or land 

routes. 
 Votive Inscriptions give us an idea about town people. 

 
 In the towns different types of people used to live such as washingfolk,weavers, scribes, 

carpenters,potters,goldsmiths,blacksmiths,officials,religious teachers,merchants and kings. 
 Artisans and traders organized themselves in guilds or shrenis.Guilds procured raw materials, regulated 

production and marketed the finished product. 
 Trade was not confined within the subcontinent but extended to East and North Africa and West Asia and 

to Southeast Asia and China. 
 India used to export spices, fine pearls, ivory, silk cloth, medicinal plants etc. 

 
 

Coins and Kings (Numismatics of the 6th century BCE onwards) 
 Exchangers were facilitated by the introduction of coinage. 
 Punch marked coins made of silver and copper were amongst the earliest to be minted and used. 
 Coins were issued by kings, merchants, bankers and town people. 
 The first coins bearing the names and images of rulers were issued by the Indo-Greeks. 
 The first gold coins were issued in first century CE by the Kushans. 
 Hoards of Roman coins have been found in south India. This indicates that there was a close connection 

between south India and Roman Empire. 
 Coins were also issued by tribal republics .For e.g. Yaudheyas of Punjab and Haryana (first century CE) 

issued thousands of copper coins. 
 The Guptas also issued gold coins. These were remarkable for their purity. These coins facilitated long 

distance transactions. 
 From c.sixth century onwards finds of gold coins are fewer. Historians divided on this issue. Some suggest 

that there was an economic crisis following the collapse of Western Roman Empire. Decline of long 
distance trade affected the prosperity of states, communities and regions. 

 Others argue that new towns and networks of trade began to emerge around this time though finds of coins 
are fewer. 

 
 

Decipherment of Inscriptions 
 



 

 James Princep, an officer in the mint of the English East India Company was able to decipher Asokan 
Brahmi in 1838. 

 The coins of indo –Greek kings contain the names of kings written in Greek and Kharoshti scripts. 
 The European scholars compared the letters in both scripts. For e.g. the symbol for “a” could be found in 

both scripts for writing names such as Appollodotus 
 
Historical evidence from inscriptions-Interpretation of inscriptions by historians 

 
 It is found that the name Asoka is not mentioned in inscriptions. 
 Instead, the king is referred to as devanampiya (“beloved of the gods”) and piyadassi (“pleasant to 

behold”). 
 There were a few inscriptions which also referred to the king as Asoka. These inscriptions are also 

containing such titles. 
 By examining the content, style, language and paleography, of these inscriptions, epigraphists have come to 

the conclusion that they were issued by the same ruler. 
Limitations of Inscriptional Evidence 

 

Inscriptions have some limitations: 
 

 Letters may be very faintly engraved 
 Inscriptions may be damaged or letter missing 
 It is not sure about the exact meaning of the words. 
 Inscriptions may not have lasted the ravages of time. Thus, what is available at present is simply a fraction 

of what was written. 
 Inscriptions may not provide a complete idea about political and economic history 
 Inscriptions are written from the point of the view of the person who commissioned them. 
 So, the routine agricultural practices may not be recorded in the inscriptions. 

 
Key words (Read Instructions regarding contents) Inscriptions: 
Inscriptions are writings on stone, metal, pottery etc Epigraphy: Study of 
Inscriptions 

Janapada: The land where a Jana (a people, clan or tribe) sets its foot or settles. 
 

Oligarchy: A form of government where power is exercised by a group of men 
 

Girnar Inscription: The inscription mentions the achievements of the Shaka ruler Rudradaman and Sudarsana 
Lake 
The Manusmriti: Legal texts of early India 

 
The Harshacharita: A biography of Harshavardhana, the king of Kanauj composed by his court poet Banabatta. 
Agrahara land: Land granted to a Brahmana.He was exempted from tax but had the right to collect tax dues from 

local people. 
Votive Inscriptions: Votive inscriptions record gifts made to religious institutions. 

 
Periplus of the Erythrean Sea: Periplus of the Erythrean Sea was composed by an anonymous Greek sailor (First 

century BCE).”Periplus”is a Greek word meaning sailing around and “Erythrean”was the Greek name for the 
Red Sea. 
Numismatics: Study of coins. 



 

 

 
 



 

Theme 3 Kinship, Caste and 
Class Early societies (C.600 

BCE-600 CE) 
The changes in political and economic life between c.600 BCE and 600CE influenced early Indian societies. This 
chapter discusses issues in social history including class, caste, kinship and gender. It also introduces how textual 
traditions have been used by historians to reconstruct social history. 
Textual Traditions 

 Historians used textual traditions to understand changes in polity and economy. 
 Some text laid down norms of social behavior. 
 Others describe and occasionally comment on a wide range of social situations and practices. 
 We can catch a glimpse of some social actors from inscriptions. 
 Each text/inscription was written from the perspective of some social categories. 
 So we need to keep in mind who composed it and for whom. 
 We also need to consider the language of the historical text, and ways in which it circulated. 

 
The central story of Mahabharata 

 
 The colossal epic Mahabharata depicts a wide range of social categories and situations. 
 The Mahabharata, like any other epic, contains vivid descriptions of battles, forests, palaces and 

settlements. 
 The central story of the Mahabharata is about two sets of warring cousins. 
 It describes a feud over land and power. 
 These were the Kauravas and Pandavas who belonged to a single ruling family of the Kurus-a lineage 

dominating over one of the Janapadas. 
 The conflict ended in a battle in which the pandavas emerge victorious. After that, patrilineal succession 

was proclaimed. 
 Sukthankar and the critical edition of the Mahabharata 

 
 V.S Sukthanker was a Sanskrit scholar of India. 
 He undertook a project work of preparing a critical edition of the Mahabharata and appointed a team of 

various Sanskrit scholars. 
 The team collected Sanskrit manuscripts of the text, written in various scripts, from different parts of the 

country. 
 They compared the verses from each manuscript. 
 Finally, they selected the verses that appeared common to most versions. 
 They published these verses in several volumes in 13,000 pages. 
 There were several common elements in the Sanskrit versions of the story. 

 
 Enormous regional variations were also found. 
 The variations of Mahabharata reflect the complex process that shaped social histories through dialogues 

between dominant traditions and resilient local ideas and practices characterized by moments of conflict as 
well as consensus. 

Structure of Family (Kinfolk) -Norms of family and kinship 
 

 All the families are not identical; they vary in terms of numbers, relationship with each other, and the kinds 
of activities that they share. 

 Very often people belonging to the same family share food and other resources, live, work and perform 
rituals. 

 Families are generally a larger part of the network of people known as the relatives or kinfolk. Familial ties 
are based on blood and regarded as “natural”. 

 They are defined in many ways such as in some societies cousins are regarded as relatives and in other 
societies they are not. 

 In the case of early societies, it is easy for the historians to retrieve information about the families of elite 
class. 

 On the other hand, it is very difficult to reconstruct the familial relationship of ordinary people. 
 Another important factor is the attitude towards family and kinship. 



 

 It is also investigated and analyzed by historians. These factors are important as they give insight into 
people’s thinking. 

The ideal of patriliny-Idea of kinship and succession 
 

 Under patriliny system sons have claims to their father’s wealth when the latter died. 
 In case the king did not have a son he was succeeded by one of his brothers. 
 Some times other kinsmen claimed the throne and it was a very exceptional case, that women exercised 

power (for e.g.Prabhavati Gupta.) 
Rules of Marriage 

 
 Dharma sutras recognized eight forms of marriage. 
 Out of these, four forms of marriage were considered as good. 
 The remaining marriages were condemned because they do not follow Brahmanic norms. 
 Women could not get any share in her parental property. 
 Exogamy (marrying outside) was considered desirable. 
 Kanyadana or the gift of a daughter in marriage was an important religious duty of the father. 

 
Types of Marriages 

 
 Endogamy: Endogamy refers to marriage inside ones own group. Here group stands for kin. 
 Exogamy: Exogamy refers to the marriage outside ones own group or kin. 
 Polygyny: Polygyny refers to the marriage in which a man has several wives. 
 Polyandry: Polyandry refers to the practice in which a woman could have more than one husband 

 
Dharma sutras and Dharmashastras 
 

 These are codes of social behavior meant to be followed by Brahmanas in particular and society in general. 
 They are written in Sanskrit. With the emergence of town people from near and far met to buy and sell their 

produce and shared their ideas in the urban milieu. 
 This might have led to the questioning of earlier beliefs and practices. 
 It was to meet this challenge that Dharma sutras and Dharmashastras were compiled. 

 
Features of gotra 

 
 Gotra refers to the name given to a particular group of people on the name of a Vedic seer as their fore 

father so as to establish kinship between them. 
 The system of gotra had significance to the women. 
 Women were expected to take up the gotra of her husband upon marriage and gave up their father’s gotra. 
 Members of same gotra could not marry. 
 When we examine the names of the women married to the Satavahana rulers, we will find that many of 

them had names derived from their father’s gotras such as Gotama and Vasistha. 
 They retained these names instead of adopting names derived from their husband’s gotra as instructed by 

the Brahmanical rules. 
 Some of the women married to Satavahana rulers belonged to the same gotra. 
 As is obvious, this ran counter to the ideal of exogamy recommended in the Brahmanical texts. 
  In fact, it exemplified an alternative practice, that of endogamy or marriage within the kin group, which 

was prevalent amongst several communities in south India. 
 Such marriages amongst kinfolk ensured a close-knit community. 

Insriptional evidence regarding the inheritance of gotra among Satavahanas 
 

 Satavahana rulers were identified through metronymics which suggest that mothers were given importance. 
 But their succession to the throne was generally patrilineal. 
  Several inscriptions of the Satavahana rulers mention the name of their mothers rather than their fathers. 

For e.g, Gautamiputra Satakarni, son of Gautami. 
Caste 

 
 Caste refers to a set of hierarchically ordered social categories laid down in Dharma sutras and 

Dharmashastras. 
 Brahmanas claimed that they were placed themselves on the top and shudras at the bottom. 



 

 The Brahmanas claimed that this order was divinely ordained. 
 

Ideal occupations as laid down in Dharmasutras and Dharmashastras 
 

 The Dharma sutras and Dharmashastras described the rules about the ideal occupations of the four 
categories or varnas. 

 Brahamanas were supposed to study and teach the Vedas, perform sacrifices and get sacrifices performed, 
give and receive gifts. 

 Kshatriyas were to engage in warfare, protect people and administer justice, study the Vedas, get sacrifices 
performed and make gifts. 

 The Vaishyas were expected to give gifts, get sacrifices performed and study Vedas in addition to engaging 
agriculture, pastoralism and trade. 

 Shudras were assigned the job of serving the three ‘higher’varnas. 
 

Strategies developed by the Brahmanas to enforce the Varna system 
 

 The Brahmanas developed three strategies to enforce the Varna system 
 Firstly, Brahamanas asserted that the varna order was of divine origin 
 Secondly, Brahmanas advised the king to ensure that the varna system was followed within their kingdoms 
 Thirdly, Brahmanas attempted to persuade the people that their status was determined by birth. 

 
Indian Kings of Non-Kshatriya origin 

 
 According to the Shastras, only Ksahtriyas were supposed to be the kings. 
  But it is observed that any person who is able to muster support and resources and need not to depend on 

theory of birth. 
 For example, there are different opinions regarding the origin of the Mauryas. 
 Later Buddhist texts suggest that they were Kshatriyas while the Brahmanical texts describe them as the 

rulers of ‘low’ origin. 
 The immediate successors of Mauryas were Shungas and Kanvas who were Brahmans. 
 The Satavahana King Gautamiputra Satakarni claimed to be Brahman and destroyer of Kshatriya’s pride. 
 He also claimed to have ensured that there was no intermarriage amongst members of the four varnas, but 

he himself entered into marriage alliance with the kin of Rudradaman. 
 From this example, we can assume that integration within the framework caste was often a complicated 

process. 
 The Satavahanas claimed to be Brahmanas, whereas according to the Brahmansa, kings ought to have been 

Kshatriyas. 
 They claimed to uphold the fourfold Varna order, but entered into marriage alliance with 

people of other castes. 
 Besides, Brahmanical texts prescribed exogamy, but the Satavahanas practiced endogamy. 

 
Mlechchas 
 

 The Shaka and Kushan rulers who came from Central Asia were regarded as barbarians or 
outsiders and known as Mlechchas.Some powerful Mlechchas were familiar with Sanskrit 
traditions. 

Jatis; Information from Mandasor inscription 
 

 The social categories are referred to as Jati. 
 Like Varna, Jati was also based on birth. 
 The varnas were fixed at four but there were no restriction on number of jatis. 
 In fact, Whenever Brahmanical authorities encountered new groups that did not fit into the 

fourfold of the Varna system they classified them as jatis. 
 For instance, people living in forests such as nishadas were classified as jatis. 
 Jatis which shared a common occupation or profession were sometimes organized into shrenis 

or guilds. 
 The stone inscription found in Mandasor(Madhya Pradesh) provides information about this 



 

social processes and nature of guilds. 
 It records the history of a guild of silk weavers who originally lived in Lata(Gujarat)and 

shifted to Mandasor along with their kinfolks and Children. 
 The membership of the guild was based on shared craft specialization, some members 

adopted different occupations. 
 The inscription informs us that apart from the common profession shared by the members 

they also collectively decided to invest their wealth, earned through craft, and constructed a 
splendid temple in honour of the sun god. 

Beyond the four Varnas 
 

 There were populations whose social practices were not influenced Brahmanical ideas such as 
Nishadas, nomadic pastoralists etc.There was a sharing of ideas and beliefs between these 
people. 

Untouchables and duties prescribed for them in Manusmriti and Shastra 
 

 The Brahmanas considered some social categories as “untouchable”. 
 They were primarily connected with the performance of rituals which they considered as pure. 
 So they avoided taking food from ‘untouchables’. 
 Some activities were regarded as “polluting”. 

 These included handling corpses and dead animals. Those who performed such tasks were known as 
chandalas. 

 They were placed at the very bottom of the social hierarchy. Touching and seeing them was regarded as 
“polluting “by the Brahmanas. 

 The Manusmriti laid down the duties of the chandalas. 
 They had to live outside the village, use discarded utensils, and wear clothes of the dead and ornaments of 

iron. 
 They could not walk an out in villages and cities at night. They had to dispose of the bodies of those who 

had no relatives and serve as executioners. 
Observations made by Fa Xian and Xuan Zang 

 
 Fa Xian came to India in c.Fifth century CE wrote that the “untouchable sounded “clappers” when they 

entered street so that the people could avoid the sight. 
 Xuan Zang who came in c.Seventh century CE observed that executioners and scavengers were forced to 

live outside the city 
 There were instances of Chandalas who were not accepting the life of degradation prescribed in the 

Shastras. 
Beyond Birth: Resources and Status 

 
The social positions of different sections were often shaped by their access to economic resources. 

 
 The criteria on which property is granted is as follow 
 1.On the basis of Gender 
 2. On the basis of Varna 

 
1. Gendered access to property 

 
 The access to resources sharpened the social differences between men and women. 
 According to Manusmriti, the women were not eligible to claim a share in the parental property. 
 The parental property was divided amongst sons after the death of parents with a special share for the 

eldest. 
 However, the women could retain the gift they received on the occasion of their marriage as stridhana. 
 This could be inherited by her children, without the husband having any claim to it. 
 According to Manusmriti, women were not supposed to hoard family property and their own valuables 

without their husband’s permission. 
 Both epigraphic and textual evidences suggest that while upper class women may have had access to 

resources, land, cattle and money were generally controlled by men. 



 

2. Varna and access to property 
 
 

 According to Brahmanical texts, the only occupation prescribed for shudras was servitude. 
 While a variety of occupations were assigned to the first three varnas. 
 The wealthiest people would have been the Brahmanas and Kshatriyas.Buddhism recognized that division 

of society is prevalent in society, but did not regard these as natural or inflexible. 
 They also rejected the idea of claim for higher status on the basis of birth. 

 
An alternative social scenario: Sharing wealth 

 
 The Tamil Sangam anthologies illustrate economic, social relationships, suggesting that while there were 

differences between rich and poor, those who controlled resources were expected to share them. 
Explaining Social Differences- A Social Contract 

 
 The myth found in Sutta Pitaka suggests: 
 The institution of kingship was based on human choice, with taxes as form of payment for services 

rendered by the king. 
 At the same time it reveals recognition of human agency in creating and institutionalizing economic and 

social relations. 
 It also recognizes the fact that since human beings are responsible for creation of the system, they could 

also change it in future. 
 The king was elected by the whole people (mahasammata) 

 
Historians and the Mahabharata 

 
 The elements of consideration for historian while analyzing texts are follows: 

 
1. Language of the text-whether it was ordinary people’s language or the language of the priests and elites 

 
2. Kind of text-whether it was a mantra or story. 

 
3. Author’s perspective in writing the text 

 
4. The audience to whom it was written 

 
5. Date of the composition or compilation of the text. 6. The place of composition. 

 
 We have been considering the Sanskrit language Mahabharata. 
 The Sanskrit used in the Mahabharata is simpler than that of the Vedas or of the prashastis. 
 So it was probably better to be understood. But who wrote the text? 
 The original story was composed by chariot-bards known as sutas who accompanied the Kshatriya warriors 

to the battlefield and composed poems celebrating their victories and other accomplishments. 
 These compositions were circulated orally.Byc.fifth century BCE; the Brahmanas began  committing this to 

writing. 
 It is also possible that the upheaval occurring in social values being replaced by new norms at this time, 

were reflected in Mahabharata. 
 Another phase is c.200BCE and 200BCE when worship of Vishnu was growing and Krishna was being 

identified with Vishnu. 
 Between c.200and 400CE didactic sections resembling the Manusmriti were added. 
 All these additions made the text, which started with less than 10,000 verses to 100,000 verses. This work 

is traditionally attributed to sage Veda Vyasa. 
 The text presented is classified into two sections: One that contains stories, designated as the ‘narrative ‘ 
 Other section, containing prescriptions about social norms, known as ‘didactic’. This section includes 

stories and narratives containing social messages. 
Excavation of Hastinapura 

 



 

 Excavations at Hastinapura (Meerut, U.P) were conducted in 1951-52 by B.B Lal of Archaeological Survey 
of India. 

 Houses of this period were built of mud brick as well as burnt bricks. 
 Soakage jars and brick drains were used for draining out refuse water. 
 Terracotta ring wells have been used both as wells and drainage pits. 

 
Polyandry marriage in Mahabharata 

 
 Draupati’s marriage with Pandavas was an example of polyandry marriage. 
 The polyandry marriage in Mahabharata suggests different things 
 It may be because of the shortage of women due to incessant wars or due to situational crisis and also that 

narratives sometimes does not reflect the social realities. 
Mahabharata: A Dynamic Text 

 
 Mahabharata was written in a variety of languages. 
 Those people who wrote versions of the epic added stories originated or circulated in their localities. 
 The central story of the epic was often retold in many ways. Episodes were depicted in sculpture and 

painting 
 They also provided themes for a wide range of performing arts-plays, dance and other kinds of 

narrations. 
 

Keywords 
 

Kula: Sanskrit texts use the term kula to designate families 
 

Kin: A group of people having a common lineage. 
Patriliny: Patriliny is referred to the tracing of lineage from the paternal side 

 
Matriliny: Matriliny is referred to the tracing of lineage from the maternal side. 

 
Metronymics: The system of deriving names from mother is known as Metronymics.The Satavahana rulers were 
identified through metronymics.The Brihadaranyaka Upanishads, one of the earliest Upanishads contains a list of 
successive generations of teachers and students, many of whom were designated by metronymics. 
Purusha sukta: Purusha sukta of Rigveda mentions about the division of society in to four varnas.The four varnas 
were said to have emanated from the body of Purusha,the primeval man.Brahmanas from the mouth ,Kshatriyas 
from the arms,Vaishyas from the thighs and the Shudras from the feet. 
Vanik: A Sanskrit term used to designate merchants. In Mrichchakatika written by Sudraka,hero Charudatta was 
described as both Brahmana and a merchant. 

 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Theme 4. THINKERS, BELIEFS AND 

BUILDINGS CULTURAL DEVELOPMENTS 
(C.600 BCE-600 CE) 

 This chapter discusses the major religious developments in early India focusing on 
Buddhism. 

 It also examines how these religious ideas were compiled as texts and reflected in 
architecture and sculpture. 

Sources 
 

 Buddhist, Jaina and Brahmanical texts 
 Material remains including monuments and inscriptions. 

 

Mid-first millennium BCE is regarded as a turning point in world history. Reasons. 
 

 It was during this period that thinkers such as Zarathustra in Iran, Kong Zi in china, Socrates, Plato and 
Aristotle in Greece, Mahavira and Gautama Buddha in India emerged. 

 They tried to understand the mysteries of existence and relationship between the humans and cosmic order. 
 In India this was also the time when cities and kingdoms were developing and social and economic life was 

changing in a variety of ways in Ganga valley. 
 These thinkers of India attempted to understand these developments as well. 

 

The Sacrificial tradition 
 

 The Rig Veda was compiled between c.1500 and 100 BCE and consists of hymns in praise of a variety of 
deities, especially Agni, Indra and Soma. 

 These hymns were chanted when the sacrifices were performed and people prayed for cattle, sons, good 
health, long life and other things. 

