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BHAKSTHI-SUFI TRADITIONS

CHANGES IN RELIGIOUS BELIEFS AND DEVOTIONAL TEXTS
(EIGHTH TO EIGHTEENTH CENTURY AD)



CHANGES IN RELIGIOUS BELIEFS AND DEVOTIONAL TEXTS
This chapter discusses how textual traditions have been used by 

historians to understand Bhakti-Sufi traditions.

A twelfth-century bronze sculpture of 
Manikkavachakar, a devotee of Shiva 
who composed beautiful devotional 
songs in Tamil



A mosaic religious beliefs and practices

•Perhaps the most striking feature of this phase is 
the increasing visibility of a wide range of gods 
and goddesses in sculpture as well as in texts. 
•At one level, this indicates the continued and 
even extended worship of the major deities –
Vishnu, Shiva and the goddess – each of whom 
was visualised in a variety of forms.

(Mosaic=Diversified with different colours)



*One of the most striking examples of this process is evident at Puri, 
Orissa, where the principal deity was identified, by the twelfth century, as 
Jagannatha (literally, the lord of the world), a form of Vishnu.

Jagannatha (extreme right) with his sister Subhadra 
(centre) and his brother Balarama (left)



The integration of cults 

• Such instances of integration are evident amongst 
goddess cults as well. 

•Worship of the goddess, often simply in the form of a 
stone smeared with ochre(pale yellow clay-kavi), was 
evidently widespread. 

• These local deities were often incorporated within the 
Puranic framework by providing them with an identity 
as a wife of the principal male deities – sometimes 
they were equated with Lakshmi, the wife of Vishnu, 
in other instances, with Parvati, the wife of Shiva.



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. 



Difference and conflict
• The traditions of devotion or bhakti need to be located within 

this context.  

•Devotional worship had a long history of almost a thousand 
years before the period we are considering. 

•During this time, expressions of devotion ranged from the 
routine worship of deities within temples to ecstatic(great delight) 

adoration where devotees attained a trance-like state.(eg: komaram) 

• The singing and chanting of devotional compositions was often 
a part of such modes of worship. 

• This was particularly true of the Vaishnava and Shaiva sects.



ACTIVITY-1

Find out about gods and goddesses 
worshipped in your town or village, 
noting their names and the ways in 
which they are depicted. Describe the 
rituals that are performed.



POEMS OF PRAYER
EARLY TRADITIONS OF BHAKTHI

• 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. 



Early Traditions of Bhakthi
Bhakthi Traditions

Saguna Nirguna

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. 



Alvars and Nayanars

• 12 Alvars

• 10th Alvar – Kulasekhara Alwar – Only Keralite.

• Periyapuranam- Sekkizhar- ref about 63 Nayanars

• Works of 12 Alvars compiled in the 10th C- Nalayira Divya Prabandham

• Compilation of Appar, Sundarar, Sambandhar- Thevaram



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. 



Patronage of Chola rulers 
• 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. 



Brihadwiswara Temple, Tanjavoor





Madurai, Meenakshi Temple tower



The Virashaiva tradition in Karnataka
The twelfth century witnessed the emergence of a new 

movement in Karnataka, led by a Brahmana named 
Basavanna (1106-68) who was initially 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
continue to be an important community in the region to 
date. 

They worship Shiva in his manifestation as a linga, and 
men usually wear a small linga in a silver case on a loop 
strung over the left shoulder.



The Virashaiva tradition in Karnataka
• Lingayats believe that on death the devotee will be united with Shiva 

and will not return to this world. Therefore they do not practise
funerary rites such as cremation, prescribed in the Dharmashastras. 

• Instead, they ceremonially bury their dead. The Lingayats challenged 
the idea of caste and the “pollution” attributed to certain groups by 
Brahmanas. They also questioned the theory of rebirth. 

• These won them followers amongst those who were marginalised
within the Brahmanical social order. 

• The Lingayats also encouraged certain practices disapproved in the 
Dharmashastras, such as post-puberty marriage and the remarriage of 
widows. 

• Our understanding of the Virashaiva tradition is derived from vachanas
(literally, sayings) composed in Kannada by women and men who 
joined the movement.



Basavanna’s attitude towards rituals-
Rituals and the real world…..

…When they see a serpent carved in stone they pour milk on it.

If a real serpent comes they say: “Kill, kill.”

To the servant of the god who could eat if served they say:    “Go 
away!Go away!”

But to the image of the God which cannot eat they offer dishes of 
food….



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. 



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

• 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 coming of Turks and the Islamic tradition 
• 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 
religions.



The popular practice of Islam
• The developments that followed the coming of Islam were not 

confined to ruling elites; in fact they permeated far and wide, through 
the subcontinent, amongst different social strata – peasants, artisans, 
warriors, merchants, to name a few. 

• All those who adopted Islam accepted, in principle, the five “pillars” of 
the faith: that

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 (sawm)

5. Performing the pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj)



The popular practice of Islam
• 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. 



Cheraman Perumal Juma-masjid, Kodungallur



Malik dinar Mosque, Kasaragod



Chirakkal Mosque



Valapattanam Mosque



Atiya mosque, Mymensingh district, Bangladesh, built with brick, 1609



The Shah Hamadan mosque in Srinagar, on the banks of the Jhelum, Built in 
1395, it is one of the best examples of Kashmiri wooden architecture.



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. 



The Growth of Sufism
• 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. 



The growth of Sufism
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.



The growth of Sufism
Ba-sharia and Be-sharia sufis

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

The Chishtis in the Subcontinent 

Of the groups of sufis who migrated to India in the late 12th C, the Chishtis
were the most influential. This was because they adapted successfully to the 
local environment and adopted several features of Indian devotional 
traditions.

Chishti Order- founded in India by Khwaja Muinuddin Chishti- His disciple was 
the famous Bhaktiyar Kaki.

Famous Chishti Leaders- Nizamuddin Ouliya and Nazir-ud-din-Chirag-I Delhi.

Suhravadi Order- Famous leaders-Shaik Shihabiddin Suhravadi and Hamid-Ud-
Din-Nagori.



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 of his 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



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. 



Sufis and the state
• 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.



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.



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 Realityincluding 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).



Teachings of Kabir
• 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.

oAccording 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.

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

oHe 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.



Teachings of Guru Nanak
• 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.



Mirabai, the devotee princess
• 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.
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An Imperial Capital 

Vijayanagara
(14th – 16th C )



VIJAYANAGARA

Vijayanagara or “city of victory” 
was the name of both a city and
Empire. The Empire was founded
in the 14th century by
Harihara and Bukka in 1336.

The Empire stretched from the 
river Krishna in the north to the
extreme south of the peninsula. 



HAMPI
Hampi is another name for Vijayanagara Empire. The name Hampi is 

derived from the local mother goddess, Pampadevi.The local people 
remember Vijayanagara Empire as Hampi. The remains of Vijayanagara
Empire have been found at the modern Hampi in Karnataka. 



Sources
1.   Oral traditions

2. Inscriptions 

3. Monuments 

and

4. Other records helped historians 

to reconstruct the history of 

Vijayanagara Empire. 



The Discovery of Hampi

• The ruins at Hampi were brought to light in 1800 by an 
engineer and antiquarian(one who collects old things) 
named Colonel Colin Mackenzie. 

• He was born in 1754 and became an engineer, surveyor 
and cartographer(drawing Map). 

• In 1815, he was appointed as the first Surveyor General 
of India and remained in the post till his death in 1821. 

• In order to understand India’s past to make governance 
of the colony easier he surveyed many historic sites. 

• He thought that regional customs and traditions will 
benefit the English East India Company in its 
administration. 



The Discovery of Hampi
o As an employee of the English East India 

Company, he prepared the first survey map of the 
site. 

o He conducted his studies first based on the 
memories of priests of the Virupaksha temple and 
the shrine of Pampadevi. 

o Subsequently, from 1856, photographs began to 
record the monuments which enabled scholars to 
study them. 

o As early as 1836,epigraphists began collecting 
several dozen inscriptions found at this and other 
temples at Hampi. The information thus collected 
was corroborated with the accounts of foreign 
travellers and other literary works. 





Founding of the Empire 

•According to tradition and 
epigraphic evidence, two brothers, 
Harihara and Bukka, founded the 
Vijayanagara Empire in 1336. 

• Guru Vidyaranya inspired them to 
establish the empire. 

• The empire included different 
people who spoke different 
languages and followed different 
religious traditions. 



The rulers with whom the Vijayanagara kings competed 

•On the northern frontier, the Vijayanagara kings competed 
with contemporary rulers such as the Sultans of the Deccan 
and the Gajapati rulers of Orissa for control of the fertile river 
valleys and the resources that were brought by overseas 
trade. 

Karnataka Samrajyamu

•Karnataka Samrajyamu was the name used by the 
contemporaries to describe Vijayanagara Empire. 



Kings and traders

Trade on horse during Vijayanagara rule 

• Cavalry was very important part of warfare during this 
period. 

• The import of horses from Arabia and central Asia was 
important for the kings. 

• This trade was initially controlled by Arab merchants. 

• Local merchants who were involved in the horse trade 
were known as kudirai chettis or horse merchants. 

• From 1498 other actors such as Portuguese arrived on 
the scene. 



Markets in the Vijayanagara Empire

•Markets in the Vijayanagara Empire 
were known for its spices, textiles 
and other precious stones. 
• Trade was a status symbol for cities 

in the empire and boasted of a 
wealthy population that was in need 
of high value exotic(strange-foreign) 
goods such as precious stones and 
jewellery. 
• The revenue that came from the 

trade was used for the development 
of the state. 



Vijayanagara under the rule of Krishnadeva Raya 
• The first dynasty of the Vijayanagara

Empire was the Sangama dynasty 
founded by Harihara and Bukka.They
ruled the empire till 1485. 

• They were replaced by the Saluvas, 
the military commanders who 
remained in power till 1503. 

• The saluva dynasty was replaced by 
the Tuluva dynasty. Krishnadeva
Raya (1509-1529) belonged to the 
Tuluva dynasty. 



Vijayanagara under the rule of Krishnadevaraya
• Krishnadeva Raya’s rule (1509-1529) was characterized by full 

expansion and consolidation. 

•He brought under his control the land between the Tungabhadra 
and Krishna rivers called the Raichur doab in the year 1512. 

•He defeated Pratap Rudra of Gajapati dynasty, the ruler of Orissa in 
1514 and the sultan of Bijapur in 1520. 

•His rule is credited with building of fine temples and attractive 
gopurams to many important south Indian temples. 

• For example, the gopuram of the Brihadwishwara temple at 
Tanjavur. 

•He also founded the suburban township near Vijayanagara called 
Nagalapuram named after his mother. 





Krishnadevaraya

•Good Military Leader

•Poet

•Patron of art, learning and literature

•Ashtadiggajas.

•Famous- Allasani Peddanna-

Telugu poet, Author of Manucharitha.

•Krishnadevaraya-also a writer –
Amukthamalyada in Telugu-His famous work.





Condition of Vijayanagara after Krishnadeva Raya

•After the death of Krishnadeva Raya in 
1529, his successors faced problems created 
by rebellious nayakas or military chiefs. 

•By 1542 the control of the empire came 
under another ruling lineage, the Aravidu, 
which continued till the end of the 17th 
century. 



The battle at Rakshai-Tangadi or the battle of Talikota

• The military ambitions of the rulers of Vijayanagara and the Deccan 
sultans resulted in shifting alignments. 

• Eventually it resulted in an alliance of the sultanates against 
Vijayanagara.(Ruled by Sadasivaraya) 

• In 1565, the battle of Talikota started and the army was led by Rama 
Raya, the chief minister of Vijayanagara. (January 23, 1565)

• The army of Vijayanagara defeated by the combined armies of Bijapur, 
Ahamad nagar and Golkonda. 

• The victorious armies sacked the city of Vijayanagara.The city was 
abandoned within a few years. 

• After the defeat the Aravidu dynasty shifted its focus to the east and 
ruled from Penukona later from Chandragiri near Tirupati. 



Relationship between the Sultans and the Rayas
• The sultans were the reasons for destruction of the city of Vijayanagar in the 

battle of Talikota in 1565. 

• But the relationship between the sultans and the Rayas was not always 
hostile in spite of religious differences. 

• For example Krishnadevaraya supported some claimants to power in the 
sultanates and took pride in the title “establisher of the Yavana kingdom”. 

• Similarly, the sultan of Bijapur intervened in an attempt to resolve the 
succession dispute in Vijayanagara following the death of Krishnadeva Raya. 

• According to historians, the Vijayanagara kings were keen to ensure the 
stability of sultanates and vice-versa. 

• But due to the adventurous policy of Rama Raya and his attempt to play off 
one sultan against another, the sultan came together and defeated him 
decisively. 



The nayakas in the Vijayanagara Empire

• In the Vijayanagara Empire, the nayakas were military 
chiefs who exercised power and controlled forts and had 
armed supporters. 

• These chiefs often moved from one place to another and 
many a times were accompanied by peasants looking for 
fertile land in order to settle. 

• The nayakas spoke Telugu or Kannada.Many nayakas
were under the control of the kings of Vijayanagara but 
often rebelled and faced military action by the kings. 



The amara-nayaka system 

oThe amara-nayaka system was a major political innovation 
of the Vijayanagara Empire. 
oMost probably many features of this system were derived 

from the Iqta system of Delhi Sultanate. 
oThe amara-nayakas were military commanders. They were 

given territories to govern by the raya. 
oTheir duty was to collect taxes and other dues from 

peasants, craftsmen and traders in the area. 
oThey kept part of the revenue for personal use and for 

maintaining a stipulated contingent of horses and 
elephants. 



The amara-nayaka system 

• Some of the revenue was also used for the maintenance of 
temples and irrigation works. 

• They sent tribute to the king annually and personally 
appeared in the royal court with gifts to express their 
loyalty. 

•Kings asserted their control over them by transferring 
them from one place to another. 

• In course of time, they established independent kingdoms. 
This was one of the causes of weakening and declining of 
the Vijayanagara Empire. 



VIJAYANAGARA
THE CAPITAL AND ITS ENVIRONS



About the city…….

•Several travelers visited the city and wrote about it.

• Italian trader named Nicolo de conti, Persian ambassador 
Abdul Razak and a merchant named Afanasil Nikitin from 
Russia, all of whom visited the city in 15th Century.

•Durate Barbosa, Dominigo Pias, and Fernano NuniZ from 
Portugal, who came in the 16th Century.



Features of the water resources 

• Vijayanagara was located in the natural basin formed by the 
river Tungabhadra which flows in the north-easterly direction. 

• Large granite hills formed a girdle (like a waist-belt) around the 
city. 

• A number of streams flowed from these rocky outcrops to the 
river. 

• Embankments (chira) were built along these streams to create 
reservoirs of different sizes. 

• Since Vijayanagara was one of the most arid zones of the 
peninsula, elaborate arrangements were made to store 
rainwater to be used in the city. 



Features of the water resources 
•Kamalapuram tank is the most important tank built in 

the early years of the 15th century. 

•Water from this tank was used not only to irrigate the 
fields but also to channel water into the royal centre. 



KAMALAPURAM TANK







Features of the water resources

• The Hiriya canal was one of the most prominent waterworks. 
This canal drew water form a dam built across the Tungabhadra 
and irrigated the cultivated fields that separated the “sacred 
centre” from the “urban core”. This canal was built by kings of 
the sangama dynasty. 



Features of fortification 
• The accounts of Abdul Razzaq about 

the walls of the Vijayanagara Empire. 

• Abdul Razzak was an ambassador sent 

by the ruler of Persia to Calicut in 

the 15th century. 

•He was greatly impressed by the

fortifications and mentioned seven

lines of the forts. 

•He says that the forts were encircled 

not only the city but also its 

agricultural hinterland and forests. 



Features of fortification 

•The outermost wall linked the hills surrounding the 
city. The masonry construction was slightly tapered. 

•No mortar or cementing agent was employed 
anywhere in the construction. The stone blocks 
were wedge shaped, which held them in place. 

•The inner portion of the walls was of earth packed 
with rubble (loose fragments of rock, brick etc). 
Square or rectangular bastions(projecting part of 
fortification) projected outer wards. 



Features of fortification 

•The most important feature of the Vijayanagara
fortification was its incorporation of the 
agricultural tracts, because the rulers were well 
prepared to face the sieges (blockade-during 
battle) and its consequences. 

•Abdur Razzaq noted that “between the first, 
second and the third walls there are cultivated 
fields, gardens and houses” 



Features of fortification 

Why the agricultural lands were incorporated within the 
fortified area? 

•During the medieval period, the major objective of the sieges 
was to starve the defenders into submission. 

• These sieges could continue for months and sometimes even 
years. Rulers were ready to face it with proper arrangements by 
buildings large granaries within fortified areas. 

• The rulers of Vijayanagara adopted a more expensive and 
elaborate method of protecting the agricultural belt itself by 
incorporating agricultural tracts in the fort. 



Features of fortification 

•A second line of fortification went around the inner core of the 
urban complex. 

•A third line surrounded the royal centre, within which each set 
of major buildings was surrounded by its own high walls. 

• The fort was entered through well-guarded gates leading to the 
major roads. 

•Gateways were with defined architectural features. The arch on 
the gateway leading into the fortified settlement as well as the 
dome over the gate is regarded as typical features of the 
architecture introduced by the Turkish Sultans. 



The urban core 

•Archaeologists have studied roads within the city and 
those leading out from it. These have been identified 
by tracing paths through gateways and finds of 
pavements. 

•Moving along roads leading into the urban core, there 
is little archaeological evidence of the houses of 
ordinary people. 

•Archaeologists have found fine Chinese porcelain in 
some areas of the urban core. They suggested that 
these areas may have been occupied by rich traders. 



The urban core 

• Tombs and mosques located here have distinctive functions. 
The ordinary people of the Vijayanagara Empire lived in 
ordinary houses. 

• This is how the 16th century Portuguese traveler Barbosa 
described the houses of ordinary people. 

• Field surveys indicate that wells, rainwater tanks and temple 
tanks of the various small shrines scattered throughout the 
urban core, might have served as sources of water for the 
ordinary dwellers. 



The Royal Centre of the Vijayanagara Empire 

•The royal centre was located in the south-western part of 
the settlement. It included 60 temples. 

•The patronage of temples was important for rulers, because 
they were trying to establish their authority through 
association with the divinities housed in the shrines. 

•About 30 buildings have been identified as palaces. 

•The difference between temples and secular buildings was 
that temples were constructed entirely of masonry way 
whereas materials used in the secular buildings were 
perishable. 