 The Sacrifices earlier were performed collectively. Later (c.100BCE-500 BCE onwards) some were 
performed by the heads of households for well being of the domestic unit. 

  More elaborate sacrifices, such as the rajasuya and asvamedha were performed by chiefs and kings who 
depended on Brahmana priests to conduct the rituals. 

New questions in the early period 
 

 Many people were curious about the meaning of life, the possibilities of life after death and rebirth. These 
issues were hotly debated. 

 People outside the Vedic tradition asked whether there was even a single ultimate reality. People also began 
speculating on the significance of the sacrificial tradition. 

 
Debates and discussions-Kutagarashala 

 
 There were as many as 64 sects or schools of thought. Lively discussions and debates were took place 

between the teachers and these schools of thought. 
 Kutagarashala were the places where the debates of teachers, who tried to convince one another and 

laypersons about the validity of their philosophy, took place. 
 Kutagarashala literally means hut with a pointed roof or in groves where travelling mendicants halted. 
 Mahavira and Buddha questioned the authority of the Vedas. 
 They emphasized on individual agency. 
 They suggested men and women could strive to attain liberation from trials and tribulations of worldly 

existence. 
 This differed from the Brahmanical position as they believed that individual’s existence was determined by 

his or her birth in specific caste or gender. 
The message of Mahavira (Basic ideas of Jaina Philosophy) 

 
 Mahavira was preceded by 23 thirthankaras.The thirthankaras are teachers who guide men and women 

across the river of existence. The main teachings of Mahavira are: 



 

 The entire world is animated: even stones, rocks and water have life. 
 No-injury to living beings, especially to humans, animals, plants and insects. 
 The cycle of birth and rebirth is shaped through karma. 
 Asceticism and penance are required to free oneself from the cycle of karma. 
 This can be attained only by renouncing the world; therefore, monastic existence is a necessary condition of 

salvation. 
Jaina monks and nuns must take five vows. 

 
 To abstain from killing 
 To abstain from stealing 
 To abstain from lying 
 To observe celibacy 
 To abstain from possessing property. 

 
The spread of Jainism 

 
 The teachings of Mahavira were recorded by his desciples. 
 These were in the form of stories which could appeal to ordinary people. 
 Jaina scholars produced a wealth of literature in a variety of languages such as Prakrit, Sanskrit and Tamil 

and preserved in libraries attached to temples. 
 Gradually, Jainism spread to many parts of India 
 Many stone sculptures connected with the Jain traditions have been recovered from several sites. 

 
The Buddha and the Quest for enlightenment (The Life of Buddha) 

 

The traumatic incidents that changed the life of the Buddha 
 

 Buddha was one of the most influential teachers of his time. 
 His message spread across the subcontinent and beyond-through central Asia to China, Korea and Japan, 

and through SriLanka, across the seas to Myanmar, Thailand and Indonesia. 
 Buddha was named Siddhartha at birth and was the son of the chief of Sakya clan. 
 He led a sheltered upbringing in the palace detached from the harsh realities of life. 
 He undertook a journey into a city which was a turning point in his life. 
 He was deeply anguished when he saw an old man, a sick man and a corpse. 
 It was at the moment that he realized that decay of human body was inevitable. 
 He saw a mendicant who had come to terms with old age and disease and death and found peace. 
 Soon after, Siddhartha left the palace in search of truth. 
 He explored many paths including bodily mortification. 
 He abandoned the extreme path and meditated for several days and finally attained enlightenment and came 

to be known as Buddha or the enlightened one. 
 For the rest of his life he taught dhamma or the path of righteous living. 

 
Main teachings of Buddhism 

 

Sources: Sutta Pitaka contains the teachings of Buddha in the form of stories. Few stories describe his miraculous 
powers and others suggest that Buddha tried to convince people through reasons and persuasion rather through 
displays of supernatural power. 
Main teachings 

 
 The world is transient (anicca) and constantly changing. 
 It is also soulless (anatta) as there is nothing permanent or eternal in it. 
 Within this transient world, sorrow (dukkha) is intrinsic to human existence. 
 It is by following the middle path between severe penance and self- indulgence that human beings can rise 

above these worldly troubles. 
 In the early forms of Buddhism whether or not God existed was irrelevant. 
 Buddha regarded the social world as a creation of humans rather than divine origin and thus advised kings 

and gahapatis to be humane and ethical. 
 Buddhism emphasizes literally the extinguishing of the ego and desires and thus ends the suffering of those 

who renounced the world. 
Followers of the Buddha (The Buddhist Sangha) 



 

 
 Buddha’s last words to his followers were:”Be lamps unto yourselves as all of you must work out your own 

liberation” 
 The body of disciples of the Buddha or an organization of monks is called sangha. 
 Buddha founded a sangha.It was an organization of monks who became teachers of dhamma. 
 These monks lead a simple life possessing only the essential requisites for survival, such as a bowl to 

receive food once a day from the laity. 
 As they lived on alms, they were known as bhikkus. 
 Initially, only men were allowed into the sangha, but later women also came to be admitted. 
 The Buddha’s foster mother, Mahaprajapati Gotami was the first woman to be included as bhikkuni. 
 Many women who entered the sangha became teachers of dhamma and went on to become theirs, or 

respected women who had attained liberation. 
 The Buddha’s followers came from many social groups. They included kings, wealthy men and gahapatis, 

and also humbler folk; workers, slaves and crafts people. 
 Once within the sangha, all were regarded as equal, having shed their earlier social identities on becoming 

bhikkus and bhikkunis. 
 The Buddhist sangha which comprised of bhikkus and bhikkunis functioned on the lines of ganas and 

sanghas where consensus was arrived at based on discussions. 
 If discussions failed to bring about harmony then decisions were taken by a vote on that subject. 

 
Spread of Buddhism 

 
 Buddhism grew rapidly both during the lifetime of the Buddha and after his death. 
  People were dissatisfied with the prevailing religions and were confused by the social changes that were 

occurring. 
 Buddhism emphasized on the importance of conduct and values rather than claims of superiority based on 

birth. 
 The emphasis was laid on metta (fellow feeling) and karuna (compassion) especially for those who were 

young and weaker than oneself. These were ideas that drew men and women to Buddhism. 
Stupas 

 

Chaityas: Meaning 
 

Certain places were regarded as sacred by the people in the early times. Sites with special trees or unique rocks, or 
sites of awe inspiring natural beauty with small shrine attached to them were known as Chaityas. 
The four sacred places 

 
 Buddhist literature describes places connected with the life of Buddha. These places are , 
 Lumbini- where he was born 
 Bodh Gaya -where he attained enlightenment , 
 Saranath -where he gave his first sermon and 
 Kushinagara-. Where he attained nibbana 
 These four places were considered as sacred. 

 
Stupa: Meaning 

 

Mounds where relics of the Buddha such as his bodily remains or objects used by him were buried were known as 
stupas. 

 It is known that Asoka distributed portions of the Buddha’s relics to every important town and ordered the 
construction of stupas over them. 

 The stupas at Barhut, Sanchi and Saranath were built by the second century BCE. 
 Inscriptions found on the railings and pillars of the stupas give idea about the donations given by the kings, 

guilds, bhikkus, bhikkunis and ordinary men and women for building and decorating these monuments. 
Structure of Stupa 

 
 Stupa is a Sanskrit word meaning a heap. The structure of stupa originated as a simple circular mound of 

earth called anda. 
 Gradually, it developed into a more complex structure. 
 Above the anda was the harmika,a balcony like structure that represented the abode of the gods. Arising 



 

from the harmika was the mast called the yashti surrounded by a cchatri or an umbrella. 
 Around the mound was a railing, separating the sacred space from the secular world. 

 
The early Stupas 

 
 The early stupas were built at Sanchi and Burhat 
 They were plain except for the stone railings, which resembled a bamboo or wooden fence and the 

gateways, which were richly carved and installed at the four cardinal points. 
 The Mound of the stupas at Amravati and Shah-ji-Dheri in Peshawar came to be elaborately carved with 

niches and sculptures compared to the early stupas at Sanchi and Barhut. 
The fate of Amravati 

 

The Mahachaitya at Amaravati is now just an insignificant little mound, totally denuded of its former glory. 
The following factors were responsible for the present fate of Amaravati. 

 In 1796, a local raja stumbled upon the ruins of the stupas at Amravati using its stone to build a temple. 
 In 1854, Walter Elliot, the commissioner of Guntur (Andhra Pradesh), visited Amravati and collected 

several sculpture panels and took them away to Madras. 
 Colonel Colin Mackenzie also visited the site but his reports were not published. 
 By the 1850s, some of the slabs from Amravati had begun to be taken to different places: to the Asiatic 

Society of Bengal at Calcutta, to the India Office in Madras and some even to London. 
 Many of these sculptures were seen adorning the garden of British administrators. 

 
View of H.H. Cole, on the preservation of ancient monuments 

 
 He wrote: “It seems to me a suicidal and indefensible policy to allow the country to be looted of original 

works of ancient art.” 
 He believed that museums should have plaster-cast facsimiles of sculpture, whereas the originals 

should remain where they had been found. 
 Unfortunately, Cole did not succeed in convincing the authorities about Amaravati, although his plea 

for in situ (in the original place) preservation was adopted in the case of Sanchi. 

The role of the Begums of Bhopal in preserving the stupa at Sanchi 
 

� Among the best preserved monuments of the time is the stupa at Sanchi. 
� In the 19th century, Europeans, first the French and later the English were interested to take away the eastern 

gateway of the stupa to Paris and London museums. 
� Shajehan Begum of Bhopal took a wise decision to make plaster cast copies to please Europeans. This 

resulted in the original remain at the state. 
� The rulers of Bhopal, Shajehan Begum and her successor Sultan Jehan Begum, provided money for the 

preservation of the ancient site. 
� Museum was built; publication of the volumes by John Marshall was funded. 
� The Sanchi stupa as the most important Buddhist centre has helped in the understanding of early Buddhism. 
� Today it stands testimony to the successful restoration of a key archaeological site by the Archaeological 

Survey of India. 
Sculptures at Sanchi 

 

Stories in Stone 
 

� The sculptures at Sanchi are scrolls of stories which depict scenes from Jatakas. 
� There were stories of Vessantara Jataka where the prince gives up everything to the Brahmana and goes to 

live in forest with his wife and children. 
Symbols of worship 

 
� The early sculpture does not have the image of Buddha. 
� Instead it uses symbols like an empty seat represents meditation of the Buddha and stupa represented the 

mahaparinibbana. 
� There was the use of wheel which stood for the first sermon delivered by Buddha at Saranath. 
� As it is obvious, such sculptures cannot be understood literally. 

 
� For example, the image of a tree does not stand simply for a tree, but symbolizes an event in the life of the 



 

Buddha. 
� Hence historians have to familiarize themselves with the traditions of those who produced these works of 

art to understand such symbols. 
� Some other sculptures at Sanchi were not directly inspired by Buddhist ideas. 
� These include beautiful women known as shalabhanjika swinging from the edge of the gateway, holding 

onto a tree. 
� According to popular belief, the mere touching of the tree by her would make the tree to flower and bear 

fruit. 
� Many people who turned to Buddhism enriched it with their own pre-Buddhist and even non- Buddhist 

beliefs, practices and ideas. 
� Many animals were also carved to create lively scenes to attract viewers. 
� For example elephant was carved which signified strength and wisdom. 
�  Another figure found at Sanchi stupa is that of Maya the mother of Buddha or popular goddess 

Gajalakshmi. 
� The motif of a serpent was found at Sanchi.James Fergusson, a modern art historian considered Sanchi as 

the centre of tree and serpent worship. 
The development of Mahayana Buddhism 

 
� By the first century CE, there were changes in Buddhist ideas and practices. 
� Early Buddhist teachings had given great importance to self-effort in achieving nibbana. 
� Buddha was regarded as a human being .The idea of Buddha as a saviour emerged. 
� It was believed that he is the one who could ensure salvation. 
� Simultaneously, the concept of the Bodhisatta also developed. 
� Bodhisattas were perceived as deeply compassionate beings that could help others to attain nibbana. 
� The worship of the images of the Buddha and Bodhisattas became an important part of this tradition. 
� This new way of thinking was called Mahayana-literally; the “greater vehicle”. 
� The followers of Mahayana Buddhism described the older tradition as Hinayana or the “lesser vehicle”. 

Growth of Puranic Hinduism 
 

� There were two important traditions that developed within puranic Hinduism. 
� 1. Vaishnavism is a form of Hinduism within which Vishnu was worshipped as the principal deity. In the 

case of Vaishnavism; cults were developed around the various avatars or incarnations of Lord Vishnu. 
According to Vaishnavism there are ten avatars of Vishnu. 

� Avatars were forms that the deity was believed to have assumed in order to save the world whenever 
the world was threatened by evil forces. 

� Different avatars were popular in different parts of the country. 
� 2. Shaivism is a tradition within which Shiva was regarded as the chief god. Shiva was symbolized by the 

linga, although he was occasionally represented in the form of human figure too. 
� Some of these deities were represented in sculptures. All such representations depicted a complex set of 

ideas about the deities. 
� To understand the meaning of these sculptures historians have to be familiar with the Puranas. 
� Puranas contained stories about gods and goddesses. They were written in simple Sanskrit and were meant 

to be read aloud to everybody. 
� Puranas evolved through interaction amongst people-priests, merchants, and ordinary men and women who 

travelled from place to place sharing ideas and beliefs. 
� For example, Vasudeva-Krishna was an important deity in the Mathura region. 
� Over centuries, his worship spread to other parts of the country as well. 

Growth of temple architecture 
 

� When the stupas at sites such as Sanchi were taking their present form, at the same time the first temples to 
house images of gods and goddesses were also being built. 

� The early temple was a small square room, called the garbhagriha, with a single doorway for the worshipper 
to enter and offer worship to the image. 

� Gradually, a tall structure, known as sikhara, was built over the central shrine. 
� Temple walls were often decorated with sculpture. 
� Assembly halls, huge walls, gateways and arrangements for supplying water made the later temples far 

more elaborate. 
� One of the unique features of early temples was that some of these were hollowed out of huge rocks, as 

artificial caves. 



 

� An amazing example of the carving out of an entire temple from a cave is that of Kailasnatha temple at 
Ellora (Maharashtra). 

Problems faced by the European scholars while studying the sculptures. 
 

� Firstly, the Europeans scholars were not familiar with the local traditions and beliefs. They were horrified 
by the images of half human and half animals. They considered the Indian sculptures inferior to that of 
European sculptures from Greece with which they were familiar. This was because they compared the 
Indian sculpture to the images of Greece with which they were familiar. 

� Secondly, the art historians used textual traditions to understand the meaning of sculptures. While this is a 
better strategy than comparing the images found in India with that of Greece but it was not always easy to 
use. For example, to identify the sculpture along a huge rock in Mahabalipuram, art historians have to 
search through the Puranas. 

 
Key words 

 
Hagiography: Hagiography is a biography of a saint or religious leader. 

Thervadins: The followers of the older tradition of Buddhism. 

Tipitaka: Literally Tripitaka means ‘Three Baskets’. These were Buddhist texts namely Sutta Pitaka,Vinayapitaka 
and Abhidhamma pitaka. 
Chaitya :Chaitya may also have been derived from the word chita, meaning a funeral pyre, and by extension 
a funerary mound. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Theme 5 .Through the Eyes of Travellers Perceptions of Society 
(C.Tenth to Seventeenth Century) 

 
The accounts of the travellers provide us with some aspects of social life of the people. This chapter discusses how 
these travel accounts enriched our understanding of the past. The theme focused on the accounts of three men: Al-
Beruni, Ibn Batuta and Francois Bernier. 

Travel Accounts and reconstruction of Indian history from 10th to 17th century 
 

 The accounts of the foreign travellers are helpful in reconstructing the history of India from 10th  to 17th 

century. 
 Most of the travellers came from vastly different social and cultural environment. Hence they were more 

attentive to everyday activities and practices. These were taken for granted by indigenous writers. 
 Their difference in perspective makes their accounts interesting. 
 Their accounts deals with affairs of the court, religious issues, architectural features and monuments 

Al-Biruni 
 

 Al-Biruni was born in 973, in Khwarizm (present day Uzbekistan). 
 He was a learnt man and well versed in several languages such as Syriac, Arabic, Persian, Hebrew and 

Sanskrit. 
 He has learnt the Arabic translation of Greeks philosophers like Plato. 
 Mahamud Gazni invaded Khwarizm in 1017 and brought Al-Biruni with him to Gazni. 
 When the Punjab became a part of the Ghaznavid Empire, Al-Beruni who also followed Gazni and settled 

there. Where he got a chance to learn Indian texts on Indian religion and philosophy. 
 He came into contact with local Sanskrit scholars. 

 
Kitab-ul-Hind 
 

 The accounts of Al-Beruni came to be called Kitab-ul-Hind or Tahkik-e-Hind. 
 The Kitab-ul-Hind was written in Arabic language and was divided into 80 chapters. 
  It dealt with subjects such as religion and philosophy, festivals, astronomy, alchemy, manners and customs, 

social life, weights and measures, iconography, laws and metrology. 
 Al-Beruni has adopted a mathematical approach. He begins each chapter with a question followed up with a 

description and comparison of cultures. 
 Scholars viewed this method is result of his mathematical orientation. 

 
Making Sense of an alien world: Alberuni and the Sanskritic tradition. The barriers that 
Al-Beruni observed in understanding the Indian society 

 Al-Beruni discussed several barriers that obstructed the understanding of Indian society. 
 The first barrier was the language .To him. Sanskrit was so different from Arabic and Persian and the ideas 

and concepts could not be easily translated from one language to another. 
 The second barrier was that Al-Beruni identified was the difference in religious beliefs and practices. 
 The third barrier was the self observation and consequent insularity of the local population. He depended 

mainly on the works of Brahmansa and often quoted from the Vedas,the Puranas,the Bhagavad Gita,the 
works of Patanjali,and the Manusmriti. 

Al-Beruni’s description of the caste system 
 

 Al-Beruni tried to explain the caste system by comparing it with other societies. 
  He said that in ancient Persia, there were four social categories: Knights and princes, monks, fire-priests 

and lawyers, physicians, astronomers and other scientists. 
 He tried to understand that social divisions were not unique to india. 
 He pointed out that within Islam all men were considered equal and difference was based on only the 

observance of piety. 
 He described about the four varnas such as Brhamana,Kshatriya,Vaishya and Shudra. 
 But he did not accept the Brahmanical notion of pollution. 
 He said that everything which falls into a state of impurity strives and succeeds in regaining its original 

condition of purity. 
 The sun cleanses the air, and the salt in the sea prevents the water from becoming polluted. 
  According to him, the notion of pollution which was intrinsic to caste system was against the laws of 



 

nature. 
 Al-Beruni’s description of the caste system was deeply influenced by his familiarity with normative Sanskrit 

texts which laid down the rules governing the system from the point of view of the Brahmanas. 
Ibn Battuta(An early globe-trotter) 
 

 Ibn Battuta was an African traveller who came from Morocco. 
 He was born in Tangier. He learnt literature and other scholarly works at his young age. 
 He considered that knowledge gained through travels is more important source than books. 
 He loved travelling, and went far off places, exploring new worlds and peoples. 
 Before his visit to India ,he had made pilgrimage to Mecca and travelled extensively in 

Syria,Iraq,Persia,Yemen,Oman and a few trading ports on the coast of East Africa. 
 
 Ibn Battuta’s visit to India. (Ibn Battuta and the Excitement of the Unfamiliar) 
 

 He set off his travel to India in 1332-33 and reached Sind in 1333. 
 He was able to get the reputation of the sultan of Delhi; Muhammed bin Tughlaq. 
 The sultan was impressed by the scholarship of Ibn Battuta and appointed him as the qazi or judge of Delhi. 
 He remained judge for many years. The sultan appointed him as his ambassador to China. 
 During his journey to China, he also visited Malabar Coast, Maldives, Bengal, Assam and Sumatra. 

Rihla 
 

 Ibn Battuta’s book of travels called Rihla was written in Arabic provides the social and cultural life in the 
subcontinent in the 14th century. 

 He carefully recorded his observations about new cultures, peoples, beliefs, values etc. 
 
The coconut and the paan 
 

 The best example of Ibn Battuta’s strategies of representation are clear in the ways in which he described the 
coconut and the paan ,two kinds of plant produce that were completely unfamiliar to his audience. 

Ibn Battuta and Indian cities 
 

 Ibn Battuta found cities in the subcontinent full of exciting opportunities for those who are able and have 
resources and skills. 

 The cities were densely populated and prosperous. Cities were disrupted during wars invasions. 
  His account said that streets in many cities were crowded and bright and colourful markets were with full of 

many varieties of goods. 
 He described Delhi as a vast city, with a great population, the largest in India. 
 Bazaars were not only places of economic transaction but also the hub of social and cultural activities. 
 Many bazaars had mosque and temple with spaces for public performances by dancers and singers. 
 Ibn Battuta noted that the cities obtained its wealth from villages. 
 This was because of the agricultural production with two crops a year. 
 He says that there was a great demand for Indian textiles like cotton cloth, fine muslins, silks, brocade and 

satin. 
 He further says that certain varieties of fine muslin were so expensive that could be worn only by the nobles 

and the very rich. 
 