The Mahanavami dibba

• Based on the form of the buildings as well as their functions some of 
structures have been assigned some names. The “king’s palace” is the 
largest of the enclosures but was not used as royal residence. It has 
two platforms: 

1. The “audience hall”

2. The mahanavami dibba



The Mahanavami dibba
• The audience hall is a high platform with slots for wooden pillars at 

close and regular intervals. It had a staircase going up to the second 
floor, which rested on these pillars. 

• The mahanavami dibba is a massive platform rising from a base of 
about 11,000sq ft.to a height of 40 ft. There is evidence that it 
supported a wooden structure. The base of the platform is covered 
with relief carvings. 



The Mahanavami Dibba



The significance of Mahanavami festival in the Vijayanagara Empire

• The Mahanavami festival was celebrated with great enthusiasm 
in Vijayanagar Empire. 
• Literally, mahanavami means the great ninth day. Mahanavami

is a ten day Hindu festival (during September and October) 
known variously as Dusehra (Northern India), Durga Puja (in 
Bengal) and Navaratri or Mahanavami (in South India). 
• The Vijayanagara kings displayed their prestige, power and 

suzerainty (domination) on this occasion. 
• The ceremonies performed on the occasion included worship 

of the image, worship of the state horse and the sacrifice of 
buffaloes and other animals. 



The significance of Mahanavami festival in the Vijayanagara Empire

•Dances, wrestling matches, and processions of caparisoned 
(nettippattam) horses, elephants and chariots and soldiers, as 
well as ritual presentations before the king and his guests by 
the chief nayakas and subordinate kings marked the occasion. 

• These ceremonies were imbued (tinge deeply) with deep 
symbolic meanings. 

•On the last day of the festival the king inspected his army and 
the armies of the nayakas in a grand ceremony in an open field. 
On this occasion the nayakas brought rich gifts for the king as 
well as the stipulated tribute. 



Other buildings in the royal centre

• One of the beautiful buildings in the royal centre is the Lotus 
Mahal.According to Mackenzie, it may have been a council chamber, a 
place where the king met his advisers. 



Other buildings in the royal centre

•One of the most spectacular 

buildings found in the 

royal centre is the 

Hazara Rama temple. 

This was probably meant 

to be used only by the

king and his family. 





The sacred centre

Traditions about the sacred centre

•The hills of northern region sheltered the monkey 
kingdom of Bali and Sugriva mentioned in the 
Ramayana. 

•Other traditions suggest that Pampadevi, the local 
mother goddess, did penance in these hills in order 
to marry Virupaksha, the guardian deity of the 
kingdom, also recognized as a form of Shiva. 



Features of the temples of Vijayanagara
• The Vijyanagara kings encouraged temple building as it conveyed a 

divine association between the deity and the king. The Vijayanagara
kings claimed to rule on behalf of the god Virupaksha.

• All royal orders were signed “Shri Virupaksha”, usually in the Kannada 
script. 



Features of the temples of Vijayanagara
•Rulers also indicated their close links with the gods by using the 

title “Hindu Suratrana”. This was a sanskritisation of the Arabic 
term Sultan, meaning king, so literally meant Hindu Sultan. 

• The Vijayanagara kings made grants to temples. Temples 
developed as centres of social and cultural activities. The king’s 
visits to the temples were important occasions and he was 
accompanied by nayakas. 

•During this period, certain new features were evident in the 
temple architecture. These included structures of enormous 
size that must have been built to mark the imperial authority. 



Features of the temples of Vijayanagara

•One of the best examples is rayas gopurams or royal 
gateways that often dwarfed the towers on the central 
shrines. These gopurams signaled the presence of the 
temple from a great distance. These towering gateways also 
reminded about the power of the king who could command 
the resources techniques and skills that was required to 
construct them. 

•Another distinctive feature of the temple architecture was 
mandapas or pavilion and long, pillared corridors that often 
ran around the shrines within the temple complex. 



Features of the temples of Vijayanagara
One of the best examples is the 

Virupaksha temple. The Virupaksha

temple was built over centuries. 

Inscriptions suggest that this shrine

date to the ninth-tenth centuries. 

On the occasion of his coronation,

Krishnadeva Raya built the elaborate

hall in front of the main shrine. 

The hall was adorned with delicately 

carved pillars. Eastern gopuram

was also built by him. 



Importance of halls in the temple 

• The halls in the temple were used for a variety of 
purposes. 

• In some spaces, images of gods were placed to witness 
special programmes of music, dance, drama, etc. 

•Others were used to celebrate the marriages of the 
deities, and yet, others were meant for the deities to 
swing in. 

•On such occasions, small images other than those kept in 
the central shrine were used. 



Importance of Halls in the Temple

• In the Vitthala temple, the principal deity was 
Vitthala, a form of Vishnu generally worshipped in 
Maharashtra. This temple has several halls and a 
unique shrine designed as a chariot. 

•A characteristic feature of the temple complex is the 
chariot streets that extended from the temple 
gopuram in a straight line. 

• These streets were paved with stone slabs and lined 
with pillared pavilions where merchants set up their 
shops. 





Various steps involved in the mapping of the site at Hampi

• The first step was to divide the entire area into a set of 25 
squares, each designated by a letter of the alphabet. 

• Then; each of the small squares was subdivided into a set of 
even smaller squares. 

• Each of these smaller squares was further subdivided into 
yet smaller units. 

• These detailed surveys have been extremely painstaking, 
and have recovered thousands of structures-from tiny 
shrines and residences to elaborate temples. 



Buildings as source of information

•Buildings provide useful information in understanding the past. 

•Buildings that survive tell us about the ways spaces were 
organized and used, how they were built, with what materials 
and techniques. 

•We can assess the defence requirements and military 
preparedness of a city by studying its fortifications. 

•Buildings also tell us about the spread of ideas and cultural 
influence if we compare them with buildings in other places. 
They convey ideas which the builders or their patrons wished 
to project. 



Key Words

•Amuktamalyada: A work on statecraft composed in Telugu by 
Krishnadevaraya

•Amara: The term amara is derived from the Sanskrit word 
samara, meaning battle or war. It also resembles the Persian 
term amir, meaning a high noble. 

•Yavana: Yavana is a Sanskrit word used for the Greeks and 
other peoples who entered the subcontinent from the North 
West. 

•House of Victory: DomingoPaes called the audience hall and 
the mahanavami dibba together as the House of Victory. 



Travellers who visited the Vijayanagara Empire

• Several travellers visited the city of Vijayanagara and 
left their travel accounts. Notable among them are, 

• Italian trader Nicolo de Conti, an ambassador named 
Abdur Razzaq sent by the ruler of Persia and a 
merchant named Afanasii Nikitin from Russia. All of 
them visited the city in the 15th century. 

•Portuguese travellers like Duarte Barbosa, Domingo 
Paes and Fernao Nuniz visited the city in the 16th 
century. 



WONDER THAT WAS HUMPI





Humpi- Stone Chariot



Musical Pillars



Vitalaswami Temple



Vitalaswami Temple
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THEME 8

PEASANTS, ZAMINDARS AND THE STATE

AGARRIAN SOCIETY AND THE MUGHAL EMPIRE

(AD 16TH TO 17TH CENTURIES)



Agrarian Society
•10th to 16th Century – 85% of Rural people depends on 

agriculture.
• Surplus Production – Major share goes as Taxes to the 

Rulers.
• Land- Income and Tax : Right of rulers
• In addition to rulers there are intermediaries – Drain 

of agricultural surplus from the Peasants.
•Peasants and landlords – mutual relation in the 

agricultural sector- sharing and confrontations.
•At the same time coming of external agencies for 

protecting their interest- for eg: The Mughal State.



Agrarian society

•Major source of Mughal revenue from agricultural 
sector.

•The rural society was controlled by revenue assessment 
officers, revenue collectors, record and account keepers 
– They ensured that all the agricultural operations done 
smoothly and ensure the payment of taxes to the state.

• Importance to cultivate Commercial crops- so trade, 
money and market reached in the rural areas- naturally 
agricultural sector linked with cities.



PEASANTS AND AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION

•All agricultural operations done by the rural 
peasantry.

•They also produced agri-related products such as 
Sugar, oil etc..

•Difference in the method of cultivation- related 
with the nature of land- dry land, fertile land etc



Looking of sources
•Naturally, Tillers of the soil keep no written records.

•Depends on Mughal court records and chronicles.

•Friend and Court Historian of Akber, 

Abul fazl wrote Akbernama and

Ain-i-Akbari.

•These works gives a detailed information

about the administration and other 

features of the Mughal period.

•The records of EEIC also supplemented our knowledge.





Peasants and their Lands
• The term which Indo-Persian sources of the Mughal period most 

frequently used to denote a peasant was raiyat (plural, riaya) 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 formerwere residents of the village 
in which they held their lands. The latter were non-resident cultivators 
who belonged to some other village, but cultivated lands elsewhere on 
a contractual basis. 

• People became pahi-kashta because of many reasons – for example, 
when terms of revenue in a distant village were more favourable – or 
out of compulsion – for example, forced by economic distress after a 
famine.



Peasants and their Lands
•An average peasant of north India possess  a pair of 
bullocks and two ploughs; most possessed even less. 

• In Gujarat peasants possessing about six acres of land 
were considered to be affluent; in Bengal, on the other 
hand, five acres was the upper limit of an average 
peasant farm; 10 acres would make one a rich asami.

•Cultivation was based on the principle of individual 
ownership. Peasant lands were bought and sold in the 
same way as the lands of other property owners.



Irrigation and Technology
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, as they are even today. But there were 
crops which required additional water. Artificial 
systems of irrigation had to be devised for this.



Irrigation and Technology

Irrigation projects received 

state support as well.

For example, in northern India 

the state undertook

digging of new canals (nahr, 

nala) and also repaired

old ones like the shahnahr in 

the Punjab during Shah
Jahan’s reign.





Irrigation and Technology
• 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. 



Irrigation and Technology

•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.



An abundance of Crops

•Agriculture was organised around two major seasonal cycles, 
the kharif (autumn-Sarathkal) and the rabi (spring-Vasanthkal). 

• This would mean that most regions, except  those terrains that 
were the most arid or inhospitable, produced a minimum of 
two crops a year (do-fasla), whereas some, where rainfall or 
irrigation assured a continuous supply of water, even gave 
three crops. This ensured an enormous variety of produce. 

• For instance, we are told in the Ain that 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.



An abundance of Crops
• However, the focus on the cultivation of 

basic staples did not mean that agriculture 
in medieval India was only for subsistence. 
We often come across the term jins-i kamil
(literally, perfect crops) in our sources. 

• The Mughal state also encouraged peasants 
to cultivate such crops as they brought in 
more revenue. 

• Crops such as cotton and sugarcane were 
jins-i kamil par excellence. Cotton was grown 
over a great swathe of territory spread over 
central India and the Deccan plateau, 
whereas Bengal was famous for its sugar. 



An abundance of Crops

•Such cash crops would 
also include various sorts 
of oilseeds (for example, 
mustard) and lentils. This 
shows how subsistence 
and commercial 
production were closely 
intertwined in an 
average peasant’s 
holding.



Lentils



An abundance of Crops
• During the seventeenth century several 

new crops from different parts of the 
world reached the Indian subcontinent.

• Maize (makka), for example, 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

•We have seen that peasants held 
their lands in individual 
ownership. At the same time they 
belonged to a collective village 
community as far as many aspects 
of their social existence were 
concerned.

• There were three constituents of 
this community –the cultivators, 
the panchayat, and the village 
headman (muqaddam or mandal).



Caste and Rural Background
• Deep inequities on the basis of caste and other caste-like 

distinctions meant that the cultivators were a highly 
heterogeneous group. Among those who tilled the land, there was 
a sizeable number who worked as menials or agricultural labourers
(majur).

• Despite the abundance of cultivable land, certain caste groups 
were assigned menial tasks and thus relegated to Poverty, much
like the Dalits of modern India.

• In Muslim communities menials like the halalkhoran (scavengers) 
were housed outside the boundaries of the village; similarly the 
mallahzadas (literally, sons of boatmen) in Bihar were comparable 
to slaves.



Caste and Rural Background

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



Panchayats and Headmen

•The village panchayat was an assembly of elders, usually 
important people of the village with hereditary rights 
over their property. 
• In mixed-caste villages, the panchayat was usually a 
heterogeneous body. An oligarchy, the Panchayat
represented various castes and communities in the 
village, though the village menial-cum-agricultural 
worker was unlikely to be represented there. 
•The decisions made by these panchayats were binding 
on the members.



Panchayats and Headmen-Functions

• 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, failing which they could 
be dismissed by them. 

• The chief function of the headman was to supervise the 
preparation of village accounts, assisted by the 
accountant or patwari of the panchayat.



•The panchayat derived its funds from contributions 
made by individuals.

• These funds were used for defraying the costs of 
entertaining revenue officials who visited the village 
from time to time.

• Expenses for community welfare activities such as 
tiding over natural calamities (like floods), were also 
met from these funds. 

•These funds were also deployed in construction of a 
bund or digging a canal which peasants usually could 
not afford to do on their own.



•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. 

• In other words one of the duties of the village 
headman was to oversee the conduct of the 
members of the village community “chiefly to 
prevent any offence against their caste”.



•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 
practice his profession.

• Such a measure was intended as a deterrent to 
violation of caste norms.



• In addition to the village panchayat each 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.

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



• Archival records from western India – notably Rajasthan and 
Maharashtra – contain petitions presented to the panchayat
complaining about high taxation or the demand for unpaid labour
(begar) imposed by the “superior” castes or officials of the state. 
These petitions were usually made by the lower section of the rural 
society. 

• Often petitions were made collectively as well, by a caste group or a 
community protesting against what they considered were morally 
illegitimate demands on the part of elite groups.

• These included excessive tax demands which, especially in times of 
drought or other disasters, endangered the peasants’ subsistence. 
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. 

• The relatively easy availability of uncultivated land and 
the competition over labour resources made this an 
effective weapon in the hands of cultivators.



Village Artisans
• Another interesting aspect of the village was 

the elaborate relationship of exchange between 
different producers. Documents of that period 
have revealed the existence of substantial 
numbers of artisans, sometimes as high as 25% 
of the total households in the villages.

• 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
• Cultivators could engage in artisanal production during the 

intervals of the different agricultural operations.

• Village artisans – potters, blacksmiths, carpenters, barbers, even 
goldsmiths – provided specialized services in return for which they 
were compensated by villagers by a variety of means. The most 
common way of doing so was by giving them a share of the 
Harvest, or an allotment of land (Miras or Watan in Maharashtra).

• 18th Century records tell us of 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.



A “Little Republic”
•Some British officials in the 19th century saw the village 
as a “little republic” made up of fraternal partners 
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.



A “Little Republic”
• More importantly, a cash nexus 

(money related relation) had 
already developed through trade 
between villages and towns. In the 
Mughal heartland too, revenue 
was assessed and collected in cash. 

• Artisans producing for the export 
market (for example, weavers) 
received their advances or wages 
in cash, as did producers of 
commercial products like cotton, 
silk or indigo.



Women in Agrarian Society
• the production process often involves men 

and women performing certain specified 
roles. In the contexts that we are 
exploring, women and men had to work 
shoulder to shoulder in the fields. Men 
tilled and ploughed, while women sowed, 
weeded, threshed and winnowed the 
harvest (separate chaff- waste from grain).  

• The basis of production was the labour
and resources of the entire household.
Naturally, a gendered segregation between 
the home (for women) and the world (for 
men) was not possible in this context. 



Women in Agrarian Society

• Even though 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 (paan) were grown in Bengal.

• 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. The more commercialised
the product, the greater the demand on women’s labour to 
produce it.

• 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 in Agrarian Society
• Women were considered an important resource in 

agrarian society also because they were child bearers in 
a society dependent on labour. 

• At the same time, high mortality rates among women –
owing to malnutrition, frequent pregnancies, death 
during childbirth – often meant a shortage of wives. 

• This led to the emergence of 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.



Women in Agrarian Society

• The importance attached to women as a 
reproductive 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 the community.

• They could inflict harsh punishments if 
they suspected infidelity on the part of 
women.



Women in Agrarian Society
• Documents from Western India – Rajasthan, Gujarat and 

Maharashtra – record petitions sent by women 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, the grihasthi. 

• While male infidelity was not always punished, the state and 
“superior” caste groups did intervene the matters. 

• In most cases when women petitioned to the panchayat, their 
names were excluded from the record: the petitioner was referred 
to as the mother, sister or wife of the male head of the household.



Women in Agrarian Society

•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 18th

century Bengal.



FOREST AND TRIBES
• Apart from the intensively cultivated provinces

huge swathes of forests – dense forest existed 
all over India.

• Though it is nearly impossible to set an all-India 
average of the forest cover for this period, 
informed conjectures based on contemporary 
sources suggest an average of 40 per cent.

• Forest dwellers were termed jangli in 
contemporary texts. Being jangli, however, did 
not mean an absence of “civilisation”, as 
popular usage of the term today seems to 
connote. Rather, the term described those 
whose livelihood came from the gathering of 
forest produce, hunting and shifting agriculture. 



Forests and Tribes
• These activities were largely season specific. 

Among the Bhils, for example, spring was reserved 
for collecting forest produce, summer for fishing, 
the monsoon months for cultivation, and autumn 
and winter for hunting. Such a sequence presumed 
and perpetuated mobility, which was a distinctive 
feature of tribes inhabiting these forests.

• For the state, the forest was a subversive place – a 
place of refuge (mawas) for troublemakers. Once 
again, we turn to Babur who says that jungles 
provided a good defence “behind which the 
people of the pargana become stubbornly 
rebellious and pay no taxes”.



Inroads into forests

• External forces entered the forest in different 
ways. For instance, the state required elephants 
for the army. So the taxes (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.

• Regular hunting expeditions, so court historians 
tell us, enabled the emperor to travel across the 
extensive territories of his empire and personally 
attend to the grievances of its inhabitants. The 
scenes of hunting was a main subject for the 
painters or court artists.



Inroads into forests
• The spread of commercial 

agriculture was an important 
external factor that effected 
the lives of those who lived in 
the forests. 

• Forest products – like honey, 
beeswax and gum lac – were 
in great demand. Some, such 
as gum lac, became major 
items of overseas export from 
India in the 17th century. 

• Elephants were also captured 
and sold. 





Inroads into forests
• Trade involved an exchange of commodities 

through barter as well. Some tribes, like the 
Lohanis in the Punjab, were engaged in 
overland trade, between India and 
Afghanistan.

• Social factors too wrought changes in the 
lives of forest dwellers. Like the “big men” 
of the village community, tribes also had 
their chieftains. 

• Many tribal chiefs had become zamindars, 
some even became kings. For this they 
required to build up an army. They recruited 
people from their lineage groups. 



Inroads into forests
• 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 declared a 
royal monopoly by the Ahom kings.

• Though the transition from a tribal to a 
monarchical system had started much 
earlier, the process seems to have 
become fully developed only by the 16th

century. 



Inroads into forests
• Though the transition from a tribal to a monarchical system had 

started much earlier, the process seems to have become fully 
developed only by the 16th century. 

• This can be seen from the Ain’s observations on the existence of 
tribal kingdoms in the north-east. 

• War was a common occurrence. For instance, the Koch kings 
fought and subjugated a number of neighbouring tribes in a long 
sequence of wars through the 16th and 17th centuries. 

• New cultural influences also paved the way for inroads into forests. 
Sufi saints (pirs) played a major role in the slow acceptance of Islam 
among agricultural communities emerging in the forest zones.



THE ZAMINDARS
• The word Zamindar was derived from two 

Persian words, Zamin (Land) and Dar (Owner)

• Our story of agrarian relations in Mughal India 
will not be complete without referring to a 
class of people in the countryside that lived 
off agriculture but did not participate directly 
in the processes of agricultural production. 

• These were the zamindars who were landed 
proprietors who also enjoyed certain social 
and economic privileges by virtue of their 
superior status in rural society. 



THE ZAMINDARS
•Caste was one factor that accounted for the elevated 

status of zamindars; another factor was that they 
performed certain services (khidmat) for the state.

• Zamindars also derived their power from the fact that 
they could often collect revenue on behalf of the state, 
a service for which they were compensated financially. 

•Control over military resources was another source of 
power. Most zamindars had fortresses (qilachas) as well 
as an armed contingent comprising units of cavalry, 
artillery and infantry. 



THE ZAMINDARS
• Abu’l Fazl’s account indicates that an “upper -

caste”, Brahmana-Rajput combine had already 
established firm control over rural society.

• Zamindars were also emerged  from the so-called 
intermediate castes(average) and Muslims.

•Contemporary documents give an impression 
that conquest may have been the source of 
the origin of some zamindaris. 

• The dispossession of weaker people by a 
powerful military chieftain was quite often a 
way of expanding a zamindari.



THE ZAMINDARS
• More important were the slow processes of zamindari

consolidation, which are also documented in sources. These 
involved colonisation of new lands, by transfer of rights, by order 
of the state and by purchase.

• Zamindars lead 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 own lands. There is evidence to show that 
zamindars often established markets (haats) to which peasants 
also came to sell their produce.



The Zamindars

• Although there can be no doubt that zamindars were an 
exploitative class, their relationship with the peasantry had an 
element of protection and patronage. 

• Two aspects reinforce this view. First, the bhakti saints, who 
strongly condemned caste-based and other forms of oppression 
did not portray the zamindars (or, interestingly, the moneylender) 
as exploiters or oppressors of the peasantry. Usually it was the 
revenue official of the state who was the object of their criticism. 

• Second, in a large number of agrarian uprisings which broke out 
in north India in the 17th century, zamindars often received the 
support of the peasantry in their struggle against the state.



LAND REVENUE SYSTEM
• Agriculture was the major means of livelihood of the people 

of Medieval India and Land revenue was the major source of 
income of the government.

• 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 all over the empire. 

• This system included the office of the diwan who was 
responsible for supervising the revenue collection. 

• Thus revenue officials and record keepers get an opportunity 
to increase their influence in the agricultural sector and 
became a decisive agent in shaping agrarian relations.



LAND REVENUE SYSTEM
• The Mughal state tried to first acquire specific information about the 

extent of the agricultural lands in the empire and what these lands 
produced before fixing the burden of taxes on people. The land 
revenue arrangements consisted of two stages – first, assessment and 
then actual collection.

• The jama was the amount assessed and Hasil was the amount 
collected. 

• In his list of duties of the amil-guzar or revenue collector, Akbar 
decreed that while 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. The scope of actually realising these claims was, however, 
sometimes obstructed by local conditions.



LAND REVENUE SYSTEM
• Both cultivated and cultivable lands were measured in 

each province. 

• The Ain compiled the aggregates of such lands during 
Akbar’s rule. 

• Efforts to measure lands continued under subsequent 
emperors. For instance, in 1665, Aurangzeb expressly 
instructed his revenue officials to prepare annual records 
of the number of cultivators in each village. 

• Yet not all areas were measured successfully. As we have 
seen, forests covered huge areas of the subcontinent and 
thus remained unmeasured.



LAND REVENUE SYSTEM
Classification of lands under Akber

• During Akber’s period the land was classified into 
four;

1. Polaj: Land suitable for cultivation throughout the 
year.

2. Parauti: Land left out of cultivation for a time that 
it may recover its strength.

3. Chachar: Land that was lain fallow for 3 or 4 years.

4. Banjar: Land uncultivated for 5 years or more.

One-third part of the average produce was fixed as 
the land tax during that period.



THE FLOW OF SILVER
• The Mughal Empire was among the large 

territorial empires in Asia that had managed to 
consolidate power and resources during the 
16th and 17th centuries. These empires were 
the Ming (China), Safavid (Iran) and Ottoman 
(Turkey). 

• 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 resulted in a massive expansion of 
Asia’s (particularly India’s) trade with Europe. 



THE FLOW OF SILVER
•An expanding trade brought in huge 

amounts of silver bullion into Asia to pay 
for goods procured from India, and a large 
part of that bullion gravitated towards 
India. 

• This was good for India as it did not have 
natural resources of silver. As a result, the 
period between the 16th and 18th

centuries was also marked by a 
remarkable stability in the availability of 
metal currency, particularly the silver 
rupya in India. 



THE FLOW OF SILVER
• This facilitated an unprecedented expansion 

of minting of coins and the circulation of 
money in the economy as well as the ability 
of the Mughal state to extract taxes and 
revenue in cash.

• The testimony of an 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 cash and 
commodity transactions in 17th C. India.



THE AIN-I AKBARI OF ABU’L FAZL ALLAMI

• The Ain- i Akbari was the culmination of a large 
historical, administrative project of 
classification undertaken by Abu’l Fazl at the 
order of Emperor Akbar. It was completed in 
1598, after 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 brief sketch of 
imperial system and geography of the empire.



THE AIN-I AKBARI OF ABU’L FAZL ALLAMI

• The Ain gives detailed accounts of the 
organization of the court, administration and 
army, the sources of revenue and literary, 
cultural and religious traditions of the people. 

•Along with a description of the various 
departments of Akbar’s government and 
elaborate descriptions of the various 
provinces (subas) of the empire, the Ain
gives us a detailed information of those 
provinces.



THE AIN-I AKBARI OF ABU’L FAZL ALLAMI
Collecting and compiling this information 

systematically was difficult task.

It informed the emperor about the varied 
and diverse customs and practices 
prevailing across his extensive territories. 

The Ain is therefore a mine of information 
for us about the Mughal Empire during 
Akbar’s reign. 



THE AIN-I AKBARI OF ABU’L FAZL ALLAMI

• The Ain is 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 short biographical 
sketches of imperial officials (mansabdars), 
scholars, poets and artists.



THE AIN-I AKBARI OF ABU’L FAZL ALLAMI

• The third book, mulk-abadi, is the one 
which deals with the fiscal side of the 
empire and provides information on 
revenue rates and details of the “Account 
of the Twelve Provinces”. 

• This section has detailed statistical 
information, which includes the 
geographic and economic profile of all 
subas and their administrative and fiscal 
divisions (sarkars, parganas and mahals), 
total measured area, and assessed 
revenue ( jama ).



THE AIN-I AKBARI OF ABU’L FAZL ALLAMI
• The Ain gives us a detailed picture of the sarkars below the suba. 

• This it does in the form of tables, which have eight columns giving 
the following information: 

• (1) parganat/mahal; (2) qila (forts); (3) arazi and zamin-i paimuda
(measured area); (4) naqdi, revenue assessed in cash; (5) 
suyurghal, grants of revenue in charity; (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 mulk-abadi gives a detailed view of highly complex agrarian 
society of northern India. 



THE AIN-I AKBARI OF ABU’L FAZL ALLAMI
• 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”. 

• Ain-I Akbari 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.



THE AIN-I AKBARI OF ABU’L FAZL ALLAMI

•Historians who have carefully studied the 
Ain point out that it is not without its 
problems. 

•Numerous errors in totaling have been 
detected. These are ascribed to simple 
slips of arithmetic or of transcription by 
Abu’l Fazl’s assistants. 

• These are generally minor in 
consideration of the big size and 
knowledge provided by this monumental 
work.



THE AIN-I AKBARI OF ABU’L FAZL ALLAMI
• Another limitation of the Ain is the method of data collection adopted. 

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 and wages from 
these same areas are not as well documented. 

• The detailed list of prices and wages that the Ain does provide is 
mainly derived from data pertaining to areas in or around the imperial 
capital of Agra, and is therefore of limited relevance for the rest of the 
country.



THE AIN-I AKBARI OF ABU’L FAZL ALLAMI

These limitations are very negligible. By 
providing fascinating glimpses into the 
structure and organisation of the Mughal 
Empire and by giving us valuable 
information about its products and people 
the Ain-I Akbari remains a land mark in the 
historiography of medieval India. 



THE MANSABDARI SYSYTEM
• The Mughal administrative system was basically a 

military-cum-bureaucratic which was responsible for 
looking after the civil and military affairs of the state.

• Each officer of the state had a designation(Mansab) 
which indicate their position and salary. In order to 
their position they bound to provide a particular 
number of soldiers to the state army. Thus the 
mansabdars became the official nobility of the state.

• Some Manabdars were paid in cash(naqdi), while 
the majority of them were paid through assignments 
revenue(jagirs) in different regions of the empire. 
They were transferred periodically.







TIME LINE
LANDMARKS IN THE HISTORY OF THE MUGHAL EMPIRE

• 1526 Babur defeats Ibrahim Lodi, the Delhi Sultan, at Panipat, becomes the first Mughal 
emperor

• 1530-40 First phase of Humayun’s reign
• 1540-55 Humayun defeated by Sher Shah, in exile at the Safavid court
• 1555-56 Humayun regains lost territories
• 1556-1605 Reign of Akbar
• 1605-27 Reign of Jahangir
• 1628-58 Reign of Shah Jahan
• 1658-1707 Reign of Aurangzeb
• 1739 Nadir Shah invades India and sacks Delhi
• 1761 Ahmad Shah Abdali defeats the Marathas in the third battle of Panipat
• 1765 The diwani of Bengal transferred to the East India Company
• 1857 Last Mughal ruler, Bahadur Shah II, deposed by the British and exiled to Rangoon 

(present day Yangon, Myanmar)



THANK YOU



THEME-9

Kings and Chronicles
The Mughal Courts

(c. sixteenth- seventeenth centuries)



Kings and Chronicles
• The Mughal kings commissioned court 

historians to write accounts. 
• These accounts recorded the events of 

the emperor’s time. 
• In addition, their writers collected vast 

amounts of information from the 
regions of the subcontinent to help the 
rulers govern their domain.
• Modern historians writing in English 

have termed this genre of texts 
chronicles, as they present a continuous 
chronological record of events. 
• Chronicles are an indispensable source 

for any scholar wishing to write a 
history of the Mughals.



The Mughals and Their Empire
• The name Mughal derives from Mongol. Though 

today the term evokes the grandeur of an empire, 
it was not the name the rulers of the dynasty 
chose for themselves. 

• They referred to themselves as Timurids, as 
descendants of the Turkish ruler Timur on the 
paternal side. Babur, the first Mughal ruler, was 
related to Ghenghiz Khan from his mother’s side. 
He spoke Turkish and referred derisively to the 
Mongols as barbaric hordes.

•During the 16th century, Europeans used the term 
Mughal to describe the Indian rulers of this branch 
of the family. 



The Mughals and Their Empire
• Zahiruddin Muhammed, popularly known 

as Baber, founded the Mughal Empire in 
1526 by defeating Ibrahim Lodi, the last 
Lodi Sulthan.

•His successor, Nasiruddin Humayun
(1530-40, 1555-56) expanded the frontiers 
of the empire, but lost it to the Afghan 
leader Sher Shah Sur, who drove him into 
exile. Humayun took refuge in the court of 
the Safavid ruler of Iran. 

• In 1555 Humayun defeated the Surs, but 
died a year later.



The Mughals and Their Empire
• Jalaluddin Akbar (1556-1605) was the

greatest of all the Mughal emperors and 
he expanded and consolidated the 
empire.

• Akbar had three fairly able successors in 
Jahangir (1605-27), Shah Jahan (1628-58) 
and Aurangzeb (1658-1707), much as 
their characters varied. 

•Under them the territorial expansion 
continued, though at a much reduced 
pace.



The Mughals and Their Empire
•During the 16th and 17th centuries the institutions of an 

imperial structure were created. These included effective 
methods of administration and taxation.

•After 1707, following the death of Aurangzeb, the power of the 
dynasty diminished. 

• In place of the vast apparatus of empire controlled from Delhi, 
Agra or Lahore – the different capital cities – regional power 
acquired greater autonomy. 

• Yet symbolically the prestige of the Mughal ruler did not lose its 
aura. In 1857 the last scion of this dynasty, Bahadur Shah Zafar, 
was overthrown by the British.



The Production of Chronicles
•Chronicles commissioned by the Mughal emperors are an 

important source for studying the empire and its court. 

• The authors of Mughal chronicles were invariably courtiers. The 
histories they wrote focused on events centred on the ruler, his 
family, the court and nobles, wars and administrative 
arrangements. 

• Their titles, such as the Akbar Nama, Shahjahan Nama, 
Alamgir Nama, that is, the story of Akbar, Shah Jahan and 
Alamgir (a title of the Mughal ruler Aurangzeb), suggest that in 
the eyes of their authors the history of the empire and the 
court was synonymous with that of the emperor.



From Turkish to Persian

•Mughal court chronicles were 
written in Persian. Under the 
Sultans of Delhi it flourished as a 
language of the court and of 
literary writings. 

•As the Mughals were Chaghtai
Turks by origin, Turkish was their 
mother tongue. Their first ruler 
Babur wrote poetry and his 
memoirs in this language.



From Turkish to Persian
• It was Akbar who consciously set out to make 

Persian the leading language of the Mughal 
court. Cultural and intellectual contacts with 
Iran, as well as a regular stream of Iranian 
and Central Asian migrants seeking positions 
at the Mughal court, might have motivated 
the emperor to adopt the language. 

• Persian was elevated to a language of empire. 
It was spoken by the king, the royal 
household and the elite at court. Further, it 
became the language of administration at all 
levels so that accountants, clerks and other 
functionaries also learnt it.



From Turkish to Persian
• Since the people using Persian in 

the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries came from many 
different regions of the 
subcontinent and spoke other 
Indian languages, Persian too 
became Indianised by absorbing 
local idioms. 

•A new language, Urdu, sprang from 
the interaction of Persian with 
Hindavi.



From Turkish to Persian
• Mughal chronicles such as the Akbar 

Nama were written in Persian, others, 
like Babur’s memoirs, were translated 
from the Turkish into the Persian Babur 
Nama. 

• Translations of Sanskrit texts such as the 
Mahabharata and the Ramayana into 
Persian were commissioned by the 
Mughal emperors. 

• The Mahabharata was translated as the 
Razmnama (Book of Wars).



The making of Manuscripts
• All books in Mughal India were manuscripts, that is, 

they were handwritten. The centre of manuscript 
production was the imperial kitabkhana. Although 
kitabkhana can be translated as library, it was a 
scriptorium, that is, a place where the emperor’s 
collection of manuscripts was kept and new 
manuscripts were produced. 

• The creation of a manuscript involved a number of 
people performing a variety of tasks. Paper makers 
were needed to prepare the folios of the manuscript, 
scribes or calligraphers to copy the text, gilders to 
illuminate the pages, painters to illustrate scenes 
from the text, bookbinders to gather the individual 
folios and set them within ornamental covers. 



The making of Manuscripts
• The finished manuscript was seen as a precious 

object, a work of intellectual wealth and beauty. 
It exemplified the power of its patron, the Mughal 
emperor, to bring such beauty into being.

• At the same time some of the people involved in 
the actual production of the manuscript also got 
recognition in the form of titles and awards. 

• Of these, calligraphers and painters held a high 
social standing while others, such as paper 
makers or bookbinders, have remained 
anonymous artisans. 

• Calligraphy, the art of handwriting, was 
considered a skill of great importance. It was 
practised using different styles. 



The Painted Image

Chronicles narrating the events of a Mughal emperor’s reign 
contained, alongside the written text, images that described an event 
in visual form. When scenes or themes in a book were to be given 
visual expression, the scribe left blank spaces on nearby pages; 
paintings, executed separately by artists, were inserted to accompany 
what was described in words. 

Paintings served not only to enhance the beauty of a book, but were 
believed to possess special powers of communicating ideas about the 
kingdom and the power of kings in ways that the written medium 
could not. 

The historian Abu’l Fazl described painting as a “magical art”: in his 
view it had the power to make inanimate objects look as if they 
possessed life.





Mughal Paintings



The Painted Image
• The production of paintings portraying the emperor, his court and the 

people was a source of constant tension between rulers and 
representatives of the Muslim orthodoxy, the ulama. 

• They believed that depiction of living beings in a naturalistic manner is 
forbidden 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 shari‘a changed with  time. Muslim rulers in 
many Asian regions during centuries of empire building regularly 
commissioned artists to paint their portraits and scenes of life in their 
kingdoms. 

• The Safavid kings of Iran, for example,  patronised the finest artists, 
who were trained in workshops set up at court. 



Mughal Paintings



The Painted Image
• Artists from Iran also made their way to Mughal India. Some were 

brought to the Mughal court, as in the case of Mir Sayyid Ali and Abdus
Samad, who were made to accompany Emperor Humayun to Delhi. 
Others migrated in search of opportunities to win patronage and 
prestige. 

• A conflict between the emperor and the spokesmen of orthodox 
Muslim opinion on the question of visual representations of living 
beings was a source of tension at the Mughal court. 

• Akbar’s court historian Abu’l Fazl cites the emperor as saying: “There 
are many that hate painting, but such men I dislike. It appears to me 
that an artist has a unique way of recognising God when he must come 
to feel that he cannot bestow life on his work ...”



Mughal Paintings



The Akbar Nama and the Badshah Nama
Among the important illustrated Mughal chronicles the Akbar Nama and 

Badshah Nama (The Chronicle of a King) are the most well known. Each 
manuscript contained an average of 150 full- or double-page paintings of 
battles, sieges, hunts, building construction, court scenes, etc. 

The author of the Akbar Nama, Abu’l Fazl grew up in the Mughal capital of 
Agra. He was widely read in 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 Abu’l Fazl ideally suited as an 
adviser and a spokesperson for his policies. One major objective of the 
emperor was to free the state from the control of religious orthodoxy. 

In his role as court historian, Abu’l Fazl both shaped and articulated the 
ideas associated with the reign of Akbar.