A unique system of communication 
 

 Almost all trade routes were well supplied with inns and guest houses. 
 Ibn Battuta was amazed by the efficiency of the postal system. 
 The Postal system was of two kinds. 
 One was called uluq(horse post) and the other was dawa(foot post) 
 This system enabled merchants to send information, remit credit across long distances and to 

dispatch goods required at short notice. 
Francois Bernier(A doctor with a difference) 
 

 Francois Bernier was French by birth and doctor by profession. 
 He was a political philosopher and historian. 



 

 He came to the Mughal Empire in search of opportunities. 
 He lived in India for twelve years from 1656 to 1668. 
 He was a physician to Prince Dara Shukoh, the eldest son of Emperor Shah Jahan and intellectual 

and scientist with Danishmand Khan, an Armenian noble at the Mughal court. 
 Bernier travelled to different parts of the country and wrote accounts based on his own observations 

and compared the social conditions in India with the situations in Europe. 
 He dedicated his works to Louis XIV, the king of France. 
 His works were published in France in 1670-71 and translated into English, Dutch, German and 

Italian. Later his account was reprinted number of times. 
Travels in the Mughal Empire(Bernier and the “denigrate” East) 
 

 Bernier’s Travels in the Mughal Empire provides a detailed observations and critical insights. 
 He constantly compared Mughal India with contemporary Europe. 
 He emphasized the superiority of the European society. 

 
The question of landownership 
 

 According to Bernier, one of the fundamental differences between Mughal India and Europe was 
the lack of private property in the Indian society. 

 He had a firm belief in the virtues of private property. 
 Crown ownership of land was harmful for both state and its people. 
 He thought that the Mughal Emperor owned all land and distributed it among the nobles. 
 He argued that lands under the crown ownership could not be passed on to their children. 
 So they were averse to any long-term investment in the sustenance and expansion of production. 
 The absence of private property prevented the emergence of the class of ‘improving’ landlords as it 

was in Western Europe to maintain and improve the land. 
 It had ruined the agriculture and oppressed the peasants 

and the living standards of all sections in the society 
declined except the ruling aristocracy. 

Bernier’s description on the social condition of India 
 

 Bernier described Indian society as consisting of undifferentiated masses of a very rich and 
powerful ruling class. 

 There was a wide gape between the poorest of poor and richest of the rich. He says “There is no 
middle state in India.” 

 Bernier’s description on the Mughal Emperor and his subjects. 
 

 Bernier described the Mughal Empire as the king of “beggars and barbarians”. 
 Its cities and towns were ruined and contaminated with “ill air” and its fields “overspread with 

bushes “and full of “pestilential marishes”. 
 He attributed all these problems to the crown ownership of land. 
 Bernier says that there was the practice of crown ownership of land and no private ownership of 

land or private property. 
 But none of the Mughal official documents show that the state was the sole owner of land. 
 According to the official chronicler of Akbar’s reign Abul Fazl, the Mughal Emperor collected only 

the remunerations from the people for the protection given by the state and no rent was collected. 
 Bernier regarded the remuneration as land revenue since it was very high sometimes. 

 
The idea of Oriental despotism 
 

 Bernier’s descriptions of landownership influenced western theorists from the 18th century onwards. 
  For instance, the French philosopher Montesquieu used Bernier’s account and developed the idea 

of Oriental despotism. 
  According to this idea in Asia (the Orient or the East) the kings enjoyed absolute authority over his 

subjects and owned all lands. 
 There was no private property. All people except King and nobles sruggled for survival. 

 



 

The Concept of Asiatic mode of production 
 

 Karl Marx further developed the idea of Oriental despotism as Asiatic mode of production. 
 Marx observes that before colonialism, surplus production was appropriated by the state. 
 This led to the emergence of a society that was composed of a large number of autonomous and 

egalitarian village communities. 
 The imperial court respected these villages as long as the flow of surplus was continued. Marx 

regarded this as a stagnant system 
 

A more complex social reality 
 

 Bernier’s descriptions occasionally hint at a more complex social reality. 
 Artisans had no incentive to improve the quality of their manufactures. 
 All profits were appropriated by the state. Manufactures were everywhere declining. 
 At the same time he agreed that vast quantities of the world’s precious metals flowed into India, as 

manufactures were exported in exchange for gold and silver. 
 He also mentioned that there existed a prosperous merchant community engaging in long distance 

trade. 
Mughal cities 

 During the 17th century about 15 percent of the population lived in towns. 
 Bernier described Mughal cities as “camp towns”, which were dependent upon imperial patronage. 
  There were all kinds of towns: manufacturing towns, trading towns, port-towns, sacred centres, 

pilgrimage towns etc. 
 The existence of towns indicates the prosperity of merchant communities and professional classes. 
 Merchants had a strong community or kin ties and were organized into their own caste –cum- 

occupational groups. 
 In western India these groups were called Mahajans,and their chief,the sheth. 
 In urban centres such as Ahmedabad the chief of the merchant community who was called 

nagarsheth collectively represented the Mahajans. 
Urban professional classes 
 

 Urban groups included professional groups such as physicians(hakin or vaid),teachers(pundit or 
mulla ),lawyers(wakil),painters,architects,musicians,calligraphers,etc. 

 While some depended on imperial patronage ,many made their living by serving other patrons 
while still others served ordinary people in crowded markets and bazaars 

Use of Slaves 
 

 Slaves were openly sold in markets. Like any other commodity, slaves were exchanged as gifts. 
 When Ibn Battuta reached Sind he purchased “horses, camels and slaves” as gifts for sultan 

Muhammad bin Tughlaq. 
 There was considerable differentiation among slaves. 
 Some female slaves in the service of the Sultan were experts in music and dance. 
 Female slaves were also used to keep a watch on his nobles by the sultan. 
 Slaves were used for domestic labour.Ibn Battuta noted that men and women slaves carried 

palanquins or dola. 
 The price of slaves particularly female slaves required for domestic labour, was very low. 

 
The Practice of Sati 
 

 Bernier has provided a detailed description of sati in his account. 
 He mentioned that while some women seemed to embrace death cheerfully, others were forced to 

death. 
 He also noticed the child satin which a twelve year old young widow sacrificed. 

 
Women Labourers 
 

 Women labour was crucial in both agricultural and non-agricultural production. 
 Women from merchant families participated in commercial activities. 



 

 Therefore it seems unlikely that women were confined to the private spaces of their homes 
Travelers who wrote detailed accounts regarding Indian social customs and religious 
practices 

 

 Jesuit Roberto Nobili- He translated Indian texts into European languages 
 

 Duarte Barbosa- He was a Portuguese traveler .He wrote a detailed account of trade and 
society in south India 

 
 Jean-BaptisteTavernier- He was the famous French jeweller who visited India six times. He 

was particularly fascinated with the trading conditions in India, and compared India to Iran 
and the Ottoman Empire. 

 
 Italian doctor Manucci- He wrote detailed accounts regarding Indian social customs and 

religious practices and settled in India. 
 

 Pelsaert-He visited the subcontinent during the 17th century. He was shocked to see the 
widespread poverty of the people. 

 
 Abdur Razzaq Samarqandi.He visited south India in the 1440s.and saw India as a land of 

wonder. 
 

Key words 
 

Metrology: Metrology is the science of measurement 
 

Hindu: The term “Hindu” was derived from an old Persian word,used to refer to the region east of the 
river Sindhu(Indus) 

 
 

Ibn Battuta’s description of the coconut and the paan 
The two kinds of plant produce that Ibn Battuta mentions were the paan and the coconut. 
He describes the coconut as resembling a man’s head because in it are what looks like 
two eyes and a mouth and inside of it when it is green looks like the brain. Attached to it 
are the fibres that look like hair. He describes about paan that the betel has no fruit and is 
grown only for the sake of its leaves. 

 
 
Three travellers of the medieval period: A Comparative study 
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Theme 6 Bhakti-Sufi Traditions Changes in Religious beliefs and devotional Texts 

(C.Eighth to Eighteenth Century) 
 
This chapter discusses how textual traditions have been used by historians to understand Bhakti-Sufi traditions. 

 
The striking feature during the period between eighth to eighteenth centuries. 

 

During this period, a large number of gods and goddesses in sculpture as well as in texts appeared. This indicated the 
continued and extended worship of the major deities such as Vishnu, Shiva and the goddesses, visualized in a 
variety of forms. 

 
The integration of cults 

 
 Historians who have tried to understand these developments suggest that there were at least two processes at work.
 One was a process of disseminating Brahmanical ideas. This was exemplified by the composition, compilation and 

preservation of Puranic texts in simple Sanskrit verse .They were meant to be accessible to women and Shudras who 
were excluded from Vedic learning.

 There was a second process at work that of the Brahmanas accepting and reworking the beliefs and practices these and 
other social categories.

 Through an example we can say that a local deity, whose image was and continues to be made of wood by local tribal 
specialists, was recognized as a form of Vishnu. These local deities were often incorporated within the puranic frame 
work by providing them with an identity as a wife of the principal male deities- sometimes they were equated with 
Lakshmi, the wife of Vishnu.

 
Tantric worship 

 
 The forms of worship often associated with goddess were classified as Tantric.
 Tantric worship was wide spread in the subcontinent. It was open to women and men.
 Those who followed Tantric rejected the caste and class within the ritual context.
 Many of these ideas influenced Shaivism and the Buddhism.

 
Conflicts that arose during the Bhakti movement 

 
 There were conflicts between those who followed the Vedic tradition and those who practiced the Tantric way of 

worshipping deities.
 Those who valued Vedic tradition often condemned the practices that went beyond the performance of sacrifices and 

chanting of mantras.
 On the other hand those who engaged in Tantric practices ignored the authority of the Vedas.

 
Early Traditions of Bhakti 

 
 The historians of religion classified Bhakti traditions into two broad categories: saguna (with attributes) and nirguna 

(without attributes).
 Saguna included traditions that focused on the worship of specific deities such as Shiva, Vishnu and his avatars 

(incarnations) and forms of the goddess or Devi.
 Nirguna bhakti on the other hand was worship of an abstract form of god.

 
Bhakti traditions 

 
 
 



 

Anthropomorphic form Abstract form 
 

The Alvars and Nayanars of Tamil Nadu 
 

 During the sixth century, some of the Bhakti movements were led by the Alvars and the Nayanars.
 The literal meaning of the Alvars is those who are immersed in devotion to Vishnu.
 The meaning of the word Nayanars is those who were devotees of Shiva.
 They travelled from place to place singing hymns in Tamil in praise of their gods.
 During their travels the Alvars and Nayanars identified certain shrines as abodes of their chosen deities.
 Later big temples were built at those places and developed as pilgrimage centres.

 
Attitude towards caste 

 
 According to some historians, the Alvars and the Nayanars started a movement of protest against the caste system and 

the Brahmanas and attempted to reform the system.
  The devotees came from the different social backgrounds such as artisans, cultivators and even from the caste that 

were considered “untouchable”
 

Compositions of the Alvars and Nayanars 
 

 The compositions of the Alvars and the Nayanars are considered to be as important as the Vedas.
 For, instance, one of the anthologies of compositions of the Alvars, the Nalayira Divyaprabandham was described as 

the Tamil Veda and the text was significant like the Vedas that were used by the Brahmanas.
 

Women devotees. 
 

 One of the striking features of these traditions was the presence of women.
 For example, there was a saint-poet called Andal, a woman Alvar.
 Her compositions were sung and sung even today.
 Another woman, Karaikkal Ammaiyar, a devotee of Shiva adopted the path of extreme asceticism to attain her goal.
 Her compositions were preserved within the Nayanar tradition.
 These women renounced their social obligations, but did not become nuns.
 Their presence was a challenge to patriarchal norms.

 
Opposition to Buddhism and Jainism 

 
 The saint –poets the Alvars and the Nayanars were opposed to Buddhism and Jainism.
 This hostility is well marked in their compositions particularly of the Nayanars.
 Historians say that his conflict was due to competition between members of different religious traditions for royal 

patronage.
 

Relation with the state 
 

Patronage of Chola rulers 
 

 The Chola rulers supported the bhakti traditions and built temples for Shiva and Vishnu.
 Some of the magnificent temples for Shiva such as temples in Chidambaram, Thanjavur and Gangaikondacholpuram 

were constructed under their patronage.
 The Chola rulers built temples often to claim divine support and proclaim their own power and status and adorned 

those temples with stone and metal sculpture to represent the visions of the popular saints.
 They made the spectacular representations of Shiva in bronze sculpture.
  The Chola kings introduced the singing of Tamil Shaiva hymns under royal patronage, taking the initiative to collect 

and organize them into a text (Tevaram).
 According to Inscriptional evidence, the Chola king Parantaka I had constructed the metal images of 

Appar,Sambandar and Sundarar in a Shiva temple.
 These were carried in procession during the festivals of these saints.

 
The Virashaiva Tradition in Karnataka 

 



 

 During the twelfth century, the Virashaiva movement was started by a Brahmana named Basavanna (1106- 68).
 He was a Jaina and a minister in the court of a Chalukya king.
 His followers were known as Virashaivas(heroes of Shiva) or Lingayats(wearers of the linga)

 
Lingayats and their belief 

 
 Lingayats are an important community even today. They worship Shiva in the form of linga.
 They wear a small linga in a silver case over the left shoulder.
 Jangama or wandering monks are revered.
 Lingayats believe that after death, the devotee will be united with Shiva and will not return to this world.
 Therefore, they   do not practice funerary rites such as cremation as prescribed in the 

Dharmashastras.Instead; they ceremonially bury their dead body.
 

Challenge to the Caste system 
 

 The Lingayats challenged the idea of caste and the “pollution” attributed to some groups by Brahmanas.
 They also questioned the theory of rebirth.
 Their opposition to caste system won them number of followers who were marginalized within the Brahmanical social 

order.
 The Lingayats also practiced certain approvals that were rejected by the Dharmashastras such as post- puberty 

marriage and the remarriage of wodows.
 Our knowledge about the Virashaiva tradition is came from vachanas (literally,sayings)composed in kannada by those 

who joined the movement.
 

Religious ferment in North India (Religious condition of north India) 
 

 According to historians, in north India there was a period when several Rajput states emerged and in most of these 
states Brahmanas occupied important place by performing rituals.

  There was no attempt to question their position directly. At the same time there were other religious leaders who were 
out of the orthodox Brahmanical systems, and were gaining ground.

 These included the Naths,Jogis and Siddhas.Many of them came from artisanal groups such as weavers who were well 
organized.

 These religious leaders questioned the authority of the Vedas. However, they were unable to win the support of the 
ruling elites.

 Turkish conquest culminated in the establishment of the Delhi Sultanate.
 The power of many Rajput rulers was thus undermined and also of the Brahmanas who were associated with those 

kingdoms.
 The coming of the Sufis was a significant part of these developments.

 
The coming of Turks and the Islamic tradition 

 
 Muhammed bin qasim conquered Sind in 711 AD. Sind became a part of the caliph’s domain. During the thirteenth 

century the Turks and Afghans established the Delhi Sultanate.
 Sultanates were also formed in the Deccan and other parts of the subcontinent. Islam was recognized as the religion of 

several areas. This continued with the establishment of the Mughal Empire.
 Muslim rulers were to be guided by the Ulema, which were expected to ensure that they ruled according to the Sahri’a.
 The Zimmi means “protected” and is derived from the Arabic word zimma, protection. It was developed  for peoples 

who followed revealed scriptures, such as the Jews and Christians, and lived under muslimrule.They paid a tax called 
jizya and received protection from muslims.In India this status was extended to Hindus as well.

 In general, rulers often adopted a flexible policy towards their subjects.
 For example, several rulers gave land endowments and granted tax exemptions to Hindu, Jaina, Zoroastrian, Christian 

and Jewish religious institutions. They also showed respect and devotion towards non-Muslim religious
 

The popular practice of Islam 
 

The five pillars of faith in Islam 
 



 

Those who adopted Islam follow five “pillars”of faith. 
 

 1.There is one God, Allah, and Prophet Muhammad is his messenger (shahada)
 2.Offering prayers five times a day (namaz/salat)
 3.Giving alms (zakat)
 4.Fasting during the month of Ramzan(sawam)
 5.Performing the pilgrimage to mecca(hajj)

 
 The universal features of Islam declined due to the sectarian practices (Sunni,Shi’) and the influence of local 

customary practices.
  For example, Arab Muslim traders who settled Malabar Coast adopted Malayalam language and matriliny system.
 The best example of the blending of a universal faith and local traditions is mosques.
 The architectural features of mosques are universal (orientation towards Mecca and the placement of the mihrab 

(prayer niche) and the minbar (pulpit).
 There are variations such as roofs and building materials.

 
The Growth of Sufism 

 
Sufis were a group of religious minded people in Islam. They were critical of the dogmatic definitions and 
scholastic methods of interpreting the Quran. They emphasized interpretation of Quran on the basis of personal 
experience. 

 
By the eleventh century Sufism evolved into a well developed movement with a body of literature on Quranic 
studies and Sufi practices. Sufism was organized in an institution around the hospice or Kanqah controlled by a 
teaching master known as sheikh, pir or murshid.He enrolled disciples and appointed a successor. He established 
rules for spiritual conduct and interaction between inmates as well as between laypersons and the master. 

 
Silsilas 

 
Silsila literally meaning a chain signifies a continuous link between master and disciple, stretching as an unbroken 
spiritual genealogy to the Prophet Muhammed.Sufi silsilas began to appear in different parts of the Islamic world 
around the twelfth century. 

 
Dargah 

 
Dargah is a Persian term. Its meaning is tomb-shrine. When the sheikh died, his tomb shrine became the centre of 
devotion for his followers. This encouraged the practice of pilgrimage or ziyarat to his grave, particularly on his 
death anniversary. It was believed that, after death the soul of sheikh get united with the soul of Allah. People 
sought their blessings to attain material and spiritual benefits. Thus evolved the cult of the sheikh revered as wali. 

 
Ba-sharia and Be-sharia sufis 

 
Ba shara were those Sufis who adhere with the Shariat and Be-sharia Sufis were those who ignored shariat 

 
 

The Chishtis in the Subcontinent 
 

Life in the Chishti khanqah 
 

The khanqah was the centre of social life. It comprised several small rooms and a big hall where inmates and 
visitors lived and prayed. The Shaikh lived in a small room on the roof of the hall where he met visitors in the 
morning and evening. There was an open kitchen (langar).From morning till evening people from all walks of life, 
came to seek the blessings from the Shaikh in various matters.Other visitors included poets such as Amir Hasan 
Sijzi and Amir Khusru and the court historian Ziyauddin Barani and all of them wrote about the Shaikh. 

 
The practices that were adopted by the Chishtis in their kanqah 

 
 Bowing before the Shaikh



 

 Offering water to visitors
 Shaving the heads of initiates
 Yogic exercises

 
Shaikh Nizamuddin appointed his disciple to set up hospices in various parts of the sub continent. In this way they 
came in touch with the people which led to the popularization of chishti practices, teachings and also the fame of 
Shaikh 

 
Chishti devotionalism: Ziyarat and qawwali 

 

Pilgrimage called Ziyarat tombs of Sufi saints is prevalent all over the Muslim world. This practice is an occasion 
for seeking the Sufi’s spiritual grace (barakat).For more than seven centuries people from different walks of life 
expressed their devotion at the dargahs of the five great Chishti saints.The use of music and dance including 
mystical chants performed by specially trained musicians or qawwals to evoke divine ecstasy is also part of 
ziyarat.The Sufis remember God either by reciting the zikr(the Divine Names)or evoking His presence through 
sama or performance of mystical music known as qawwali. 

Dargah of Khwaja Muinuddin 
 

 The most popular dargah is that of Khwaja Muinuddin, popularly known as “Gharib Nawaz” (comforter of the 
poor).The dargah became so popular because of the following reasons.

 The austerity and piety of the Shaik, greatness of his spiritual successors and the patronage of royal visitors.
 Location of Ajmer was another factor for its popularity. As it was located on the trade route connecting Delhi and 

Gujarat, it attracted number of travellers.
 Muhammad bin Tughlaq was the first Sultan to visit the dargah.
 Akbar, the Mughal emperor visited dargah at Ajmer fourteen times in his life and these visits were aimed at seeking 

blessings for new conquests, fulfilling his of vows and to get sons.
 Many of his wishes were soon fulfilled and thus as an offering:

 He gave generous gifts on each visit 
 He offered a huge cauldron to facilitate cooking for pilgrims. 
 He even got a mosque constructed within the dargah 

 

Languages and communication 
 

 The Chishtis composed their poems in several languages. The Chishtis used Hindavi or Persian language. Sufis such 
as Baba Farid composed poetry in local language. Some Sufis composed long poems or masnavis to express ideas of 
divine love using human love as an allegory. 

 Sufi poetry was composed in the Dakhani language around the Bijapur and Karnataka region. Women while 
performing household chores like grinding grain and spinning sang these poems. 

 Other poems were in the form of lurinama(lullabies) or wedding songs(shadinama).The Sufis of this region were 
inspired by the kannada vachanas of the Lingayats and the Marathi abhangs of the sants of Pandharpur. 

 
Sufis and the state. 

 

 The chishti tradition was austere but it did not isolate political power. The Sufis accepted unsolicited grants and 
donations from the political elites. The sultans set up charitable trusts (auqaf) as endowments for hospices and granted 
tax-free land (inam). 

 The chishtis accepted donations in cash and kind and used for their immediate requirements such as food, clothes, 
living quarters and ritual necessities such as sama.The moral high status of the Sufis attracted people from all walks of 
life. 

 The kings wished to secure their support. Kings simply did not need to show their association with Sufis and also 
required legitimating for them. When the Turks set up the Delhi Sultanate, Sufis resisted the insistence of the ulama on 
imposing shari’a as state law because they anticipated opposition from their subjects. 

 The sultans also came to depend on the sufis to interpret the Sahri’a.It was believed that Auliya could intercede with 
god to improve the material and spiritual conditions of the people. As a result, kings got the shrines of the Sufis near 
built near their tombs. 

 There were instances of conflict between the Sultans and the sufis.To assert their authority both expected certain 



 

rituals performed like kissing of the feet etc. 
 

New devotional paths: Dialogue and Dissent in North India 
 

During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, Kabir was one of the most outstanding examples of a poet-saint. 
Verses ascribed to Kabir have been compiled in three distinct traditions. 

 
Sources to reconstruct the life of Kabir 

 

The Kabir Bijak is preserved by the Kabirpanth (the path or sect of Kabir) in Varanasi and in Uttar Pradesh. The 
Kabir Granthavali is associated with the Dadupanth in Rajasthan and many of his compositions are found in the Adi 
Granth Sahib. All these compilations were made after the death of Kabir.Kabir’s poems have survived in several 
languages and dialects and sometimes with special language of nirguna poets (the sant bhasha) and others known as 
ulatbansi(upside-down sayings) 

 
Teachings of Kabir 

 

Kabir tried to describe the Ultimate Reality including Islam. According to him the Ultimate Reality was Allah, 
Khuda, Hazrat and Pir. He also used certain Vedic terms such as Brahman and Atman. 

 
He also used some yogic traditional terms such as shabda(sound) or shunya(emptiness)Some poems of Kabir 
expressed conflicting and diverse ideas. Some poems attacked Hindu polytheism and idol worship and others use 
sufi concept of zikr and ishq(love) to express the Hindu practice of nam-simaran(remembrance of God’s name). 

 
Historians have tried to analyse the language, style and content of these poems. Debates about whether Kabir was a 
Hindu or a Muslim by birth are well reflected in hagiographies. Hagiographies within the Vaishnava tradition 
suggest that he was born a Hindu, Kabirdas but brought up by a poor Muslim community of weavers. They also 
suggest that he was initiated into bhakti by a guru, Ramananda. The poems of Kabir used words guru and satguru 
but do not mention the name of any specific guru.Historians pointed out that it is very difficult to establish that 
Ramananda and Kabir were contemporaries. 

 
Baba Guru Nanak and the Sacred Word 

 

Baba Guru Nanak was born in a village called Nankana Sahib near Ravi in Punjab in 1469.He trained to be an 
accountant and studied Persian.He was married at a young age but he spent most of his time among sufis and 
bhaktas.He also travelled widely. 

 
Teachings of Guru Nanak 

 

His teachings are well reflected in his hymns. These hymns suggest that he advocated a form of nirguna bhakti.He 
rejected sacrifices, ritual baths, image worship and the scriptures of Hindus and Muslims. 

 According to him, the Absolute or ‘rab’ had no gender or form. He proposed a simple way to connect to the Divine by 
remembering the Divine Name.

  He expressed his ideas through hymns called “shabad” in Punjabi, the language of the region and sang with different 
ragas.

 He organized his followers into a community. He set up rules for congregational worship (sangat).He appointed one of 
his disciples, Angad, to succeed him as the preceptor (guru).Guru Nanak did not want to establish a new religion.

 After his death, his followers consolidated their own practices to form a distinct community.
 The fifth guru, Guru Arjun compiled Guru Nanak”s hymns along with those of his four successors and other religious 

poets like Baba Farid, Ravidas and Kabir in the Adi Granth Sahib. These hymns called “gurbani” are composed in 
various languages.

 The tenth Guru, Guru Gobind Singh, included the compositions of the ninth guru; Guru Tegh Bahadur.This scripture 
was called the Guru Grantha Sahib. Guru Gobind Singh also laid the foundation of the Khalsa Panth (army of the 
pure).He also defined its five symbols:

 Uncut hair, a dagger, a pair of shorts, a comb and a steel bangle. It was under the leadership of Guru Gobind Singh 
that the community became a socio-religious and military force.

 



 

Mirabai,the devotee princess 
 

 Mirabai was the best known woman poet within the bhakti tradition. She was a Rajput princess from Merta in 
Marwar.She was married to a prince of the Sisodia clan of Mewar against he wishes. She defied her husband and not 
submit to the traditional role of wife and mother.

 She recognized Krishna, the avatar of Vishnu as her lover. Her in-laws tried to poison her, but she escaped and lived 
as wandering singer composing songs with intense expressions of emotion.

  Her most famous preceptor was Raidas; a leather worker. It shows her defiance of the norms of caste society.
 She had donned the white robes of a window or the saffron robe of the renouncer.Although she did not attract a sect or 

group of followers, she has been recognized as a source of inspiration for centuries.
 We get information about her from the bhajans attributed to her.
 

Reconstructing histories of religious traditions 
 

 Historians used a variety of sources to reconstruct histories of religious traditions. These include stupas, monasteries, 
and temples.

 Historians also draw on textual sources including devotional literature and hagiographies. These sources enable 
historians to understand certain religious beliefs and practices.

 They range from the simple direct language of the vachanas of Basavanna to the ornate language of the farman of the 
Mughal emperors.

 Understanding each type of text requires different skills. Historians have to acquire familiarity with several languages 
and to be aware of the subtle variations in style that characterize each type.



 

Theme 8 
 

Peasants, Zamindars and the 
State 

 
Sources to reconstruct the agrarian history of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

 
1. Chronicles and documents from the Mughal court 

 
One of the most important chronicles was the Ain-i Akbari authored by Akbar’s court historian 

Abu’lFazl. This text meticulously recorded the arrangements made by the state to ensure cultivation, to 
enable the collection of revenue by the agencies of the state and to regulate the relationship between the 
state and rural magnates, the zamindars. 
2. The detailed revenue records from Gujarat, Maharashtra and Rajasthan dating from the 17th 

and 18thcenturies. 
3. The extensive records of the East India Company provide us with useful descriptions of 

agrarian relations in eastern India. 
 

All these sources record instances of conflicts between peasants, zamindars and the state. They give us 
an insight into peasants’ perception of and their expectations of fairness from the state. 

 
Various Terms used for describing peasants 

 
 The term which Indo-Persian sources of the Mughal period most frequently used to denote a 

peasant was raiyat or muzarian. In addition, we also encounter the terms kisan or asami
 Sources of the seventeenth century refer to two kinds of peasants – khud-kashta and pahi-

kashta.
 The khud-kashta were residents of the village in which they held their lands.
 The pahi-kashta were non-resident cultivators who belonged to some other village, but 

cultivated lands elsewhere on a contractual basis.
 People became pahi-kashta either out of choice or out of compulsion.
 When terms of revenue in a distant village were more favourable peasants moved to other 

villages. Sometimes they were forced by economic distress after a famine.
 

Possessions of peasants 
 Average peasant of north India possessed a pair of bulls and one plough. Others possessed two 

pairs of bulls and two ploughs; most possessed even less. In Gujarat peasants possessing about 
six acres of land were considered to be affluent. In Bengal, five acres was the upper limit of an 
average peasant farm. Cultivation was based on the principle of individual ownership.

 
Irrigation and technology used by the peasants 

 
There were three factors that contributed for the expansion of agriculture. 
 Abundance of land,
 Available labour
 Mobility of peasants.
 Since the primary purpose of agriculture is to feed people, basic staples such as rice, wheat or 

millets were the most frequently cultivated crops. Monsoons remained the backbone of Indian 
agriculture. But there were crops which required additional water. Artificial systems of irrigation 
had to be devised for this.

 In northern India the state undertook digging of new canals and also repaired old ones like the 
shahnahr in the Punjab during Shah Jahan’s reign.

 Though agriculture was labour intensive, peasants did use technologies that often harnessed cattle 
energy.

 One example was the wooden plough, which was light and easily assembled with an iron tip or 
coulter.



 

 A drill, pulled by a pair of giant oxen, was used to plant seeds, but broadcasting of seed was the 
most prevalent method.

 Hoeing and weeding were done simultaneously using a narrow iron blade with a small wooden 
handle.

 
Agricultural production in the 16th and 17th centuries: Seasonal cycles and crops 

 
 Agriculture was organised around two major seasonal cycles, the kharif and the rabi. This would 

mean that most regions produced a minimum of two crops a year whereas some, where rainfall or 
irrigation assured a continuous supply of water, even gave three crops.

 
 In the Mughal provinces of Agra produced 39 varieties of crops and Delhi produced 43 over the 

two seasons.
 Bengal produced 50 varieties of rice alone. However, the focus on the cultivation was basic staples 

such as rice, wheat, pulses and vegetables etc.
 The Mughal state also encouraged peasants to cultivate cash crops such as cotton, oilseeds and 

sugarcane which brought more revenue
 

 During the seventeenth century several new crops from different parts of the world reached the 
Indian subcontinent. Maize (makka) was introduced into India via Africa and Spain and by the 
seventeenth century it was being listed as one of the major crops of western India. Vegetables like 
tomatoes, potatoes and chillies were introduced from the New World at this time, as were fruits 
like the pineapple and the papaya.

 
The Village community 

 Agricultural production involved the intensive participation and initiative of the peasantry. 
Agriculture was based on the principle of individual ownership. But they belonged to a collective 
village community. There were three constituents of this community-the cultivators, the panchayat, 
and the village headman.

Caste and the rural milieu 
 

 Despite the abundance of cultivable land, certain caste groups were assigned menial tasks and thus 
relegated to poverty. Such groups comprised a large section of the village population, had the least 
resources and were constrained by their position in the caste hierarchy, much like the Dalits of 
modern India.

 In Muslim communities menials like the halalkhoran, those who cut meat were housed outside the 
boundaries of the village; similarly the mallahzadas, boatmen in Bihar were comparable to slaves.

 There was a direct correlation between caste, poverty and social status at the lower strata of 
society.

 In Marwar, Rajputs are mentioned as peasants, sharing the same space with Jats, who were 
accorded a lower status in the caste hierarchy.

 The Gauravas, who cultivated land in Uttar Pradesh sought Rajput status in the seventeenth 
century.

 Castes such as the Ahirs, Gujars and Malisrose in the hierarchy because of the profitability of 
cattle rearing and horticulture.

 In the eastern regions, intermediate pastoral and fishing castes like the Sadgops and Kaivartas 
acquired the status of peasants.

 
Panchayats and Village headmen 

 
 The village panchayat was an assembly of elders. In mixed-caste villages, the panchayat was 

usually a heterogeneous body .The panchayat represented various castes and communities in the 
village so it is called an oligarchy.

 The panchayat was headed by a headman known as muqaddam or mandal .Some sources suggest 
that the headman was chosen through the consensus of the village elders, and that this choice had 
to be ratified by the zamindar. Headmen held office as long as they enjoyed the confidence of the 
village elders. The panchayat derived its funds from contributions made by individuals to a 



 

common financial pool
Functions of Panchayat 

 
 The village headman supervised the preparation of village accounts, assisted by the 

accountant or patwari of the panchayat
 The panchayat had to undertake welfare measures for the village people (community welfare) 

such as construction of bund or digging the canal which peasants usually could not afford to do 
on their own.

 
 The panchayat also made arrangements against natural calamities, like floods, famine, droughts 

etc.
 One important function of the panchayat was to ensure that caste boundaries among the various 

communities inhabiting the village were upheld. In eastern India all marriages were held in the 
presence of the mandal.

 Panchayats also had the authority to levy fines and inflict more serious forms of punishment 
like expulsion from the community. It meant that a person forced to leave the village became an 
outcaste and lost his right to practise his profession.

 In western India people of lower castes presented petitions to the panchayat complaining about 
extortionate taxation or the demand for unpaid labour (begar) imposed by the “superior” castes or 
officials of the state.

. 
 In the eyes of the petitioners the right to the basic minimum for survival was sanctioned by 

custom. They regarded the village panchayat as the court of appeal that would ensure that the state 
carried out its moral obligations and guaranteed justice. The decision of the panchayat in conflicts 
between “lower –caste”peasants and state officials or the local zamindar could vary from case to 
case. In cases of excessive revenue demands, the panchayat often  suggested compromise.In cases 
where reconciliation failed; peasants took recourse to more drastic forms of resistance, such as 
deserting the village.

 
Role played by the Jati Panchayat 

 
 In addition to the village panchayat each sub-caste or jati in the village had its own jati panchayat. 

These panchayats wielded considerable power in rural society.
 In Rajasthan jati panchayats arbitrated civil disputes between members of different castes.
 They mediated in contested claims on land, decided whether marriages were performed according 

to the norms laid down by a particular caste group and determined who had ritual precedence in 
village functions, and so on.

 In most cases, except in matters of criminal justice, the state respected the decisions of jati 
panchayats.

 
Life of Village artisans 
 25 per cent of the total households in the villages were artisans. The distinction between artisans 

and peasants in village society was a fluid one; as many groups performed the tasks of both. 
Cultivators and their families would also participate in craft production – such as dyeing, textile 
printing, baking and firing of pottery, making and repairing agricultural implements.

 Village artisans – potters, blacksmiths, carpenters, even goldsmiths – provided specialized 
services. In return, the village people gave them a share of the harvest, or an allotment of land, 
perhaps cultivable wastes, which was likely to be decided by the panchayat.

 
 Zamindars in Bengal who remunerated blacksmiths, carpenters, even goldsmiths for their work by 

paying them “a small daily allowance and diet money”. This later came to be described as the 
jajmani system, though the term was not in vogue in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

 
Village as a “little republic” 

 Some British officials in the nineteenth century saw the village as a “little republic”. Because 
villages were made up of fraternal partners of sharing resources and labour in a collective. 
However, this was not a sign of rural egalitarianism.



 

 There was individual ownership of assets and deep inequities based on caste and gender 
distinctions. A group of powerful individuals decided the affairs of the village, exploited the 
weaker sections and had the authority to dispense justice.

 
Role played by women in Agrarian Society under Mughal rule 

 
 Women worked shoulder to shoulder with men in fields. Men tilled and ploughed, while women 

sowed, weeded, threshed and winnowed the harvest. With the growth of nucleated villages and 
expansion in individuated peasant farming the basis of production was the labour and resources of 
the entire household.

 Biases related to women’s biological functions did continue. Menstruating women, for instance, 
were not allowed to touch the plough or the potter’s wheel in western India, or enter the groves 
where betel-leaves were grown.

 Artisanal tasks such as spinning yarn, sifting and kneading clay for pottery, and embroidery 
were among the many aspects of production dependent on female labour. In fact, peasant and 
artisan women worked not only in the fields, but even went to the houses of their employers or to 
the markets if necessary.

 Women were considered an important resource in agrarian society also because they were child 
bearers in a society which dependents on labour. At the same time, high mortality rates among 
women – owing to malnutrition, frequent pregnancies and death during childbirth – often meant a 
shortage of wives.

 Shortage of women led to the emergence of new social customs in peasant and artisan 
communities that were distinct from those prevalent among elite groups. Marriages in many rural 
communities required the payment of bride-price rather than dowry to the bride’s family.

 Remarriage was considered legitimate both among divorced and widowed women. The 
importance attached to women as are productive force also meant that the fear of losing control 
over them was great.

 According to established social norms, the household was headed by a male. Thus women were 
kept under strict control by the male members of the family and draconian punishments were 
given to suspected infidelity on the part of women. Women sent petitions to the village panchayat, 
seeking redress and justice. Wives protested against the infidelity of their husbands or the neglect 
of the wife and children by the male head of the household.

 Amongst the landed gentry, women had the right to inherit property. Instances from the Punjab 
show that women, including widows, actively participated in the rural land market as sellers of 
property inherited by them. Hindu and Muslim women inherited zamindaris which they were free 
to sell or mortgage. Women zamindars were known in eighteenth-century Bengal.

 
Life of forest dwellers in Mughal Period 

 
 According to estimates based on contemporary sources, an average of 40% of the land was 

covered by forests.(Scrubland(kharbandi)or dense forest(jangal)
  Forest dwellers were termed jangli in contemporary texts. Jangli did not mean an absence of 

“civilisation”.The term described those whose livelihood came from the gathering of forest 
produce, hunting and shifting agriculture. These activities of the forest dwellers were largely 
season specific in nature.

 For example, the Bhils used to collect forest produce in the spring season, fish in the summer, 
cultivate crops in the monsoon and used to hunt animals in the autumn and winter. This sequential 
procedure perpetuated mobility, which became a distinctive feature of forest tribes.

Babur’s remark on the forest dwellers 
 He considered the forest to be a subversive place-a refuge (mawas) for trouble makers to hide and 

avoid paying taxes.
 

 Babur says that jungles provided a good defence “behind which the people of the pargana become 
stubbornly rebellious and pay no taxes”.

 
Intrusion into the forest 



 

 
 The Mughal state required elephants for the army. So the peshkash levied from forest people often 

included a supply of elephants. In the Mughal political ideology, the hunt symbolised the 
overwhelming concern of the state to ensure justice to all its subjects, rich and poor. Rulers went 
for regular hunting expeditions which enabled the emperor to travel across the extensive territories 
of his empire and personally attend to the grievances of its inhabitants.

 
Exchange of Commodities 

 
 The spread of commercial agriculture was an important external factor that impinged on the lives 

of those who lived in the forests. Forest products –like honey, beeswax and gum lac, elephants – 
were in great demand. Some, such as gum lac, became major items of overseas export from India 
in the seventeenth century. The exchange of commodities took place via the barter system as well. 
For example, the Lohanis in the Punjab engaged with overland trade with countries like 
Afghanistan, along with trade within the Punjab region.

Social changes in the lives of forest dwellers 
 Social factors also brought changes in the lives of forest dwellers. Like the head men of the 

villages, tribes also had their chieftains. The chieftains of tribes became zamindars and some even 
became kings. Tribal Kings recruited people from their lineage groups or demanded that their 
fraternity in order to build up their army.

 For example, Tribes in the Sind region had armies comprising 6,000 cavalry and 7,000 infantry.
  In Assam, the Ahom kings had their paiks, people who were obliged to render military service in 

exchange for land. The capture of wild elephants was made a monopoly of the Ahom kings.
 
Transition from a tribal to monarchical system 

 
 The transition from a tribal to a monarchical system had started much earlier in India.

Ain-i-Akbari observes the presence of tribal kingdoms in the north east. War was a common occurrence 
between tribal kingdoms in the north-east. 
 For example, The Koch kings fought and subjugated a number of neighbouring tribes in a long 

sequence of wars through the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
 

Role of the Zamindars in rural society during 16th and 17th century 
 
 

 Zamindars were landed proprietors and also enjoyed certain social and economic privileges. 
Caste was one factor for their elevated status. They performed certain services (khidmat) for the 
state.

 The zamindars held extensive personal lands (milkiyat, meaning property). Milkiyat lands were 
cultivated for the private use of zamindars with the help of hired labour. The zamindars could sell 
or donate these lands at will.

 Zamindars also enjoyed the right to collect revenue on behalf of the state. They had control over 
military resources. They had fortresses (qilachas) as well as armed contingent comprising units of 
cavalry, artillery and infantry. They constituted the very narrow apex in the pyramid.

 Abu’lFazl’s account indicates that most of the Zamindars were from an “upper-caste”, Brahmana 
or Rajput. It also reflects a fairly large representation of Zamindars from the so- called 
intermediate castes,as well as a liberal sprinkling of Muslim zamindaris.

 The dispossession of weaker people by a powerful military chieftain was quite often away of 
expanding a zamindari. It is, however, unlikely that the state would have allowed such a show of 
aggression by a zamindar unless he had been confirmed by an imperial order.

 Zamindars spearheaded the colonisation of agricultural land, and helped in settling cultivators by 
providing them with the means of cultivation, including cash loans. The buying and selling of 
zamindaris accelerated the process of monetization in the countryside.

 In addition, zamindars sold the produce from their milkiyat lands. There is evidence to show that 
zamindars often established markets to which peasants also came to sell their produce.

 Although there can be little doubt that zamindars were an exploitative class, their relationship with 
the peasantry was reciprocal and one of the paternalism.



 

 
 Two aspects reinforce this view.
 First, the bhakti saints, who eloquently condemned caste-based and other forms of oppression. 

They did not portray the zamindars as exploiters or oppressors of the peasantry.
 Second, in a large number of agrarian uprisings which erupted in north India in the seventeenth 

century, zamindars often received the support of the peasantry in their struggle against the state.
 

Land Revenue System under Mughal Rule 
 
. . 

 Revenue from the land was the economic mainstay of the Mughal Empire. It was therefore vital 
for the state to create an administrative system to ensure control over agricultural production, and 
to fix and collect revenue from across the empire.

 This system included the office of the diwan who was responsible for supervising the fiscal system 
of the empire. Thus revenue officials and record keepers penetrated the agricultural domain and 
became a decisive agent in shaping agrarian relations.

 The land revenue arrangements consisted of two stages – first, assessment and then actual 
collection. The jama was the amount assessed and hasil, the amount collected.