The Akbar Nama
• Beginning in 1589, Abu’l Fazl worked on the 

Akbar Nama 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 into three books of 
which the first two are chronicles. The third 
book is the Ain-i Akbari. 



The Akbar Nama

• The first volume contains the history of 
mankind from Adam to one celestial cycle of 
Akbar’s life (30 years). The second volume 
closes in the 46th regnal year (1601) of Akbar. 

• The very next year Abu’l Fazl fell victim to a 
conspiracy hatched by Prince Salim, and was 
murdered by his accomplice, Bir Singh 
Bundela.



The Akbar Nama
• The Akbar Nama was written to provide a detailed 

description of Akbar’s reign in the traditional diachronic 
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. 

• Abu’l Fazl wrote in a language that was ornate and which 
attached importance to diction and rhythm, as texts were 
often read aloud. This Indo- Persian style was patronised at 
court, and there were a large number of writers who wanted 
to write like Abu’l Fazl.



Badsha Nama
• A pupil of Abu’l 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 this 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); 
these volumes were later revised by Sadullah Khan, Shah Jahan’s
wazir. 

• Infirmities of old age prevented Lahori from proceeding with the 
third decade which was then chronicled by the historian Waris.



The Akbar Nama and Badsha Nama
• During the colonial period, British administrators began to study Indian 

history and to create an archive of knowledge about the subcontinent 
to help them better understand the people and the cultures of the 
empire they sought to rule. 

• The Asiatic Society of Bengal, founded by Sir William Jones in 1784, 
undertook the editing, printing and translation of many Indian 
manuscripts. 

• Edited versions of the Akbar Nama and Badshah Nama were first 
published by the Asiatic Society in the nineteenth century. In the early 
twentieth century the Akbar Nama was translated into English by 
Henry Beveridge after years of hard labour. 

• Only excerpts of the Badshah Nama have been translated into English 
to date; the text in its entirety still awaits translation.



The Ideal Kingdom
•Court chroniclers drew upon many sources to show that 
the power of the Mughal kings came directly from God. 

•One of the legends they narrated was 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.

•According to this idea the Divine Light was transmitted to 
the king who then became the source of spiritual 
guidance for his subjects.



The Ideal Kingdom

•Mughal Paintings transmitted 
these ideas in a way that left a 
lasting impression on the minds 
of viewers. 

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



A unifying force
•Mughal chronicles present the empire as comprising many 

different ethnic and religious communities – Hindus, Jainas, 
Zoroastrians and Muslims. 

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

•Abu’l Fazl describes the ideal of sulh-i kul (absolute peace) as 
the cornerstone of enlightened 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.



A unifying force
• The ideal of sulh-i kul was implemented through state policies –

the nobility under the Mughals was a composite one 
comprising Iranis, Turanis, Afghans, Rajputs, Deccanis – all of 
whom were given positions and awards purely on the basis of 
their service and loyalty to the king. 

• Further, Akbar abolished the tax on pilgrimage in 1563 and 
jizya 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.



A unifying force

•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 Aurangzeb. 

•However, during the reign of the Aurengazeb, the jizya
was reimposed on non-Muslim subjects.



Sovereignty as social contract

•Abu’l Fazl defined sovereignty as a social contract: the 
emperor protects the four essences of his subjects, 
namely;

1. life (jan)

2. property (mal)

3. honour (namus)

4. faith (din)
and in return demands obedience and a share of resources. 



Capitals and Courts
Capital cities

• The heart of the Mughal Empire was its 
capital city, where the court assembled. 
The capital cities of the Mughals 
frequently shifted during the 16th and 17th

centuries. 

• Babur took over the Lodi capital of Agra, 
though during the four years of his reign 
the court was frequently on the move. 

• During the 1560s Akbar had the fort of 
Agra constructed with red sandstone 
quarried from the adjoining regions. 



Capital Cities
• In the 1570s he decided to 

build a new capital, 
Fatehpur Sikri. 

•One of the reasons 
prompting this may have 
been that Sikri was located 
on the direct road to Ajmer, 
where the dargah of Shaikh 
Muinuddin Chishti had 
become an important 
pilgrimage centre.



Fathepur Sikri



Capital Cities
• The enormous arched 

gateway (Buland
Darwaza) was meant 
to remind visitors of 
the Mughal victory in 
Gujarat. 

• In 1585 the capital 
was transferred to 
Lahore to bring the 
north-west under 
greater control.



Capital Cities
• ShaJahan pursued sound fiscal policies 

and accumulated enough money to 
indulge his passion for building.
• In 1648 the court, army and household 

moved from Agra to the newly 
completed imperial capital, 
Shahjahanabad. 
• It was a new addition to the old 

residential city of Delhi, with the Red 
Fort, the Jama Masjid, a tree-lined 
esplanade with bazaars (Chandni
Chowk) and spacious homes for the 
nobility. 



The Mughal Court 
• The emperor began his day at sunrise with personal religious devotions or 

prayers, and then appeared on a small balcony, the jharoka, facing the 
east. Below, a crowd of people (soldiers, merchants, craftspersons, 
peasants, women with sick children) waited for a view, darshan, of the 
emperor. 

• Jharoka darshan was introduced by Akbar with the objective of broadening 
the acceptance of the imperial authority as part of popular faith. 

• After spending an hour at the jharoka, 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. 

• Two hours later, the emperor was in the diwan-i khas to hold private 
audiences and discuss confidential matters. High ministers of state placed 
their petitions before him and tax officials presented their accounts.



DIWAN-E-AM



DIWAN-I-KHAS



The Mughal Court
• On special occasions such as the anniversary 

of accession to the throne, Id, Shab-i barat
(full moon day of Shab-in 14, 8th month of 
Hijra Era) and Holi, the court was full of life.

• The Mughal kings celebrated three major 
festivals a year: the solar and lunar 
birthdays of the monarch and Nauroz, the 
Iranian New Year on the vernal equinox. 

• On his birthdays, the monarch was weighed 
against various commodities which were 
then distributed in charity.



Titles and gifts

•Grand titles were adopted by the Mughal 
emperors at the time of coronation or after a 
victory over an enemy.

•The granting of titles to men of merit was an 
important aspect of Mughal polity.



The Imperial Household
• The term “harem” is frequently used to refer to the 

domestic world of the Mughals. It originates in the 
Persian word haram, meaning a sacred place. 

• The Mughal household consisted of the emperor’s 
wives and concubines, his near and distant relatives 
(mother, step- and foster-mothers, sisters, daughters, 
daughters-in-law, aunts, children, etc.), and female 
servants and slaves. 

•Polygamy was practised widely in the Indian 
subcontinent, especially among the ruling groups.



The Imperial Household

•Both for the Rajput clans as well as the Mughals 
marriage was a way of cementing political 
relationships and forging alliances. 

• The gift of territory was often accompanied by the gift 
of a daughter in marriage. This ensured a continuing 
hierarchical relationship between ruling groups. 

• It was through the link of marriage and the 
relationships that developed as a result that the 
Mughals were able to form a vast kinship network 
that linked them to important groups and helped to 
hold a vast empire together.



The Imperial Household

• In the Mughal household a distinction was maintained 
between wives who came from royal families 
(begams), and other wives (aghas) who were not of 
noble birth. 

• The begams, married after receiving huge amounts of 
cash and valuables as dower (mahr), naturally 
received a higher status and greater attention from 
their husbands than did aghas. 

•Apart from wives, numerous male and female slaves 
populated the Mughal household.



The Imperial Household
• After Nur Jahan, Mughal queens and princesses 

began to control significant financial resources. 

• Shah Jahan’s daughters Jahanara and Roshanara
enjoyed an annual income often equal to that of 
high imperial mansabdars. 

• Jahanara, in addition, received revenues from the 
port city of Surat, which was a lucrative centre of 
overseas trade.

• Jahanara participated in many architectural 
projects of Shah Jahan’s new capital, 
Shahjahanabad (Delhi). The bazaar of Chandni
Chowk was designed by Jahanara.



The Imperial Household
•An interesting book giving us a glimpse into 

the domestic world of the Mughals is the 
Humayun Nama written by Gulbadan
Begum. Gulbadan was the daughter of 
Babur and Humayun’s sister.
• Gulbadan could write fluently in Turkish 

and Persian.
• She described in great detail the conflicts 

and tensions among the princes and kings 
and the important mediating role elderly 
women of the family played in resolving 
some of these conflicts.



The Imperial Officials
Recruitment and rank

• One important pillar of the Mughal state was its corps of officers.

• In Akbar’s imperial service, Turani and Iranian nobles were present 
from the earliest phase of carving out a political dominion. Many had 
accompanied Humayun; others migrated later to the Mughal court.

• Two ruling groups of Indian origin entered the imperial service from 
1560 onwards: the Rajputs an the Indian Muslims (Shaikhzadas). 

• The first to join was a Rajput chief, Raja Bharmal of Amber, to whose 
daughter Akbar got married. 

• Members of Hindu castes inclined towards education and accountancy 
were also promoted, a famous example being Akbar’s finance minister, 
Raja Todar Mal.



The Imperial Officials
• Iranians gained high offices under Jahangir, whose politically influential 

queen, Nur Jahan, was an Iranian.

• The keeping of exact and detailed records was a major concern of the 
Mughal administration. The mirbakhshi supervised the corps of court 
writers (waqianawis) who recorded all applications and documents 
presented to the court, and all imperial orders.

• 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 (qasid or pathmar ) carried 
papers rolled up in bamboo containers. The emperor received reports 
from even distant provincial capitals within a few days.



Provincial Administration
• The division of functions established at the centre was replicated in the 

provinces (subas) where the ministers had their corresponding 
subordinates (diwan, bakhshi and sadr). The head of the provincial 
administration was the governor (subadar) who reported directly to 
the emperor.

• The sarkars, into which each suba was divided, often overlapped with 
the jurisdiction of faujdars (commandants) who were deployed with 
contingents of heavy cavalry and musketeers in districts. 

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



Provincial Administration
• Each department of administration maintained a large support 

staff of clerks, accountants, auditors, messengers, and other 
functionaries who were technically qualified officials, functioning 
in accordance with standardised rules and procedures, and 
generating copious written orders and records. 

• Persian was made the language of administration throughout, but 
local languages were used for village accounts.

• The relationship between local landed magnates, the zamindars, 
and the representatives of the Mughal emperor was sometimes 
marked by conflicts over authority and a share of the resources. 
The zamindars often succeeded in mobilising peasant support 
against the state.



BEYOND THE FRONTIERS (Diplomatic relations)
•Contemporary historians provide accounts of diplomatic 
relationships and conflicts with neighbouring political 
powers.

•These reflect some tension and political rivalry arising 
from competing regional interests.

•The Safavids and Qandahar.

•The Ottomans: Pilgrimage and Trade.

• Jesuits at the Mughal Court. 



Questioning Formal Religion
• Akbar’s quest for religious knowledge led 

to interfaith debates in the ibadat khana at 
Fatehpur Sikri between learned Muslims, 
Hindus, Jainas, Parsis and Christians. 

• Akbar’s religious views matured as he 
queried scholars of different religions and 
sects and gathered knowledge about their 
doctrines. 

• His interaction with various religious 
theologians had convinced him that 
despite their differences, all religions had 
several good practices, which he sought to 
combine into a new religious movement 
known as Din-i –ilahi.





SOME MAJOR MUGHAL CHRONICLES AND MEMOIRS
• 1530 : Manuscript of Babur’s memoirs in Turkish – saved from a storm 

– becomes part of the family collection of the Timurids

• 1587 : Gulbadan Begum begins to write the Humayun Nama

• 1589 : Babur’s memoirs translated into Persian as Babur Nama

• 1589-1602 : Abu’l Fazl works on the Akbar Nama

• 1605-22 : Jahangir writes his memoirs, the Jahangir Nama

• 1639-47 : Lahori composes the first two daftars of the Badshah Nama

• 1650 : Muhammad Waris begins to chronicle the third decade of Shah 
Jahan’s reign

• 1668 : Alamgir Nama, a history of the first ten years of Aurangzeb’s 
reign compiled by Muhammmad Kazim.
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BENGAL AND THE ZAMINDARS
• The British colonial rule was first established 

in Bengal. It is here that the earliest attempts 
were made to reorder rural society and 
establish a new regime of land rights and a 
new revenue system.

• Lord Cornwallis realized  that the direct 
collection of taxes from the peasants was 
impossible to the company. So the company 
entered into some arrangement with the 
Zamindars for tax collection on a permanent 
basis.

• In 1793 the Permanent settlement was 
introduced in Bengal by Lord Cornwallis.



LORD CORNWALLIS

•He was the commander of the

British forces during the American

War of Independence and the

Governor General of Bengal when   

the Permanent Settlement was

introduced there in 1793.



The Permanent Settlement of Bengal
• By this system the zamindars became permanent, hereditary 

owners of the land for which they had to pay a fixed revenue 
to the company every year.

• The zamindar collected rent from the different villages, paid 
the revenue to the Company, and retained the difference as 
his income. He was expected to pay the Company regularly, 
failing which his estate could be auctioned.

• In the early decades after the Permanent Settlement, 
however, zamindars regularly failed to pay the revenue 
demand and unpaid balances accumulated.



Why Zamindars defaulted on payments?
• The reasons for this failure were various. First: the initial demands 

were very high.

• Second: this high demand was imposed in the 1790s, a time when the 
prices of agricultural produce were depressed, making it difficult for 
the ryots to pay their dues to the zamindar. If the zamindar could not 
collect the rent, how could he pay the Company?

• Third: the revenue was invariable, regardless of the harvest, and had to 
be paid punctually. In fact, according to the Sunset Law, if payment did 
not come in by sunset of the specified date, the zamindari was liable to 
be auctioned. 

• Fourth: the Permanent Settlement initially limited the power of the 
zamindar to collect rent from the ryot and manage his zamindari.



The rise of the jotedars
•While many zamindars were facing a crisis at the end of the 

eighteenth century, a group of rich peasants called Jotedars
were consolidating their position in the villages.

•By the early 19th C, jotedars had acquired vast areas of land –
sometimes as much as several thousand acres. They controlled 
local trade as well as moneylending, exercising immense power 
over the poorer cultivators of the region. 

•A large part of their land was cultivated through sharecroppers 
(adhiyars or bargadars) who brought their own ploughs, 
laboured in the field, and handed over half the produce to the 
jotedars after the harvest.



The rise of the jotedars

•Within the villages, the power of jotedars was more 
effective than that of zamindars. Unlike zamindars who 
often lived in urban areas, jotedars were located in the 
villages and exercised direct control over a considerable 
section of poor villagers.

• They deliberately delayed payments of revenue to the 
zamindar with the support of peasants. 

• In fact, when the estates of the zamindars were 
auctioned for failure to make revenue payment, jotedars
were often amongst the purchasers.



The zamindars resist
• The authority of the zamindars in rural areas,however, did not collapse. 

Faced with high revenue demand and possible auction of their estates, 
they devised ways of surviving the pressures. New contexts produced 
new strategies.

• Fictitious sale was one such strategy. The Raja of Burdwan, for 
instance, first transferred some of his zamindari to his mother, since 
the Company had decreed that the property of women would not be 
taken over.

• When people from outside the zamindari bought an estate at an 
auction, they could not always take possession. At times their agents 
would be attacked by lathyals of the former zamindar. Sometimes even 
the ryots resisted the entry of outsiders.



The zamindars resist

•By the beginning of the nineteenth century 
the depression in prices was over. Thus 
those who had survived the troubles of the 
1790s consolidated their power. Rules of 
revenue payment were also mad somewhat 
flexible. 

•As a result, the zamindar’s power over the 
villages was strengthened. It was only 
during the Great Depression of the 1930s 
that they finally collapsed and the jotedars
consolidated their power in the countryside.



The Fifth Report
• Many of the changes took place in the countryside were 

documented in detail in a report that was submitted to the 
British Parliament in 1813. 

• It was the fifth of a series of reports on the administration 
and activities of the East India Company in India. 

• Often referred to as the Fifth Report, it ran into 1002 pages, 
of which over 800 pages were appendices that reproduced 
petitions of zamindars and ryots, reports of collectors from 
different districts, statistical tables on revenue returns, and 
notes on the revenue and judicial administration of Bengal 
and Madras (present-day Tamil Nadu) written by officials.



The Fifth Report
From the time the Company established its rule in Bengal in the mid-

1760s, its activities were closely watched and debated in England. 

There were many groups in Britain who were opposed to the 
monopoly that the East India Company had over trade with India and 
China. 

These groups wanted a revocation of the Royal Charter that gave the 
Company this monopoly.

Information about Company misrule and maladministration was hotly 
debated in Britain and incidents of the greed and corruption of 
Company officials were widely publicised in the press. 

The British Parliament passed a series of Acts in the late eighteenth 
century to regulate and control Company rule in India.



The Hoe and the Plough

•Agriculture expanded from the wetlands of Bengal to 
drier zones, swallowing up pastures and forests in the 
hilly areas.

• So many changes took place in these areas after the 
expansion of agriculture.



IN THE HILLS OF RAJMAHAL
• The inhabitants of the Rajmahal hills were 

known as Paharias. They lived around the 
Rajmahal hills, subsisting on forest produce and 
practising shifting cultivation. 

• They cleared patches of forest by cutting 
bushes and burning the undergrowth. On these 
patches, enriched by the potash from the ash, 
the Paharias grew a variety of pulses and 
millets for consumption.

• They scratched the ground lightly with hoes, 
cultivated the cleared land for a few years, then 
left it fallow so that it could recover its fertility, 
and moved to a new area.



FRANCIS BUCHANAN
• Francis Buchanan was a physician who came to 

India and served in the Bengal Medical Service 
(from 1794 to 1815). For a few years he was 
surgeon to the Governor-General of India, Lord 
Wellesley.

• In the early 19th C, Buchanan travelled through 
the Rajmahal hills. From his description, This is 
an area that signified danger. Wherever he 
went, people were hostile, apprehensive of 
officials and unwilling to talk to them. In many 
instances they deserted their villages and 
absconded.



In the Hills of Rajmahal
• From the forests they collected mahua (a 

flower) for food, silk cocoons and resin for 
sale, and wood for charcoal production.

• The undergrowth that spread like a mat 
below the trees and the patches of grass 
that covered the lands left fallow provided 
pasture for cattle.

• The life of the Paharias – as hunters, 
shifting cultivators, food gatherers, 
charcoal producers, silkworm rearers – was 
thus intimately connected to the forest.



In the hills of Rajmahal
• They lived in hutments within tamarind groves, and 

rested in the shade of mango trees. 

• They considered the entire region as their land, the 
basis of their identity as well as survival; and they 
resisted the intrusion of outsiders. Their chiefs 
maintained the unity of the group, settled disputes, 
and led the tribe in battles with other tribes and 
plainspeople.