 Akbar decreed ordered amil-guzaror revenue collector that he should strive to make cultivators 
pay in cash, the option of payment in kind was also to be kept open. While fixing revenue, the 
attempt of the state was to maximise its claims.

 Both cultivated and cultivable lands were measured in each province. Efforts to measure lands 
continued under subsequent emperors. Aurangzeb instructed his revenue officials to prepare 
annual records of the number of cultivators in each village. Yet not all areas were measured 
successfully.

 
The Flow of Silver coin into Mughal Empire 

 
 The Mughal Empire was the large territorial empires in Asia among the Ming (China),Safavid 

(Iran) and Ottoman (Turkey) empires that had managed to consolidate power and resources 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries

 The political stability achieved by all these empires helped create vibrant networks of overland 
trade from China to the Mediterranean Sea.

 Voyages of discovery and the opening up of the New World (America) resulted in a massive 
expansion of India’s trade with Europe.

 An expanding trade brought in huge amounts of silver bullion into India to pay for goods 
procured from India. This was good for India because it did not have natural resources of silver

 As a result, the period between the 16th and17th centuries was also marked by a remarkable 
stability in the availability of metal currency, particularly the silver rupya in India. This 
facilitated an unprecedented expansion of minting and circulating of silver coins.

 
 Italian traveller, Giovanni Careri, who passed through India c. 1690, provides a graphic 

account about the way silver travelled across the globe to reach India. It also gives us an idea 
of the phenomenal amounts of cash and commodity transactions in seventeenth- century India

The Ain-i Akbari of Abu’lFazlAllami 
(Importance and limitations of Ain-i Akbari as a source of Akabar’s reign) 

 
 The Ain-i Akbari was the culmination of a large historical, administrative project of classification 

undertaken by Abu’lFazl at the order of Emperor Akbar. It was completed in 1598after having 
gone through five revisions.

 The Ain was part of a larger project of history writing commissioned by Akbar. This history, 
known as the Akbar Nama, comprised three books. The first two provided a historical narrative. 
The Ain-i Akbari, the third book, was organized as a compendium of imperial regulations and a 
gazetteer of the empire.

 The Ain gives detailed accounts of the organization of the court, administration and army, the 
sources of revenue and the physical layout of the provinces of Akbar’s empire and the literary, 
cultural, religious traditions of the people and quantitative information of the provinces.



 

 The Ainis made up of five books (daftars), of which the first three books describe the 
administration.

 The first book, called manzil-abadi, concerns the imperial household and its maintenance
 The second book, sipah-abadi, covers the military and civil administration and the establishment 

of servants. This book includes notices and short biographical sketches of imperial officials like 
mansabdars, learned men, poets and artists.

 The third book, mulk-abadi, is the one which deals with the fiscal side of the empire and provides 
rich quantitative information on revenue rates, administrative and fiscal divisions, total measured 
area, and assessed revenue ( jama).

 After setting out details at the suba level, the Ain goes on to give a detailed picture of the sarkars 
below the suba in the form of tables, which have eight columns giving the following information.

 (1) parganat/mahal; (2) qila(forts); (3) araziandzamin-i paimuda(measured area); (4) naqdi, 
revenue assessed in cash; (5) suyurghal, grants of revenue incharity; (6) zamindars; columns 7 and 
8 contain details of the castes of these zamindars, and their troops including their horsemen 
(sawar), foot-soldiers(piyada) and elephants (fil).

 The fourth and fifth books (daftars) deal with the religious, literary and cultural traditions of the 
people of India and also contain a collection of Akbar’s “auspicious sayings”.

 
Limitations of Ain-i-Akbari 

 
 Although the Ain was officially sponsored to record detailed information to facilitate Emperor 

Akbar, it was much more than a reproduction of official papers. That the manuscript was 
revised five times by the author would suggest a high degree of caution on the part of Abu’l 
Fazl and a search for authenticity.

 For instance, oral testimonies were cross-checked and verified before being incorporated as 
“facts” in the chronicle. In the quantitative sections, all numeric data were reproduced in words 
so as to minimise the chances of subsequent transcriptional errors.

 Historians who have carefully studied the Ain point out that it is not without its problems. 
Numerous errors in totalling have been detected. These are ascribed to simple slips of 
arithmetic or of transcription by Abu’lFazl’s assistants.

 Data were not collected uniformly from all provinces. For instance, while for many subas 
detailed information was compiled about the caste composition of the zamindars, such 
information is not available for Bengal and Orissa.

 Further, while the fiscal data from the subas is remarkable for its richness, some equally vital 
parameters such as prices of commodities and wages of workers from these same areas are not 
as well documented.

 These limitations notwithstanding, the Ain remains an extraordinary document of its times. By 
providing fascinating glimpses into the structure and organisation of the Mughal Empire and by 
giving us quantitative information about its products and people.



 

Theme 9 Kings and 
Chronicles 

 
Introduction 
The Mughal Kings commissioned court historians to write accounts of their achievements. These accounts recorded 
the events of the emperor’s time. The writers collected vast amounts of information from the regions of the 
subcontinent to help the rulers govern their domain. Modern historians who write history in English have termed 
those accounts as chronicles; because the accounts give information in chronological order. 

 
Chronicles are an indispensable source for any scholar wishing to write a history of the Mughals.They were a 
repository of factual information about the institution of the Mughal state. They were intended as conveyors of 
meanings that the Mughal rulers sought to impose on their domain. 

 

The name “Mughal” and a brief political history of the Mughals 
 

The term Mughal is derived from mongol.But the Mughal Kings did not call themselves as the Mughals. They  
called themselves as Timurids, the descendants of the Turkish ruler Timur.During the 16th century, Europeans used 
the term ‘Mughal’ to describe the branch of the family of Timur. 

 

Zahiruddin Babur 
 
Zahiruddin Babur was the founder of the Mughal Empire. He was expelled from his homeland (Fargana) by 
Uzbeks. He first established himself at Kabul and then in 1526 moved further into the Indian subcontinent in search 
of territories and resources to satisfy the needs of his clan. 

 

Nasiruddin Humayun 
 
Babur was succeeded by Humayun as the Mughal ruler in 1530 .But Sher Shah Suri, an Afghan leader drove him to 
exile.Humayun took refuge in the court of the Safavid ruler of Iran.In 1555 Humayun defeated Sher Shah and 
regained his empire. 

 

Jalaluddin Akbar 
 
Akbar is considered to be a great ruler of the Mughals.He expanded his empire and made it as the largest, strongest 
and the richest kingdom at the time of his rule. He was able to expand his empire up to the Hindukush Mountains 
and prevented the Uzbeks and Safavids. 

 

Successors of Akbar 
 
Jahangir (1605-27), Shajahan (1628-58) and Aurangzeb (1658-1707) 

 

Features of the Mughal imperial structure. 
 

 The institutions of an imperial structure were created in the 16th and 17th centuries. 
 It had effective methods of administration and taxation. 
 The court was the centre of the Mughal power where political alliances and relationships were made and status and 

hierarchies were defined. 
 The political system of the Mughals was based on a combination of military power accommodating various traditions 

of the subcontinent that the Mughals faced. 
 

The reasons for the Production of Chronicles 
 

The Chronicles written during the Mughal period are an important source to study the Mughal Empire. They were 
written, 

 
 To convey a vision of enlightened kingdom to all those who came under its umbrella. 



 

 To convey to those who resisted the rule of the Mughals that all resistance was destined to fail. 
 To ensure that there was an account of their rule for posterity 

The authors of the chronicles were court historians in the Mughal Empire. Histories written by them focused on 
events centred on the ruler, his family, the court and nobles, wars and administrative system. 

 
The titles of the chronicles such as Akbar Nama,Shajahan Nama,and Alamgir Nama indicate that the history of the 
empire and the court was synonymous with that of the emperor. 

 

Language used for writing Chronicles (Importance 
of Persian language in Mughal India) 

 The Mughals were chaghtai Turks by origin and Turkish was their mother tongue. 
 The first ruler Babur wrote poetry and his memoirs BaburNama in Turkish language. 
 Persian developed as a leading language at the time of the Mughal rule in India. 
 Persian was a court language and literary writings of the Sultans of Delhi and flourished with local variants like 

Hindavi. 
 It was Akbar who consciously developed Persian as a leading language in the Mughal court. 
 Mughal official histories such as AkbarNama were written in Persian. 
 Other chronicles such as Babur’s memoirs were translated from the Turkish into Persian Babur Nama. 
 The court historians of the Mughals translated Sanskrit texts such as Ramayana and Mahabharata into Persian. 
 The Mahabharata was translated as the Razmnama( Book of Wars). 
 Those who had command on Persian were conferred power and prestige. 
 It was spoken by the king, the elite and people at the royal court. 
 Persian language influenced other Indian languages such as Rajasthani, Marathi and Tamil. 
 It became Indianised by observing idiom and vocabulary from the Indian languages. 

 

The making of manuscripts 
Books written in Mughal India were manuscripts that were hand written. The work of manuscript production was 
carried out by the imperial Kitabkhana that could be translated as library but it was scriptorium that is, it was a 
place where emperor’s collection of manuscript was kept and new manuscripts were produced. 

 

Various tasks involved in creating manuscripts in the Mughal Empire. 
The creation of manuscripts involved many tasks. 

 
 Papermakers prepared folios of the manuscripts 
 Scribes or calligraphers copied the text 
 Gilders illuminated the pages. 
 Painters illustrated scenes from the text 
 Book binders gathered the individual folios and set them within ornamental covers. 

 
The finished manuscript was considered as a precious object with intellectual work and beauty. The people who 
were involved in the production of manuscripts were recognized with titles and awards. The calligraphers and 
painters were held high in the status while the paper makers and boot binders remained anonymous artisans. 

Use of Calligraphy 
Art of handwriting is called calligraphy. Manuscripts of the Mughal were handwritten. It was considered a skill of 
great importance. It was practiced with different styles. Akbar’s favourite handwritten style was the nastaliq which 
was a fluid style with long horizontal strokes. It was written using a piece of trimmed reed which had a tip of five to 
10 mm called qalam.The reed was dipped in carbon ink(siyahi).The nib of the qalam was split in the middle to 
facilitate the flow of ink. 

The use of painted images in Mughal Chronicles 
(The role of painters in the production of Mughal manuscripts) 

 Painters were involved in the production of manuscripts. 
 Chronicles that narrates the events of the Mughal Emperor had images, alongside the written text, that described 

events in visual form. 
 The scribe left blank spaces wherever images were required and paintings were drawn separately by artists and 

inserted in proper place. 
 Paintings enhanced the beauty of manuscripts and communicated ideas about kingdom and the power of kings. 
 The historian Abul Fazl described paintings as “magical art”. 
 The paintings made the inanimate objects look as if they possessed life. 



 

  The production of paintings portraying the emperor, his court and the people who were part of it, was a source of 
tension between rulers and representatives of the Muslim orthodoxy, the ulama. 

 The latter did not fail to invoke the Islamic prohibition of the portrayal of human beings enshrined in the Quran as 
well as the hadis which described an incident from the life of the Prophet Muhammad. 

 Here the Prophet is cited as having forbidden the depictions of living beings in a naturalistic manner as it would 
suggest that the artist was seeking to appropriate the power of creation. 

 This was a function that was believed to belong exclusively to God. 
 Yet; interpretations of the Sharia change with time. 
 Various social groups interpreted the body of Islamic tradition in different ways. 
 Each group put forward an understanding of tradition that would best suit their political needs. 
 Muslim rulers in many Asian regions patronized artists to paint their images and court scenes. 
 The artists were trained in workshops set up at court under the rule of Safavid kings. 
 Artists such as Bihzad contributed to the spreading of the cultural fame of the safavid court far and wide. 
 Artists from Iran came to India during the mughal rule. 
 Artists like Mir Sayyid Ali and Abdal Samad accompanied Emperor Humayun to Delhi. 
 Other artists migrated to Delhi in search of opportunities. 

Abul Fazl and the Akbar Nama 
 

 Abul Fazl was the author of Akbar Nama.He was well versed with Arabic, Persian, Greek philosophy and Sufism. 
 Moreover, he was a forceful debater and independent thinker who consistently opposed the views of the conservative 

ulama. 
 These qualities impressed Akbar, who found Abul Fazl ideally suited as an adviser and spokesperson for his policies. 

 
 Emperor’s objective was to free the state from the control of religious orthodoxy. 
  In his role as court historian,Abul Fazl both shaped and articulated the ideas associated with the reign of Akbar. 
 Abul Fazl was murdered by Bir Singh Bundela an accomplice of Prince Salim(Jahangir) who conspired the killing. 

 
The Akbar Nama is one of the important illustrated official histories. The manuscript has an average of 150 full or 
double page paintings of battles, sieges, hunts, building construction and court scenes. In 1589, Abul Fazl worked 
on the Akbar Nam for thirteen years, repeatedly revising the draft. The chronicle is based on a range of sources, 
including actual records of events (waqai), official documents and oral testimonies of knowledgeable persons. 

 
The Akbar Nama is divided in to three books. The first two are chronicles and the third is Ain-i-Akbari.The first 
volume starts from the history of mankind from Adam to one celestial cycle of Akbar’s life (30 years).The second 
volume closes in the forty sixth regnal year (1601) of Akbar.The Akbar Nama was written to provide detailed 
information of the political events of Akbar’s reign. 

 
The Akbar Nama was written to provide a detailed description of Akbar’s reign in the traditional sense of recording 
politically significant events across time, as well as in the more novel sense of giving a synchronic picture of all 
aspects of Akbar’s empire-geographic, social, administrative and cultural-without reference to chronology. In the 
Ain-i-Akbari the Mughal Empire is presented as having a diverse population consisting of Hindus,Jainas,Buddhists 
and Muslims and a composite culture. 

 
Abul Fazl wrote in a language that was ornate and which attached importance to diction and rhythm,as texts were 
often read aloud.Thsi Indo-Persian style was patronized at court,and there were a large number of writers who 
wanted to write like Abul Fazl. 
The Badshah Nama 
A pupil of Abul Fazl,Abdul Hamid Lahori is known as the author of the Badshah Nama.Emperor Shah 
Jahan,hearing of his talents,commissioned him to write a history of his reign modelled on the Akbar Nama. 
The Badshah Nama is the official history in three volumes(daftars) of ten lunar years each.Lahori wrote the first and 
second daftars comprising the first two decades of the emperor’s rule(1627-47).Sadullah Khan,Shah Jahan’s 
wazir,later revised these volumes. The historian Waris chronicled third decade.British administrators began to study 
Indian history and to create an archive of knowledge about the subcontinent to help them better understand the 
peole and the cultures of the empire they sought to rule. 

 

British administrators and the study of Indian history 
 

British administrators showed interest to study Indian history. They wanted to have an understanding about the 
subcontinent in order to understand the people and their cultures, so they could rule accordingly. Sir William Jones 
founded The Asiatic Society of Bengal and took the task of editing, printing and translation of many Indian 
manuscripts. The Asiatic Society of Bengal published and edited the versions of the Akbar Nama and Badshah 



 

Nama in the 19th century. The English translation of the Akbar Nama was published by Henry Beveridge.But the 
Badshah Nama has not been translated in English completely till date. 
The ideal Kingdom 

A divine light: Notions about Kingship 
 Court chroniclers narrated that of the Mongol queen Alanqua, who was impregnated by a ray of sunshine while resting 

in her tent. The offspring she bore carried this Divine Light and passed it on from generation to generation. 
 Abul Fazl placed Mughal kingship as the highest station in the hierarchy of objects receiving light emanating from 

God (farr-i izadi).Abul Fazl was inspired by a famous Iranian Sufi, Shihabuddin Suhrawardi (d.1191) who first 
developed this idea. According to this idea, there was a hierarchy in which the Divine Light was transmitted to the 
king who then became the source of spiritual guidance for his subjects. 

 Paintings that accompanied the narrative of the chronicles transmitted these ideas in a way that left a lasting 
impression on the mind of viewers. 

 Mughal artists, from the 17th century onwards, began to portray emperors wearing the halo, which they saw on 
European paintings of Christ and the Virgin Mary to symbolize the light of God. 

 

Kingship-A social Contract 
Abul Fazl defined sovereignty as a social contract: the emperor protects the four essence of his 
subjects,namely,life(jan),property(mal),honour(namus)and faith (din) and in return demands obedience and a share 
of resources. Only just sovereigns were thought to be able to honour the contract with power and divine Divine 
Guidance. 

 A number of symbols were created for visual representation of the idea of justice that came to stand for the highest 
virtue of Mughal monarchy. 

 One of the favorite symbols used by artists was the motif of the lion and the lamb (or cow) peacefully nestling next to 
each other. This was meant to signify a realm where both the strong and the weak. 

 Court scenes from the illustrated Badshah Nama place such motifs in a niche directly below the emperor’s throne. 
Mughal chronicles present the empire as comprising many different ethnic and religious communities-
Hindus,Jainas,Zorastrian and Muslims. 

 As the source of all peace and stability the emperor stood above all religious and ethnic groups, medicated among 
them, and ensured that justice and peace provided. 

 
A unifying force: The policy of Sulh-i-kul 

 Abul Fazl describes the ideal of Sulh-i-kul(absolute peace)as the cornerstone of enlightend rule. 
  In Sulh-i-kul all religions and schools of thought had freedom of expression but on condition that they did not 

undermine the authority of the state or fight among themselves. 
  The ideal of Sulh-i-kul was implemented through state policies-the nobility under the Mughals was a composite one 

comprising Iranis, Turanis, Afghans, Rajaputs, and Deccanis-all of whom were given position and awards purely on 
the basis of their service and loyalty to the king. 

 Akbar abolished the tax on pilgrimage in 1563 and jiziya in 1564 as the two were based on religious discrimination. 
 Instructions were sent to officers of the empire to follow the precept of Sulh-i-kul in administration. 
 All Mughal emperors gave grants to support the building and maintenance of places of worship. 
 Even when temples were destroyed during war, grants were later issued for their repair-as we know from the reigns of 

Shah Jahan and Aurangazeb.However, during the reign of the later, the jizya was reimposed on non-Muslim subjects. 
 

Capitals and the courts of the Mughals 
The Mughal Capitals 

 The heart of the Mughal Empire was its capital city. The capital cities of the Mughals were frequently shifted during 
the 16th and 17th centuries. 

  When Babur brought the Lodi capital of Agra, the court was changed within four years of rule in the capitals. 
  The fort of Agra was constructed by Akbar during 1560s with red stone .In the 1570s ,he built a new capital Fatehpur 

Sikri.It was located on the direct road to Ajmer where the dargah of Shaikh Muinuddin Chishti had become an 
important pilgrimage centre.The Mughal Emperors shared a close relationship with the sufis of the Chishti 
silsila.Akbar constructed a white marble tomb for Shaikh Salim Chishti near Friday mosque at Sikri.Akbar 
commissioned the construction of Buland Darwaza(arched gateway) to remind visitors of the Mughal victory in 
Gujarat. 

 The capital was shifted to Lahore in 1585 in order to strengthen the control over north-west. Akbar monitored it 
closely for thirteen years. 

 Shah Jahan pursued sound fiscal policies and accumulated enough money to indulge his passion for building. Building 
activity in monarchical cultures was the most visible and tangible sign of dynastic power, wealth and prestige. In the 
case of Muslim rulers it was also considered an act of piety. In 1648,the capital was shifted to Shajahananbad.It was 
a new addition to the old residential city of Delhi with Red Fort,the Jami Masjid,a tree-lined esplanade with 
bazaars(Chandni Chowk) and spacious homes for the nobility.Shajahan’s ne city was appropriate to a more formal 



 

vision of a grand monarchy. 
 

The Mughal court 
 The Mughal emperor’s court procedures reflected his status and power. 
 The throne or takht was visualized as axis mundi i.e., pillar or pole supporting the earth. 
 Canopy was a symbol of kingship 
 The status of the courtiers was determined by spatial proximity to the king 
 Once the emperor sat on the throne, no one was permitted to move from his position 

Social control in the Mughal court 
 Defined etiquette was to be followed in the court with respect to the form of address, courtesies, speech etc. 
 The slightest infringement of etiquette was punishable on the spot. 

The forms of salutation 
 The forms of salutation were indicators of a person’s status in the hierarchy. 
 For example, deeper prostration was a symbol of higher status. 
 Sijda or complete prostration was the highest form of submission. 
 Chahar taslim and Zaminbos (kissing the earth) 
 The diplomatic envoys also had to follow the norms of etiquettes at the Mughal court. 
 It was expected from an ambassador presented to the Mughal emperor that he would greet the emperor in an 

acceptable form of greeting. 
 These forms were: bowing deeply, kissing the ground or following the Persian custom of clasping one’s hand in front 

of the chest. 
 However, Thomas Roe the English envoy of James I greeted the Mughal emperor Jahangir according to European 

custom i.e., simply bowing before him. 
 Moreover, he shocked the court by demanding a chair for sitting. 