• the Paharias regularly raided the plains where 
settled agriculturists lived. These raids were 
necessary for survival, particularly in years of 
scarcity; they were a way of asserting power over 
settled communities.



In the Hills of Rajmahal
• The zamindars on the plains had to often purchase peace by paying 

a regular tribute to the hill chiefs. 

• Traders similarly gave a small amount to the hill folk for permission 
to use the passes controlled by them. Once the toll was paid, the 
Paharia chiefs protected the traders, ensuring that their goods 
were not plundered by anyone.

• The British encouraged forest clearance, and zamindars and 
jotedars turned uncultivated lands into rice fields. 

• To the British, extension of settled agriculture was necessary to 
enlarge the sources of land revenue, produce crops for export, and 
establish the basis of a settled, ordered society.



In the Hills of Rajmahal

•As settled agriculture expanded, the area under forests and 
pastures contracted. This sharpened the conflict between 
hill folk and settled cultivators. 

• The former began to raid settled villages with increasing 
regularity, carrying away food grains and cattle. Exasperated 
colonial officials tried to supress the Paharias. But this was 
not easy. 

• In the 1770s the British embarked on a brutal policy of 
extermination, hunting the Paharias down and killing them.



In the Hills of Rajmahal
• Then, by the 1780s, Augustus Cleveland, the Collector 

of Bhagalpur, proposed a policy of compromise. 

•Paharia chiefs were given an annual allowance and 
made responsible for the proper conduct of their 
men. They were expected to maintain order in their 
localities and discipline their own people. 

•Many Paharia chiefs refused the allowances. Those 
who accepted, most often lost authority within the 
community.



In the Hills of Rajmahal
• As the pacification campaigns continued, the Paharias

withdrew deep into the mountains, insulating themselves 
from hostile forces, and carrying on a war with outsiders. 

• So when Buchanan travelled through the region in 1810 -11 
the Paharias naturally viewed him with suspicion. 

• The experience of pacification campaigns and memories of 
brutal repression shaped their perception of British invasion 
into the area. 

• Every white man appeared to represent a power that was 
destroying their way of life and means of survival, snatching 
away their control over their forests and lands.



In the Hills of Rajmahal
• By this time in fact there were newer intimations of danger. 

• Santhals were pouring into the area, clearing forests, cutting down 
timber, ploughing land and growing rice and cotton. As the lower hills 
were taken over by Santhal settlers, the Paharias receded deeper into 
the Rajmahal hills. 

• If Paharia life was symbolised by the hoe, which they used for shifting 
cultivation, the settlers came to represent the power of the plough. 
The battle between the hoe and the plough was a long one.



The Santhals: Pioneer settlers
• At the end of 1810, Buchanan 

crossed Ganjuria Pahar, which was 
part of the Rajmahal ranges, passed 
through the rocky country beyond, 
and reached a village. 

• It was an old village but the land 
around had been recently cleared to 
extend cultivation. Looking at the 
landscape, Buchanan found 
evidence of the region having been 
transformed through “proper 
application of human labour”. 



The Santhals: Pioneer settlers

• The soil here was rocky but 
“uncommonly fine”, and now here had 
Buchanan seen finer tobacco and 
mustard. 

• On enquiry he discovered that the 
frontiers of cultivation here had been 
extended by the Santhals. 

• They had moved into this area around 
1800, displaced the hill folk who lived 
on these lower slopes, cleared the 
forests and settled the land.



The Santhals: Pioneer settlers
• The Santhals had begun to come into Bengal around the 1780s.

• Zamindars hired them to reclaim land and expand cultivation, and 
British officials invited them to settle in the Jangal Mahals. 

• Having failed to subdue the Paharias and transform them into 
settled agriculturists, the British turned to the Santhals. 

• The Paharias refused to cut forests and resisted touching the 
plough.

• The Santhals, by contrast, appeared to be ideal settlers, clearing 
forests and ploughing the land with vigour (great interest).

• The Santhals were given land and persuaded to settle in the 
valleys of Rajmahal.



The Santhals: Pioneer settlers

•By 1832 a large area of land was demarcated as Damin-i-
Koh. This was declared to be the land of the Santhals. They 
were to live within it, practise plough agriculture, and 
become settled peasants. 

• The land grant to the Santhals stipulated that at least one-
tenth of the area was to be cleared and cultivated within 
the first ten years. The territory was surveyed and mapped. 

• Enclosed with boundary pillars, it was separated from both 
the world of the settled agriculturists of the plains and the 
Paharias of the hills.



The Santhals: Pioneer settlers
• After the demarcation of Damin-i-Koh, Santhal settlements expanded rapidly. 

From 40 Santhal villages in the area in 1838, as many as 1,473 villages had come 
up by 1851.

• Over the same period, the Santhal population increased from a mere 3,000 to 
over 82,000. As cultivation expanded, an increased volume of revenue flowed 
into the Company’s coffers.

• When the Santhals settled on the peripheries of the Rajmahal hills, the Paharias
resisted but were ultimately forced to withdraw deeper into the hills.

• In this situation the Paharias could not effectively sustain their mode of 
cultivation. When the forests of the region were cleared for cultivation the 
hunters amongst them also faced problems. 

• The Santhals, by contrast, gave up their earlier life of mobility and settled down, 
cultivating a range of commercial crops for the market, and dealing with traders 
and moneylenders.



The Santhals: Pioneer settlers
• The Santhals, however, soon found that the land they had brought under 

cultivation was slipping away from their hands. 

• The state was levying heavy taxes on the land that the Santhals had cleared, 
moneylenders (dikus) were charging them high rates of interest and taking 
over the land when debts remained unpaid, and zamindars were asserting 
control over the Damin area. 

• By the 1850s, the Santhals felt that the time had come to rebel against 
zamindars, moneylenders and the colonial state, in order to create an ideal 
world for themselves where they would rule.

• It was after the Santhal Revolt (1855-56 ) that the Santhal Pargana was 
created, carving out 5,500 square miles from the districts of Bhagalpur and 
Birbhum. 

• The colonial state hoped that by creating a new territory for the Santhals and 
imposing some special laws within it, the Santhals could be conciliated.



The accounts of Buchanan
• While reading the reports of Buchanan we should not forget that he 

was an employee of the British East India Company. His journeys were 
not simply inspired by the love of landscape and the desire to discover 
the unknown. 

• He marched everywhere with a large army of people – draughtsmen, 
surveyors, palanquin bearers, coolies. The costs of the travels were 
borne by the East India Company since it needed the information that 
Buchanan was expected to collect. 

• Buchanan had specific instructions about what he had to look for and 
what he had to record. When he arrived at a village with his army of 
people, he was immediately perceived as an agent of the sarkar.



The accounts of Buchanan
• As the Company consolidated its power and expanded its commerce, it 

looked for natural resources it could control and exploit. 

• It surveyed landscapes and revenue sources, organized voyages of 
discovery, and sent its geologists and geographers, its botanists and 
medical men to collect information. 

• Buchanan, undoubtedly an extraordinary observer, was one such 
individual.

• Everywhere Buchanan went, he obsessively observed the stones and 
rocks and the different strata and layers of soil. 

• He searched for minerals and stones that were commercially valuable, 
he recorded all signs of iron ore and mica, granite and salt petre. 

• He carefully observed local practices of salt-making and iron ore-
mining.



The accounts of Buchanan
•When Buchanan wrote about a landscape, he most often 

described not just what he saw, what the landscape was like, 
but also how it could be transformed and made more 
productive – what crops could be cultivated, which trees cut 
down, and which ones grown. 
•And we must remember that his vision and his priorities were 

different from those of the local inhabitants: his assessment of 
what was necessary was shaped by the commercial concerns 
of the Company and modern Western notions of what 
constituted progress. 
•He was inevitably critical of the lifestyles of forest dwellers and 

felt that forests had to be turned into agricultural lands.



REVOLT IN THE COUNTRY SIDE 
THE BOMBAY DECCAN

• Through the nineteenth century, peasants in various parts of India rose 
in revolt against moneylenders and grain dealers. One such revolt 
occurred in 1875 in the Deccan.

Account books are burnt

• The movement began at Supa, a large village in Poona (present-day 
Pune) district. It was a market centre where many shopkeepers and 
moneylenders lived.

• On 12 May1875, ryots from surrounding rural areas gathered and 
attacked the shopkeepers, demanding their bahi khatas (account 
books) and debt bonds. They burnt the khatas, looted grain shops, and 
in some cases set fire to the houses of sahukars. (A sahukar was 
someone who acted as both a moneylender and a trader)



• From Poona the revolt spread to Ahmednagar. Then over the next 
two months it spread even further, over an area of 6,500 square 
km. More than thirty villages were affected. 

• Everywhere the pattern was the same: sahukars were attacked, 
account books burnt and debt bonds destroyed. 

• Terrified of peasant attacks, the sahukars fled the villages, very 
often leaving their property and belongings behind. 

• As the revolt spread, British officials saw the spectre of 1857. 
Police posts were established in villages to frighten rebellious 
peasants into submission. 

• Troops were quickly called in; 951 people were arrested, and many 
convicted. But it took several months to bring the countryside 
under control.



Why the burning of bonds and deeds? Why this revolt?
A NEW REVENUE SYSTEM

• As British rule expanded from Bengal to other parts of India, new 
systems of revenue were imposed….instead of Permanent Settlement…

• Why?

• After 1810, agricultural prices rose, increasing the value of harvest 
produce, and enlarging the income of the Bengal zamindars. Since the 
revenue demand was fixed under the Permanent Settlement, the 
colonial state could not claim any share of this enhanced income.

• Influence of Ricardian theory of rent- According to Ricardian ideas, a 
landowner should have a claim only to the “average rent” that 
prevailed at a given time. When the land yielded more than this 
“average rent”, the landowner had a surplus that the state needed to 
tax. So the company introduced new and different system.



THE RYOTWARI SYSYTEM
• The revenue system that was introduced in the Bombay 

Deccan came to be known as the ryotwari settlement. 

• The revenue was directly settled with the ryot. 

• The average income from different types of soil was 
estimated, the revenue-paying capacity of the ryot was 
assessed and a proportion of it fixed as the share of the 
state. 

• The lands were resurveyed every 30 years and the revenue 
rates increased. Therefore the revenue demand was no 
longer permanent.



Revenue demand and peasant debt

• 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.



Revenue demand and peasant debt
• 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.
•One third of the cattle of the Deccan were killed, and half the 

human population died. Those who survived had no 
agricultural stocks to see them through the crisis. Unpaid 
balances of revenue mounted.



Revenue demand and peasant debt
• How did cultivators live through such years? How did they pay the 

revenue, procure their consumption needs, purchase their 
ploughs and cattle, or get their children married?

• Inevitably, they borrowed. Revenue could rarely be paid without a 
loan from a moneylender. 

• But once a loan was taken, the ryot found it difficult to pay it back. 
As debt mounted, and loans remained unpaid, peasants’ 
dependence on moneylenders increased. 

• By the 1840s, officials were finding evidence of alarming levels of 
peasant indebtedness everywhere.

• There is no way to peasants…. other than revolt…..



The Cotton Boom



THE COTTON BOOM
• Before the 1860s, three-fourths of raw cotton 

imports into Britain came from America. British 
cotton manufacturers had for long been worried 
about this dependence on American supplies.

• They eagerly looked for alternative sources of 
supply.

• In 1857 the Cotton Supply Association was    
founded in Britain, and in 1859 the Manchester 
Cotton Company was formed. 

• Their objective was “to encourage cotton production 
in every part of the world suited for its growth”. 

• India possessed suitable soil, a climate favourable to 
cotton cultivation, and cheap labour.



The Cotton Boom
• When the American Civil War broke out in 1861, a wave of panic 

spread through cotton circles in Britain. Raw cotton imports from 
America fell to less than three per cent of the normal. 

• Messages were sent to India and elsewhere to increase cotton exports 
to Britain. In Bombay, cotton merchants visited the cotton districts to 
assess supplies and encourage cultivation. 

• They provided financial support and these developments had a 
profound impact on the Deccan countryside. The ryots in the Deccan 
villages suddenly found access to seemingly limitless credit. They were 
being given Rs 100 as advance for every acre they planted with cotton.

• Cotton production in the Bombay Deccan expanded. By 1862 over 90 
per cent of cotton imports into Britain were coming from India.



Credit dries up
• As the Civil War ended, cotton production in America revived and Indian 

cotton exports to Britain steadily declined. Export merchants and sahukars
in Maharashtra were no longer keen on extending long-term credit. 

• They could see the demand for Indian cotton fall and cotton prices slide 
downwards. So they decided to close down their operations, restrict their 
advances to peasants, and demand repayment of outstanding debts.

• While credit dried up, the revenue demand increased dramatically: from 50 
to 100 per cent. 

• How could ryots pay this inflated demand at a time when prices were 
falling and cotton fields disappearing? 

• Yet again they had to turn to the moneylender. But the moneylender now 
refused loans. He no longer had confidence in the ryots’ capacity to repay.



The experience of injustice
• The refusal of moneylenders to extend loans enraged the ryots. 

• What infuriated them was not simply that they had got deeper and deeper 
into debt, or that they were utterly dependent on the moneylender for 
survival, but that moneylenders were being insensitive to their plight. 

• The moneylenders were violating the customary norms of the countryside.

• One general norm was that the interest charged could not be more than the 
principal. This was defined as “fair interest”. 

• Under colonial rule this norm broke down. 

• In one of the many cases investigated by the Deccan Riots Commission, the 
moneylender had charged over Rs 2,000 as interest on a loan of Rs 100. 

• In petition after petition, ryots complained of the injustice of such exactions 
and the violation of custom.



The experience of injustice
• The ryots complained of moneylenders manipulating laws and forging 

accounts. 

• In 1859 the British passed a Limitation Law that stated that the loan 
bonds signed between moneylenders and ryots would have validity for 
only three years. This law was meant to check the accumulation of 
interest over time. 

• The moneylender forced the ryot to sign a new bond every three years. 
When a new bond was signed, the unpaid balance – that is, the original 
loan and the accumulated interest – was entered as the principal on 
which a new set of interest charges was calculated. 

• They refused to give receipts when loans were repaid, entered 
fictitious figures in bonds, acquired the peasants’ harvest at low prices, 
and ultimately took over peasants’ property.



The experience of injustice
• Deeds and bonds appeared as symbols of the new oppressive system. In the 

past such deeds had been rare. 

• According to the view of the British the terms of transactions had to be 
clearly stated in contracts, deeds and bonds, and regulated by law. Unless 
the deed or contract was legally enforceable, it had no value.

• Over time peasants came to associate the misery of their lives with the new 
regime of bonds and deeds. They were made to sign and put thumb 
impressions on documents, but they did not know what they were actually 
signing. 

• They had no idea of the clauses that moneylenders inserted in the bonds. 
They feared the written word. But they had no choice because to survive 
they needed loans, and moneylenders were unwilling to give loans without 
legal bonds.



The Deccan Riots Commission
• When the revolt spread in the Deccan, the Government of Bombay was 

initially unwilling to see it as anything serious. But the Government of 
India, worried by the memory of 1857, pressurized the Government of 
Bombay to set up a commission of enquiry to investigate into the 
causes of the riots. 

• The commission produced a report that was presented to the British 
Parliament in 1878. This report, referred to as the Deccan Riots Report, 
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, sahukars and eyewitnesses, compiled 
statistical data on revenue rates, prices and interest rates in different 
regions, and collated the reports sent by district collectors.



TIMELINE
• 1765 English East India Company acquires Diwani of Bengal.

• 1773 Regulating Act passed by the British Parliament to regulate the 
activities of the East India Company.

• 1793 Permanent Settlement in Bengal.

• 1800s Santhals begin to come to the Rajmahal hills and settle there.

• 1818 First revenue settlement in the Bombay Deccan.

• 1820s Agricultural prices begin to fall.

• 1840s-50s A slow process of agrarian expansion in the Bombay 
Deccan.

• 1855-56 Santhal rebellion.

• 1861 Cotton boom begins.

• 1875 Ryots in Deccan villages rebel.
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NATURE OF THE REVOLT

V.D.SAVARKAR : “FIRST WAR OF INDIA INDEPENDENCE”.

BENJAMIN DISREILY : “NATIONAL RISING”.

(Opposition leader of House of Commons-

-Leader of Conservative Party)

ASOK MEHTHA : “GREAT REBELLION”.

R.C.MAJUMDAR : “NEITHER FIRST WAR NOR NATIONAL WAR 

OF INDEPENDENCE”.

JOHN LAWRENCE : “SEPOY MUTINY”.

M.N.ROY, R.P.DATH, A.R.DESAI, J.L.NEHRU : “FEUDAL 

UPRISING”. 





POLITICAL CAUSES

SUBSIDIARY ALLIANCE SYSTEM

DOCTRINE OF LAPSE

JHANSI- Gangadhar Rao died without a natural

heir- adopted son-Ananda Rao- Not admitted by 

British- Rani Lakshmi Bhai became the enemy of

the British.

Annexed Satara, Nagpur, Sambalpur, Udaipur.

POLICY OF ANNEXATION – ANNEXATION OF OUDH



SOCIAL & RELIGIOUS CAUSES

Racial Arrogance

Social Reform Legislations

Abolition of Sati-1829, Infanticide-

1802, Slavory-1845 etc..

Widow Re-marriage Act-1856

Introduction of Railway, Telegraph 

etc…Suspicions of Indians.

Religious conversion – into Christianity



ECONOMIC CAUSES

Economic exploitation – Colonial 

exploitation. 

Ruin of artisans and craftsmen.

Stagnation and decline of agriculture 

– excessive land revenue demand.

Ruin of old Zamindars.



ADMINISTRATIVE CAUSES

Corruption of rulers and officials.

Bribe

No Indians appointed in higher posts.



MILITARY CAUSES

Dissatisfaction of the sepoys.

Nominal salary

Bad food

No higher post- No promotion

Compulsory foreign service- No extra Batta

for foreign service

Banning of religious symbols – Dress code

Appointment of Christian missionaries in 

Barracks.



IMMEDIATE CAUSE

 Introduction of new Enfield Rifle and Cartridges.

 In 1857 there were 36,000 English and 2,57,000 

Indian soldiers in the British India Army.

 In 1857 a rumour spread that the catridges of the 

new enfield rifle was greased with the fat of cows 

and pigs, objectionable to both Hindus and 

Muslims.

 The story of catridges spread like wild fire through 

out the country.



IMMEDIATE CAUSE

Sepoys refused to use and when 

compelled to use they shot the 

European Officers.

1857 March 29-Mangal Pandey of 

the 34th Infantry of Barrackpur shot 

his superior and the British captured 

and killed him.

 The Revolt started on 10th May at 

Meerut and later spread to other 

parts of the country.