 
 

Daily routine and festivals connected with the Mughal court 
 

 The emperor began his day at sunrise with personal religious devotions and prayers. 
 He appeared on a small balcony, for jharokha darshan in the morning. 
 A crowd of people (soldiers, merchants, crafts persons, peasants, and women with sick children) waited for 

the, darshan of the emperor. 
 Akbar introduced this practice of jharokha darshan. 
 The emperor walked to the public hall of audience (diwan-i am) to conduct the primary business of his 

government. 
 State officials presented reports and made requests. 
 The emperor was in the diwan-i khas to hold private audiences and discuss confidential 

matters. 
 High ministers placed their petitions before him in diwan-i-khas. 
 Tax officials presented their accounts in diwan-i-khas. 
 Reputed artists presented their work. 
 Building plans of the architects were viewed by the emperor. 
 On special occasions such as the anniversary of accession to the throne, Id, Shab-i-barat and Holi, the court was 

full of life. 
 Mughal rulers celebrated three festivals a year – the solar and lunar birthdays of the king and nauroz. 
 The king was weighed against the commodities, on his birthdays, and they were distributed in charity. 
 Perfumed candles set in rich holders and  palace  walls  festooned  with  colourful  hangings made a 

tremendous impression on visitors. 
 Emperors adopted high sounding and rhythmic titles which were announced by ushers in the court and they 

created an atmosphere of awe in the audience. 
 

Title and gifts 
 

 The Mughal adopted grand titles at the time of coronation or victory in the war. These titles were mentioned on the 
Mughal coins. The Mughals granted titles to men of merit. 

 A man’s ascent in the court hierarchy could be traced through the titles he held. 
 The title Asaf khan was given to highest minister. The, Asaf Khan came from a legendary minister of the prophet king 

Sulaiman. 
  The title of Mirza Raja was accorded by Aurangzeb to his two nobles of merit e.g Jai Singh and Jaswant Singh. 



 

  The titles could be earned or paid for .For example; Mir Khan paid Rs.1 lack to Aurangzeb for the letter alif, i.e.A to 
be added to his name to make it Amir Khan. 

 Other awards included robe of honour, which was a garment worn by the emperor (khilat),Sarapa(head to foot) 
consisted of a tunic,a turban and a sash(patka)and Jwellery were given by the emperor. 

 On a rare occasion, the lotus blossom set with jewels (padma murassa) was given. 
 A courtier while approaching the emperor, he offered either a small sum of money (nazr) or a large amount 

(peshkash). 
 Offering gifts was regarded as a sign of honour and respect in diplomatic relations. 
 The ambassadors performed the functions of negotiating treaties and establishing relationships between competing 

political powers. In such cases gifts had an important symbolic role. 
  Thomas Roe, an English ambassador was disappointed to find that the ring presented by him as a gift to Asaf Khan 

was returned as it was worth merely 400 rupees. 
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The Royal Household 



 

 The domestic world of the Mughal was referred to as ‘harem’. It is a Persian word meaning a sacred place. Harem 
consisted of the wives of emperors and concubines, his relatives and other family members. It also had servants both 
male and female slaves. 

 The Mughal rulers maintained a distinction between wives with aristocratic backgrounds (Begums) and other wives 
(aghas) who were not noble by birth. The Begums were married by the emperors after giving huge amounts of cash 
and other precious things as dowry (mahr).Concubines (agacha) were given monthly allowances and gifts according 
their status. The aghas and aghachas could rise to the position of a begum depending upon the husband’s will. 

 There were a number of male and female slaves in the Mughal household. They performed various tasks which 
required skill, tact and intelligence. Slave eunuchs (Khwajasara) served as guards and servants and also as agents for 
women selling goods. 

Role of Mughal Princesses in Commerce 
 After Nur Jahan,the queens of Mughal rulers and princesses began to control important official resources.Jahanara and 

Roshanara,the daughters of Shah Jahan had annual incomes often equal to that of high imperial 
mansabdars.Besides,Jahanara received revenue from the port city of Surat which was a big centre of overseas trade. 
The resources enabled important women of the royal household to get constructed buildings and lay out gardens. 

 

Contribution of Mughal Princesses in the field of architecture 
 Jahanara took special interest in many architectural projects of Shah Jahan in founding new capital, 

Shajahanabad(Delhi).Among these projects was the construction of imposing double storeyed Caravanserai with a 
courtyard and a garden. The bazaar of Chandini Chowk,the main centre of trade in Shajahanabad,was designed by 
Jahanara. 

 

Contribution of Mughal Princesses in the field of literature. 
 Humayun’s daughter Gulbadan wrote an interesting book giving glimpses of domestic world of the Mughals.She 

could write fluently in Turkish and Persian.When Akbar ordered Abul Fazl to write a history of his reign, he requested 
his aunt to record her memoirs of earlier times under Babur and Humayun.Gulbadan did not write the eulogy of the 
Mughal emperors. She rather described the conflicts and tensions among the princes and kings and the mediating role 
of the elderly women of the family played in resolving some of these conflicts. 

 

Recruitment of Imperial officials in the Mughal Empire(Mughal Nobility) 
The Akbar Nama of Abul Fazl provides detailed information about the recruitments of imperial officials. The corps 
of officers, known as nobility, in the Mughal Empire was recruited from diverse ethnic and religious groups in order 
to prevent any faction that would challenge the state .The imperial officers were described by the court historians as 
a bouquet of flowers(guldasta).During the rule of Akbar, for the imperial service, Iranian and Turani nobles were 
recruited. 

The two groups of Indian nobles in Mughal Empire 
 Two ruling groups of Indian origin entered the imperial service from 1560 onwards: The Rajaputs and the Indian 

Muslims(Shai khzadas). 
 The first to join was a Rajput chief,Raja Bharmal Kachhwaha of Amber,to whose daughter Akbar got married. 
 Aurangazeb appointed Rajputs to high positions,and under him the Marathas accounted for a sizebale number within 

the body of officers. 
 
 

Ranks of the holders of government offices (Refer Mansabdari system) 
 The recruited officers for the service in the Mughal Empire were given ranks (mansabs) with two numerical 

designations. 
 Zat which was an indicator of the position in the imperial hierarchy and the salary of the official (mansabdar). 
 Another term used to indicate the number of horsemen was sawar.In the 17th century, a mansabdar with 1,000 zat was 

ranked as noble(umara,a plural term for amir) 
 

Nobles and their military services to the Kings 
 The nobles sent their armies and participated in the military campaigns and served in the offices of the empire in the 

provinces. 
 The military commanders recruited, equipped and trained the main wing of the Mughal army, i.e, the cavalry. 
  He maintained horses which were branded on the flank by the imperial mark.(dagh).By serving in the imperial offices 

the nobles acquired power, wealth and reputation. 
 



 

Selection of a person to the military service 
 A person who wanted to enter in service petitioned to the emperor through a noble. If his application was selected, a 

mansab was granted to him. The pay master general (mri bakshi) stood in the open court nearby the emperor and gave 
away the appointments or promotion orders which had its office seal and signature as well as those of the emperor. 

 There were two other important ministers at the centre: the diwan-I ala(finance minister) and Sadr-us sudur(minister of 
grants or madad-i-maash,and in charge of appointing local judges or qazis)The three ministers occasionally came 
together as an advisory body, but were independent of each other. Akbar with these and other advisors shaped the 
administrative, fiscal and monetary institutions of the empire. 

Documentation of court proceedings 
 The keeping of exact and detailed records was a major concern of the Mughal administration. The mir bakshi 

supervised the corps of court writers (waqia nawis) who recorded all applications and documents presented to the 
court,and all imperial orders(farman). 

 Agents (wakil)of nobles and regional rulers recorded the entire proceedings of the court under the heading “News 
from the Exalted Court”(Akhbarat-i-Darbar-i-Mualla) with the date of the court session(pahar). 

 The akhbarat contained all kinds of information such as attendance at the court, grant of others and titles, diplomatic 
missions,presents received ,or the enquiries made by the emperor about the health of an officer. 

 News reports and important official documents travelled across the length and breadth of the regions under Mughal 
rule by imperial post. 

  Round the clock relays of foot-runners (gasid or pathmar) carried paper rolled up in bamboo containers. The emporer 
received reports from even distant provincial capitals within few days.Agents of nobles posted outside the capital and 
Rajput princes and tributary rulers. 

Provincial administration of the Mughals 
 The administration system of the provinces (subhas) also had the same method like that of the centre. 
 In the provinces ministers were assisted by their subordinates such as diwan,bhakshi and sadr). 
 The governor or the subadar was the head of the provincial administration. He had to report to the emperor directly. 
 Each subha was divided into sarkars with the jurisdiction of faujdars (commandants). 

 
 The local administration was looked after at the level of pargana(sub-district)by three officers-the qanungo,keeper of 

revenue records, the chaudhari-in charge of revenue collection and the qazi. 
 The administration of each department was maintained by many staff of clerks, accountants, auditors, messengers and 

other functionaries with good technical skills with highly standardized rules and procedures. 
 Persian was the language of administration, but local languages were used for village administration. 

Beyond the frontiers (Diplomatic relations of the Mughal Emperors) 
 The Mughal Emperors assumed many high sounding titles such as Shahenshah(King of kings). 
 The title adopted by individual kings were such as Jahangir (world Seizer), Shah Jahan (king of world) and 

Aurangazeb Alamgir(ruler of the world). 
 These titles indicate the claims of the Mughal Emperors to uncontested territorial and political control. 
 The contemporary historians in their accounts describe the political relations and conflicts of the Mughal rulers with 

their neighbouring political powers. 
 

Qandahar-A bone of contention between the Safavids and the Mughals 
 The fortress town of Qandahar was always a bone of contention between the Safavids of Iran and the Mughals. 
 Initially Qandahar had been in the possession of Humayun.It was reconquered by Akbar in 1595. 
 While the safavid rulers staked claims on Qandahar but they did not break their diplomatic relations with the Mughals. 
 Jahangir sent a diplomatic mission to the court of Shah Abbas, the ruler of Iran, to plead the case for retaining 

Qandahar but the mission returned disappointed. 
 In 1622,the Safavid ruler of Iran recovered Qandahar. 

Ottomans 
The Mughal relations with Ottomans were marked by the concern to ensure free movements for merchanrs and 
pilgrims in the territories under Ottoman (Turkish) control. It was especially true of Hijaz which was situated in the 
ottoman Arabia where Mecca and Medina were located.The Mughal rulers combined religion and commerce by 
exporting valuable articles to Aden and Mokha, both Red sea ports and distributed proceeds of the sales in charity 
to the keepers of shrines and religious me there. 

Visits of the Jesuits to the Mughal court 
 With the discovery of a new sea route to India at the end of the 15th century, Portuguese merchants were able to 

establish trading stations in Indian coastal cities. The king of Portugal was interested in trade with India as well as in 
spreading Christianity with the help of missionaries of the Society of Jesus (the Jesuits). 

 During the 16th century the missionaries came to India.Mughal Emperor Akbar was interested in knowing about 



 

Christianity and dispatched an embassy to Goa to invite Jesuit priests. The mission of Jesuit under  the leadership of 
monserrate visited the Mughal court in 1580 at Fatehpur Sikri.The Jesuits discussed with Akbar about the virtues of 
Christianity and with the ulama.Two more missions visited in the Mughal court at Lahore in 1591 and 1595. 

 The Jesuits wrote their accounts based on their personal observation and gave detailed information about the character 
and mind of the emperor. They were given very close seat very near to the emperor at public assemblies. They went 
along with the emperor at the time of campaigns and accompanied him during his leisure time. 

 The local administration was looked after at the level of pargana(sub-district)by three officers-the qanungo,keeper of 
revenue records, the chaudhari-in charge of revenue collection and the qazi. 

 The administration of each department was maintained by many staff of clerks, accountants, auditors, messengers and 
other functionaries with good technical skills with highly standardized rules and procedures. 

 Persian was the language of administration, but local languages were used for village administration. 

Beyond the frontiers (Diplomatic relations of the Mughal Emperors) 
 The Mughal Emperors assumed many high sounding titles such as Shahenshah(King of kings). 
 The title adopted by individual kings were such as Jahangir (world Seizer), Shah Jahan (king of world) and 

Aurangazeb Alamgir(ruler of the world). 
 These titles indicate the claims of the Mughal Emperors to uncontested territorial and political control. 
 The contemporary historians in their accounts describe the political relations and conflicts of the Mughal rulers with 

their neighbouring political powers. 
 

Qandahar-A bone of contention between the Safavids and the Mughals 
 The fortress town of Qandahar was always a bone of contention between the Safavids of Iran and the Mughals. 
 Initially Qandahar had been in the possession of Humayun.It was reconquered by Akbar in 1595. 
 While the safavid rulers staked claims on Qandahar but they did not break their diplomatic relations with the Mughals. 
 Jahangir sent a diplomatic mission to the court of Shah Abbas, the ruler of Iran, to plead the case for retaining 

Qandahar but the mission returned disappointed. 
 In 1622,the Safavid ruler of Iran recovered Qandahar. 

Ottomans 
The Mughal relations with Ottomans were marked by the concern to ensure free movements for merchanrs and 
pilgrims in the territories under Ottoman (Turkish) control. It was especially true of Hijaz which was situated in the 
ottoman Arabia where Mecca and Medina were located.The Mughal rulers combined religion and commerce by 
exporting valuable articles to Aden and Mokha, both Red sea ports and distributed proceeds of the sales in charity to 
the keepers of shrines and religious me there 

Visits of the Jesuits to the Mughal court 
 With the discovery of a new sea route to India at the end of the 15th century, Portuguese merchants were able to 

establish trading stations in Indian coastal cities. The king of Portugal was interested in trade with India as well as in 
spreading Christianity with the help of missionaries of the Society of Jesus (the Jesuits). 

 During the 16th century the missionaries came to India.Mughal Emperor Akbar was interested in knowing about 
Christianity and dispatched an embassy to Goa to invite Jesuit priests. The mission of Jesuit under  the leadership of 
monserrate visited the Mughal court in 1580 at Fatehpur Sikri.The Jesuits discussed with Akbar about the virtues of 
Christianity and with the ulama.Two more missions visited in the Mughal court at Lahore in 1591 and 1595. 

 The Jesuits wrote their accounts based on their personal observation and gave detailed information about the character 
and mind of the emperor. They were given very close seat very near to the emperor at public assemblies. They went 
along with the emperor at the time of campaigns and accompanied him during his leisure time. 

Questioning formal religion (Religious view of Akbar) 
Akbar participated in the debates held in the Ibadat khana at Fatehpur Sikri inorder to have a clear understanding of 
religions. Debates were between learned Muslims, Hindus, Jainas, Parsis, and Christians.Akabr’s religious views 
matured by questioning the scholars of different religions and sects and gathered knowledge about their 
doctrines.Incourse of time, he moved away from the orthodox Islamic ways of understanding religions and followed 
a self-conceived eclectic form of worship focusing on light and the sun. 

 
Sample Questions 

 
1. What do you mean by chronicles? Assess the reasons why the Mughals 

commissioned the writing of chronicles. 
2. Describe briefly the various tasks involved in creating manuscripts in the Mughal Empire. 
3. “The production of painting in Mughal Chronicles was a source of constant tension between rulers and the 

Muslim orthodoxy.’Do you agree with the statement? Substantiate. 
4.  Akbar Nama and Badshah Nama are among the most important Mughal chronicles. How far these 



 

chronicles are so important for the history of Mughal India? Give a brief description of translation work 
initiated by British administrators. 

5. ‘Abul Fazl attempted to place the Mughal Emperors close to God’.Do you agree with the statement? 
Substatiate your answer in the light of the Mughal notion of Kingship. 

6. Analyze the information provided by the Mughal chronicles about the concept of the ideal ruler 
with reference to the concepts of farr-i-izadi, sulh-i-kul, and sovereignty as a social contract. 

7. Evaluate the role played by the women of the Mughal imperial household. 
8. Discuss the ways in which the nobles were recruited into the Mughal administration. Mention the major 

ranks that were granted and explain the duties that were to be performed by the nobles. 
 



 

Theme 10 Colonialism and countryside 
 
Colonial rule was first established in Bengal. The English East India Company first attempted to reorder the rural 
society and establish a new regime of land rights and land revenue system. 

 
Auction in Burdwan due to default in payment of the revenue 

 
 In 1793,the Governor General Lord Cornwallis introduced the Permanent Land revenue settlement
 The English East India Company had fixed the revenue that Zamindars had to pay.
 The estates of the zamindars who failed to pay the fixed revenue amount were auctioned.
 The Raja of Burdwan failed to pay his due and his estates (mahals) were auctioned in 1797.
 The British attempts to auction the estates of the zamindars failed.
 The purchasers who bought the estates in the auctions were servants and agents of the raja.
 They bought the estates for their raja. So, the estates remained under the control of the raja. Over 95 per cent of the 

sale at the auction was fictitious.
 

Introduction of Permanent Land Revenue Settlement 
 

 Since the conquest of Bengal, the British officials were facing the problem in collecting the revenue.
 They thought to develop agriculture, trade and the revenue resources of the state by encouraging  investment in 

agriculture.
 They proposed to do this by securing rights of property and by fixing the revenue demand permanently.
 Company officials thought that a fixed revenue demand ensure regular income.
 But the problem was in identifying the person who could increase agricultural production and pay the fixed amount of 

revenue to the state.
 After prolonged debate the company decided to make the rajas and taluqdars of Bengal as their contractors for 

purpose.
 The rajas and taluqdars were called now as zamindars.The zamindars had to pay the revenue demand fixed by the 

state.
 

Zamindars and their Functions 
 

 Under the Permanent settlement, the rajas and taluqdars were converted as zamindars.
 In practice; the zamindar was not a landowner in the village, but a revenue collector of the state.
 They had about 400 villages under their control. In the calculation of the company, one zamindari formed one revenue 

estate.
 The zamindar collected rent and paid the fixed amount and keep the excess as his income.
 The zamindar collected rent from different villages. He was expected to pay the company on a regular base. If he 

failed to pay the amount his estates were to be auctioned.
 

Reasons for the failure of zamindars to pay the revenue demand 
 

The zamindars failed to pay the fixed amount to the state because of the following reasons. 
 

 The initial demands were very high
  The demands were made at a time of when the prices of agriculture produce were depressed and the ryots were 

unable to pay their dues to the zamindars.
  The revenue was invariable; regardless of the harvest. Even if the crops failed the revenue had to be paid 

punctually.
 The Sunset Law: According to this, if the revenue was not paid to the state by the sunset on a particular day, the 

zamindari was auctioned.
 

Measures taken by the state to control the zamindars. 
 

 The company tried to control zamindars by taking some measures.
 The state subdued their authority and restricted their autonomy.
 The troops of the zamindars were disbanded, customs duties abolished
 Their courts-‘cutcheries’ were brought under the supervision of a collector appointed by the company.



 

 .The zamindars lost their power to organize local justice and the local police.
 In course of time the collectorate emerged as powerful and restricted the power of zamindar.
 In one case when raja failed to pay the revenue, a company official was sent to his zamindar to destroy power and 

influence of the zamindar.
 

Problems faced by the zamindar during rent collection 
 

 An officer of the zamindar came around to the village at the time of revenue collection. The revenue collection was a 
“perennial problem” for the zamindars.

 At the time of bad harvest and low prices, it was difficult for the ryot to pay the rent.
 At other times the ryots delayed the rent payment deliberately .Rich ryots and village headmen were happy to trouble 

the zamindar.
 The zamindars were unable to easily establish their power over them.
 The zamindars had the authority to prosecute the defaulters, but the judicial process was long drawn.
 According to sources in Burdwan alone some 30000 were pending related to the arrear payment in 1798.

 
Jotedars 

 
 According to the Survey of Francis Buchanan, in the Dinajpur district in North Bengal, the rich peasants were known 

as jotedars.
 They consolidated their position at the end of the 18th century while many zamindars faced crisis.
 They had occupied a vast area of land and in some cases as much as several thousand acres.
 They controlled the local trade activities and money lending and had more power over poor peasants.
 Major part of their land was cultivated by the sharecroppers (adhiyars or bargadars).
 The sharecroppers brought their own ploughs and gave their labour and half of the produce to the jotedars after the 

harvest.
 

Powers of the Jotedars 
 

 The jotedars had more power than zamindars. The jotedars were lived in the villages and exercised direct control over 
poor villagers.

 Zmaindars lived in urban areas. The jotedars were against zamindars.
 The jotedars resisted the efforts of the zamindars to increase the jama of the village.
 The zamindari officials were prevented from collecting the rent.
 The jotedars mobilized ryots against the zamindars and delayed the payment of revenue to the zamindar.when the 

estates of the zamindars were auctioned by the state,the jotedars were often purchasers.
 The jotedars were most powerful in North Bengal. In some places the jotedars were called as haoladars,qantidars or 

mandals.
 

Strategies of the zamindars to face the pressure from the state 
 

 The zamindars devised some strategies to face the pressure from the state demanding high revenue and their estates 
being auctioned by the state.

 Fictitious sale was one such strategy. The zamindars transferred their zamindari to women, since the company had 
promised that they would not take over the property of women. For example, the Raja of Burdwan transferred his 
zamindari to his mother.

 The auctions were manipulated by the zamindar’s agents. At the time of auctions the zamindar’s men
bought it and gave back to zamindar outbidding the other purchasers. 

 The outside purchasers were attacked by the lathyals of the zamindars. They felt that they are part of the zamindari 
control due to a sense of loyalty .They considered the zamindars as authority and themselves as Proja(subjects).Thus 
,the outsiders were not able to take the possession of the estates purchased by them.

 
The Fifth Report 

 
 The Fifth Report was a Report prepared to submit to the British Parliament.
 The Fifth Report was a report on the administration and activities of the East India Company.
 The Report was having 1002 pages.It was submitted to the British Parliament in1813.