PATTERN OF THE REBELLION
Beginning……

 Late in the afternoon of 10 May 1857, the sepoys in the 

cantonment of Meerut broke out in mutiny. 

 It began in the lines of the native infantry, spread very 

swiftly to the cavalry and then to the city. 

 The ordinary people of the town and surrounding villages 

joined the sepoys. 

 The sepoys captured the bell of arms where the arms and 

ammunition were kept and proceeded to attack white 

people, burn their bungalows and property. 



Pattern of the Rebellion

Government buildings – the record office, jail, 

court, post office, treasury, etc. – were destroyed 

and plundered. The telegraph line to Delhi was cut. 

As darkness descended, a group of sepoys

marched towards Delhi. The sepoys arrived at the 

gates of the Red Fort early in the morning on 11 

May. 

 They proclaimed Bahadursha, the Mughal 

emperor, as their ruler.



PATTERN OF THE REBELLION

When ordinary people began joining the revolt, the 

targets of attack widened. 

 In major towns like Lucknow, Kanpur and Bareilly,   

moneylenders and the rich also became the objects 

of rebel wrath. Peasants not only saw them as 

oppressors but also as allies of the British. In most 

places their houses were looted and destroyed. 

The mutiny in the sepoy ranks quickly became a 

rebellion.



PATTERN OF THE REBELLION

 In the months of May and June, the British 

had no answer to the actions of the rebels. 

 Individual Britons tried to save their own lives 

and the lives of their families. British rule, as 

one British officer noted, “collapsed like a 

house made of cards’’. 

 The reason for the similarity in the pattern of 

the revolt in different places lay partly in its 

planning and coordination.



Rumours and prophecies
 Rumours and prophecies played a part in moving people to 

action. 

 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.



Rumours and prophecies

 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.



Subsidiary Alliance

 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.



Displacement of the Taluqdars

 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%. 



Displacement of the Taluqdars

 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.



Displacement of the Taluqdars

 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 overassessed

 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.



What the rebels wanted (Vision of unity)

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.



What the rebels wanted (Vision of unity)

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.



Images of the Revolt

 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” 





Centres and Revolt
MEERAT : Started

KANPUR : Nana Saheb

JAGADISHPUR : Kunwar Sing

DELHI : Bahadursha and Gen.Bakth Khan

 LUCKNOW : Beegum Hazrath Mahal and 

Ahammedulla

JHANSI : Rani Lakshmibhai

FAIZABAD : Moulavi Ahammedulla

BARELY : Khan Bahadur









Bahdur shah Safar







Kunwar sing











SHAMAL
 Shah Mal lived in a large village in pargana Barout in Uttar Pradesh. He belonged to a clan of 

Jat cultivators whose kinship ties extended over chaurasee des (eighty-four villages). The lands 
in the region were irrigated and fertile, with rich dark loam soil. Many of the villagers were 

prosperous and saw the British land revenue system as oppressive: the revenue demand was 

high and its collection inflexible. Consequently cultivators were losing land to outsiders, to 

traders and moneylenders who were coming into the area. Shah Mal mobilised the headmen 

and cultivators of chaurasee des, moving at night from village to village, urging people to 
rebel against the British. As in many other places, the revolt against the British turned into a 

general rebellion against all signs of oppression and injustice. Cultivators left their fields and 

plundered the houses of moneylenders and traders. Displaced proprietors took possession of 

the lands they had lost. Shah Mal’s men attacked government buildings, destroyed the bridge 

over the river, and dug up metalled roads – partly to prevent government forces from coming 

into the area, and partly because bridges and roads were seen as symbols of British rule. They 

sent supplies to the sepoys who had mutinied in Delhi and stopped all official communication 

between British headquarters and Meerut. Locally acknowledged as the Raja, Shah Mal took 

over the bungalow of an English officer, turned it into a “hall of justice”, settling disputes and 
dispensing judgments. He also set up an amazingly effective network of intelligence. For a 
period the people of the area felt that firangi raj was over, and their raj had come. Shah Mal 

was killed in battle in July 1857.



End of the Revolt
 By July 1858 the rebellion was completely suppressed by the 

British.

CAUSES OF FAILURE

1. It was not a nation wide struggle.

2. There was no capable leader who could unite the scattered 

elements and infuse the movement with a unity of action.

3. Lack of popular support and antipathy of Indian rulers.

4. The modern educated Indians did not support the revolt.

5. Superiority of British arms.

6. Absence of Unity among various religious sects.



Results of the Revolt of 1857
1. Crown rule began (Queen’s proclamation, Noc.1, 

1858- End of the rule of EEIC.

2. Indian army reorganized.

3. Policy of annexation given up and policy of divide 

rule began.

4. Growth of Indian Nationalism.

5. Viceroy appointed. The Gov.Genrl of India now 

came to be known as Viceroy of India. (Lord 

Canning)

6. The end of the Mughal Empire.



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.
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Understanding Partition
We know that the joy of our country’s independence from 

colonial rule in 1947 was tarnished by the violence and 
brutality of Partition. 

The Partition of British India into the sovereign states of 
India and Pakistan (with its western and eastern wings) led 
to many sudden developments. 

Thousands of lives were snuffed out, many others changed 
dramatically, cities changed, India changed, a new country 
was born, and there was unprecedented genocidal violence 
and migration.



Partition or holocaust?
• The researchers just presented point to the brutal violence that 

characterised Partition. 

• Several thousand people were killed and innumerable women 
raped and abducted. Millions were transformed into refugees 
in alien lands. 

• It is impossible to arrive at any accurate estimate of casualties: 
guesses of death vary from 200,000 to 500,000 people.

• Thousand  were rendered homeless, having suddenly lost all 
their immovable property and most of their movable assets, 
separated from many of their relatives and friends as well.



Partition or holocaust?

• Speaking of the killings, rape, arson, and loot that 
constituted Partition, contemporary observers and scholars 
have sometimes used the expression “holocaust” as well, 
primarily meaning destruction or slaughter on a mass scale.

• Is this usage appropriate?

• We have heard about the German Holocaust under the 
Nazis. It was a state sponsored programme. 

• But  the “ethnic cleansing” that characterised the partition of 
India was carried out by self-styled representatives of 
religious communities rather than by state agencies.



The Influence of Unchanging Ideas
• India-haters in Pakistan and Pakistan-haters in India are both products 

of Partition. 

• Some people mistakenly believe that the loyalties of Indian Muslims lie 
with Pakistan, Muslims are cruel, bigoted, unclean, descendants of 
invaders, while Hindus are kind, liberal, pure, children of the invaded. 

• On the otherhand some Pakistanis feel that Muslims are fair, brave, 
monotheists and meat-eaters, while Hindus are dark, cowardly, 
polytheists and vegetarian.

• Partition generated memories, hatreds and identities that still continue 
to shape the history of people on both sides of the border.

• These hatreds have strengthened during communal conflicts and

kept alive the memories of past violence.



The Influence of Unchanging Ideas
• Stories of Partition violence are repeated 

by communal groups to deepen the divide 
between communities: creating in 
people’s minds feelings of suspicion and 
distrust and creating the most reactionary 
idea that Hindus, Sikhs and Muslims are 
communities with sharply defined 
boundaries, and fundamentally opposed 
interests.

• The relationship between Pakistan and 
India has been profoundly shaped by this 
legacy of Partition.



Why and How did Partition Happen…..?
• Some scholars see Partition as a culmination of a communal 

politics that started developing in the opening decades of the 
twentieth century. 

• They suggest that separate electorates for Muslims, created by 
the colonial government in 1909 (Minto-Morley Reforms) and 
expanded in 1919 (Montegu-Chelmsford Reofrms), crucially 
shaped the nature of communal politics.

• During the 1920s and early 1930s tension grew around a number 
of issues. Muslims were angered by “music-before-mosque”, by 
the cow protection movement, and by the efforts of the Arya 
Samaj to bring back to the Hindu fold (shuddhi ) those who had 
recently converted to Islam.



Why and How did Partition Happen…..?

• Hindus were angered by the rapid growth of tabligh
(propaganda) and tanzim (organisation) after 1923.

• In 1937, elections to the provincial legislatures were held for 
the first time. The Congress did well in the elections in 
general seats but did badly in the constituencies reserved for 
Muslims, but the Muslim League also fared poorly, acquired 
only 4.4 per cent of the total polled Muslim votes.

• The League failed to win a single seat in the North West 
Frontier Province (NWFP) and could capture only two out of 
84 reserved constituencies in the Punjab and three out of 33 
in Sind.



Why and How did Partition Happen…..?

• In the United Provinces, the Muslim League wanted to form a joint 
government with the Congress. The Congress had won an absolute 
majority in the province, so it rejected the offer. 

• Some scholars argue that this rejection convinced the League that if 
India remained united, then Muslims would find it difficult to gain 
political power because they would remain a minority. 

• The League assumed, of course, that only a Muslim party could 
represent Muslim interests, and that the Congress was essentially a 
Hindu party. 

• Even in Sind it failed to form a government. It was from this point 
onwards that the League doubled its efforts at expanding its social 
support by abusing communal feelings.



Why and How did Partition Happen…..?

• The attitude of INC was also contributed much for communal 
polarization.

• Maulana Azad, an important Congress leader, pointed out in 1937 
that members of the Congress were not allowed to join the 
League, yet Congressmen were active in the Hindu Mahasabha
and Arya Samaj.

• Incidentally, this was also the period when the Hindu Mahasabha
and the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) were gaining 
strength. 

• By 1940, the RSS had over 1,00,000 trained and highly disciplined 
cadres all over India pledged to an ideology of Hindu nationalism, 
convinced that India was a land of the Hindus.



Why and How did Partition Happen…..?
The “Pakistan” Resolution

• The Pakistan demand was formalised gradually.

• On 23 March 1940, the League moved a resolution 
demanding a measure of autonomy for the Muslim majority 
areas of the subcontinent.

• The origins of the Pakistan demand have also been traced 
back to the Urdu poet Mohammad Iqbal, the writer of “Sare
Jahan Se Achha Hindustan Hamara”. In his presidential 
address to the Muslim League in 1930, the poet spoke of a 
need for a “North-West Indian Muslim state”.



The suddenness of Partition

• We have seen that the League itself was 
vague about its demand in 1940. There was 
a very short time – just seven years –
between the first formal articulation of the 
demand for a measure of autonomy for the 
Muslim-majority areas of the subcontinent 
and Partition. 

• No one knew what the creation of Pakistan 
meant, and how it might shape people’s 
lives in the future. Many who migrated from 
their homelands in 1947 thought they would 
return as soon as peace prevailed again.



The suddenness of Partition
• The pressure of the Second World War on 

the British delayed negotiations for 
independence for some time. It was the 
massive Quit India Movement which 
started in 1942, that brought the British 
Raj to its knees and compelled its officials 
to open a dialogue with Indian parties 
regarding a possible transfer of power.

Post War Developments

• Negotiations were begun again in l945. 
Discussions about the transfer of power 
broke down due to Jinnah’s adamant 
attitude.



Post War Developments
•Provincial elections were again held in 1946. The 

Congress swept the general constituencies, capturing 
91.3 per cent of the non-Muslim vote. 

• The League’s success in the seats reserved for 
Muslims was equally spectacular: it won all 30 
reserved constituencies in the Centre with 86.6 per 
cent of the Muslim vote and 442 out of 509 seats in 
the provinces. 

• The League establish itself as the dominant party 
among Muslim voters, seeking to vindicate its claim to 
be the “sole spokesman” of India’s Muslims.



Post War Developments
• The Cabinet Mission of March 1946 

started negotiations with Indian 
leaders but failed in all respects.
Neither the League nor the Congress 
agreed to the Cabinet Mission’s 
proposal.

• By this time the partition became 
inevitable, with most of the Congress
leaders agreeing to it, seeing it as 
tragic but unavoidable. Only 
Mahatma Gandhi and Khan Abdul 
Ghaffar Khan of the NWFP continued 
to firmly oppose the idea of partition.



Towards Partition
• After the failure of the Cabinet 

Mission plan, the Muslim League 
decided on “Direct Action” for 
winning its Pakistan demand.

• It announced 16 August 1946 as 
“Direct Action Day”. On this day, 
riots broke out in Calcutta, lasting 
several days and leaving several 
thousand people dead. 

• By March 1947 violence spread to 
many parts of northern India.



Towards Partition
• It was in March 1947 that the Congress high command 

voted for dividing the Punjab into two halves, one 
with Muslim majority and the other with Hindu/Sikh 
majority; and it asked for the application of a similar 
principle to Bengal. 

•By this time many Sikh leaders and Congressmen in 
the Punjab were convinced that Partition was a 
necessary evil, otherwise they would be swamped by 
Muslim majorities and Muslim leaders would dictate 
terms.



The destruction of law and order
• The blood bath continued for about a year from March 1947 onwards. One 

main reason for this was the collapse of the institutions of governance.

• The police failed to fire even a single shot when arson and killings were 
taking place in Amritsar in March 1947.

• British officials did not know how to handle the situation: they were 
unwilling to take decisions. When panic-stricken people appealed for help, 
British officials asked them to contact Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru, 
Patel or M.A. Jinnah. 

• Nobody knew who could exercise authority and power. The top leadership 
of the Indian parties, except Mahatma Gandhi, were involved in 
negotiations regarding independence while many Indian civil servants in the 
affected provinces feared for their own lives and property. 

• The British were busy preparing to quit India.



The destruction of law and order
• Problems were more worsened 

because Indian soldiers and 
policemen came to act as Hindus, 
Muslims or Sikhs.

• As communal tension mounted, the 
professional commitment of those 
in uniform could not be relied upon. 

• In many places not only did 
policemen help their co-religionists 
but they also attacked members of 
other communities.



The One-man Army
• Amidst all this turmoil, one man’s valiant efforts at restoring communal 

harmony bore fruit. 

• The 77-year-old Gandhiji moved from the villages of Noakhali in East 
Bengal (present-day Bangladesh) to the villages of Bihar and then to 
the riot-torn slums of Calcutta and Delhi, in a heroic effort to stop 
Hindus and Muslims kill each other, careful everywhere to reassure the 
minority community.

• In October 1946, Muslims in East Bengal targeted Hindus. Gandhiji
visited the area, toured the villages on foot, and persuaded the local 
Muslims to guarantee the safety of Hindus.

• Similarly, in other places such as Delhi he tried to build a spirit of 
mutual trust and confidence between the two communities.



The One-man Army

On 28 November 1947, on the occasion of Guru Nanak’s birthday, 
when Gandhiji went to address a meeting of Sikhs at Gurdwara
Sisganj, he noticed that there was no Muslim on the Chandni
Chowk road, the heart of old Delhi. 

“What could be more shameful for us,” he asked during a speech 
that evening, “than the fact that not a single Muslim could be 
found in Chandni Chowk?” 

Gandhiji continued to be in Delhi, fighting the mentality of those 
who wished to drive out every Muslim from the city, seeing them 
as Pakistani. When he began a fast to bring about a change of 
heart, amazingly, many Hindu and Sikh migrants fasted with him.



The One-man Army

• The effect of the fast was “electric”, wrote Maulana
Azad. People began realising the folly of the organized 
killing they had unleashed on the city’s Muslims but it 
was only Gandhiji’s martyrdom that finally ended this 
horrible acts of violence.



Gendering Partition-Recovering Women
• Scholars have written about the harrowing experiences of women in those 

violent times. Women were raped, abducted, sold, often many times over, 
forced to settle down to a new life with strangers in unknown 
circumstances.

• In this crucial time some began to develop new family bonds in their 
changed circumstances. But the Indian and Pakistani governments were 
insensitive to the complexities of human relationships. 

• Believing the women to be on the wrong side of the border, they now tore 
them away from their new relatives, and sent them back to their earlier 
families or locations. They did not consult the concerned women, 
undermining their right to take decisions regarding their own lives.

• According to one estimate, 30,000 women were “recovered”. (22,000 
Muslim women in India and 8000 Hindu and Sikh women in Pakistan, in an 
operation that ended as late as 1954)



Preserving “honour”
• In North Indian peasant societies when the men feared that “their” women 

– wives, daughters, sisters – would be violated by the “enemy”, they killed 
the women themselves. 

• Urvashi Butalia in her book, The Other Side of Silence, narrates one such 
gruesome incident in the village of Thoa Khalsa, Rawalpindi district. During 
Partition, in this Sikh village, ninety women are said to have “voluntarily” 
jumped into a well rather than fall into “enemy” hands. 

• The migrant refugees from this village still commemorate the event at a 
Gurudwara in Delhi, referring to the deaths as martyrdom, not suicide.

• On 13 March every year, when their “martyrdom” is celebrated to 
remember the sacrifice and bravery of their sisters.

• Such rituals do not seek to remember, however, are the stories of all those 
who did not wish to die, and had to end their lives against their will.



Regional Variations
•While riots occurred in Calcutta and Noakhali in 1946, the Partition 

was most bloody and destructive in the Punjab. 

• The near-total displacement of Hindus and Sikhs eastwards into 
India from West Punjab and of almost all Punjabi-speaking Muslims 
to Pakistan happened in a relatively short period of two years 
between 1946 and 1948.

•Many Muslim families of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh 
and Hyderabad in Andhra Pradesh continued to migrate to Pakistan 
through the 1950s and early 1960s, although many chose to 
remain in India. 

•Most of these Urdu-speaking people, known as muhajirs (migrants) 
in Pakistan moved to the Karachi- Hyderabad region in Sind.



Regional Variations
• In Bengal the migration process was very slow. Many Bengali Hindus 

remained in East Pakistan while many Bengali Muslims continued to 
live in West Bengal. 

• Finally, Bengali Muslims (East Pakistanis) rejected Jinnah’s two-nation 
theory through political action, breaking away from Pakistan and 
creating Bangladesh in 1971-72.

• There is, however, a huge similarity between the Punjab and Bengal 
experiences. In both these states, women and girls became prime 
targets of persecution. 

• Attackers treated women’s bodies as territory to be conquered. 
Dishonouring women of a community was seen as dishonouring the 
community itself, and a mode of taking revenge.



Help, Humanity, Harmony
• Along with the violence and pain the partition has a great history of 

help, humanity and harmony. Historians have discovered numerous 
stories of how people helped each other during the Partition period, 
stories of caring and sharing.

• For instance, the work of Khushdeva Singh, a Sikh doctor specialising in 
the treatment of tuberculosis, posted at Dharampur in present day 
Himachal Pradesh. Immersing himself in his work day and night, the 
doctor provided that rare healing touch, food, shelter, love and security 
to numerous migrants, Muslim, Sikh, Hindu alike. 

• The residents of Dharampur developed the kind of faith and 
confidence in his humanity and generosity that the Delhi Muslims and 
others had in Gandhiji.



Help, Humanity, Harmony

•We know about the relief work of this doctor from a 
memoir he entitled Love is Stronger than Hate: A 
Remembrance of 1947.