 

 The Report’s 800 pages were the appendices that reproduced the petitions of zamindars and rhyots,reports of 
collectors from various districts, statistical tables on revenue returns and notes on revenue and judicial administration 
of Bengal and Madras.

 When the Company established its rule in Bengal, many groups in Britain watched the activities of the Company 
closely.

 These groups opposed the monopoly of East India Company’s trade with India and China.
 They demanded the revocation of the Royal Charter given to the company.
 News about Company’s misrule and mal administration was hotly debated in Britain
 Incidents of greed and corruption of Company officials were discussed.
 The British Parliament passed a series of Acts to regulate company rule in India.
 It forced the Company to produce reports on the administration of India.TheFifth Report was one such report.

 
 Researchers have carefully examined The Fifth Report in various archives of Bengal to write the history of colonial 

rule in Bengal.
 They suggested that the Fifth Report exaggerated the collapse of the traditional zamindari power in Bengal. It also has 

over estimated the scale on which zamindars were losing their land.
 

Buchanan and his accounts 
 

 Francis Buchanan was a physician, came to India and served in the Bengal Medical Service.
 He also served as surgeon to the Governor General of India, Lord Wellesley.
 He organized a zoo that became the Calcutta Alipore Zoo.
 He was also in charge of the Botanical Gardens for a short period.
 He undertook detailed surveys of the areas which were under the control of the Company.
 He travelled the Rajmahal hills in the early 19th century.
 According to his description, the hills were very thick and impenetrable. It was an area that signified danger. Wherever 

he went, people were hostile and were apprehensive of officials.
 Buchanan’s journal gives us information about the Paharias of the Rajmahal hills.
 His journal was written as a diary of places he visited.
 Buchanan wrote about a landscape and most often described not just what he saw, what the landscape was like, but 

how it could be transformed and made more productive by suggesting crops to be cultivated.
 

Life style of the Paharias in the 19th century 

 The Paharias were the hill folk and lived around the Rajmahal hills at the late eighteenth century.
 Their main activities were to collect forest produce and practice shifting cultivation.
 They cleared patches of forest by cutting bushes and burning the undergrowth. These patches  were enriched by the 

potash from the ash.
 They grew variety of pulses and millets for their own consumption.
 They scratched the ground slightly with hoes and cultivated the cleared land for years. Then left it fallow to get its 

fertility and moved to new areas.
 Their main forest produces were mahua(a flower) for food ,silk cocoons and resin for sale and wood for charcoal 

production.
 They were hunters, shifting cultivators, food gatherers, charcoal producers, silkworm rearers and strongly connected to 

the forest.
 

Raids of the Paharias 
 

 The Paharias frequently raided the plains of the settled agriculturists. These raids were important for them at the time 
of scarcity. Their raids were a way of asserting means of negotiating political relations with outsiders.

 The zamindars on the plain areas had to pay regular tribute to the hill chief of the Paharias.
 Traders gave a small amount to the Paharias for permission to use the passes controlled by them. For this small tribute 

the Paharia chiefs protected the traders and ensured that their goods were not looted by anyone.
 In the last decades of the 18th century when the British, jotedars and zamindars started occupying the lands of the 

Paharias.
 

British policy of pacification with the Paharias 
 

 During the 1770s the British a policy of extermination of the Paharias.
 But in 1780s when Augustus Cleveland became collector of Bhagalpur, he proposed for pacification with the Paharias.
 The Paharia chiefs were given an annual allowance and made responsible for the proper conduct of his people.
 They were also assigned the responsibility of maintaining the law and order in their areas.



 

The Santhals: Reasons for the Santhal Revolt. 
 

 The Santhals had come to the Rajmahal hills in 1780s.The British officials invited them to settle in the Jangal 
Mahals.

 The British gave land to the Sanathals and persuaded them to settle in the foothills of Rajmahal.
 By 1832 a large area was demarcated as Damin-i-Koh and was declared as the land of the Santhals who lived within 

it.
 After the demarcation, the settlement areas of the Santhals expanded rapidly from 40 Santhal villages in 1838 to 1,473 

villages by 1851.
 Their population increased from a mere 3,000 to over 82,000.
 Santhal myths and songs of the 19th century refer frequently to a long history of travel. They represent the Santhal past 

as one of continuous mobility, a tireless search for a place to settle.
 The Santhals soon realized that the land they bought under cultivation was slipping out of their hands.
 The British started levying taxes on those lands and the money lenders were charging them with high rate of interest 

and took over their land in case of defaulters.
 By 1850s they realized that the time had come to rebel against zamindars, moneylenders and the colonial state in order 

to create an ideal world that would be ruled by the Santhals themselves.
 It was after the Santhal Revolt (1855-56) that the Santhal Pargana was created. The pargana was carved out of 5,500 

square miles from the districts of Bhagalpur and Birbhum.
 

The peasant revolt in Bombay Deccan area 
 

 The peasant movement began at Supa in Poona district on 12 May 1875, ryots from surrounding rural areas gathered 
and attacked the shopkeepers, demanding the account books and bonds used for lending money by money lenders.

 The revolt spread from Poona to Ahmednagar.Within next two months it spread further and covered 6,500 square 
km.Morethan thirty villages were affected. The pattern of the revolt was same everywhere.Sahukars were attacked and 
burnt their account books.

 To prevent the revolt, the British established many police posts in villages. Troops were rushed to the areas of the 
revolt.951 people were arrested .It took several months to bring it under control.

 
A new revenue system 

 
 The Permanent revenue system was not extended beyond Bengal. One reason was that since the revenue was fixed, the 

state could not claim any share of the increased revenue. So in territories annexed in the 19th century, temporary 
revenue settlements were made.

 
David Ricardo and his idea of land ownership. 

 
 David Ricardo was an eminent economist in England in 1820s. His economic theories influenced the revenue policies 

of the British in India. His idea of land ownership was introduced in the Bombay Deccan.
 Land owner should claim only the average rent
 When the land yielded more than this “average rent”, the landowner had a surplus that the state needed to tax
 If tax was not levied, cultivators were likely to turn into rentiers, and their surplus income was unlikely to be 

productively invested in the improvement of the land.
 

Ryotwari settlement 
 

 The revenue system introduced in the Bombay Deccan was known as the ryotwari settlement. Under this system,
 The revenue was directly settled with the ryot.
 The average income from different types of soil was calculated.
 The revenue paying capacity of the ryot was assessed.A proportion of it fixed as the share of the state
 The lands were resurveyed every 30 years and the revenue rates increased
 The revenue demand was no longer permanent.

Revenue demanded in the Bombay Deccan and peasant indebtedness 
 

 The revenue demanded in the Bombay Deccan was very high.
 In many places peasants deserted their villages and migrated to new regions.
 When rains failed and harvests were poor, peasants found it unable to pay the revenue.
  The revenue collectors extracted revenue with utmost severity. If the peasant failed to pay, his crops were seized and a 

fine was imposed.



 

 By 1830s prices of agricultural products fell sharply
 There was a decline in peasant’s income
 The countryside was devastated by a famine in the years 1832-34.
 The cultivators borrowed money from the moneylender to pay the revenue.
 But ryot found it difficult to pay it back and debt mounted.
 Ryot needed more loans to buy their everyday needs.
 By 1840s officials found the alarming state of peasant indebtedness.

The Impact of American Civil war on the cotton import of Britain.( The cotton boom) 
 

 Before 1860s, three-fourth of raw cotton imports into Britain came from America.
 British manufacturers were about their dependence on American supply.
 In 1857The Cotton Supply Association was founded in Britain and in 1859 the Manchester Cotton Company was 

established to encourage cotton production all over the world. These organizations found India that could supply 
cotton to Lancashire.

 India had suitable soil for cultivation, a favourable cultivation, and cheap labour.
 

 American civil war broke out in 1861.The raw cotton supply from America to Britain fell from 2,000,000 bales in 
1861 to 55,000 bales in 1862.

 In Bombay the cotton merchants visited the cotton districts to encourage farmers to cultivate it.
 Cotton export merchants in Bombay gave advances to sahukars who in turn extended credit to rural money lenders to 

finance cotton production. These developments affected the peasants in the Deccan areas.
  The ryots in the Deccan villages suddenly found access to limitless credit. They were given Rs.100 as advance for 

every acre with the cultivation of cotton.
 Cotton production in Bombay expanded .90 percent of the cotton imports into Britain came from India. It resulted in a 

period of cotton boom.
 While the cotton boom lasted, cotton merchants in India had visions of capturing the world market replacing America.
 By 1865, civil war ended in America. Cotton supply from America to Britain revived. There was a fall in the export of 

Indian cotton to Britain.
 

Experiences of injustice felt by ryots on the refusal of extending loans 
 

 By 1865 the American Civil war had come to an end. As a result cotton production in America revived and Indian 
exports to Britain declined.

 Shaukers and export merchants in Maharashtra stopped long term credit and started demanding repayment of debts.
 While credit dried, the state’s revenue demand increased.
 The government made new settlement and increased revenue demand from 50 to 100 per cent.
 The ryots were unable to pay the inflated demand at a time when prices were falling and cotton fields disappeared.
 The ryot had to turn to the moneylender .Money lender refused to give loans to ryots.
 The peasants were utterly dependent on the moneylender for survival. But the moneylenders refusing to come to save 

their life.
 There were various customary norms which regulated the relationship between the money lender and the ryot.
 There was a customary norm that the interest charged could not be more than the principal. It put limit on

the moneylender’s exactions. It could be counted as “fair interest”. 
 Under British rule this norm broke down. Deccan Riots Commission cited that the moneylender had charged cover 

Rs.2000 as interest on a loan of Rs.100.
 Petition after petition, ryots complained of the injustice of such exactions and violation of custom.
 The ryots came to see the money lender as devious and deceitful.
 The ryots complained of money lenders manipulating laws and forging accounts.
 Limitation Law was passed in 1859 that stated that the loan bonds would be valid for only three years.
 It aimed to check the accumulation of interest over time.
 The money lender forced the ryots to sign a new bond every three years. When the new bond was signed, the unpaid 

balancei.e.original loan and accumulated interest was entered as the principal.A new set of interest charged was 
calculated.

 In the petitions that the Deccan Riots Commission collected, the ryots wrote how the processes worked and what 
unjust methods were used by the moneylenders to short change the ryot.For example,they refused to give receipts 
when loans were repaid, entered fictitious figures in bonds, bought the peasant’s harvest at low prices and ultimately 
took over the peasant’s property.

 
Deeds and bonds 

 
 Deeds and bonds were regarded as a symbol of the new oppressive system.



 

 The peasants came to associate their miseries with the new regime of bonds and deeds.
 The peasants were made to sign and put thumb impression on the documents, not allowing them to know what they 

were actually signing.
 They had no idea of the terms which the money lender inserted in the bonds.
 They feared the written word. But they had no choice because they needed loans for their survival.
 The money lender was not ready to give loans without legal bonds.

 
The Deccan Riots Commission 

 
 The Deccan Riots Commission was set up the Government of Bombay to inquire into the causes of the Deccan riots. 

The commission presented a report in the British Parliament in 1878.It provides historians with a range of sources for 
the study of the riot.

 The Commission held enquiries in the districts where the riots spread
 recorded statements of ryots,shaukars and eyewitnesses etc.
 Collected statistical data on revenue rates, prices and interest rates in different regions.
 Collated reports sent by district collectors.
 However it is important to remember that these sources were official ones and reflect official concerns and 

interpretations.
 The commission was asked to find out if the revenue demand was the cause of the revolt.
 The commission reported that the government demand was not the cause of peasant anger.
 The commission blamed the moneylender
 The government’s persistent reluctant to admit a mistake frequently seen in colonial records
 Official reports like Deccan Riot report have to be studied along with other sources-newspapers, unofficial accounts, 

legal records and oral sources
 
 
 



 

 

Theme 11.Rebels and the Raj 
The Revolt of 1857 and its Representations 

 
The 1857 Revolt is an important part of the Indian history that began as a sepoy mutiny of the British East India 

Company. Though it was first started in the town of Meerut but later it was erupted into all the other mutinies. The 
major aggressions were happened to the present day northern Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and Delhi 
region. 

 
Sequence of events in 1857 and Pattern of the revolt 

 

 On 10 May 1857, the sepoys in the cantonment of Meerut broke in mutiny. It began in the native infantry and spread 
to the cavalry and then to the city.

 The sepoys seized the bell of arms and plundered the treasury. They attacked government buildings-the jail, court, post 
office, telegraph office, bungalows, treasury etc.

 Then the sepoys marched to Delhi and ordinary people joined them.

 The sepoys appealed to the Mughal Emperor Bahdur Shah to accept the leadership of the revolt. Finding no other 
option, he accepted the demand of the sepoys.Thus the revolt secured a kind of legitimacy because it could be carried 
on in the name of the Mughal emperor.

 In towns like Lucknow, Kanpur and Bareilly, money lenders and the rich also became the objects of rebel anger. Their 
houses were looted and destroyed.

 The mutiny in the sepoy ranks now turned to a rebellion. The rebels defied all kinds of authority and hierarchy.
 Pattern of the revolt in every cantonment followed a similar pattern.
 There was communication between the sepoys lines of various cantonments.

 For example, the 7th Awadh Irregular Cavalry had refused to accept the new cartridge. The matter they informed to the 
48th Native Infantry.Sepoys moved from one station to another. People talked about the rebellion.

 Was the revolt of 1857 planned and coordinated? It is very difficult to provide answer to such question. However 
some events provide hints to how the mutinies were organized. Captain Hearsey of the Awadh Military Police had 
been given protection by his Indian subordinates. The 41st Native Infantry which stationed in the same area insisted 
the Military police to kill Hearsey.The military Police refused to do so.

 It was decided that the matter would be settled by a panchayat composed of Indian officers selected from each 
regiment. Charles Ball wrote one of the earliest histories of the revolt of 1857.He pointed out that the panchayats were 
assembled during night in the Kanpur sepoy lines and decisions were taken collectively. So it is not difficult to 
imagine them sitting together to decide their own future.

 
Nature of leadership and supporters 

 

 The rebels needed leadership and organization to fight against the British. They appealed to the old Mughal emperor to 
accept the leadership of the revolt. At first Bahadur Shah rejected this demand. But when the sepoys defied the 
Mughal court etiquette in the Red Fort, he agreed to be the nominal leader of the rebellion.

 
\ 

 In Kanpur, Nana Sahib, the successor of Peshwa Baji Rao II became the leader of the revolt.
 In Jhansi,Rani lakshmi Bai assumed the leadership of the uprising.
 In Arrah in Bihar,Kunwarsingh ,a local zamindar became leader under popular pressure.
 In Awadh, the displacement of the popular nawab Wajid Ali Shah and the annexation of the state were still very fresh 

in the mind of the people. In luck now; people celebrated the fall of British rule by declaring Birjis Qadr, the young 
Nawab as their leader.

 Local leaders were also emerged in several areas and urged the peasants, zamindars and tribals to revolt. Shah Mal 
organized the villagers of pargana Barout in Uttar Pradesh.Gonoo, a tribal cultivator of Singhbhum in Chotanagapur, 
emerged as a rebel leader of the Kol tribals of the region.

 
Role of Rumours and prophecies in the Revolt of 1857. 

 Rumours and prophecies played an important part in moving people in to action during the Revolt of 1857.
 There was a rumour that the new cartridges were greased with the fat of cows and pigs which would pollute their 

castes and religion.
 The rumours about the British trying to destroy the religion of Indians by mixing the bone dust of cows and pigs into 

the flour led people to avoid touching the flour. There was fear and suspicion that the British wanted to convert 
Indians to Christianity.



 

 The rumour about the British rule coming to an end on the centenary of the Battle of Plassey also reinforced the call 
for a revolt against the masters (23 June 1857).

 The British policies to reform Indian society by introducing western education and social reforms targeted their long 
cherished customs and practices.

 The activities of Christian missionaries also created doubt and discomfort.
 The annexations on the pretext of the Doctrine of Lapse also made the people suspicious of British intentions.

 
Subsidiary Alliance 

 
 Subsidiary Alliance was a system introduced by Lord Wellesley in 1798.Those who entered into such an alliance with 

the British had to accept certain terms and conditions.
 The British would be responsible for protecting their ally from external and internal threats to their power.
 In the territory of the ally, a British armed contingent would be stationed.
 The ally would have to provide the resources for maintaining this contingent.
 The ally could enter into agreements with other rulers or engage in warfare only with the permission of the British.
 The ally had to keep the resident who was the representative of the Governor General and was not under direct British 

rule.
 

Annexation of Awadh. 
 

 Dalhousie described the kingdom of Awadh as “a cherry that will drop into our mouth one day”.Awadh was formally 
annexed into the British empire in 1856 by Lord Dalhousie.

 The conquest happened in stages. The Subsidiary Alliance had been imposed on Awadh in 1801.
 By the terms of this alliance the Nawab had to disband his military force, allow the British to position their troops 

within the kingdom, and act in accordance with the advice of the British Resident who was attached to the court. Thus 
the Nawab became dependent on British.

 The British were keen to acquire Awadh as its soil was good for growing indigo and cotton and was ideally located 
for trade.

 

 Annexation of Awadh would complete the territorial annexation by the British beginning with that of Bengal a century 
earlier.

 It was annexed on the grounds of maladministration. The British wrongly assumed that the Nawab Wajid Ali Shah 
was an unpopular ruler; on the contrary he was widely loved.

 
Displacement of Nawab Wajid Ali Shah 

 

 Nawab Wajid Ali Shah was displaced and exiled to Calcutta. He was so admired by his people that his subjects 
followed him all the way to Kanpur singing songs of lament. There was widespread emotional upheaval at his 
dethronement. Contemporary writers observed that “The life was gone out of the body, and the body of this town had 
been left lifeless...”Folk song mourned that “the honourable English came and took the country”.

 
Displacement of the Taluqdars 

 

 The annexation of Awadh displaced not only the Nawab , but also the taluqdars.The country side of Awadh had many 
estates and forts of taluqdars.They had held power for generations. Under the Nawab the taluqdars had enjoyed a fair 
degree of autonomy as long as they accepted the suzerainty of the Nawab.They paid revenue of their taluqs to the 
British. Many taluqdars had armies of about 12,000 foot soldiers and even the smaller ones had armies of about 
200.The British did not tolerate the power of the taluqdars.They were annexed ,disarmed and their best forts were 
destroyed.

 The British land revenue policy reduced their power. They introduced the Summary Settlement in 1856.It was based 
on the idea that taluqdars had acquired the land by force and fraud and thus had no permanent rights over land. They 
removed them from power. For example, in pre-British times, taluqdars held 67% of the total number of villages in 
Awadh and after the introduction of the Summary Settlement, this number reduced to a mere 38%.

 By removing them, the British thought they will settle the land with the owners of soil. They wanted to reduce 
exploitation done to peasants. They wanted to increase the revenue returns to the state. In actual practice, this did not 
happen-although the revenues increased, the burden on the peasants did not reduce. Officials soon found out that there 
was increase in revenue rates from 30 to 70 percent and large areas of Awadh were heavily over assessed.

 With the removal of the taluqdars, the peasants were directly expose to the harsh revenue policies of the British and 
could no longer avail loans in times of hardship or crop failure. There were no means by which the payment of 
revenue could be postponed upon failure of the crop or other unforeseen situation. The ties of loyalty and patronage 
had bound the peasant to the taluqdar but it was disrupted. The British over- assessed the revenue due and used 



 

inflexible methods of collection.
 

Relation between the white and Indian officers 
 Prior to the uprising of 1857, the relationship between the white and Indian officers was cordial-the former were well 

versed in Hindustani, fenced and wrestled with their Indian counterparts and often went out hawking with them, and 
were thus, disciplinarian and father figure rolled into one.

 In the 1840s, this relationship underwent a drastic change, with the British officers considering their Indian sepoys as 
racially inferior and riding roughshod over their sensibilities.

Close links between the peasants and sepoys 
The grievances of the peasants were also discussed within sepoys lines as most of the soldiers were recruited from the 
peasantry.Awadh was called “the nursery of the Bengal Army”. 

The sepoys also complained about the difficulty of getting leave misbehavior and racial abuse of their white officers. 
Thus, their discontent spilled over into the ranks peasantry. When the sepoys took up arms they were joined by the 
peasants. 
What the rebels wanted (Vision of unity) 

 
 The Proclamations and ishtahars(notifications)were issued by rebel leaders. For example the Azamgarh Proclamation 

on 25 August 1857.
 The rebels tried to get the support of all sections of the society irrespective of their caste and creed.
 The rebellion was viewed as a war in which both Hindus and Muslims stood. Both communities stood equally to lose 

or gain.
 The ishtahars brought to the forefront memories of the pre-British Hindu Muslim past.
 The proclamation issued under the name of Bahadur Shah appealed to the people to join the fight under the standards 

of both Muhammad and Mahavir.
 Thus religious differences were not visible between the two communities in 1857 despite. The British attempt to create 

a wedge between them but the rebels tried to materialize their vision of unity.
 The proclamation completely rejected everything associated with British rule. (firangi raj)
 They condemned the British for the annexations they had carried out and the treaties they had broken.
 Rebels declared that the British could not be trusted
 The British land revenue settlements or systems had dispossessed landlords
 Foreign commerce had ruined the weavers and artisans
 British rule was attacked and accused of destroying a way of life that was familiar and cherished.
 The rebels wanted to restore the previous life.
 The rebels wanted their livelihood to be secure.