•He speaks most warmly of two short visits to Karachi in 
1949. Old friends and those whom he had helped at 
Dharampur spent a few memorable hours with him at 
Karachi airport. 

• Six police constables, earlier acquaintances, walked him 
to the plane, saluting him as he entered it. “I 
acknowledged (the salute) with folded hands and tears in 
my eyes.”



Oral Testimonies and History
• Oral narratives, memoirs, diaries, family histories, first-hand written 

accounts – all these help us understand the trials and tribulations of 
ordinary people during the partition of the country.

• For the victims, it was no Mere a political event or constitutional division 
or just the party politics of the Muslim League, Congress and others. 

• For them, it meant the unexpected alterations in life as it unfolded 
between 1946 and 1950 and beyond, requiring psychological, emotional 
and social adjustments.

• Memories and experiences shape the reality of an event.

• Different types of sources have to be tapped for answering different types 
of questions. Government reports, for instance, will tell us of the number 
of “recovered” women exchanged by the Indian and Pakistani states but it 
is the women who will tell us about their suffering.



The End of Partition…….
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1.Bricks, Beads and Bones

THE HARAPPAN CIVILIZATION

Indus Valley Civilization is also known as 
Harappan Civilization.

It started flourishing along with river Indus 
(Now in Pakisthan) at around 2600 BC.

Harappan civilization was the largest 
Bronze age civilization in the world.





India’s First Civilization

As in Mesopotamia and Egypt, early 

civilization in India and China emerged in 

river valleys

The valleys of the Indus River valley of the 

River supported a flourishing civilization 

that extended hundreds of miles from the 

Himalayas to the coast of the Arabian Sea



India’s First Civilization

Archeologists have 

more than a thousand settlements in

the region

Two of the major 

cities we are going

to discuss are:

Harappa

Mohenjo-Daro



Harappa & Mohenjo-Doro 

At its height, Harappa had 35,000 

inhabitants 

Mohenjo-Daro had perhaps 35,000 to 40,000

Both cities were planned carefully

Most buildings were constructed of mud 

bricks baked in oven and were square, 

forming a grid pattern

Public wells provided a regular supply of 

water for all the inhabitants



The Harappan Civilization

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 BC and 

1900 BC.

The period of the civilization is broadly divided 

in to three:

1.The Early Harappan culture (Before 2600 BC)

2.The Mature Harappan culture (2600-1900 BC)

3.The Late Harappan culture (After 1900 BC)



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 building.



Subsistence strategies of the people

(Economic Life)

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(a bird), sheep, goat, 

buffalo, pig, deer, and bear are found at the sites. 

Studies indicate that these animals were either 

domesticated or hunted by the Harappan



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.



Agricultural technologies of Harappans

 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 the Harappan sites were located in semi-arid 

regions. So,to enhance agricultural produce ,they 

needed facilities of irrigation.



Agricultural technologies of Harappans

 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.



Mohenjodaro- A Planned urban centre: 

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.







Layout of Mohenjodaro: Architectural features of 

Mohenjodaro (Town Planning)

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.



Layout of Mohenjodaro: Architectural 

features of Mohenjodaro (Town Planning)

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.



Layout of Mohenjodaro: Architectural 

features of Mohenjodaro (Town Planning)

 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(kummayam), 

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.



Drainage system of the Harappans

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

 Size:11.8 x 7.01 x 2.43 m

 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 Great Bath

 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.





Tracking Social Differences: Strategies 

to find out social differences

 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.

 Jewelleries 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.



Tracking Social Differences: Strategies 

to find out social differences

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(attukallu), 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 

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 
(sooryakantham), crystal, quartz and 
agate(vaidooryam); metals like copper, 
bronze and gold; and shell, 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(a large spoon) out of 

shells.





Methods of making craft by the Harappans

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).





Strategies for procuring materials for craft 

production

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, 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.



Contact with distant lands 

(Trade relation with the world)

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-main theme (generally 

an animal) which conveyed a meaning to 

those who could not read.



Characteristics of seals and script

 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 un deciphered to date



Indus Script



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.

 1.Some archaeologists are of the opinion that 

there were no rulers in the Harappan society and 

that everybody enjoyed equal status.



Ancient Authority

 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;

1. Climatic Change

2. Deforestation

3. Excessive floods

4. Over use of the landscape

5. The shifting and or drying up of rivers

6. Invasion most probably by the Aryans 

7. Harappan state might have ended because there are evidences 

of absence of distinctive artefacts like seals, pottery, etc



The Arrival of the Aryans

Around 1500 BC a group of nomadic peoples 

known as the Aryans moved out of their 

homeland in central Asia.

They moved south into northern India and 

conquered the Harappans and created a 

new Indian society based on Aryan culture 

and institutions.



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.



Discovering the Harappan Civilization

Cunningham and his Confusions

 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.





Different methods adopted by Marshall and 

Wheeler in reconstructing Harappan civilization

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.



Problems faced by archaeologists in the 

interpretation of religious practices of Harappa

 The second, and most complicated, is in terms of 

function: archaeologists have to decide whether, for 

instance, an artefact 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(choola).



Problems faced by archaeologists in the 

interpretation of religious practices of Harappa

 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



Archaeologist’s attempts to reconstruct the 

religious practices of Harappan people

 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:

1.The fire altars found at Kalibangan and Lothal

2.The Great Bath at Monhenjodaro, something meant

for ritual use.





Map-Major Harappan sites 



Map- Major Harappan Sites



Theme 1- Map Study

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 

Answers

1. Harappa 2. Banwali 3. Kalibangan

4. Balakot 5. Rakhi Garhi



Theme 1- Map Study

MODEL QUESTIONS

6. The site where  water reservoirs found  

7. The Important Harappan site from Gujarat 

8. The site where R.D Banerji conducted excavations 

9. The major centre of bead making 

10. One Harappan site now in Pakistan.

Answers

6. Dholavira 7. Lothal 8. Mohenjodaro

9. Chanhudaro 10. Harappa/Mohen jo Daro/

Chan hu Daro/Balakot/ Kot Diji
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EARLY STATES AND ECONOMIES (C.600 BCE-600 CE) (Political 

and Economic History from the Mauryas to the Guptas)

 Introduction

 There were several changes in economic and 

political life between 600 BCE 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.





Brahmi



Karoshti



Prakrit



Pali



The Sixth century BCE was a turning point in 

early Indian history: Reason

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



16 Mahajanapadas



Mahajanapadas



Mahajanapadas



Features of Mahajanapadas

 The 6th C.BC is known for the rise of the 16 

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 for the rise of Magadha

 Between the sixth and fourth centuries BCE, Magadha became 

the most powerful Mahajanapada

1. Powerful and ambitious rulers like Bimbisara, Ajatasattu and 

Mahapadmananda. Availability of iron enabled the Magadhans to 

make tools and weapons.

2. Availability of elephants in forests constituted an important part 

of the army.

3. Fertile soil provided agricultural productivity.

4. Ganga and its tributaries provided means of cheap and 

convenient communication.

5. Location of Pataliputra facilitated routes of communication 

along Ganges.

6. Rajgriha, the old capital of Magadha was located amongst hills.



Magadha 



The Mouryan 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, the Great



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.



Mouryan Administration

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 (First century BCE to first century CE) 

ruled over a vast kingdom extending from      central 

Asia to North West India



New Notions of Kingship (Post-Mauryan period)

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’. 



New Notions of Kingship (Post-Mauryan period)

 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

o Use of iron tipped ploughshare

o Introduction of transplantation of paddy

o Irrigation through wells, tanks and canals

o 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 elite

 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.



Land grants and new rural elite

 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

o From c. sixth century BCE, urban centres emerged 

in different parts of the subcontinent.

o Majority of the towns such as Pataliputra, Ujjaini, 

Puhar, Mathura etc.were located along riverine or 

land routes.

o Votive Inscriptions give us an idea about town 

people.

o 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.





Towns and Trade

 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 and Kings 

(Numismatics of the 6th century BCE onwards)

o Coins were also issued by tribal republics. For e.g.Yaudheyas

of Punjab and Haryana (first century CE) issued thousands of 

copper coins.

o The Guptas also issued gold coins. These were remarkable for 

their purity. These coins facilitated long distance 

transactions.

o 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.

o 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

o It is found that the name Asoka is not mentioned in 

inscriptions.

o Instead, the king is referred to as devanampiya

(“beloved of the gods”) and piyadassi (“pleasant to 

behold”).

o There were a few inscriptions which also referred to 

the king as Asoka. These inscriptions are also containing 

such titles.

o 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:

o Letters may be very faintly engraved

o Inscriptions may be damaged or letter missing 

o It is not sure about the exact meaning of the words.

o Inscriptions may not have lasted the ravages of time. Thus, what 

is available at present is simply a fraction of what was written.

o Inscriptions may not provide a complete idea about political and 

economic history

o Inscriptions are written from the point of the view of the person 

who commissioned them.

o 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



Key words (Read Instructions regarding contents)

 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.
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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



Sukthankar and the critical 

edition of the Mahabharata



Sukthankar and the critical edition of the 

Mahabharata
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”. 



Structure of Family (Kinfolk)

Norms of family and kinship

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

Patriliny means tracing descent from father to son, 

grandson and so on. (Matriliny is the term used 

when descent is traced through the mother)

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.



Eight forms of marriage

Here are the first, fourth, fifth and sixth forms of marriage 

from the Manusmriti: First: The gift of a daughter, after 

dressing her in costly clothes and honouring her with 

presents of jewels, to a man learned in the Veda whom 

the father himself invites. Fourth: The gift of a daughter by 

the father after he has addressed the couple with the 

text, “May both of you perform your duties together”, and 

has shown honour to the bridegroom. Fifth: When the 

bridegroom receives a maiden, after having given as 

much wealth as he can afford to the kinsmen and to the 

bride herself, according to his own will. Sixth: The voluntary 

union of a maiden and her lover … which springs from 

desire …



Types of marriages

Endogamy: Endogamy refers to marriage within 

a unit (marriage inside ones own group) – this 

could be a kin group, caste, or a group living in 

the same locality.

Exogamy: Exogamy refers to the marriage 

outside ones own group(family) or kin.

Polygamy: Polygamy or Polygyny is the 

practice of a man having several wives.

Polyandry: Polyandry is the practice of a 

woman having several husbands.



Dharmasutras 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 social environments.

This might have led to the questioning of earlier 

beliefs and practices.

It was to meet this challenge that Dharmasutras

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



Features of Gotra

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.



Inscriptional evidence regarding the 

inheritance of gotra among Satavahanas

Were mothers important?

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-social differences within 

and beyond the framework of 

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.



The right occupation - 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.



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 Sungas and 

Kanvas who were Brahmans.

 The Satavahana King Gautamiputra Satakarni claimed to be 

Brahman and destroyer of Kshatriya’s pride.



Indian Kings of Non-Kshatriya origin

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, Saka ruler.

 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.



Jatis; Information from Mandasor inscription

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(dead bodies) and 

dead animals. Those who performed such tasks were 

known as chandalas



Untouchables and duties prescribed for 

them in Manusmriti and Shastra

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 5th 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 7th 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.



1. Gendered access to property

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:

o The institution of kingship was based on human choice, 

with taxes as form of payment for services rendered by the 

king.

o At the same time it reveals recognition of human agency 

in creating and institutionalizing economic and social 

relations.

o It also recognizes the fact that since human beings are 

responsible for creation of the system, they could also 

change it in future.

o 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



Historians and the Mahabharata

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.



Historians and the Mahabharata

 These compositions were circulated orally. By 

5th C  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 200 CE and 200 BCE when 

worship of Vishnu was growing and Krishna was 

being identified with Vishnu.

Between 200 and 400 CE didactic sections 

resembling the Manusmriti were added.



Historians and the Mahabharata

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.



Keywords

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.
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Thinkers, Beliefs and Buildings

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 1000 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.1000 BCE-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. 



Debates and discussions-Kutagarashala

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.



MAHAVEERA(BC 540-468)
 Mahavira was preceded by 23 Thirthankaras. The thirthankaras are teachers 

who guide men and women across the river of existence.

 1st Theerthangara-Rishabadeva

 23rd – Parswanatha

 24th – Mahaveera

 Birth – Kundalagrama, Musafarpur District, 

in present Bihar, near Vashali.

 Father – Sidhartha, Jnathriya chief,

belongs to Kshathriya class.

 Mother – Thrisala, Lichavi princess.               

 Yesoda – wife, and a daughter

 At the age of 30 –left home, 

and after 12 years he attained knowledge.

 Passed away at the age of 72 – Pavapuri, Bihar.



The message of Mahavira (Basic ideas of Jaina Philosophy)

 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. 



The message of Mahaveera

 Mahaveera did not believe in the existence of God. 

 He did not believe that God created and controlled the 

whole universe.

 It was all waste of time to recite the mantras or perform 

the sacrifices.

 The three essentials for good life were;

1. Right faith

2. Right knowledge

3. Right action

These three things were called the three jewels or ratnas.



The message of Mahavira (Basic ideas of Jaina Philosophy)

 Jaina monks and nuns must take five vows.

1.To abstain from killing. 

2.To abstain from stealing.

3.To abstain from lying.

4.To observe celibacy.

5.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.



Gautama Budha (BC 563 – 483)

o Birth – Lumbini, near Kapilavasthu

in Nepal – BC 563.

o Father – Sudhodhana, king of Kapilavasthu,

Sakya family.

o Mother – Mahamaya, princess of Kosala.

o She died within one week of his birth 

and cared by his mother’s sister Gauthami.

o At the age of 16 – married with Yesodhara

and she gave birth to a son – Rahulan.



Gauthama Budha (563 – 483 BC)

o Gauthama was not interested in married life.

o At the age of 29 he left home –

Mahaparithyaga.

o At the age of 35 he attained knowledge –

Great enlightenment.

o First sermon at Saranath near Banaras –

Dharmachakrapravarthana.

o He passed away in BC 483 at Kushinagar,

in Uthar Pradesh.



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, Sudhodhana.

 He led a sheltered upbringing in the palace detached 

from the harsh realities of life.



The traumatic incidents that changed the life of the Buddha.

He undertook a journey into a city which was a 

turning point in his life.

He was deeply anguished (pained) when he saw 

an old man, a sick man and a corpse (dead body).  

 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 at the 

age of 29 in search of truth.



Bodhi tree



The traumatic incidents that changed the 

life of the Buddha.

He explored many paths including bodily 
mortification.

He abandoned the extreme path and 
meditated for several days and finally 
attained enlightenment at the age of 35 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.





Teaching of Budhism

Four Noble Truths – Aryasathya

1. The world is full of sorrows and miseries

2. Desire is the cause of all sorrows and 

miseries. 

3. Sorrowing can be ended only by the

elimination of desires. When sorrow ends, 

there is perfect bliss.

4. There must be a way to attain bliss and end

desires. That was the noble   Ashtangamarga-

Eightfold path



Main teachings of Budhism

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.



Ashtangamarga

1.Right view

2.Right determination

3.Right speech

4.Right livelihood

5.Right action

6.Right exercise

7.Right memory

8.Right meditation



Five moral rules to his disciples

1.Don’t commit violence.

2.Don’t covet the property of others.

3.Don’t speak falsely.

4.Don’t use intoxicants.

5.Let not one be unchaste.

Budha advised to overcome anger by

kindness, hatred by love and evil by good.



Main teachings of Budhism

 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) 

o Buddha’s last words to his followers were: “Be 

lamps unto yourselves as all of you must work out 

your own liberation”.

o The body of disciples of the Buddha or an 

organization of monks is called sangha.

o Buddha founded a sangha. It was an organization 

of monks who became teachers of dhamma.

o 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 laymen.



Followers of the Buddha (The Buddhist Sangha)

As they lived on alms(Biksha), they were known 

as bhikshus.

 Initially, only men were allowed into the sangha, 

but later women also came to be admitted.

The Buddha’s foster mother, Mahaprajapati

Goutami was the first woman to be included as 

bhikshuni.

Many women who entered the sangha became 

teachers of dhamma and went on to become 

theirs, or respected women who had attained 

liberation.



Followers of the Buddha (The Buddhist Sangha)

 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. 



Budhist Shrines



A Budhist Temple at Saranath



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 inspiring natural beauty with small shrine attached 

to them were known as Chaityas.



Ajantha Chaitya



The four sacred places: 

Buddhist literature describes places connected 

with the life of Buddha. 

These places are;

1. Lumbini- where he was born. 

2. Bodh Gaya -where he attained enlightenment.

3. Saranath -where he gave his first sermon.   

4. 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, 

bhikshus, bhikshunis 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(residence) 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 

Burhut.

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 sculptures compared to the early 

stupas at Sanchi and Barhut. 



Sanchi Stupa



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.



Amaravathi Stupa



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

 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.



Symbols of worship

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.



Symbols of worship

 These include beautiful women known 

as salabhanjika 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.



Salabanjika



Symbols of worship

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 figure of a serpent was found at 

Sanchi. James Fergusson, a modern art 

historian considered Sanchi as the centre of 

tree and serpent worship. 



Mahaveera-Bihar                   Stupa worship             



Mahaveer - Shravanabalgola



Saranath Budha Dharmachakramudra



Saranath Budha



New Religious Traditions

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 nirvaana.

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.



The development of Mahayana Buddhism

Bodhisattas were perceived(seen) as deeply 

compassionate(sympathetic) beings that 

could help others to attain nirvaana.

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
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DASAVATHARS

1. Matsya

2. Kurma

3. Varaha

4. Narasimha

5. Vamana

6. Balarama

7. Parasurama

8. Srirama

9. Srikrishna

10. Kalki



Dasavatars



Growth of Puranic Hinduism 

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.



Growth of Puranic Hinduism 

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.



Trinity



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. 



Growth of temple architecture 

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).



Growth of temple architecture



Ellora – Kailasnath Temple 



Barabar Cave



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. 



Problems faced by the European scholars while 

studying the sculptures 

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.



Mahanalipuram



Mahabalipuram



Mahabalipuram



Mahabalipuram



Key words 

 Hagiography: Hagiography is a biography of a 

saint or religious leader. 

 Thervadins: The followers of the older tradition 

of Buddhism. 

 Tripitaka: 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.
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Through the eyes of Travellers
• In this chapter we shall see how our knowledge of the 

past can be enriched through a consideration of 
descriptions of social life provided by travellers who 
visited the subcontinent, focusing on the accounts of 
three men:

• Al-Biruni who came from Uzbekistan (eleventh 
century)

• Ibn Battuta who came from Morocco, in 
northwestern Africa (fourteenth century)

• François Bernier, the Frenchman (seventeenth 
century)



1. Al-biruni and Kitab-ull-Hind
• From Khwarizm to the Punjab

• Al-Biruni was born in 973, in Khwarizm in presentday Uzbekistan. 
Khwarizm was an important centre of learning, and Al-Biruni received 
the best education available at the time. 

• He was well versed in several languages: Syriac, Arabic, Persian, 
Hebrew and Sanskrit. Although he did not know Greek, he was familiar 
with the works of Plato and other Greek philosophers, having read 
them in Arabic translations. 

• In 1017, when Sultan Mahmud invaded Khwarizm, he took several 
scholars and poets back to his capital, Ghazni; Al-Biruni was one of 
them. He arrived in Ghazni as a hostage, but gradually developed a 
liking for the city, where he spent the rest of his life until his death at 
the age of 70.





Al-biruni
• Alberuni, the great scholar who

accopained Sultan Mahmood Ghaznavi

to India, and researched on the

religion and customs of the people of India.

• He wrote kitabul Hind. or The Book Of India,

which was one of the earliest encyclopedias

about South Asia and its people. 

Alberuni even learn Sanskrit to write this book.

The Brahmin scholars respected him so

much that they called him Vidya Sagar, 

or the sea of Knowledge.



Al-biruni
• Al-Biruni spent years in the 

company of Brahmana priests 

and scholars, learning Sanskrit, 

and studying religious and 

philosophical texts.

• While his itinerary is not clear, 

it is likely that he travelled 

widely in the Punjab and parts

of northern India.



Translating Texts, sharing ideas……..

•Al-biruni’s expertise in several languages allowed 
him to compare languages and translate texts.

•He translated several Sanskrit works, including 
Patanjali’s work on grammar, in to Arabic.

•For his Brahmana friends, he translated the 
works of Euclid (a Greek Mathematician) into 
Sanskrit.



The Kitab-ul-Hind 
• Al-Biruni’s Kitab-ul-Hind, written 

in Arabic, is simple and lucid.

It is a voluminous text, divided

into 80 chapters on subjects such 

as religion and philosophy, 

festivals, astronomy, alchemy, 

manners and customs, social life, 

weights and measures, iconography,

laws and  metrology.

• Kitab-ul-Hind was Translated into

English by E.C.Sachau.



Kitab-ull-Hind

•Al-Biruni, who wrote in Arabic, probably intended his 
work for peoples living along the frontiers of the 
subcontinent. 

•He was familiar with translations and adaptations of 
Sanskrit, Pali and Prakrit texts into Arabic – these 
ranged from fables to works on astronomy and 
medicine. 

•However, he was also critical about the ways in which 
these texts were written, and clearly wanted to 
improve on them.



MAKING SENSE OF AN ALIEN WORLD
AL-BIRUNI AND THE SANSKRITIC TRADITION

Overcoming  barriers to understanding

Al-Biruni was aware of the problems inherent in 
the task he had set himself. He discussed several 
“barriers” that he felt obstructed understanding. 

The first amongst these was language. According 
to him, Sanskrit was so different from Arabic and 
Persian that ideas and concepts could not be 
easily translated from one language into another. 



Overcoming  barriers to understanding
• The second barrier he identified was the difference in 

religious beliefs and practices. 

• The self-absorption and consequent insularity of the local 
population according to him, constituted the third barrier. 

• What is interesting is that even though he was aware of 
these problems, Al-Biruni depended almost exclusively on 
the works of Brahmanas, often citing passages from the 
Vedas, the Puranas, the Bhagavad Gita, the works of 
Patanjali, the Manusmriti, etc., to provide an understanding 
of Indian society.



Al-Biruni’s description of the caste system 
• Al-Biruni tried to explain the caste system by looking for 

parallels in other societies.

• He noted that in ancient Persia, four social categories were 
recognised: those of knights and princes; monks, fire-priests 
and lawyers; physicians, astronomers and other scientists; 
and finally, peasants and artisans. 

• In other words, he attempted to suggest that social divisions 
were not unique to India. 

• At the same time he pointed out that within Islam all men 
were considered equal, differing only in their observance of 
piety.



Al-Biruni’s description of the caste system 
• In spite of his acceptance of the Brahmanical description of 

the caste system, Al-Biruni disapproved of the notion of 
pollution.

• He remarked 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. If it were not so, insisted Al-
Biruni, life on earth would have been impossible. 

• The conception of social pollution, intrinsic to the caste 
system, was according to him, contrary to the laws of nature.



Al-Biruni’s description of the caste system 

• As we have seen, Al-Biruni’s description of the caste 
system was deeply influenced by his study of standared
Sanskrit texts which laid down the rules governing the 
system from the point of view of the Brahmanas. 

•However, in real life the system was not quite as rigid. For 
instance, the categories defined as antyaja (literally, born 
outside the system) were often expected to provide 
inexpensive labour to both  peasants and zamindars. In 
other words, while they were often subjected to social 
oppression, they were included within economic 
networks.



‘HINDU’
• The term ‘Hindu’ was derived from an old Persian word., used 

5th – 6th centuries BC, to refer to the region east of the river 
Sindhu (Indus).

• The Arabs continued the Persian usage and called this region, 
“al-Hind” and its people “Hindi”.

• Later Turks referred the people east of the river Indus as 
“Hindu”, their land as “Hindusthan”, and their language as 
“Hindavi”.

• None of these expressions indicated the religious identity of 
the people.

• It is much later that the term developed as a religious term.



2. Ibn Batuta’s Rihla



Ibn Batuta-An early globe-trotter 

• Ibn Battuta’s book of travels, called Rihla, 

written in Arabic, provides extremely rich 

and interesting details about the social and 

cultural life in the subcontinent in the 14th C 

• This Moroccan traveler was born in Tangier

into one of the most respectable and 

educated families known for their expertise

in Islamic religious law or shari‘a. 

• True to the tradition of his family,

Ibn Battuta received literary and scholastic

education when he was quite young.



Batuta…….

Unlike most other members of his class, Ibn Battuta 
considered experience gained through travels to be a 
more important source of knowledge than books. 

He just loved travelling, and went to far-off places, 
exploring new worlds and peoples. 

Before he set off for India in 1332-33, he had made 
pilgrimage trips to Mecca, and had already travelled 
extensively in Syria, Iraq, Persia, Yemen, Oman and a 
few trading ports on the coast of East Africa.



Batuta…….
• Travelling overland through Central Asia, Ibn Battuta reached Sind 

in 1333.

• He had heard about Muhammad bin Tughlaq, the Sultan of Delhi, 
and attracted by his reputation as a generous patron of arts and 
letters, set off for Delhi, passing through Multan and Uch. 

• The Sultan was impressed by his scholarship, and appointed him 
the qazi or judge of Delhi. He remained in that position for several 
years, until he fell out of favour and was thrown into prison. 

•Once the misunderstanding between him and the Sultan was 
cleared, he was restored to imperial service, and was ordered in 
1342 to proceed to China as the Sultan’s envoy(diplomatic agent) 
to the Mongol ruler.



Batuta…….

With the new assignment, Ibn Battuta proceeded to the Malabar 
coast through central India. From Malabar he went to the 
Maldives, where he stayed for eighteen months as the qazi, then to 
Sri Lanka.

 He then went back once more to the Malabar coast and the 
Maldives, and before resuming his mission to China, visited Bengal 
and Assam as well. 

He then visited Sumatra, and from there reached the Chinese port 
town of Zaytun (now known as Quanzhou). He travelled 
extensively in China, and decided to return home in 1347. 

His account is often compared with that of Marco Polo, who 
visited China (and also India) from his home base in Venice in the 
late 13th C.



Batuta…….

IbnBattuta recorded in detail his observations about 
new cultures, peoples, beliefs, values, etc. in his ‘Kitb-
ul-Rihla, translated into English by Mahdi Huzain.

We need to bear in mind that this globe-trotter was 
travelling in the fourteenth century, when it was much 
more arduous and hazardous to travel than it is today. 

According to Ibn Battuta, it took forty days to travel 
from Multan to Delhi and about fifty days from Sind to 
Delhi. The distance from Daulatabad to Delhi was 
covered in forty days, while that from Gwalior to Delhi 
took ten days.



Batuta…..

oTravelling was also more insecure: Ibn Battuta was 
attacked by bands of robbers several times. In fact he 
preferred travelling in a caravan along with 
companions, but this did not deter highway robbers.

o While travelling from Multan to Delhi, for instance, 
his caravan was attacked and many of his fellow 
travellers lost their lives; those travellers who 
survived, including Ibn Battuta, were severely 
wounded.





The “enjoyment of curiosities” 
As we have seen, Ibn Battuta was spent several 
years travelling through north Africa, West Asia 
and parts of Central Asia (he may even have 
visited Russia), the Indian subcontinent and 
China, before returning to his native land, 
Morocco. 

When he returned, the local ruler issued 
instructions that his stories be recorded.





In the footsteps of Ibn Batuta……….
• In the centuries between 1400 and 1800 visitors to India wrote a 

number of travelogues in Persian. At the same time, Indian 
visitors to Central Asia, Iran and the Ottoman Empire also 
sometimes wrote about their experiences. These writers 
followed in the footsteps of al-Biruni and Ibn Batuta.

• Among the best known of these writers were Abdur Razzak
Samarqandi, who visited south India in the 1440’s, Mahmud Wali
Balkhi, who travelled very widely in the 1620’s, and Sheik Ali 
Hazin, who came to north India in the 1740’s. Some of these 
authors were fascinated by India, and one of them-Mahmud 
Wali Balkhi-even became a sort of sanyasi for a time.

• Most of them saw India as a land of wonders.



.

Abdur Razzak



Marco Polo, Venetian traveller-visited India and China in 13th c



IBN BATUTA AND EXCITEMENT OF THE UNFAMILIAR

• By the time Ibn Battuta arrived in Delhi in the 14TH C, the subcontinent 
was part of a global network of communication that stretched from 
China in the east to north-west Africa and Europe in the west. 

• As we have seen, Ibn Battuta himself travelled extensively through 
these lands, visiting sacred shrines, spending time with learned men 
and rulers, often officiating as qazi, and enjoying the cosmopolitan 
culture of urban centres where people who spoke Arabic, Persian, 
Turkish and other languages, shared ideas, information and anecdotes. 

• These included stories about men noted for their piety, kings who 
could be both cruel and generous, and about the lives of ordinary men 
and women; anything that was unfamiliar was particularly highlighted 
in order to ensure that the listener or the reader was suitably 
impressed by accounts of distant yet accessible worlds.



The coconut and the paan
• Some of the best examples of Ibn Battuta’s strategies of 

representation are evident in the ways in which he described 
the coconut and the paan, two kinds of plant produce that 
were completely unfamiliar to his audience.



Nuts like a man’s head………!

“These trees are among the most peculiar trees in kind 

and most astonishing in habit. They look axactly like

date-palms, without any difference between them 

except that the one produces nuts as its fruits and the 

other produces dates. The nut of a coconut tree resembles

a man’s head, for in it are what look like two eyes and 

a mouth, and the inside of it when it is green looks like 

the brain, and attached to it is a fibre which looks like

hair. They make from this cord with which they sew up 

ships instead of (using) iron nails, and they (also) make

from it cables for vessels”.



Read Ibn Batuta’s description of the paan……….
“The betel is a tree which is cultivated in the 

same manner as the grape-vine;….The betel 

has no fruit and is grown only for the sake 

of its leaves….The manner of its use is that 

before eating it one takes areca nut; this is

like a nutmeg but is broken up until it is

reduced to small pellets, and one places 

these in his mouth and chews them.

Then he takes the leaves of betel, puts a

little chalk on them, and masticates them 

along with the betel”.



Ibn Battuta and Indian cities 
• Ibn Battuta found cities in the subcontinent full of exciting 

opportunities for those who had the necessary drive, 
resources and skills. They were densely populated and 
prosperous, except for the occasional disruptions caused 
by wars and invasions. It appears from Ibn Battuta’s 
account that most cities had crowded streets and bright 
and colourful markets that were stacked with a wide 
variety of goods. Ibn Battuta described Delhi as a vast city, 
with a great population, the largest in India. Daulatabad (in 
Maharashtra) was no less, and easily rivalled Delhi in size.



Daulathabad



Ibn Battuta and Indian cities 

• The bazaars were not only places of economic transactions, but 
also the hub of social and cultural activities. Most bazaars had 
a mosque and a temple, and in some of them at least, spaces 
were marked for public performances by dancers, musicians 
and singers.

• While Ibn Battuta was not particularly concerned with 
explaining the prosperity of towns, historians have used his 
account to suggest that towns derived a significant portion of 
their wealth through the appropriation of surplus from villages. 
Ibn Battuta found Indian agriculture very productive because of 
the fertility of the soil, which allowed farmers to cultivate two 
crops a year. 



Ibn Battuta and Indian cities 
•He also noted that the subcontinent was well 

integrated with inter-Asian networks of trade and 
commerce, with Indian manufactures being in great 
demand in both West Asia and Southeast Asia, fetching 
huge profits for artisans and merchants. 

• Indian textiles, particularly cotton cloth, fine muslins, 
silks, brocade and satin, were in great demand.

• Ibn Battuta informs us that certain varieties of fine 
muslin were so expensive that they could be worn only 
by the nobles and the very rich.



A unique system of communication 

• The state evidently took special measures to encourage 
merchants. Almost all trade routes were well supplied with 
inns and guest houses.

• Ibn Battuta was also amazed by the efficiency of the postal 
system which allowed merchants to not only send 
information and remit credit across long distances, but also 
to dispatch goods required at short notice. 

• The postal system was so efficient that while it took fifty 
days to reach Delhi from Sind, the news reports of spies 
would reach the Sultan through the postal system in just 
five days.



FRANCOIS BERNIER
A DOCTOR WITH A DIFFERENCE



European Travellers

•Portugese Travellers – detailed account of India –
translated Indian texts to European languages. For 
eg:- Durate Barbosa, Roberto Nobili.

•Dutch, French and English travellers.

•One of the most famous was the French jeweller Jean-
Baptiste Tavernier, who travelled to India at least six 
times.

• Some of these travellers, like the Italian doctor 
Manucci, never returned to Europe, and settled down 
in India.



François Bernier

• François Bernier, a Frenchman, was a doctor, political 
philosopher and historian. 

• Like many others, he came to the Mughal Empire in 
search of opportunities. 

•He was in India for 12 years, from 1656 to 1668, and 
was closely associated with the Mughal court, as a 
physician to Prince Dara Shukoh, the eldest son of 
Emperor Shah Jahan, and later as an intellectual and 
scientist, with Danishmand Khan, an Armenian noble 
at the Mughal court.



Comparing “East” and “West” 
• Bernier travelled to several parts of the country, and wrote accounts 

of what he saw, frequently comparing what he saw in India with the 
situation in Europe.

• He dedicated his major writing to Louis XIV, the king of France, and 
many of his other works were written in the form of letters to 
influential officials and ministers. 

• In virtually every instance Bernier described what he saw in India as 
a bleak(boring,empty) situation in comparison to developments in 
Europe.

• As we will see, this assessment was not always accurate. However, 
when his works were published, Bernier’s writings became 
extremely popular.



Bernier…..
• Bernier’s works were published in France in 1670-71 and translated 

into English, Dutch, German and Italian within the next five years. 

• Between 1670 and 1725 his account was reprinted eight times in 
French, and by 1684 it had been reprinted three times in English. 

• This was in marked contrast to the accounts in Arabic and Persian, 
which circulated as manuscripts and were generally not published 
before 1800.



BERNIER AND THE “DEGENERATE” EAST

• If Ibn Battuta chose to describe everything that impressed and 
excited him because of its novelty, François Bernier belonged to 
a different intellectual tradition. 

•He was far more preoccupied with comparing and contrasting 
what he saw in India with the situation in Europe in general 
and France in particular, focusing on situations which he 
considered depressing. 

•His idea seems to have been to influence policy-makers and the 
intelligentsia to ensure that they made what he considered to 
be the “right” decisions.



BERNIER AND THE “DEGENERATE” 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.



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

•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 struggled 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.



WOMEN: Slaves, Sati and Labourers
Travellers who left written accounts were generally men who were not 

interested in the condition of women in the subcontinent. Sometimes 
they took social inequities as natural. For instance, slaves were openly 
sold in markets, like any other commodity, and were regularly 
exchanged as gifts.

When Ibn Battuta reached Sind he purchased “horses, camels and 
slaves” as gifts for Sultan Muhammad bin Tughlaq. 

When he reached Multan, he presented the governor with, “a slave 
and horse together with raisins and almonds”. Muhammad bin 
Tughlaq, informs Ibn Battuta, was so happy with the sermon of a 
preacher named Nasiruddin that he gave him “a hundred thousand 
tankas (coins) and two hundred slaves”.



WOMEN: Slaves, Sati and Labourers

• It appears from Ibn Battuta’s account that there 
was considerable differentiation among slaves. 

•Some female slaves in the service of the Sultan 
were experts in music and dance, and Ibn
Battuta enjoyed their performance at the 
wedding of the Sultan’s sister. 

•Female slaves were also employed by the Sultan 
to keep a watch on his nobles.



WOMEN: Slaves, Sati and Labourers

• Slaves were generally used for domestic labour, and Ibn
Battuta found their services particularly indispensable for 
carrying women and men on palanquins or dola.

• The price of slaves, particularly female slaves required for 
domestic labour, was very  low, and most families who could 
afford to do so kept  at least one or two of them.



WOMEN: Slaves, Sati and Labourers
• Contemporary European travellers and writers often highlighted the 

treatment of women as a crucial marker of difference between 
Western and Eastern societies. 

• Not surprisingly, Bernier chose the practice of sati for detailed 
description. He noted that while some women seemed to embrace 
death cheerfully, others were forced to die.



WOMEN: Slaves, Sati and Labourers

•However, women’s lives revolved around much 
else besides the practice of sati. Their labour was 
crucial in both agricultural and non-agricultural 
production. 

•Women from merchant families participated in 
commercial activities, sometimes even taking 
mercantile disputes to the court of law. 

• It therefore 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) 



Three travellers of the medieval period:   
A Comparative study

Name Date of 
Visit

Country Language 
of Book

Name of 
Book

Name of Ruler 
during Visit

Subject matter of Accounts

Alberuni
11th

Century Uzbekisthan Arabic
Kitab
-ul-

Hind

Mahmud 
Ghazni

Relgion, Philosophy, 
Astronomy, Social life, Laws, 
Metrology, Medicine, Caste 

system etc..

Ibn
Batuta

14th

Century Morocco Arabic Rihla
Muhd.bin

Tuglaq
The coconut and the paan, 
Indian cities, Agriculture, 

Trade and commerce, 
Communication system,

Slavery etc..

Bernier
17th

Century France English
Travels 
in the 

Mughal 
Empire

Shajahan
and

Aurengazeb
Ownership of land, Kinds of 

Towns, artisans etc..