The vision of different social groups 
 

 In many places the rebellion against the British widened into attack on all those who were seen as allies of the British 
or local oppressors.

 The rebels deliberately sought to humiliate the elites of the city. In villages, they burnt account books and ransacked 
moneylenders’ houses.

 This was an attempt to overturn traditional hierarchies, rebel against all oppressors, which presents a glimpse of an 
alternative vision of a egalitarian society.

 Such visions were not articulated in the proclamations which sought to unify all social groups in the fight against 
firangi raj.

 
The search for alternative power 

 
 In the regions where the British rule collapsed, the rebels set up parallel administration (in Delhi, Lucknow and 

Kanpur). But they proved to be a failure.
 The rebel leadership wanted to restore the pre-British world of the 18th century.
 The administrative structure established by the rebels aimed at meeting the demands of war.
 The leaders went back to the culture of the court.
 Appointments were made to various posts.

 Arrangements were made for the collection of land revenue and the payments of the troops.
 Side by side plans were made to fight battles against the British.

 
Repression: Steps taken by the British to quell the uprising. 

 
The British passed a series of laws to help them quell the insurgency. Whole North India was brought under martial 

law. Military officers and even ordinary Britons were given the power to try and punish Indians suspected of 
rebellion. The ordinary processes of law and trial were suspended and it was put out that rebellion would have only 



 

one punishment –death. The British used military power on a gigantic scale. But this was not the only instrument 
they used. The British tried to break up the unity promising to give back to the big land holders their estates. Rebel 
landholders were dispossessed and the loyal rewarded. 

 
Images of the Revolt 

 

 Official records tell us about the fears and anxieties of officials and their perception of the rebels. The stories of the 
revolt that were published in British newspapers and magazines in gory detail the violence of the mutineers and these 
stories inflamed public feelings and provoked demands of retribution and revenge.

 One important record of the mutiny is the pictorial images (posters and cartoons) produced by the Indians and British.
 British pictures provide a variety of images that were meant to provoke emotions and reactions.
 Some of them commemorate the British heroes who saved the English and repressed the rebels.

 Relief of Lucknow painted by Thomas Jones Barker is an example. It represents the siege of Lucknow by mutineers 
and the British heroes-Campbell, Outram and Havelock.

 In Memorium painted by Joseph Noel Paton depicts violence against English women and children.
 Ms.wheeler’s painting- Miss Wheeler is shown as defending herself against the Sepoys at Cawnpore'
 Punch (Magazine) Cartoons published in Britain (1857)-“Justice”, “The British Lion’s Vengeance on the Bengal 

Tiger” and “The clemency of Canning.”
 Images of executions of Indian soldiers in Peshawar.

 
Nationalist imageries 

 
 The national movement drew its inspiration from the events of 1857.
 It was the first war of Independence in which people of all the sections of society came together to fight the foreign 

rule.
 Leaders of the revolt were presented as heroic figures leading the country into battle of freedom.
 The revolt roused the people to come together and fight against the oppressive British rule in India.
 The poets and the writers also gave their full support with their narratives and poems.
 Many books have been written to highlight the contribution of many patriots like Rani Jhansi,Tantia Tope and many 

others. Specially Subhadra Kumari Chauhan and her poem : “khoob lari mardani who to Jhansi wali rani thi”
 

Key words 
Bell of arms: A storeroom in which weapons are kept. 
Firangi: A term used to designate foreigners 
Mutiny: A collective disobedience of rules and regulations within armed forces Revolt: 
A rebellion of people against established authority and power. 
Resident: The designation of a representative of the Governor General who lived in a state which was not under direct British rule. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Theme 12 Mahatma Gandhi and the Nationalist Movement 
 

Mahatma Gandhi was the most influential and revered of all the leaders who participated in the freedom struggle of 
India. 

 
A Leader Announces Himself 

 
 Mahatma Gandhi returned to India in 1915, after 20 years from South Africa.
 Historian Chandran Devanesan has rightly remarked that “South Africa was the making of the Mahatma”. It was in 

South Africa that Mahatma Gandhi
 -adopted his technique of non violent protest or Satyagraha,
 -promoted harmony between religions, and
 -alerted upper caste Indians for their discriminatory treatment of low castes and women.
 

Difference in India that Gandhi left in 1893 and the India Gandhi returned to in 1915 
 
 The India that Mahatma Gandhi came back to in 1915 was different from the one that he had left in 1893.
 Although still a colony of the British; it was far more active in the political sense.
 The Indian National Congress now had branches in most major cities and towns.
 Through the Swadeshi movement of 1905-07 it had greatly broadened its appeal among the middle classes.
 That movement had thrown up some towering leaders -among them Bal Gangadhar Tilak of Maharashtra, Bipin 

Chandra Pal of Bengal, and Lala Lajpat Rai of Punjab known as “Lal, Bal and Pal”.
 While these leaders advocated militant opposition to colonial rule, there was a group of “moderates” who Preferred a 

more gradual and persuasive approach. Among these moderates was Goplala Krishna Gokhale as well as Mohammad 
Ali Jinnah.

 
Importance of the speech of BHU 

 
 Gandhi’s first major public appearance was at the opening of the Banaras Hindu University (BHU) In February 

1916.
 It was merely a statement of fact that Indian nationalism was an elite phenomena, a creation of lawyers, doctors and 

landlords.
 Gandhiji charged the Indian elite with a lack of concern for the laboring poor
 Gandhiji chose to remind those present, of the peasants and workers who constituted a majority of the Indian 

population, yet were unrepresented in the audience.
 The first public announcement of Gandhiji’s own desire was to make Indian nationalism more properly representative 

of the Indian people as a whole.
 

First campaign of Mahatma Gandhi 
 

 At the annual congress ,held in Lucknow in December 1916, Mahatma Gandhi was approached by a peasant form 
Champaran and he told Mahatma Gandhi about the harsh treatment the peasants received by the British. In 1917, 
Mahatma Gandhi organized a Satyagraha in Champaran (Bihar) seeking the security of tenure as well as the 
freedom to grow crops as per their wish.

 
 

Campaigns launched by Gandhiji in his home state 
 

Gandhiji was involved in two campaigns in his home state of Gujarat. 
 
 Firstly, he participated in the Ahmadabad textile mill strike of February-March 1918, demanding better working 

conditions for the textile mill workers.
 Secondly, he joined the peasants in Kheda Satyagraha who demanded remission of taxes from the state following the 

failure of their harvest. It was in Kheda that Mahatma Gandhi initiate the first Satyagraha revolution.
 

Rowlatt Act 
 
 The Rowlatt Act was passed by the British government in India in March 1919.
 This act authorized the government to imprison, without trial any person suspected of terrorism.
 Gandhiji called for a country wide agitation against the Rowlatt Act.



 

 On April 6th a hartal was declared by Gandhiji.The protests against the Rowlatt Act grew progressively intense 
reaching a climax in Amritsar in April 1919, when a British Brigadier ordered his troops to open fire on a 
nationalist meeting.

 More than 400 people were killed in what is known as the Jalliawala Bagh massacre.
 It was the Rowlatt Act that made Gandhiji a truly national leader.
 Encouraged by its success, Gandhiji called for a campaign of Non-cooperation with the British rule.
 

Non cooperation movement 
 

Factors leading to the Non-cooperation Movement 
 
 The First World War (1914-18) and laws introduced by the British
 Censorship of the Press
 Introduction of Rowlatt Act (1919) which permitted detention without trial
 Campaign against Rowlatt Act
 Gandhiji detained while proceeding to Punjab
 Prominent local congressmen arrested
 Jalliawala Bagh massacre
 Success of Rowlatt satyagraha and Gandhiji’s call for Non cooperation Movement
 

Gandhi decided to couple the khilafat issue with the Non-Cooperation .He wanted to bring Hindus and Muslims 
collectively to end colonial rule. During non cooperation movement 

 
 Students stopped going to schools and colleges run by the British government.
 Lawyers refused to attend the court.
 The working class went on strike in many towns and cities.
 Hill tribes in Northern Andhra violated the forest laws.
 Farmers in Awadh refused to pay taxes.

 
 These protest movements were sometimes carried out in defiance of the local nationalist leadership.
 Gandhiji taught the people self discipline, renunciation, self-denial, Ahimsa, Satyagraha through Non cooperation 

Movement. The aim of the movement was self rule.
 The Movement shook the foundation of the British rule in India. Many Indians including Gandhiji were put in jail.
 In February 1922, a group of peasants attacked and fired a police station at Chauri Chaura in U.P.Several 

policemen were killed. This act of violence prompted Gandhi to call off the movement.
 

 Gandhi as people’s leader. 
 

 Gandhiji had transformed the nationalist movement into a mass movement that was more properly representative of 
the Indian masses.

 In his speech at the opening of the BHU, he reminded people that the peasants and workers were a majority of the 
Indian population who remained unrepresented in the national movement.

 It was Gandhiji’s desire to make Indian nationalism representative of the Indian people.
 The people appreciated the fact that he dressed like them, lived like them, and spoke their language.
  He identified himself with common man. This was strikingly reflected in his dress, while other nationalist leaders 

dressed formally, wearing a western suit or an Indian bandgala, Gandhiji went among the people in a simple dhoti or 
loin cloth.

 Meanwhile, he spent part of each day working on the charkha (spinning wheel) and encouraged other nationalists to 
do likewise.

 The act of spinning allowed Gandhiji to break the boundaries that prevailed within the traditional caste system, 
between mental labour and manual labour.

 Gandhiji’s appeal among poor, and peasants in particular was enhanced by his ascetic life style, and his shrewd use of 
symbols such as the dhoti and the charkha.

 Gandhi appeared not just to look like them, but also to understand them and related to their lives and work for them 
and the nation together.

 
 Rumours of Gandhiji’s miraculous powers 

There were some rumours of Gandhiji’s miraculous powers. 
 



 

 In some places it was said that he had been sent by the king to redress the grievances of the farmers and that he 
had the power to overrule all local officials.

 Gandhiji’s appeal among the poor and peasants, in particular, was enhanced by his ascetic life style.

 It was also claimed that Gandhi’s power was superior to that of the English Monarch and with his arrival colonial 
rulers would flee the district.

 Stories spread of dire consequences for those who opposed him.
 Those who criticized Gandhi found their houses mysteriously falling apart or their crops failing.
 Gandhiji appeared to the Indian peasant as a saviour, who could rescue them from high taxes and 

oppressive officials and restore dignity and autonomy to their lives.
 

The base of Indian National Movement under Gandhiji. 
 
 The base of Indian National Movement broadened under Gandhiji.
 He brought changes in the congress organization. New branches of the congress were set up in various parts of India.
 Prajamandals were established to promote nationalism in the princely states.
  The provincial committees of the congress were based on linguistic divisions rather than the artificial boundaries set 

up by the British administration.
  Gandhiji advocated the spreading of the nationalist message in the mother tongue, rather than English – language of 

the British-and thus, nationalist message was carried to parts of India and to social groups previously untouched by it.
  Prosperous businessmen and industrialists were quick to recognize that in free India the favours enjoyed by their 

British competitors would come to an end.
 So they wasted no time and joined the congress as the Indian entrepreneurs. For example, G.D Birla supported the 

national movement openly.
 Highly talented Indians attached themselves to Gandhiji.
 Gandhiji was seen as “Mahatma” and he had a huge following from all sections of people all over India.
 

Gandhi as a social reformer 
 
 Gandhiji was as much a social reformer as he was a politician.
 He took steps to remove social evils such as child marriage and untouchability.
 He gave emphasis on Hindu Muslim harmony.
 Meanwhile on the economic front Indians had to learn to become self-reliant –hence he stressed on the significance of 

wearing khadi rather than mill-made cloth imported from overseas.
 

The Salt Satyagraha-A case study 
 

Background: Major political events from 1928to 1930 
 
 In 1927 the Simon Commission was appointed to enquire into conditions in the colony.
 In 1928, there was an all India campaign in opposition to the all white commission sent to India.
 Gandhiji did not himself participate in this movement since he was engaged in a peasant satyagraha in Bardoli.
 In the end of December 1929, the congress held its annual session in the city of Lahore.
 The meeting was significant for two reasons: the election of Jawaharlal Nehru as president, signifying the passing of 

the leadership of congress to younger generation, and the proclamation of commitment to “poorna swaraj” or 
complete independence. On 26 January 1930,”Independence Day” was observed, with the national flag being hoisted 
at different venues.

The Salt March 
 

 Soon after the observance of this “Independence Day”, the state monopoly over salt which was deeply 
unpopular was made a target. 

 Gandhiji hoped to mobilize a wider level of discontent against British rule. 
  Salt was an indispensable item in every Indian house. People were forbidden from making salt even for 

domestic use. British compelled them buy salt from shops at a higher price. 

  Gandhiji had given advance notice of his “salt march” to the Viceroy Lord Irwin, who failed to grasp the 
significance of the action. 

 On 12 March 1930, Gandhi began his march from his Sabarmati Ashram towards ocean .He reached 
Dandi three weeks later and made a handful of salt and thereby breaking the law. 

 Parallel salt marches and protests were also conducted in other parts of the country. 



 

 Peasants breached the hated colonial forest laws that kept them and then came out of the woods in which 
they had once roamed freely. 

  In some towns, factory workers went on strike while lawyers boycotted British courts and students refused 
to attend government run educational institutions. 

 As in 1920-22, now too Gandhiji’s call had encouraged Indians of all classes to manifest their own discontent 
with colonial rule. 

 During the march Gandhiji told the upper castes that if they want swaraj they must serve untouchables. 
Hindus, Muslims, Parsis and Sikhs have to unite and these are steps towards Swaraj. 

 The police spies reported that all men and women and all castes attended the meetings of Gandhi. 
 They observed that thousands of volunteers were flocking to the national cause. 
 The Salt March of Gandhiji was reported in the American news magazine, Time. 
 In its report on the march the magazine was deeply sceptical of the salt march reaching its destination. 
 But shortly it changed its view and saluted Gandhi as a “saint” and “statesman” 
 The rulers responded by detaining the dissenters. In the wake of the slat march in 1930, nearly 60,000 Indians 

were arrested among them, of course, Gandhiji himself. 
Significance of the Salt March 

 

The Salt March was notable for at least three reasons. 
 

 Firstly, this event brought Mahatma Gandhi to world attention. The March was widely covered by the European and 
American press.

 Secondly, it was the first nationalist activity in which women participated in large numbers. The socialist activists 
Kamaladevi Cahttopadhyay had persuaded Gandhi not to restrict the protests t o men alone. She herself courted arrest 
by breaking salt and liquor laws.

 Thirdly, it made the British realize that their rule was not to last forever, and they would have to share some power 
with the Indians. To discuss the same the British tried to hold Round Table Conference in London to get to some kind 
resolution.

 
Gandhi-Irwin Pact 

 

In January 1931, Mahatma Gandhi was released from jail. After that many meetings were held with the Viceroy 
and it culminated in the Gandhi-Irwin pact. It was declared to call off Civil Disobedience Movement; all prisoners 
who were put in jail without trial to be released and to allow salt manufacturing along the coasts.Gandhiji 
represented the congress at Second Round Table Conference at London. 

 
The Round Table Conferences 

 

 The first Round Table Conference was held in London in November 1930 but it ended without any fruitful decision 
due to the absence of major Indian nationalist leaders.

 A Second Round Table Conference was held in London in the latter part of 1931.Gandhiji represented the congress 
and claimed that his party represented all of India three parties ,the Muslim League, the Princes ,and the lawyer 
thinker B.R.Ambedkar opposed that claim. The conference in London was inconclusive, so Gandhi returned to India 
and resumed civil disobedience movement.

 
Quit India Movement 

 

Background: Major events between 1935 and 1945 
 

 The year 1935 saw the coming of the Government of India Act of 1935, which promised some form of representative 
government.

 In 1937, for the first time, elections were held on restricted franchise and congress party held a majority in the 
legislature. It won the election in 8 out of 11 provinces.

 In 1939, World War II broke out and the Indian leaders agreed to support the British as long as they promised to 
grant Indian Independence after the war.

 The offer was refused and in October 1939, congress ministries resigned.
 In protest a series of Satyagraha were organized by the congress to pressurize the British to promise the freedom once 

the war ended.
  In March 1940, Muslim League passed a resolution demanding and planning to create a separate nation for 

Muslims.



 

 In 1942, worried on the continuous spread of nationalist movement prime minister of England Winston Churchill 
sent Sir Stafford Cripps to India to try to reach to a compromise with Gandhi and the congress. The Cripps Mission 
failed as no agreement to grant Independence to India could be made.

 In August 1942, Quit India Movement was launched and all the major leaders were arrested.
  In 1944, Gandhi was released and he tried to bring the Muslim League and congress together but was not successful.
 In 1945, the British government committed itself to grant Independence to India.
 

Quit India Movement 
 
 After the failure of the Cripps Mission, Quit India Movement was launched in August 1942, by Mahatma 

Gandhi.
 It was the third major movement against the British rule.
 Gandhiji and other important leaders were arrested and jailed.
  The movement went into the hands of younger leaders. They organized strikes and acts of sabotage all over the 

country.
 Particularly active in the underground resistance were socialist members of the congress such as Jayaprakash 

Narayan.
 Independent governments were proclaimed in several districts, such as Satara in the west and Midnapur in the east.
  Quit India was genuinely a mass movement, bringing in to its ambit hundreds of thousands of ordinary Indians.
 It especially energized the youth who, in very large numbers, left their colleges to go to jail.
 In 1943,some of the younger leaders in  the  Satara  district  of  Maharashtra  set  up  parallel government 

(pratisarkar), with volunteer corps (sebadals)and village units (tufan dals).They ran people’s courts and organized 
constructive work.

 
Major developments in the year 1945-47 

 
 In1945, the Labour Government came to power in Brtiain.It was committed for Indian Independence.
 In India, the Viceroy Lord Wavell, negotiated with the congress and the Muslim League.
 Early in 1946, the provincial legislative elections were held in which the congress won the General and League won 

reserved constituencies.
 A Cabinet Mission was sent to the summer of 1946, failed to make consensus between congress and League.
 Jinnah called for a “Direct Action Day” to force the League’s demand for Pakistan on 16 August 1946
leading to bloody riots in many parts of India. 
 In February 1947, Lord Mount batten appointed as Viceroy .He too held inconclusive talks and he announced that 

India would be freed, but also divided. The formal transfer of power was fixed for 15 August.
 

The last heroic days 
 

Mahatma Gandhi refused to take part in the Independence Day celebrations in Delhi on 15h August 1947.He was in 
Calcutta. He did not attend any function or hoist a flag in Calcutta either. The freedom he had struggled so long for 
had come at an unacceptable price with a nation divided .Gandhi marked the day with a 24 hour fast.Gandhiji went 
around hospitals and religious camps giving consolation to distressed people. 

 
Gandhiji had fought a lifelong battle for a free and united India. When the country was divided, he urged that the 
two parts respect and befriend on another. On 30 January 1948, Gandhiji was shot dead by Nathuram Godse who 
had denounced Gandhiji as “an appeaser of Muslims”. 

 
Different kinds of sources that can be used to reconstruct the political career of Gandhiji and the history 
of the National Movement. 

 

There are different sources through which we can reconstruct the political career of Gandhiji and the history of the 
National Movement. Some of the important sources are given below. 

 
 Public voice and private scripts 
 

One important source is the writings and speeches of Mahatma Gandhi and his contemporaries, including both his 
associates and his political adversaries. Out of those a distinction is to be made which were for the public and which 
not. It helped to hear his public voice. Private letters gave a glimpse of his private thoughts. Many letters are written 



 

to individuals, and are therefore personal, but they are also meant for the public. The language of the letters is often 
shaped by the awareness that they may one day be published. Mahatma Gandhi published letters written by others 
to him in his journal Harijan.Nehru edited a collection of letters written to him and published as A Bunch of Old 
Letters. 

 
 Autobiographies 
 

Autobiographies give us an account of the past that is often rich in human detail. These are written very often from 
memory what the author could recollect. What he thought to write which was important for him but not for all. In 
autobiography a person presents himself in a way he wants to be seen. But here again we have to be careful of the 
way we read and interpret autobiographies. Writing an autobiography is a way of framing a picture about oneself. 
So in reading these accounts we have to try and see what the author does not tell us; we need to understand the 
reasons for that silence-those willful or unwitting acts of forgetting. The personal reasons why he chooses to omit 
some facts and publish others. 

 
 Government records: Police diaries 
 

Another vital source is government records, for the colonial rulers kept close tabs on those they regarded as critical 
of the government. The letters and reports written by the policemen and other officials were secret at the time: but 
now can be accessed in archives. Fortnightly reports prepared by Home department based on police information for 
example .Home department was unwilling to accept that Gandhi’s actions had worked any enthusiastic response 
from the public, Dandi March was seen as a drama, an antic, a desperate attempt to mobilize people. 

 
 News papers 
 

News papers published in English and different Indian languages tracked Mahatma Gandhi’s movements and 
reported on his activities.They represented ordinary Indian thoughts. News paper accounts, however, should not be 
seen as unprejudiced. People who had their own political opinions and world views published them. These ideas 
shaped what was published and the way events were reported. 

 


